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A2 KEY TERMS 
 
Preamble: 
 
The following constitutes a glossary of ‘Essential’ and ‘Useful’ terms to be used with the 
Communication and Culture specification (A2). In other words it should be read as an 
addendum to the description of A2 content. It is intended to provide clarification and 
encouragement to teachers and students alike while at the same time confirming the 
flexibility that consciously exists within the content of the AS course.  
 
This is a slightly different list to those provided for AS; there are significantly fewer terms, 
presented, in the main, in significantly greater detail.  This may in itself say something about 
the differences between AS ‘introductions’ and A2 ‘developments’.  Here the ‘essential’ list is 
defined by the specification: Key Concepts and Theoretical Perspectives.  All else is ‘useful’; 
a list that will likely be added to on a year by year basis.  These then, as in the AS, are 
subject specific terms which help to define the scope of the specification but would not be 
used without clarification in a formal assessment.  They are better seen as an extended 
toolkit rather than a more detailed course content list. 
 
There are three lists which address the explicit content areas for A2, ranging from  ‘Key 
Concept’ to ‘Cultural Sites’, followed by a small number of terms that seem to fit neither list.  
We assume AS content is a basis for A2 development (especially the Toolkits and Key 
Concepts). 
 
a. Key Concepts: (Essential) 
 
It is well worth rehearsing the AS set 
 
Codes: meaning systems consisting of signs. Signs are anything that has the potential to 
generate meaning, to signify. When a sign has generated meaning, it is said to have 
achieved signification. This is fundamental to the semiotic approach to the study of 
communication. 
 
Communication: a process through which meanings are exchanged. 
 
Context: the situation within which communication takes place. 
 
Culture: a particular way of life which expresses certain meanings and values. 
 
Identity: the sense we have of ourselves, which we then ‘represent’ ‘elsewhere’: a person’s 
social meaning. 
 
Power: control and influence over other people and their actions. 
 
Representation: the construction in any medium (especially the mass media) of aspects of 
‘reality’ such as people, places, objects, events, cultural identities and other abstract 
concepts. Such representations may be in speech or writing as well as still or moving 
pictures. (Daniel Chandler’s definition). 
 
Value: the worth, importance, or usefulness of something to somebody. 

To which we add, with the permission of Routledge, this slightly longer set of A2 
concept clarifications (taken from Bennett & Slater, A2 Communication and Culture: 
the Essential Introduction, Routledge (November 2009)). 
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Ideology 
 
In common with quite a few of the specialist terms we use in Communication and Culture, 
ideology presents us with some problems because it is used in so many different ways by 
different writers. This makes it impossible for us to offer a simple all-purpose definition. 
Instead, we have to consider several different meanings, although we can agree that 
ideology is ‘concerned with how we as individuals understand the world in which we live.’ In 
spite of this, it doesn’t really make much sense to talk about an individual or personal 
ideology (‘my ideology’) because ideology involves the relationship between the individual 
and broader social or cultural structures.  
 
The traditional Marxist formulation of ideology is fairly straightforward. For Marx, ideology 
equates to the lies and distortions propagated by the rulers in order to perpetuate unfair and 
unequal systems such as slave-ownership, feudal or capitalist societies.  
This, then, is the traditional or classic Marxist position: the ruling class quite deliberately 
brainwashes subordinate classes into a false consciousness. Consequently, they fail to 
recognise the unfairness and inefficiency of capitalism and would not dream of trying to 
overthrow the system. This view is also known as the dominant ideology thesis and can 
easily be applied by other perspectives that would prefer to put the emphasis on gender 
(feminism) or ethnicity (postcolonialism).  
 
Critics of the dominant ideology thesis see things rather differently. Firstly, they are more 
likely to acknowledge the existence of competing sets of beliefs and different ways of seeing 
the world, for example those held by feminists or class-conscious workers. Secondly, they 
are like to see ideology arising spontaneously from people’s experience of the world. Since 
that experience, for most of us, is based on capitalist relations, it is not surprising that we 
see the world in these terms, and that applies to bosses, workers, men, women and people 
of all ethnic groups. In this view, ideology is not so much a conspiracy cooked up by those in 
power but more a structural property of relations of production. Or, to put it another way, an 
inevitable consequence of a capitalist economy is that the people within it see the world in 
capitalist terms. 
 
Another aspect of the traditional Marxist position on ideology is that it relies on a distinction 
between reality and perceived reality. This implies that ideology distorts or disguises the real 
world (material reality) and that therefore there must be a real world to distort or disguise. 
We have described the dominant ideology thesis as a ‘traditional’ Marxist approach, but 
some Marxists have taken a rather different line on ideology.  For example, Gramsci’s 
concept of hegemony offers a more sophisticated view of ideological contests in which 
‘ruling ideas’ are continually struggling with the competing world views of other interest 
groups in society. In order to perpetuate the capitalist system, ruling class ideology cannot 
be inflexible. Gramsci’s version is much more likely to focus on the ‘ideological struggles’ 
involved in hegemony, rather than seeing ideology as a giant monolith that simply crushes 
all opposition. 
 
Althusser’s version of ideology has also been influential, but he shifted the focus away from 
ideology as a set of beliefs towards the idea of ideology as structure. In Althusser’s view, 
ideology is everywhere: in society’s institutions (such as the family, the education system 
and the mass media), in the environment and in language. We have already seen how 
Althusser envisages the impact of ideology on the individual by ‘hailing’ or calling us into 
being. From our point of view as students of communication and culture, Althusser’s idea 
that ideology is to be found in practices is a useful and interesting one.  
A pluralist (or market liberal) version of ideology would be more likely to define ideology as 
‘a coherent set of beliefs’. In this sense, Marxism, Feminism and Liberalism could all be 
termed ideologies.  
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At this stage, though, we are beginning to move towards definitions of ideology that have 
something in common with the programmes of political parties. This is fine and we should 
certainly be aware of this usage and, in particular, the habit of many politicians to use the 
term ideology simply to mean ‘a set of ideas or policies with which I disagree’.  
  
Discourse 
 
As with ideology, you will find the term 'discourse' used in a number of contrasting ways in 
different contexts. Here, we shall identify three interpretations of particular use in the context 
of communication and culture, but it is the third of these that is probably of most value. The 
first two relate principally, though not exclusively, to language and can be dealt with quite 
straightforwardly. 
 
1. A piece of language or ‘language event’ that is longer than a sentence, such as a 

conversation, a poem, the lyric of a song or a paragraph in a newspaper report. 
Unlike the linguistic analysis of sentences, the analysis of discourse in this sense is 
not confined to language alone. 

 
2. A type of language used in a particular context or by a particular group. For example, 

this could be the language typically used by lawyers or doctors or a subcultural 
group.  

 
3. The third meaning of ‘discourse’ makes a lot more sense if you are reasonably 

familiar with the concept of ideology. This is discourse as a way of constructing 
reality or a form of knowledge. This approach is associated with the French cultural 
theorist Michel Foucault (1926-84). 

 
Foucault explored the ways in which discourses are used as methods of control in areas 
such as sexuality, mental illness and criminality.  He argued that the power to observe, 
categorise and normalise created new forms of knowledge and control. He showed how the 
exercise of power in modern societies takes much more subtle and hidden forms than in the 
pre-modern era.  
 
Mode of Address 
 
It is a fundamental principle of Communication and Culture that all texts have the capacity to 
communicate. As we investigate cultural practices and cultural products we are searching 
for their meanings or, more precisely, the ways in which meanings are generated. We know 
that the simple process model (Sender – Message – Receiver) has its limitations because it 
is not really adequate in conceptualising the relationship between text (message) and 
receiver. This is where Mode of Address comes in. We start with the question: 
 

Who does this text think I am? 
 

In other words, what assumptions are made about me and how am I expected to read the 
text? If you walk into a High Street bank, how are you addressed by the décor, the carpet, 
the fixtures and fittings, the signage, the lighting, the uniforms of the staff and the way they 
use language? All of these constitute a mode of address, the underlying message of which 
is probably something like, ‘You are very welcome here as long as you want to deposit or 
borrow money or otherwise contribute to the profitability of the organisation.’ But it may be 
that you don’t feel welcome: you feel intimidated, patronised and/or out of place. In both 
cases, the mode of address has contributed to your subjectivity; it has formed you as a 
person in much the same way as Althusser describes the process of interpellation or ‘hailing’ 
(see Ideology, above). 
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Two useful terms associated with mode of address are positioning and register. The idea 
that a text or message can position the receiver should be familiar to you from your study of 
Eric Berne’s Transactional Analysis (Bennett & Slater, 2008, pp. 83-7). If your friend 
addresses you from their Controlling Parent ego state by giving you orders in a loud voice 
accompanied by a wagging finger and a steady stare, then you are being positioned as an 
Adapted Child. Of course, you may choose to reject this subject position, but to do so is to 
place yourself in conflict with your friend because he or she will have to change subject 
position if you respond from your Adult ego state. Perhaps it is more obviously the case in a 
face-to-face interaction such as this, but we can see how all relationships with texts, cultural 
products and cultural practices position us in one way or another. As with the T.A. example, 
it usually requires an effort of will to reject the invitation to a certain position and we are often 
tempted to just ‘go with the flow’. 
 
Register involves modifications to codes of communication, usually to fit in with the 
requirements of a particular group or a particular situation. For example, the mode of 
address of that bank we visited a few paragraphs ago may adopt a formal register or an 
informal register, a serious register or a light-hearted register. 
 
Narrative 
 
Narrative refers to the ways in which meanings are structured as stories. These stories may 
or may not be true; narrative certainly isn’t confined to the world of fiction. To avoid 
confusion, narrative also needs to be distinguished from narration. Narration is the ‘telling of 
the tale’; an activity carried out, of course, by the narrator.  
 
Some have argued that it is our propensity to narrativise as much as our capacity for 
language that distinguishes human beings from other species. Certainly, narrative is at the 
core of any culture simply because cultures must be able to reproduce themselves in the 
next generation or they will be wiped out; a culture’s narratives could be seen as the way it 
encodes itself in order to be passed on from generation to generation. All of us are 
powerfully motivated by a desire to formulate and detect narratives. Presented with a set of 
signifiers, the human mind looks for meaningful order, for sequences and for causality. We 
find it very hard to accept the possibility of things being entirely random or meaningless, so 
the narrative always tempts us. 
 
We cannot entirely separate the concepts of narrative and ideology, for the way in which our 
culture frames narrative is essentially ideological; we have a ‘common sense’ set of 
expectations about what should happen next.  
 
Technology 
 
To some extent, technology is a bit of an odd one out amongst these A2 key concepts in 
that it is slightly misleading to label technology as a concept. After all, we all know what 
technology is, so why make things more complex than they need to be? On the other hand, 
there is no escaping the obvious fact that technology plays an absolutely crucial role in 
contemporary communication and culture; in some senses modern culture is defined by its 
relationship with technology – it has even been dubbed a technoculture. 
 
How, then, do we theorise this relationship between technology and culture, beyond merely 
noting that it is a very close relationship? How do we explain the impact of technoculture on 
the meanings and practices of everyday life? One approach which we discussed in the AS 
book is called technological determinism. ‘This is the view that technological developments 
are a primary cause of social change and cultural perceptions.  
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More Useful Technology terms 

Social construction of technology (also referred to as SCOT): a theory within the field of 
Science and Technology Studies (or Technology and Society). Advocates of SCOT (that is, 
social constructivists) argue that technology does not determine human action, but that 
rather, human action shapes technology. They also argue that the ways in which a 
technology is used cannot be understood without understanding how that technology is 
embedded in its social context. SCOT is a response to technological determinism and is 
sometimes known as technological constructivism.  

Technoculture: a neologism, not currently in standard dictionaries, popularised by editors 
Constance Penley and Andrew Ross in a book of essays bearing that title. It refers to the 
interactions between, and politics of, technology and culture. 

Convergence: the bringing together of previously distinct industries, for example computing, 
telecommunications and television; the merging of media (e.g. internet radio, streaming 
video on your mobile phone) and the convergence of content such as music, digital images 
and games on the iPod. ((Mackay, 2001, p. 8)  
 
Theoretical Approaches 
 
n.b. The ‘Essential’ terms here are those which feature as sub-headings, e.g. 

Market Liberalism 

Market Liberalism: Market Liberalism is broadly supportive of ‘the way things are’ and 
tends to assert not only the economic benefits of capitalism but also its social, cultural and 
political benefits.  It sees freedoms best provided for and preserved by ‘markets’ (i.e. free 
trade). 

Capitalism: an economic system in which people are driven to produce goods and services 
for a profit.  
 
The free market: essentially the freedom to ‘trade’.  The market is regulated by the laws of 
supply and demand whilst competition between providers ensures that price and quality are 
controlled.  

Laws of supply and demand: the so-called ‘natural’ relationship between what people 
want and need and what is provided to meet these ‘requirements’. 

‘Laissez faire capitalism’: laissez faire means ‘leave it alone’, so in this form of capitalism 
the market is allowed to operate in accordance with its internal laws (e.g. supply and 
demand), without any interference whatsoever. 

Mixed economy: an economy that has both public and private industries 

Consumerism: the equation of personal happiness with consumption and the purchase of 
material possessions. The term is often associated with criticisms of consumption starting 
with Thorstein Veblen or, more recently, by a movement called Enoughism.  

Private enterprise: companies owned by individuals and groups and not the state. 

Pluralism is used, often in different ways, across a wide range of topics to denote a 
diversity of views, and stands in opposition to one single approach or method of 
interpretation. 
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Marxism 

Marxism: a political-economic theory that presents a materialist conception of history, a 
non-capitalist vision of capitalism and other types of society, and a non-religious view of 
human liberation.  At its core, Marxism holds a critical analysis of capitalism and a theory of 
social change.  

Alienation: the state of disillusionment and frustration felt by workers working in industrial 
processes which offer work that is not fulfilling in itself.  

Base/superstructure model: a way of understanding Marx’s view of the relationship 
between the economy (the base) and the social/cultural sphere such as family, politics and 
law (the superstructure). It’s rather like a house in which the foundations (the base) are 
invisible, but without them the rest of the house (the superstructure) would collapse. 

Bourgeoisie: the middle classes, whose status or power came from employment, 
education, and wealth. 

Commodity fetishism: in Marxist theory, commodity fetishism is a state of social 
relations, said to arise in capitalist market based societies, in which social relationships are 
transformed into apparently objective relationships between commodities or money. 

Communism: a socioeconomic structure and political ideology that promotes the 
establishment of an egalitarian, classless, stateless society based on common ownership 
and control of the means of production and property in general. 

Culture industry: a term coined by Adorno and Horkheimer, who argued that popular 
culture is akin to a factory producing standardized cultural goods - through film, radio and 
magazines – to manipulate the masses into passivity; the easy pleasures available through 
consumption of popular culture make people docile and content, no matter how difficult their 
economic circumstances. 

‘Culture Industries’: culture industries like Music, Television, Advertising and Publishing 
create cultural products and in doing so disseminate culture.  Some would argue that they 
do this with ideological intent.  
 
Dialectic (also called dialectics or the dialectical method): a method of argument which has 
been central to both Eastern and Western philosophy since ancient times. The word 
'dialectic' originates from Ancient Greek, and was made popular by Plato's Socratic 
dialogues. Dialectic is rooted in the ordinary practice of a dialogue between two people who 
hold different ideas and wish to persuade each other. The presupposition of a dialectical 
argument is that the participants, even if they do not agree, share at least some meanings 
and principles of inference. Different forms of dialectical reason have emerged in the East 
and in the West, as well as during different eras of history. 
 
Economic determinism: the theory which attributes primacy to the economic structure over 
politics in the development of human history (e.g. Marxism). 

Elite/elitism: the elite is a relatively small dominant group within a large society, having a 
privileged status perceived as being envied by others of a lower line of order. 

False consciousness: the Marxist thesis that material and institutional processes in 
capitalist society are misleading to the proletariat and to other classes. These processes 
betray the true relations of forces between those classes and prevent workers from seeing 
their true or material interests. 
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False needs: according to Marxist analysis, capitalist overproduction leads to the creation of 
false needs, often ‘wants’ disguised as ‘needs’. 

‘Hailing’ or Interpellation: a concept of Marxist philosopher Louis Althusser to describe the 
process by which ideology addresses the individual, thus effectively producing him or her as 
subject proper.  In simple terms we are ‘called’/‘hailed’ by ideological meaning whether we 
recognize or accept them as such.  Advertising, for example, explicitly performs this 
function: Galbraith called it “a relentless propaganda on behalf of goods in general”. 

Hegemony: process by which, rather than relying on physical force (for example the police 
or the army), dominant groups exercise control by persuading the proletariat that the form of 
social organisation and power distribution under capitalism is actually in everybody’s best 
interests.  

Ideology (1): consisting of the lies, deceptions and misinformation peddled to the working 
classes in order to maintain the state of ‘false consciousness’ which prevents workers from 
seeing their true or material interests. 

Ideology (2): a system of representation. 

Ideological State Apparatuses: in Althusser’s view, our values, desires and preferences 
are inculcated in us by ideological practice, the sphere which has the defining property of 
constituting individuals as subjects. Ideological practice consists of an assortment of 
institutions called Ideological State Apparatuses (ISAs), which include the family, the media, 
religious organisations and, most importantly, the education system, as well as the received 
ideas they propagate. There is, however, no single ISA that produces in us the belief that we 
are self-conscious agents. Instead, we derive this belief in the course of learning what it is to 
be a daughter, a schoolchild, black, a steelworker, a councillor, and so forth. 

Proletariat: a term Marx used to refer to the working class. 

‘Pseudo-individualization’: Adorno’s term for the tendency of popular culture to seem to 
provide us with outlets for our individuality which are really ‘pap’ for the masses (e.g. pop 
music). 

The ruling classes: those with power, essentially economic, over society.  

Feminism 

Feminism: a political project that actively seeks social change, the objectives of feminism 
can be identified straightforwardly: equality between men and women in all walks of life and 
an end to injustices based on sexism.  

Binary oppositions: in critical theory, a binary opposition (also binary system) is a pair 
of theoretical opposites. In structuralism, it is seen as a fundamental organizer of human 
philosophy, culture, and language. 

Gender: comprises a range of differences between men and women, extending from the 
biological to the social. 

‘Male gaze’: in the essay “Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema”, Laura Mulvey introduced 
the concept of The Male Gaze.  In film, the male gaze occurs when the audience is put into 
the perspective of a heterosexual man. A scene may linger on the curves of a woman's 
body, for instance. Feminists would argue that such instances are presented in the context 
closest relating to that of a male, hence its referral to being the Male Gaze.  
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The theory suggests that male gaze denies women human agency, relegating them to the 
status of objects, hence, the woman reader and the woman viewer must experience the 
text's narrative secondarily, by identifying with a man's perspective. 
 
Patriarchy: a social system in which men dominate. Women are systematically 
disadvantaged. 

Post-feminism: a range of viewpoints reacting to feminism. The term was first used in the 
1980s to describe a backlash against  feminism. It is now a label for a wide range of theories 
that take critical approaches to previous feminist discourses. Other post-feminists say that 
feminism is no longer relevant to today's society.  

Sex: a biological category: male and female. 

Queer Theory 

Queer Theory: the view that the ideas of ‘male’ and ‘female’ are just as much the product of 
representation as masculinity and femininity.  Gender here is a continuum rather than a 
binary opposition. 
 
Structuralism  

Structuralism: an approach to the human sciences that attempts to analyse a specific field 
(for instance, mythology) as a complex system of interrelated parts. It began in linguistics 
with the work of Ferdinand de Saussure (1857-1913). But many French intellectuals 
perceived it to have a wider application, and the model was soon modified and applied to 
other fields, such as anthropology, psychoanalysis, literary theory and architecture.  

Cultural Relativism: the idea that all of our perceptions of the world are filtered through our 
culture.  

Polysemy: the capacity for a sign (e.g. a word, phrase, etc.) or signs to have multiple 
meanings (sememes), i.e., a large semantic field. This is a pivotal concept within social 
sciences, such as media studies and linguistics. 

Semiotics: the study of signs in their contexts. 
 
Post-Structuralism 

Post-structuralism: the intellectual developments of certain continental philosophers, 
sociologists and critical theorists who wrote within the tendencies of twentieth-century 
French philosophy. The movement is difficult to define or summarize, but may be broadly 
understood as a body of distinct responses to structuralism (hence the prefix "post"). Many 
contributors, most notably Jacques Derrida, Michel Foucault and Julia Kristeva, either 
inverted structuralist principles or set out to reject them outright. In direct contrast to the 
structuralist claim of an independent signifier superior to the signified, post-structuralism 
generally views the signifier and signified as inseparable but not united; meaning itself 
inheres to the play of difference.  

Deconstruction: is the name given by French philosopher Jacques Derrida to an approach 
(whether in philosophy, literary analysis, or in other fields) which rigorously pursues the 
meaning of a text to the point of undoing the oppositions on which it is apparently founded, 
and to the point of showing that those foundations are irreducibly complex, unstable or 
impossible. 
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Deconstruction generally operates by conducting textual readings with a view to 
demonstrate that the text is not a discrete whole, instead containing several irreconcilable, 
contradictory meanings. This process ostensibly shows that any text has more than one 
interpretation; that the text itself links these interpretations inextricably; that the 
incompatibility of these interpretations is irreducible and thus that interpretative reading 
cannot go beyond a certain point. Derrida refers to this point as an aporia in the text, and 
terms deconstructive reading "aporetic". J. Hillis Miller has described deconstruction this 
way: “Deconstruction is not a dismantling of the structure of a text, but a demonstration that 
it has already dismantled itself. Its apparently-solid ground is no rock, but thin air." 

Dialogism: the English terms dialogic and dialogism often refer to the concept used by the 
Russian philosopher Mikhail Bakhtin in his work of literary theory, The Dialogic Imagination. 
Bakhtin contrasts the dialogic and the "monologic" work of literature. The dialogic work 
carries on a continual dialogue with other works of literature and other authors. It does not 
merely answer, correct, silence, or extend a previous work, but informs and is continually 
informed by the previous work. Dialogic literature is in communication with multiple works. 
This is not merely a matter of influence, for the dialogue extends in both directions and the 
previous work of literature is as altered by the dialogue as the present one is.  

The term 'dialogic', however, does not just apply to literature. For Bakhtin, all language - 
indeed, all thought - appeared dialogic. This means that everything anybody ever says 
always exists in response to things that have been said before and in anticipation of things 
that will be said in response. We never, in other words, speak in a vacuum. As a result, all 
language (and the ideas which language contains and communicates) is dynamic, relational 
and engaged in a process of endless redescriptions of the world. 

Postmodernism 

Postmodernism: an aesthetic, literary, political or social philosophy which was the basis of 
the attempt to describe a condition, or a state of being, or something concerned with 
changes to institutions and conditions (as in Giddens, 1990) as postmodernity. In other 
words, postmodernism is the "cultural and intellectual phenomenon", especially since the 
1920s' new movements in the arts, while postmodernity focuses on social and political 
outworkings and innovations globally, especially since the 1960s in the West. 

Bricolage: a term used in several disciplines, among them the visual arts and literature, to 
refer to the construction or creation of a work from a diverse range of things which happen to 
be available, or a work created by such a process. The term is borrowed from the French 
word bricolage, from the verb bricoler – the core meaning in French being "fiddle, tinker" 
and, by extension, "make creative and resourceful use of whatever materials are to hand" 
(regardless of their original purpose). 

Cultural Appropriation: the adoption of some specific elements of one culture by a 
different cultural group. It denotes acculturation or assimilation, but often connotes a 
negative view towards acculturation from a minority culture by a dominant culture.  It can 
include the introduction of forms of dress or personal adornment, music and art, religion, 
language, or social behaviour. These elements, once removed from their indigenous cultural 
contexts, may take on meanings that are significantly divergent from, or merely less 
nuanced than, those they originally held. 

Cultural Implosion: the tendency for the old cultural hierarchies to break down, for 
example, distinctions between high and popular culture in favour of a more dynamic cultural 
‘fusion’. 
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Depthlessness: the postmodernist Frederic Jameson talks of "a new depthlessness, which 
finds its prolongation both in contemporary 'theory' and in a whole new culture of the image 
or the simulacrum". This depthlessness manifests itself through literal flatness (two 
dimensional screens, flat skyscrapers full of reflecting windows) and qualitative superficiality. 
In theory, it manifests itself through the postmodern rejection of the belief that one can ever 
fully move beyond the surface appearances of ideology or "false consciousness" to some 
deeper truth; we are left instead with "multiple surfaces". 

Globalisation: the process by which the people of the world are unified into a single society 
and function together. Globalisation is often used to refer to economic globalisation; the 
integration of national economies into the international economy through trade, foreign direct 
investment, capital flows, migration and the spread of technology. 

Hyperreality: in semiotics and postmodern philosophy, the term hyperreality characterizes 
the inability of consciousness to distinguish reality from fantasy, especially in technologically 
advanced postmodern cultures. Hyperreality is a means to characterise the way 
consciousness defines what is actually "real" in a world where a multitude of media can 
radically shape and filter the original event or experience being depicted. For example, an 
on-line computer gamer begins to live in the non-existent world of the game, and even 
though the game world is not an accurate depiction of reality, for the gamer, the reality of 
"the real world" becomes something non-existent. 

Intertexuality: the shaping of a text's meanings by another text. It can refer to an author’s 
borrowing and transformation of a prior text or to a reader’s referencing of one text in 
reading another. 
 
Modernity: a term that refers to the modern era: “At its simplest, modernity is a shorthand 
term for modern society or industrial civilization. Portrayed in more detail, it is associated 
with (1) a certain set of attitudes towards the world, the idea of the world as open to 
transformation by human intervention; (2) a complex of economic institutions, especially 
industrial production and a market economy; (3) a certain range of political institutions, 
including the nation-state and mass democracy. Largely as a result of these characteristics, 
modernity is vastly more dynamic than any previous type of social order. It is a society—
more technically, a complex of institutions—which unlike any preceding culture lives in the 
future rather than the past.” (Giddens, 1998, p94) 
 
Metanarratives: all encompassing theories that can be applied in any situation at any time.   

Nostalgia: the term nostalgia describes a longing for the past, often in idealized form. The 
word is a learned formation of a Greek compound, consisting of (νόστος nostos "returning 
home", and άλγος algos "pain"). It was described as a medical condition, a form of 
melancholy, in the Early Modern period, and came to be an important topic in Romanticism.  
The postmodernist Jameson claims nostalgia has replaced History in contemporary life. 

Parody (also called send-up or spoof): in contemporary usage, a work created to mock, 
comment on, or poke fun at an original work, its subject, or author, or some other target, by 
means of humorous, satiric or ironic imitation.  

Pastiche: describes a literary or other artistic genre. The word has two competing 
meanings, meaning either a "hodgepodge" or an imitation. 
 
‘Postmodern irony’: irony, along with black humour and the general concept of "play" 
(related to Derrida's concept or the ideas advocated by Roland Barthes in The Pleasure of 
the Text) are among the most recognizable aspects of postmodernism. 
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Simulacrum: from the Latin simulacrum which means "likeness, similarity", is used to 
describe a representation of another thing, such as a statue or a painting, especially of a 
god; by the late 19th century, it had gathered a secondary association of inferiority: an 
image without the substance or qualities of the original. 
 
Modern French social theorist Jean Baudrillard argues that a simulacrum is not a copy of the 
real, but becomes truth in its own right; the hyperreal. Where Plato saw two steps of 
reproduction — faithful and intentionally distorted (simulacrum) — Baudrillard sees four: (1) 
basic reflection of reality; (2) perversion of reality; (3) pretence of reality (where there is no 
model); and (4) simulacrum, which “bears no relation to any reality whatsoever.” Baudrillard 
uses the concept of God as an example of simulacrum. 

Simulation: the imitation of some real thing, state of affairs, or process. The act of 
simulating something generally entails representing certain key characteristics or behaviours 
of a selected physical or abstract system. 

Postcolonialism 

Postcolonialism (postcolonial theory, post-colonial theory): a specifically postmodern 
intellectual discourse that holds together a set of theories found among the texts and sub-
texts of philosophy, film, political science and literature. These theories are reactions to the 
cultural legacy of colonialism. 

Biological determinism: also called genetic determinism, is the hypothesis that biological 
factors such as an organism's individual genes (as opposed to social or environmental 
factors) completely determine how a system behaves or changes over time. 

Diaspora (in Greek, διασπορά – "a scattering [of seeds]"): the movement of any population 
sharing common ethnic identity who were either forced to leave or voluntarily left their 
settled territory, and became residents in areas often far remote from the former. 

Essentialism: in philosophy, essentialism is the view that, for any specific kind of entity, 
there is a set of characteristics or properties all of which any entity of that kind must 
possess. This view is contrasted with non-essentialism, which states that, for any given kind 
of entity, there are no specific traits which entities of that kind must possess. 

According to essentialism, a member of a specific kind of entity may possess other 
characteristics that are neither needed to establish its membership nor preclude its 
membership, but that essences do not simply reflect ways of grouping objects; essences 
must result in properties of the object. 

Ethnocentrism: the tendency to believe that one's own race or ethnic group is the most 
important and that some or all aspects of its culture are superior to those of other groups. 
Since within this ideology, individuals will judge other groups in relation to their own 
particular ethnic group or culture, especially with concern to language, behaviour, customs, 
and religion. These ethnic distinctions and sub-divisions serve to define each ethnicity's 
unique cultural identity. 

Hybridity: in its most basic sense 'mixture'. The term originates from biology and was 
subsequently employed in linguistics and in racial theory in the nineteenth century. Its 
contemporary uses are scattered across numerous academic disciplines and is salient in 
popular culture. 
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Imagined communities: a concept coined by Benedict Anderson which states that a nation 
is a community socially constructed, which is to say imagined by the people who perceive 
themselves as part of that group.  

Imperialism: a political or geographical domain such as the Ottoman Empire the Russian 
Empire, the Chinese Empire, or the British Empire, etc., but the term can equally be applied 
to domains of knowledge, beliefs, values and expertise, such as the empires of Christianity 
(see Christendom) or Islam (see Caliphate). Imperialism is usually autocratic, and also 
sometimes monolithic in character 

Liminality: a psychological, neurological, or metaphysical subjective, conscious state of 
being on the "threshold" of, or between, two different existential planes, as defined in 
neurological psychology (a "liminal state") and in anthropological theories of ritual. In the 
anthropological theories, a ritual, especially a rite of passage, involves some change to the 
participants, especially their social status.  

The liminal state is characterized by ambiguity, openness, and indeterminacy. One's sense 
of identity dissolves to some extent, bringing about disorientation. Liminality is a period of 
transition where normal limits to thought, self-understanding, and behaviour are relaxed - a 
situation which can lead to new perspectives. 

People, places, or things may not complete a transition, or a transition between two states 
may not be fully possible. Those who remain in a state between two other states may 
become permanently liminal. 

Marginalisation: in sociology, the social process of becoming or being made marginal (to 
relegate or confine to a lower social standing or outer limit or edge, as of social standing); 
"the marginalisation of the underclass"; "marginalisation of literature" and many other are 
some examples. Marginalisation involves people being denied degrees of power. 
Marginalisation has the potential to result in severe material deprivation, and in its most 
extreme form can exterminate groups (Mullaly, 2007). 

Multiculturalism: generally, the acceptance of various cultural divisions for the sake of 
diversity that applies to the demographic make-up of a specific place, usually at the scale of 
an organization such as a school, business, neighbourhood, city or nation. 

Orientalism: the imitation or depiction of aspects of Eastern cultures in the West by writers, 
designers and artists. An "Orientalist" may be a person engaged in these activities, but it is 
also the traditional term for any scholar of Oriental studies.  

These meanings were given a new twist by 20th century scholar Edward Said in his 
controversial book Orientalism, in which he uses the term to describe a Western tradition, 
both academic and artistic, of hostile and deprecatory views of the East, shaped by the 
attitudes of European imperialism in the 18th and 19th centuries. When used in this sense, 
Orientalism implies essentialising and prejudicial outsider interpretations of Eastern cultures 
and peoples.  

‘Otherness’ (Alterity): alterity is a philosophical term meaning "otherness", strictly being in 
the sense of the other of two (Latin alter). It is generally now taken as the philosophical 
principle of exchanging one's own perspective for that of the "other". The term is also 
deployed outside of philosophy, notably in anthropology, to refer to the construction of 
cultural others. 
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Subaltern classes: a term that commonly refers to the perspective of persons from 
marginalised groups and the lower classes. 

Tokenism: a policy or practice of limited inclusion of members of a minority group, usually 
creating a false appearance of inclusive practices, intentional or not. Typical examples in 
real life and fiction include purposely including a member of a minority race (such as a black 
character in a mainly white cast, a woman in a traditionally male universe) into a group. 
Classically, token characters have some reduced capacity compared to the other characters 
and may have bland or inoffensive personalities so as to not be accused of stereotyping 
negative traits. Alternatively, their differences may be overemphasized or made "exotic" and 
glamorous. 

Sites of Culture 

‘Bardic function’: the tendency of modern media forms to function in a similar way to tribal 
storytellers, spreading cultural myths and lore. 
 
Causality or why things happen, (“… because the Tesks imprisoned me.”): Plot is often 
used to describe the fashioning of a story before it is told – it involves the planning of 
narrative discourse as well as the organization of story events.  

Diegesis:  in fiction, diegesis is 

1. the (fictional) world in which the situations and events narrated occur; and  
2. telling, recounting, as opposed to showing, enacting. 

In diegesis the narrator tells the story. The narrator presents to the audience or the implied 
readers the actions, and perhaps thoughts, of the characters. 

Fictions:  fictions are stories; imagined or invented series of events that are organized in 
some way in order to be communicated 

Genre: a loose set of criteria for a category of composition; the term is often used to 
categorise literature and speech, but is also used for any other form of art or utterance. 
Genres are vague categories with no fixed boundaries, they are formed by sets of 
conventions, and many works cross into multiple genres by way of borrowing and 
recombining these conventions. The scope of the word "genre" is sometimes confined to art 
and culture, particularly literature and music, but it has a long history in rhetoric as well. In 
genre studies the concept of genre is not compared to originality. Rather, all works are 
recognised as either reflecting on or participating in the conventions of genre. 

Masterplot: the stories that recur in numerous forms, connecting to our deepest cultural 
values as well as our hopes and fears: Cinderella, Romeo and Juliet, ‘things that go bump in 
the night’, ‘rags to riches’ are all examples of masterplots. 
 
Myth: a way of explaining, simplifying and organising our perceptions of the world – making 
our shared understanding seem natural or taken for granted 
 
Mytheme: in the study of mythology, a mytheme is the essential kernel of a myth—an 
irreducible, unchanging element, one that is always found shared with other, related 
mythemes and reassembled in various ways—"bundled" was Claude Lévi-Strauss's 
image—or linked in more complicated relationships, like a molecule in a compound. For 
example, the myths of Adonis and Osiris share several elements, leading some scholars to 
conclude that they share a source, i.e., images passed down in cultures or from one to 
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another, being ascribed new interpretations of the action depicted as well as new names in 
various readings of icons. 

Narrative codes: Barthes defines five codes that define a network that form a space of 
meaning that the text runs through. But, these codes and their mutual relations are not clear 
structures, because it would close the multivariance of the text. Each code appears as 
voices that altogether weave the text, though each, for a while, may dominate the text.  

Two of the codes are sequential and structure the text in an irreversible way: The 
hermeneutic code (HER) denotes an enigma that move the narrative forward; it sets up 
delays and obstacles that maintain suspense. The proairetic (ACT) code organises (small) 
intertwined sequences of behaviours.  

The rest of the codes are reversible. The two of them structure the text: The semic code is 
the descriptive code which enables the development of a theme through the story. The 
symbolic code is a code of meanings which renders the text open to different interpretations. 

The last code refers to meanings that are external to the text: the referential code connects 
with the ‘real’ world. 

Barthes does not provide an overall structure for how the codes are integrated because he 
wants to preserve the plurality (multivariance) of the text. Since reading is plural, a different 
reading (reader) might invoke the codes differently and combine them differently ending up 
with a different understanding.  

And a couple of useful extras 

Enculturation: the process by which a person learns the requirements of the culture by 
which he or she is surrounded, and acquires values and behaviours that are appropriate or 
necessary in that culture. The influences which as part of this process limit, direct or shape 
the individual, whether deliberately of not, include parents, other adults, and peers. If 
successful, enculturation results in competence in the language, values and rituals of the 
culture.  

The process of enculturation is related to socialisation. In some academic fields, 
socialisation refers to the deliberate shaping of the individual, in others, the word may be 
used to cover both deliberate and informal enculturation.  
 
Social norms: the behavioural expectations and cues within a society or group. This 
sociological term has been defined as "the rules that a group uses for appropriate and 
inappropriate values, beliefs, attitudes and behaviours". These rules may be explicit or 
implicit. Failure to follow the rules can result in severe punishments, including exclusion from 
the group. They have also been described as the "customary rules of behaviour that 
coordinate our interactions with others". The social norms indicate the established and 
approved ways of doing things, of dress, of speech and of appearance.  
 




