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A Crossroads in Media Studies

In the past few years I have been working in such a way that I found myself at a junc-
tion, a “crossroads:”1 my research had been (and still is) devoted to exploring the possi-
ble convergence between the analysis of the communicative strategies activated by
texts and the modes of reception activated by social subjects. They are, in fact, different
entities: in the former case, we are dealing with possible worlds and virtual subjects
(subjects made of words and images); in the latter, we deal with factual worlds and fac-
tual subjects (flesh-and-blood subjects). Nevertheless, I am under the impression that
there is some form of connection between what a text says to someone who is con-
structed as its interlocutor, and what a subject grasps and uses from that text, by con-
necting it to its world and to itself. This connection does not necessarily have to be one
of continuity, in the sense that one level does not necessarily mirror the other; howev-
er, there is definitely a connection in the sense of a mutual determination. 

Traditionally, two fields have undertaken the task of studying these levels or compo-
nents of communication: semiotics focused on the linguistic dimension (i.e., the repre-
sentations arranged by the text and the relationships figured in the text); sociology
focused on the social and cultural dimension (the effect of representations on society,
the relationships activated in the act of reception.) I feel it is necessary to combine the
two approaches. This necessity does not depend merely on the subject matter; indeed,
it is inscribed in the evolution of the two disciplines. We can see it at work in semiotics’
evolution towards pragmatics,2 and in sociology’s attention to the processes of mean-
ing-creation. In both cases, these two disciplines leaned, as it were, towards each other:
the former by accounting for the way signs are used, that is, for the relationship
between signs and interpreter; the latter by questioning the way in which social sub-
jects make sense of actions, words, decisions – ultimately – signs. 

Drawing On Experience

Let us go back to our main focus: communicative processes and media. Again,
although we should distinguish between the two, that is, between processes and appa-
rati, right now we will consider them together, as two elements of media communica-
tion.

I would like to begin with a question: what has been the role of the notion of experi-
ence3 in encouraging scholarship to consider simultaneously the strategies of commu-

BETWEEN TEXTUAL ANALYSIS AND RECEPTION STUDIES.
NEGOTIATION PROCESSES
Francesco Casetti, Università Cattolica di Milano

CINEMA & Cie, no. 1, Fall 2001



The effect of these conceptual and methodological shifts is precisely a closer rela-
tionship (or, at least, the need to have a closer relationship) between the attention to
texts’ communicative strategies and subjects’ modes of reception, and, as a conse-
quence, between the disciplines that investigate them. As I have already mentioned,
this occurs through the “re-discovery” of the role of experience. Even if we consider it
only in its third meaning, i.e., as a process of symbolic elaboration of something we
lived, the reference to it has forced both disciplines to expand their focus: semiotics dis-
covered that a text is also something which is “symbolically processed as something we
lived”, and sociology discovered that what is “symbolically processed as something we
lived” is indeed a text (and all that this entails). This mutual discovery brings about
even greater consequences when we move from a discourse on the experience with the
media to the experience caused by the media. 

This doesn’t necessarily mean that semioticians should somehow become sociolo-
gists, nor that sociologists should become semioticians. That may very well be the case
and I would not object to it. More importantly, however, this means that we should per-
haps raise questions which affect (or challenge) both disciplines, and which would elic-
it common research projects. The questions relating to the connection between media
and experience (media and everyday life, media and their reception, media and the for-
mation of ideologies, media and construction of social rituals, media and multimedial-
ity in the perception of the audience) could be very useful. 

At the same time that such questions are formulated, what appears, or we need to
make appear, is the presence of some analytical categories that, once adjusted specifi-
cally for each approach, would allow the two disciplines to join in a partially common
perspective and theoretical language. I will now consider this point, and will deal with
one of such categories, the notion of negotiation. 

The Horizon of Negotiation

The concept of negotiation appears both in sociological and semiotic research.
The fact that communication entails negotiation has been apparent to those work-

ing within a sociological perspective: consider the contribution of those scholars who
analyzed the ways in which media messages are interpreted, and discovered that they
are only partially determined by the sender, in so far as they emerge from the “clash”
between the addresser’s intention and the addressee’s expectations or from the
“clash” between the cognitive mapping of the former and that of the latter. Stuart
Hall, for example, talks about “negotiated” reading, as well as “dominant” and “resis-
tant” (others talk about “oppositional” and “aberrant” readings).9 Fiske ascribes
meaning-creation to a tension between “structural polysemy,” that is, the “complex of
preferred meanings” within the text and the “situated subjectivity” of the reader, that
is, “the system of social discourses within which it is implicated” (a tension in which
“forces of closure” and “forces of opening” stand endlessly against one another).10

Livingstone sums up these dynamics by saying that meaning-creation through the
interaction between texts and readers is “a site of negotiation between two semi-pow-
erful sources”.11 Finally, Gledhill tries to open up Hall’s notion of negotiation to
include the dynamics that characterize the moment of production (by talking about
“institutional negotiations”), the forces within the texts (“textual negotiations”), as
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nication articulated by texts and the forms of reception employed by subjects? The
notion of experience can be understood in three distinct ways: first, it indicates our sur-
roundings, the world we live in (first meaning of “experience,” as in the sentence “the
experience of the city is different from that of the country”); second, it refers to “doing”
something, or to “know how” in something (second meaning of “experience,” such as
in the sentence “this doctor has great experience”); third, it implies the recollection of
something we lived through (third meaning of “experience,” such as in the sentence
“this experience has deeply changed me”). Then the question becomes: to what extent
has the reference to all these meanings of experience encouraged scholars to combine
these two fundamental dimensions of media communication (i.e. texts and subjects)? I
think it has to great extent, and on multiple levels.

It would seem that the appeal to experience by different disciplinary fields reveals
two major methodological and conceptual issues which have made it necessary for
these disciplines to combine communicative strategies and modes of reception – with-
in our metaphor, to “inhabit the crossroads” between texts and subjects.

The first issue involves the idea, slowly emerging both within the sociology of com-
munication and within semiotics, that communication is not a mere transmission of
data from a sender to an addressee, but rather an interaction among communicative
partners and, as a consequence, that meaning is not given, but constructed through this
interaction. Experience (in each of its three meanings) tells us that there isn’t such a
thing as a meaning of the text separated from the meaning of the addressee, that there
is not a meaning of the text which the addressee has to comply with, and neither is
there a meaning of the addressee to which the text would conform. Rather, there is a
complex layering of inputs and adjustments contributing to the emergence of meaning
from the encounter between text and addressee. 

The second issue is more methodological in nature. It has to do with the need to con-
nect the processes of interpretation and reception back to their natural context, while
avoiding the abstractions of, respectively, the critical approach or the quantitative
approach (which, for opposite reasons, reduce the complexity of the encounter
between text and addressee). Reader Response Criticism,4 on the one hand, and the
ethnography of reception, on the other,5 responded to this need by introducing notions
such as that of “natural audiences,” or by researching the use of media in everyday life.6
Once again, the reference to experience and all that this implies (the implicit reference
to our surroundings, the reference to “doing,” or “know how,” the reference to some-
thing we lived) becomes stronger. Consistently, the need to cross the boundaries
between what pertains to the text and what pertains to the social subjects also increas-
es. A symptom of this methodological and theoretical move can be easily found in the
tendency to collapse – despite Eco’s efforts –7 the difference between interpretation and
use (including cognitive use). The implied meaning of a conversation is a good example
of this merging of interpretation and use. (Consider the exchange between parents and
baby-sitter: “how was the child?” “the house didn’t fall apart.” What follows is a tip, not
an inspection of the house’s architecture). Aberrant readings also, depend on the con-
struction of a meaning that is maybe inconsistent with the text itself, but perfectly con-
sistent with its use (this is the case of a mother and a daughter watching a soap-opera).8
As I will show shortly, the distinction between “interpretation” and “use” can be freed
from its abstract nature and re-thought within the more concrete horizon of negotia-
tion processes. 
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cumstances, within which the former has access to the latter (the same holds true if we
talk about an addressee, an addresser who expresses itself through a text and the cir-
cumstances of this interaction).

The second level results from a simplification of the first: by ignoring the circum-
stances, we can focus on the negotiation between subject and text. This is the level
where we would locate a textual interpretation. 

Finally, the third level can be identified by extension and projection of the first: it can
be described as the negotiation between text, subject, situation and context. At this
level we can locate the negotiation directed towards the definition of the possible use,
or possible functions, of a text. 

Negotiation, Social Practices and Mediated Communication: Two Issues

Besides the steps and levels of negotiation, there are other fundamental issues that
need to be taken into account. Here I will only consider two.

The first is the necessity of connecting negotiation with the more complex context of
social actions. In this sense, while the definition of a “syntax of negotiation” in narrato-
logical terms can help elucidate the steps that subjects make, it runs the risk of obscur-
ing the possible connection between negotiation and social practices in their broadest
sense (unless, as Greimas does, we regard human action in general as a “story”). The
application of concepts – e.g., articulation or suture18 which are derived from other dis-
ciplines, such as linguistics and psychoanalysis to social processes –19 will probably
help in filling this gap. However, the use of these concepts must be combined with
awareness of the fact that during a negotiation process we are dealing with constantly
(sometimes not openly so) flexible positions on the part of subjects, and variations in
the general frame of reference. Communicating, therefore, means to take on more and
more masks and to live in increasingly different situations. Within this perspective, the
idea of negotiation that I have been promoting here, that is, a process that enacts a sys-
tematic confrontation aiming at reaching an agreement (in other words, aiming at
establishing what I elsewhere called a “communicative pact”), emphasizes how this
process aims less at reaching a compromise between the parties involved, than at defin-
ing a framework, within which the complexity of one’s actions – whether they are com-
municative or non-communicative actions – can be situated. (A “pact” in fact, is essen-
tially a framework determining rules of engagement, establishing roles, actions, goals,
and expectations). This framework, although itself temporary and variable, helps in
“giving sense” to the actions performed at a certain moment. 

The second issue concerns the role of the medium within the negotiation process.
There is in fact a difference between face-to-face negotiation and negotiation within a
mediatic and mediated interaction.20 The model I have suggested applies in both cases.
However, since this model deals essentially with “situated” negotiation – between text,
subject, and circumstances – and since the presence of a medium belongs to the “cir-
cumstances,” this model is strongly determined from the outset. In other words, the
fact that we are dealing with a negotiation occurring with and through media, has to be
accounted for from the very beginning of this process, since the presence of a medium
is a determining factor of the initial situation. One more distinction has to be drawn
between those media that “characterize” the environment of communication, such as
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well as, naturally, the relationships between texts and subjects (“reception negotia-
tion”).12

The fact that communication involves negotiation has also become clear to those
who have approached the issue from a semiotic perspective. I am thinking, for exam-
ple, about the notion of “co-operation,” articulated by Grice13 in linguistic terms (the
idea that interpersonal conversation is based on the existence of a “principle of cooper-
ation” to which, it is expected, conversing parties should conform) and by Eco14 within
the perspective of interpretive semiotics (the meaning of a text is not given, but rather
constructed and the readers are called to “fill in” the text, understood as a “lazy
machine” that doesn’t exhaust the meaning that it intends to provide). I am also think-
ing, in terms of generative semiotics, of the notion of “communicative contract” articu-
lated by Greimas and Courtes (it is the “implicit contract antecedent to any communi-
cation”), as well as the concept of “contract of validation” proposed by Greimas himself:
both focus on the idea that there is a “confidence pact” between the partners of com-
munication.15

Despite their specificity, these approaches bring about a common core: the idea that
the relationship among communicating subjects, and between texts and addressees, is
made up of a continuous confrontation, aiming at the emergence of convergences over
divergences until an agreement is established among subjects, and between subjects
and texts, that would allow the former to feel “in tune” with the latter. 

Steps and Levels of Negotiation

Recently, I have tried to go back to the notion of negotiation in order to articulate it
more efficiently, starting from this common ground among disciplines. On the one
hand, I tried to define the steps of negotiation, on the other hand, the levels by which it
operates within the framework of communication, and specifically of media commu-
nication. 

Regarding the steps of negotiation – what can be described as its “syntax” – or “the”
most important moments are: the realization, on the part of a subject, of what the pro-
posals are that are addressed to him; the evaluation of such proposals in terms of what
he can possibly grasp from them (possibilities derived, for example, from the fact that
texts, including media texts, are “polysemic” and therefore present a multiplicity of
possible readings, including some “escapist” readings); the formulation of counter-pro-
posals, either factual (as in face-to-face communication) or merely virtual (as in
deferred communication); the acceptance of the proposals and their inclusion within
the value system and the conceptual universe of the addressee; the retrieval of a point
of balance between proposals and expectations, or between proposals and gains, etc.
These are some of the steps of negotiation. I am under the impression that in order to
formalize these steps, the process of negotiation should be regarded (and that’s what
subjects usually do) as a “story” taking place between text and subject (or between sub-
ject and other subjects through some texts). In this case, the unfolding negotiation
could be examined through the tools of syntax analysis elaborated by narratology.16

As far as the levels of negotiation are concerned, three main spheres of action can be
identified. The first one is specific to any communicative interaction understood as a
“situated” interaction.17 It consists of the negotiation between subject, text and cir-
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levels, and which involves two things: the addressee is confronted with the possibilities
opened up by the text, and the text and the addressee are confronted with the condi-
tions within which the communication occurs. Finally, all of these factors and levels
are confronted with broader elements influencing the context of the communicative
exchange. 

Of course, this extension of the notion of negotiation should not and cannot lead to
simplistic analogies: the “project of negotiation” offered by the text as a terrain for con-
frontation does not necessarily coincide with the negotiation taking place within the
actual communicative exchange. Similarly, the negotiation aiming at attributing sense
to the text (i.e. negotiation between text and addressee) does not necessarily coincide
with the negotiation aiming at establishing the text’s functions (i.e. the negotiation
between text/subject/situation/context). These are more intercrossing paths than par-
allel trajectories. In particular, as far as the latter is concerned, it is necessary to point
out that considering negotiation as a mechanism that involves different levels of the
communicative exchange – even if they aren’t always homologous – sheds light onto
the relationship between subjects and media, the subjects’ media experience, as it were.
Sometimes subjects single out a text’s function by figuring out its sense; other times
they attribute sense to a text after establishing the text’s functions. Consider, for
instance, that sometimes it is because I read the news in a certain way that I am able to
grasp what I need from it (a piece of information, a reassurance, the sense of belonging
to a community, etc.), while other times it is because I am looking for something in the
news that I read it in a certain way.

Regarding negotiation as taking place simultaneously at many levels, allows for a
deeper understanding of the interaction between text and addressee; it also allows
description of the mechanics of interpretation and reception in all their phenomeno-
logical wealth. 

Certainly, at this point, it would be appropriate to discuss some specific cases in
which the category of negotiation would make it possible to emphasize the mechanics
of communication. I have done it elsewhere, by employing the ethnographic method to
analyze television reception within the family setting,24 or by collecting “life-stories” to
study the process of identification of some functions of the media.25 More recently I
have tried to apply the notion of negotiation to macro-phenomena in communication
such as film genres, by analyzing them from the linguistic perspective.26 I refer the
reader to these works because they are part of a work-in-progress application of the
model outlined above. To conclude, I hope that by employing categories such as nego-
tiation, it will be possible to outline new research directions in which different
approaches can come together, different disciplines can open up a fruitful and produc-
tive dialogue.

[Translated from Italian by Alessandra Raengo]

1 I use here the strong image offered by Sonia Livingstone: the image of a “crossroads” is effec-
tively evoked by the author to describe the current state of media research. According to her
metaphor, on the one hand, Audience Studies describe themselves as a “crossroads” between
different disciplinary fields; on the other hand, Audience Studies present themselves as if it
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cinema, and those media that “absorb” the environment, functioning as a form of
“media-environments,” such as computers.

Interpretation, Interpretive Communities and the Use of Media

Now, I would like to characterize more specifically some of the issues connected to
negotiation processes.

At the level of negotiation between text and subject we are dealing with processes of
interpretation. We then need to define what is negotiated through the act of interpre-
tation. We negotiate a meaning: a meaning which is connected, on the one hand, to the
“contents” of the utterance (dictum), on the other hand, to the “forms” that this utter-
ance takes on, and consequently, to the roles, perspectives, distances, etc., that it estab-
lishes between the speaking parties (modus). As far as the latter, we need to dwell on the
correlation between the “description” and the “prescription” of a role, a perspective, a
distance, etc.: this difference goes under the rubric of the “ideal addressee” in a text, as
opposed not so much to the “real addressee,” but rather to the addressee “performed” by
the text. 

Finally, we need to consider the shift between an individual addressee and a group of
addressees, especially if we regard the audience as an interpretive community. 

The negotiation text/subject/situation/context, instead, involves not so much the
attribution of meaning to the text, but rather the attribution of a function. This allows
us to move from interpretations to the function of texts. Reception can then be defined
as an appropriation via use, or (which is the same thing) as the conversion of a propos-
al into a resource to be employed in one’s world. Recent Reception Studies have high-
lighted what resources are derived from a mediatic proposal21 or, more generally, what
functions a medium can fulfill22 and the way in which such a conversion takes place,23

a way that is essentially negotiative. 

Towards a Convergence of Perspectives

To conclude, I would like to point out some elements of originality in this approach.
Firstly, this model allows connection between what the text does, through the com-

municative strategies enacted by it, and what subjects do in their reception practices.
This correlation is fostered, on the one hand, by regarding the text as containing a series
of proposals that are then transformed into resources in the text’s encounter with the
addressee (for example, they can become opportunities for information, entertainment,
strengthening of current relationships, definition of identities, etc.). On the other hand,
the correlation is also facilitated by considering the text as a terrain in which the con-
frontation with the addressee is already figured and outlined. Concisely, the text is the
site of a proposal subjected to negotiation, but also, at the same time, the site of the “vir-
tuality” of such a negotiation that will then realize itself. In this sense the strategies of
communication and the forms of reception can be finally seen as intimately linked. 

Secondly, the model proposed also allows for extending the notion of negotiation
beyond the text/subject relationship that remains the sole focus of the majority of audi-
ence studies. Negotiation, in fact, is a complex process which occurs at many different
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levels, and which involves two things: the addressee is confronted with the possibilities
opened up by the text, and the text and the addressee are confronted with the condi-
tions within which the communication occurs. Finally, all of these factors and levels
are confronted with broader elements influencing the context of the communicative
exchange. 

Of course, this extension of the notion of negotiation should not and cannot lead to
simplistic analogies: the “project of negotiation” offered by the text as a terrain for con-
frontation does not necessarily coincide with the negotiation taking place within the
actual communicative exchange. Similarly, the negotiation aiming at attributing sense
to the text (i.e. negotiation between text and addressee) does not necessarily coincide
with the negotiation aiming at establishing the text’s functions (i.e. the negotiation
between text/subject/situation/context). These are more intercrossing paths than par-
allel trajectories. In particular, as far as the latter is concerned, it is necessary to point
out that considering negotiation as a mechanism that involves different levels of the
communicative exchange – even if they aren’t always homologous – sheds light onto
the relationship between subjects and media, the subjects’ media experience, as it were.
Sometimes subjects single out a text’s function by figuring out its sense; other times
they attribute sense to a text after establishing the text’s functions. Consider, for
instance, that sometimes it is because I read the news in a certain way that I am able to
grasp what I need from it (a piece of information, a reassurance, the sense of belonging
to a community, etc.), while other times it is because I am looking for something in the
news that I read it in a certain way.

Regarding negotiation as taking place simultaneously at many levels, allows for a
deeper understanding of the interaction between text and addressee; it also allows
description of the mechanics of interpretation and reception in all their phenomeno-
logical wealth. 

Certainly, at this point, it would be appropriate to discuss some specific cases in
which the category of negotiation would make it possible to emphasize the mechanics
of communication. I have done it elsewhere, by employing the ethnographic method to
analyze television reception within the family setting,24 or by collecting “life-stories” to
study the process of identification of some functions of the media.25 More recently I
have tried to apply the notion of negotiation to macro-phenomena in communication
such as film genres, by analyzing them from the linguistic perspective.26 I refer the
reader to these works because they are part of a work-in-progress application of the
model outlined above. To conclude, I hope that by employing categories such as nego-
tiation, it will be possible to outline new research directions in which different
approaches can come together, different disciplines can open up a fruitful and produc-
tive dialogue.

[Translated from Italian by Alessandra Raengo]

1 I use here the strong image offered by Sonia Livingstone: the image of a “crossroads” is effec-
tively evoked by the author to describe the current state of media research. According to her
metaphor, on the one hand, Audience Studies describe themselves as a “crossroads” between
different disciplinary fields; on the other hand, Audience Studies present themselves as if it
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La vita antica fu tutta silenzio.
Nel diciannovesimo secolo, coll’invenzione delle macchine, nacque il Rumore.

Oggi, il Rumore trionfa e domina sovrano sulla sensibilità degli uomini.
Luigi Russolo - Manifesto “The Art of Noises”1

Milan, March 11, 1913

The advent of sound film brought about a radical upsetting of silent cinema: while in
silent cinema noise appeared as disturbance – due to the interference of the projecting
machine on the purity of the viewing experience – in sound cinema, not only does it
becomes a mere expressive resource, but, especially in early sound cinema it is the main
feature. With sound, cinema finally incorporated modernity. As Luigi Russolo insight-
fully anticipated, in much the same way as when “we walk through a great modern cap-
ital city with our ears more alert than our eyes,”2 the film spectator became a sensitive
listener to a new kind of cinema inaugurated by sound: the cinema of noises. 

Italy represents an illustrative case of the transition from silent to sound cinema:
noise, in fact, featured prominently in the theory and praxis of cinema of that time.
Contemporary accounts were not too far off when they identified the scene of the train,
with its deafening whistles and its clanging on the tracks, as the dramatic highpoint of
La canzone dell’amore (G. Righelli), which, opening at Rome’s Supercinema on October
8, 1930, inaugurated the era of sound film in Italy. Indeed, La canzone dell’amore was
especially suitable for starting a cinema of noise, as it were, precisely for its emphasis
on the loudness of the train. Significantly, the sound of the train appeared in the
sonorization of Rotaie (M. Camerini, 1928/29) and as a leitmotiv in Treno popolare (R.
Matarazzo, 1933), among other films, and constituted one of the first sounds to be nat-
uralized by sound cinema. In Righelli’s film, noise, which features prominently in
many so-called “fonoquadri,” “acoustic tableaux” of urban and social life, was accom-
panied by another element: the recorded voice of the emerging record industry, which
was posited as the narrative focus of the film. Noise, the meaning defined by informa-
tion theory, i.e., understood as a disturbance and an obstacle to communication, seems
to emerge with the reproduction of sound, which at the beginning was fraught by such
disturbances as the buzzing of a poorly tuned radio transmission, the hissing of the
track on the phonograph, the hollow sound of the optical track and the crackling of the
film’s loudspeakers. Noise and “mechanism” joined and coexisted peacefully in La can-
zone dell’amore: the film is an effective synthesis of the peculiar characteristics of the
transition to sound film in Italy, whereby noise pervaded all new media involved in the
revolution of sound recording and transmission, making their destinies meet.

FILM AND RADIO: BACKGROUND NOISE IN ITALIAN CINEMA 
OF THE 1930S
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