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Media Research and Psychoanalysis: A Suggestion

Jacob Johanssen 

<J.Johanssen@westminster.ac.uk>

This short commentary outlines psychoanalysis as a theory and method and its potential value 

to media research. Following Dahlgren (2013), it is suggested that psychoanalysis may enrich 

the field because it may offer a complex theory of the human subject, as well as 

methodological means of doing justice to the richness, ambivalence and contradictions of 

human experience. The psychoanalytic technique of free association and how it has been 

adapted in social research (Hollway and Jefferson 2000) is suggested as a means to open up 

subjective modes of expression and thinking – in researchers and research participants alike – 

that lie beyond rationality and conscious agency. 

Introduction 

Rather than attempting a lengthy discussion of the implicit and explicit history of cognitivism 

and its hue of rationality within media and communication research, this contribution suggests 

a way to enrich the field by drawing on psychoanalytic theories and methods.

Peter Dahlgren’s (2013) recent suggestion on ‘reactivating concerns about the subject’ 

(2013: 73) in media studies research marks my starting point. He argues that media and 

communication studies consist of ‘implicit models and assumptions about how people […] 

actually function’ (Dahlgren, 2013: 72). While much of media research revolves around the 

human subject as a media user, consumer or producer who that subject actually is or how she 

should be conceptualised in relation to the media is seldom addressed or debated. Dahlgren 

expresses thus dissatisfaction with the state of media research in general when it comes to 

theoretical conceptualisations and empirical research of the human subject as a media user 

and he specifically suggests (Freudian and post-Freudian) psychoanalysis as a way forward. A 

key question he asks in this context is: 

What if the subject cannot fully understand why he or she does and says all the things 

that he or she does? Do we really understand just why we respond to, say, political 

humor, in the ways that we do? (Dahlgren, 2013: 81)
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Dahlgren touches a nerve within wider social research traditions here. As scholars, we often 

assume that people act as rational agents and approach them as people who are able to ‘tell it 

like it is’ in a research encounter for example. Wendy Hollway and Tony Jefferson note that 

in social research generally there are 

widespread assumptions in the tradition [of social research], by ethnographers, 

participant observers and interviewers alike, that their participants are 'telling it like it 

is', that participants know who they are and what makes them tick - what we might call 

the 'transparent self problem' - and are willing and able to 'tell' this to a stranger 

interviewer - what we might call the 'transparent account problem'. (Hollway and 

Jefferson, 2000: 3)

How shall we respond to such claims? I would like to argue that psychoanalysis may offer us 

the tools and vocabulary to acknowledge subjectivity and modes of experience beyond 

rationality – and these always include foci on ourselves as media researchers and how we are 

invested in a particular topic. By thinking about and approaching the human subject as a 

dynamic and processual being, we may be able to do more justice to the complexities of 

human experience in relation to media.

Psychoanalysis as a Theory of the Subject

Sigmund Freud’s oeuvre is peppered with references to and examples of media and their 

content in the broadest sense. He used plays, literature, poetry and ancient archaeological 

examples to illustrate his clinical and theoretical ideas (Bainbridge and Yates, 2014). From 

the very beginning psychoanalysis and (popular) culture were intertwined. Cinema and 

psychoanalysis came into being at roughly the same time (Elsaesser, 2009). One could thus 

argue that two distinct ‘technologies’ share the same historical and social circumstances.

Psychoanalysis is, first of all, a clinical method that is underscored by a body of theoretical 

work from different thinkers—Freud, Winnicott, Klein, Lacan, come immediately to mind. To 

define it, psychoanalysis, then, is the study of personality and behaviour determined by 

conflicts connected with experiences as a child. It is a method of investigation which consists 

essentially in bringing out the meaning of the words, the actions and the products of the 

imagination and the unknown. Psychoanalysis seeks to theorise a subject who is not always 

aware of aspects of her self. Psychoanalysts think about the subject in a certain way. For 

them, the subject is a subject of conflicts, dynamics, multiple layers, contradictions and 
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complexity (Freud, 1978). While psychoanalysis is a clinical field, its epistemological and 

ontological foundations have trickled down to the humanities (film theory in particular) and 

the social sciences. Some media researchers drew on and continue to work with 

psychoanalysis to varying degrees (Radway 1984; Walkerdine 1984; Ang 1985; Turkle 1995; 

Hills 2002; Richards 2007; Kavka 2009; Balick 2013; Dahlgren 2013; Yates and Bainbridge 

2014; Carpentier 2014a, b; Krüger and Johanssen 2014, Johanssen 2016).  

Dahlgren (2013) advocates that psychoanalytic theories can help scholars to think about 

the complex questions of using and making sense of media and mediums. Subjects may not 

always fully know why or how they have come to like a specific television programme for 

example. To Dahlgren, media researchers need to consider ‘all the other communicative 

modes beyond the rational’ (Dahlgren, 2013: 82) because media content is not just about 

cognitive and rational categories like ‘information and formal argument’ (ibid). Its process of 

consumption and understanding is equally about consciousness, as well as affect and the 

unconscious. As a discipline, psychoanalysis, then, shifts the attention from rationality to 

contradictions, incoherences, ambivalent and non-sensical subjective experiences that also 

find expression in cultural products such as media texts and in responses towards them. Ben 

Highmore (2006; 2007) defined psychoanalysis as a particular mode of ‘attention’ (Highmore, 

2007: 88) that always includes a focus beyond the rational. Psychoanalysis views the subject 

as processual, emergent and dynamic. As my commentary is limited here, I shall illustrate 

these abstract discussions so far by spelling out what implications psychoanalysis may have 

for questions of methodology in interview based research. 

Psychoanalysis as Methodology 

If, as Freud maintained, psychoanalysis is a method (Devereux, 1967; Freud 1978), how 

might it be of value for media and communication studies? Psychoanalytically informed 

research upholds the notion that ‘unconscious processes infiltrate the narrative accounts given 

by research participants, so that interpretive strategies aimed at uncovering these unconscious 

processes will be needed.’ (Frosh, 2010: 200). This is not to say that psychoanalysis offers a 

language with which to decode or decipher how a participant might really ‘tick’ or claiming to 

know something that the participant is not aware of. Rather, it may be beneficial to think of a 

research participant ‘whose inner world is not simply a reflection of the outer world, nor a 

cognitively driven rational accommodation to it.’ (Hollway and Jefferson, 2000: 4). From 

such a perspective results the need to open up spaces of expression that are not limited by a 

pure question-answer dynamic as in many qualitative interviews in media use research for 
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instance. Such an opening up may, I suggest, be brought about through the psychoanalytic 

technique of free association. The idea of free association is one of the core principles of 

psychoanalysis. Sigmund Freud encouraged his patients to freely associate because he 

believed this would allow unconscious moments to come to the surface. It is precisely by 

asking the patient to freely associate that ‘nothing can occur to him which is not in an indirect 

fashion dependent on the complex we are in search of.’ (Freud, 1978: 32). In that sense, free 

associations are never completely free. In other words, free association enables a flow of 

utterances that, according to Freud, were not entirely subject to conscious censorship. 

Repressed, forgotten, or negated fragments could thus come to the surface. The researcher 

should remain in an ‘evenly-suspended-attention’ (Freud, 1981: 111). Freud supplied a vivid 

image that underpins the idea of evenly suspended attention: the psychoanalyst turns his/her 

unconscious ‘like a receptive organ’ (Freud, 1981: 115) towards the patient, they are angled 

towards each other, just like ‘the telephone receiver is adjusted to the transmitting 

microphone’ (ibid.: 116). For Freud, silences often occur not because the patient has finished 

talking but because they hold back an idea that has come into their mind in a resistant manner. 

To the patient’s mind, that idea or thought could not be important to the psychoanalyst. This 

kind of self-censorship has to be broken down in the analysis by gently but firmly assuring the 

patient that, in fact, everything is relevant (Freud, 1978: 31). It is these side effects that 

psychoanalysis puts centre stage. The irrelevant becomes relevant. This Freudian technique 

has been adapted by the psychosocial researchers Wendy Hollway and Tony Jefferson (2000). 

While maintaining a general research question that should inform the research encounter 

between researcher and participant, the authors suggest that a participant should talk about 

anything that comes to mind in the interview. In that way the interview is not structured 

according to a formalist, conscious logic but according to an unconscious one: ‘the 

associations follow pathways defined by emotional motivations, rather than rational 

intentions’ (ibid.: 37). In addressing the subject in a more complex way, one may open up 

ways of responding in a less restricted and conscious way than in traditional interviews. In 

this way, one may be able to ‘secure access to a person's concerns which would probably not 

be visible using a more traditional method’ (ibid.: 37). The emphasis here is less on coherence 

and consciousness than in traditional social research. As a result, data that is richer, more 

complex and ambivalent may be generated and interpreted by drawing on psychoanalytic 

ideas. 

The ideas I have put forward in this commentary shall act as a suggestion to think and 

approach the human in more complex ways in media research. We may never fully know or 
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understand the subject but psychoanalysis may help us to acknowledge a different way of 

thinking and addressing her in our work. 
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