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Coding as a Problem o f Reception

In the tradition of our culture the relationship between m an and 
the world is looked upon in two different ways: either from the 
point o f view of the individual or from  the point o f view o f some 
broader system which has been singled out in one way or another. 
The opposition between man and culture, between that which is 
individual and that which has a cultural or social character, between 
the subjective and the objective—this opposition is an unquestionable 
one in our tradition.

C oding—understood as using acquired codes—is an im portant 
aspect o f introducing some kind of order in our perception o f the 
world. It is linked with the possibility and m ethods o f orientation, 
with the way the participants o f culture understand the world and 
translate it into w o rd s .1 As I see it, coding is a problem of reception 
involving various operations in meaning which consist in linking 
material with meaning. I believe coding to  be the elementary way 
of partaking in culture.

Considerations on the subject o f coding dem and that one should 
alternate the subjective and objective points o f view, in order to 
avoid solutions which might be too one-sided. It is therefore necessary 
to study the process o f reception in two separate dimensions, to 
consider both its individual and its cultural aspects. This, however, 
requires two different levels o f analysis: one should concern the 
participants o f a given culture, the o th er—their culture. In both

1 See G . B a t e s o n ,  “Inform ation, C odification, M etacom m unication ,” [in:] C om ­
munication an d  Culture, ed. by A. G . Sm ith, N ew  Y ork 1966, p. 4 1 2 —426; K . O b u -  
c h o w s k i ,  K ody orientacji i struktura procesów  em ocjonalnych {O rientation Codes 
an d the S tructure o f  Em otional Processes), W arszawa 1970.

8 — Literary Studies IX



M arylo  Hopfinger

cases different questions must be answered, using different categories, 
though it should perhaps be stated that each viewpoint may throw  
light on the other.

In this way that level o f investigation which is exterior in rela­
t e t o  the participants o f culture will cover such issues as: the 
repertoire of codes of a given culture, the question how this re­
pertoire is formed and how it functions, its dynamic development 
and transform ations; the relationship between the repertoire o f codes 
and the semiotic systejns of a given culture, including the way 
the category of code is understood in relation to the concept o f 
system; the problem of codes and practices; the influence o f the 
type and style o f culture on models o f arranging codes in some 
kind of order and on ways o f coding.

Any other problems o f coding will be studied on the level where 
we take into consideration the point of view of the participants 
of culture. One o f the more im portant questions to be answered 
here is what factors shape the individual’s selective attitude towards 
the environm ent in a broad sense, what features and circumstances 
play a vital part in these mechanisms; and further, what form s the 
basis for the selection o f meanings by individuals, what decides 
about the aims and ways in which they code. It is im portant to 
note that individuals select only certain codes from the full repertoire, 
and disregard the rest; that they have preferences for certain se­
lections of codes and well-established ideas as to their grading.

* * *

I have chosen to study acquired codes, which we assimilate in 
different ways as we become members o f a group. This approach 
excludes all natural codes. Acquired codes have a social character. 
By this I mean that they are interpersonally formed ways o f bringing 
order to the world, to one o f its fragments, dimensions or aspects — 
they are ways o f giving the surrounding world a meaning. Coding 
operations cannot be carried out at will, in an arbitrary  way. When 
coding, individuals perform  a selection from the repertoire of codes 
of their community, this repertoire having been determined by the 
broader social and cultural context, and they follow the models o f 
selection and grading which have also been shaped by external 
factors.
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All these codes are directed at the values o f a given culture. 
This means that they will be used to  put order into those dimensions 
and aspects o f the world which are considered im portant in that 
particular culture. We might say that .culture m arks out the general 
region and prepares the “m aterial” for coding operations.

Before proceeding further we have to look for an answer to  the 
question concerning the way we should understand the category 
o f culture, and in particular we should decide how im portant a role 
it plays. The answers to these questions will determine my approach 
to coding, for I have assumed that anything included in culture 
is by definition subject to coding.

1 propose to look at the category o f culture in a broad sense, 
from a neutral rather than evaluating point o f view, and to encom ­
pass the whole ra ther than to study only a selected part o f culture, 
in the spirit o f the early, classic anthropology. Every item included 
in culture functions in it as a value, and the act o f assigning 
it some meaning is done through various coding operations.

I should like to refer to Stefan Zolkiewski’s hypothesis which 
states that all elements in culture combine material and semiotic 
functions.2 Various com ponents o f cu lture—called semiotic or cultural 
objects—have both semiotic and material functions. A cultural object 
is the result o f the implementation o f a model of some social 
practice (not necessarily a com m unication practice), a result which 
has been registered in a closed process or in time and space. It is 
constituted by a carrier of the text which is connected with the 
material aspect, and its m aterial function consists in causing an th ro­
pological effects in individuals and communities. The cultural object 
in its semiotic aspect forms the text, and its semiotic function resi­
des in the meanings which the text has for a given community. There 
is a close connection between the m aterial and the semiotic functions 
o f a cultural object. The ever-present m aterial functions exert their 
influence on the participants of social practices, particularly com m uni­
cation practices, and bring about modifications o f the semiotic 
functions of their products.

2 S. Ż ó łk ie w s k i ,  “Pom ysły do teorii odbioru dzieł literackich" (Ideas on the 
Theory o f  R eception  o f  Literary W orks), [in:] Kultura — socjologia — sem io tyka  
literacka  (C u ltu re — S ociology — L iterary Sem io tics), W arszawa 1979, pp. 511 — 550.
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Żółkiewski in his concept assumes that a fuller and better under­
standing of cultural facts becomes possible if we consider the in­
teraction o f both these aspects.

This way of understanding the category o f cultural objects— 
which takes into account the criterion of belonging to culture and 
refers to the basic, substantial com ponents o f cu lture—allows me to 
point to two types of codes: one connected with the m aterial aspect 
o f cultural objects, the other with their semiotic aspect. The first 
would then be called m aterial codes, the second—semiotic codes.

The codes we learn differ from one another and concern diverse 
aspects of com m unication and culture. However, every code combines 
material carriers and meanings, as it is registered in a definite 
m aterial, though this m aterial is not always the same. For instance 
intonational codes concern only auditory m atter, whereas fabulous 
codes are used to put order into picture stories as well as oral 
accounts, into written texts and theatrical perform ances or television 
shows. In a similar way architectural codes are associated with 
a definite kind o f carrier, though the Renaissance or Secession sty­
les encompass ways of assigning meaning to facts outside the field 
o f architecture. Thus intonational, fabulous and architectural codes 
can serve quite different practices.

All these codes need to be classified according to some chosen 
criteria. I should like to propose at this initial stage only one di­
vision, a very general one, which ought to  simplify m atters a good 
deal. It consists in distinguishing between two types o f codes: those 
which are associated with particular carriers, which I have chosen 
to  call m aterial codes, and those which have meaning as the common 
denom inator, and which I have called semiotic codes. The essential 
difference between these types of codes can be form ulated as follows: 
m aterial codes introduce order to  a given num ber of carriers accor­
ding to their rules o f selection and com bination, and link them 
up with meanings inherent in the m aterial; as for semiotic codes, 
they set apart and bring order to a certain set o f meanings (in 
a given cultural situation), and connect them with various carriers. 
M aterial codes are directly linked with systems of signifiants, whereas 
semiotic codes are connected with coding the universe, and concern 
the sphere of signifies.

Codes should be associated above all with the category of social
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practice, understood in a general sense as a sphere of hum an acti­
vity which constitutes the link between the production and the u ti­
lization o f a given type of cultural product. This assum ption requires 
th a t we should distinguish between the categories o f system and code.

The notion o f “semiotic system” can be defined as a set o f all 
the potential elements of one type in a given culture, and the collection 
of potential rules of com bination of those elements. Now the notion 
of “code” would involve selecting from  that system, would refer to 
one o f its parts, and not to the system as a whole. A code 
would be the result of a selection o f only some of the elements 
from  the full range of possibilities within the system and only 
certain rules of combination. These would in fact be the elements 
and rules which are indispensable to the social practice in question 
in a given time and place. M ore than one code can come into 
being within the one system, and each o f them  may be formed 
by various com binations o f elements and rules o f this system for 
some chosen practice; each may have its individual order required 
by that practice. So on the one hand a code is simpler in com ­
parison with the system, and on the other hand it reflects the 
type of choice which is useful to a given practice.

Those codes which I have called material codes are m ost di­
rectly linked with the category of social practice. This can be shown 
by using the three-level structure which I have suggested elsewhere 
for a similar problem .3 These levels concern a) the m aterial, b) m a­
terial and meaning, c) meaning and culture.

The material level is composed o f meaningful elements which 
determ ine the material individuality of a cultural object or o f a group 
of such objects. This level creates a set o f possibilities in com m u­
nication. The second level covers the meaning delivered by the m a­
terial, being an integral part o f its specific features, and character­
izing objects which function in a particular practice; it allows the 
implementation of some of the possibilities created by the m aterial 
level.

As for the third level, it concerns that aspect of m eaning which

? M. H o p f in g e r ,  Adaptacje film ow e u tworów literackich. P roblem y teorii i in­
terpretacji (Film A daptations o f  L itera ry  W orks. P roblem s o f  Theory an d  In terpreta­
tion), W rocław  1974, esp. pp. 6 9 —88.



118 M aryla  H opfinger

is only indirectly linked with the m aterial, but is open to m eanings 
which are shared by various cultural objects functioning in a given 
place at a given time. It might be said that this level determines social 
reception.

The first two o f the above levels are associated with the ca­
tegory of material codes. From the point o f view of the cultural 
object, these levels relate to the carrier, which by definition is linked 
with the material function. The m aterial aspect is in fact essential 
here, however it does not exhaust the whole issue.

The material, its ordered structure, is the basis for the form a­
tion o f all meanings, both as concerns the intention o f the author 
o f a text and the possibility o f interpretation for its recipients. It 
assures and at the same time conditions the commencement o f the 
process of com m unication, and further it guarantees the m aterial and 
formal identity o f a given cultural object in its many instances of 
reception. It is precisely the shape of the m aterial which determines 
the initial situation necessary for the interpretation o f meaning.

There are, o f course, various ways o f organizing the material. They 
may be more or less-open to different interpretations, some straight­
forward, others intricate. However, meanings which are specific to 
objects in a given practice are present in the very structure o f the 
material. These meanings are an inseparable aspect o f the carrier. They 
make us aware of the close connection between the m aterial and 
semiotic aspects. It seems necessary to consider the inner, species- 
-specific meanings o f cultural objects, for this ensures us against 
unifying procedures and guarantees variety o f all that takes place 
in the world o f culture. The meanings implied by the material 
are the dom ain o f m aterial codes.

The range o f interpretations for these meanings corresponds with 
changes taking place within a given practice, particularly within the 
codes, including m aterial codes, used by that practice.

The character and shape o f m aterial codes are also defined by 
mechanisms which go beyond the boundaries of individual practices. It 
seems, however, that the practice is the category with which these 
types of codes are most strongly associated.

The distinction m ade between m aterial codes and other codes 
implies that the m aterial plays an active role in shaping the m eanings 
of cultural objects in the process o f com m unication. I should like
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to  emphasize this fact, for it is often thought that meaning is a com ­
m on and com parable dimension of various elements of culture. This 
semiotic approach to culture was particularly popular in the sixties 
and seventies. As D. Jean Umiker-Sebeok writes in his well-documen­
ted article, semiotics has been transferred from the peripheries of 
anthropological research tow ards the very centre o f that field.4 
This outlook is o f course very im portant and has proved fruitful 
in research on culture, however it seems an exaggeration to  say 
(usually for the sake o f a strong argument) that meaning is inde­
pendent of the m aterial u sed .5 I think it impossible to ignore the 
fact that the material plays an im portant role in creating meanings, 
especially if we take a closer look at the variety o f the material 
which has not been diversified for use in semiotic analyses. My 
intention is not to claim the aesthetic peculiarity of this material, 
but to draw attention to  the built-in meanings which are inseparable 
from  the material.

As for the third level pertaining to the cultural object—that 
level which concerns meaning and culture—it must be seen as closely 
related to the text, which by definition is linked with the function 
o f meaning. The connection between this level and the material 
organization o f the object is only very indirect. Its meanings are 
o f course based on the meanings inherent in and specific to the 
given object and com m unication practice, but at the same time they 
transcend that sphere, being open to meanings which are present in 
a given culture and ready to take in changing outside circumstances. 
And so this level encompasses the meanings com m on to all the elements 
o f a given culture.

The third level is related to those codes which I have previously 
associated with meaning. The connection between codes o f meaning 
and the category o f practice is much weaker than in the case 
o f m aterial codes and in fact consists in an interdependence which 
is only indirect.

Codes o f meaning delimitate and arrange in order the collective 
m eanings in a culture quite independently o f any m aterial in which

4 D. J. U m ik e r -S e b e o k ,  “Sem iotics o f  C ulture,” G reat Britain and N orth A m e­
rica, Annual R eviews Inc., ed. by W. K aufm ann.

5 A . J. G r e im a s ,  Sém antique strueturale. Recherche de m éthode, Paris 1966, 
p. 59.
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they might be contained. The social functioning o f codes of this 
type forges a com m on meaning for various occurrences in culture, 
though these may differ considerably because of their subject, type, 
and because o f the differences between various cultural objects and 
practices. I believe that this sphere of meanings connected with the 
category of semiotic codes is most suited for considerations on the 
subject of translatability, on intersemiotic translation .6

The fact that semiotic codes are formed and function is governed 
by the occurrences which take place in a certain limited period, 
depends on the style of a given culture and above all on the 
model o f its particular situation.

The category of cultural situation will be used here to  introduce 
the set o f elements and rules o f social and cultural life which 
determines the selection and grading of social values and roles. 
There are many different kinds o f cultural situations. From  a theoreti­
cal point of view, however, we may speak o f three m ain m odels: the 
single-style model, the multi-style model, and the multi-style model 
with a dom inating style or styles.

In the first o f these models, any choice in its various aspects 
is subordinated to one criterion or one set of criteria. The latter 
determine the role o f social com m unication as a whole, as well as 
the place and functions assigned to particular practices, especially 
in the sphere of com m unication. In the process o f social com m uni­
cation the method of generating cultural objects is already determined 
at the initial stage (“preventive stim ulation”), but this does not eli­
minate com plem entary or corrective operations perform ed on objects 
which have already begun to  circulate. The structure of social and 
cultural life is such that it welcomes desired objects and disregards 
others, or else the new objects are adapted to those which already 
exist. This implies a strict selection both of values and o f social 
roles. Those who produce texts as well as their recipients have 
clearly defined roles, their repertoire is limited and has a fixed 
hierarchy.

The multi-style situation model is characterized by a variety o f 
possible selections (of values and roles), com bined with m any dif­
ferent criteria of selection. Social communication as a whole as well

6 H o p f in g e r ,  op. cit.
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as particu lar practices are said to have different functions, including 
autotelic functions. The process o f social com m unication may be 
generated in various ways. The structure o f social and cultural life 
is com plicated, it has its own inner configurations, oppositions, 
tensions and conflicts. There are various repertoires o f values and roles, 
and various hierarchies. The selection o f values and roles is perform ed 
in spite o f  com peting models, or at least this may be so.

Finally the “mixed” model also allows different selections of values 
and roles, nevertheless it shows a preference for one type in parti­
cular. This may be due to the structure o f social and cultural 
life o r to  the driving force o f the needs of the participants of 
culture. The process of social com m unication is centred on the 
reception o f the cultural objects already in circulation (“preferential 
stim ulation”).

The m ethods o f bringing order to com m on m eanings in culture 
are therefore closely linked with codes o f meaning, which in turn 
are activated and stimulated by a cultural situation. To give an exam ­
p le—if the single-style model produces a code o f political pragmatics, 
then this accepted code o f m eaning will shift out o f sight or subordi­
nate other codes o f meaning. On the other hand in the multi-style 
model there is an unceasing rivalry between various choices o f codes, 
depending on a person’s hierarchy o f values, life style, etc., or 
connected with the fact that he may play many different roles which 
cannot always coexist in harmony.

The codes o f a com m unity have various functions, and may be 
superior, inferior or equal in relation to one another. The functioning 
of semiotic codes, their rules o f  form ation and selection, are to a great 
extent determ ined by the situation of a given culture, and in a broad 
sense by its style.

As for the cultural grading of m aterial codes connected with 
practices, this depends on the repertoire o f m aterial semiotic systems 
and the repertoire of social practices.

The m aterial systems which are a source for the practices have 
their individual order in every culture. This fact can be described with 
the aid o f the category o f intersemiotic configuration, which is 
a hierarchy o f various m aterial systems connected with different 
spheres o f hum an activity, and different aspects o f a situation. In 
this way certain systems are privileged. To quote an example: the in-
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tersemiotic configuration of the verbal type gave preference to verbal 
systems — i.e. to natural language, especially in its written form, and 
to literature.

I likewise assume that in a given place and time the set of 
social practices possesses its own structure so that these practices 
are interrelated. In order to see this quite clearly I shall refer 
to the category o f the range o f practices. It usually happens that 
this kind o f system favours some practices and assigns less im portance 
to others, and it may allow some practices to change their place 
and function within culture as a whole. F o r instance different 
practices assume a privileged position in the cultures o f the 19th 
and 20th centuries. The role o f direct interpersonal com m unication 
was altered with the invention of print, and as for m odern audio­
visual practices based on advanced technology, they produce different 
effects than those caused by the dom ination o f writing techniques.

Every culture has at its disposal a certain set o f interrelated 
codes, and these codes constitute a fram ework within which the 
participants of that culture can express themselves using the instru­
ments which it provides.

* * *

From the point o f view of the participants o f culture, coding 
embraces every sphere of m an’s activity. The ability to  use different 
codes is developed in the process o f socialization as a result of 
cultural education.

The possibilities of coding determ ine the specific features o f homo 
sapiens. They are also defined by the repertoire of models and ways 
o f using the codes which function in a given community. In other 
words m an’s biological structure excludes some possibilities but it also 
creates an opportunity  for other receptive possibilities depending on 
the individual structure and functioning of a person’s organism. As 
for culture in this context, it imposes or perhaps ra ther suggests 
the fields which are subject to coding and supplies the tools which 
are necessary in order to carry out coding operations.

This issue is in fact a very complicated one: it calls for an 
investigation into the relationship between nature and culture, and 
especially the particular type of relationship which exists within 
a person. Biological factors are the basic source for research into
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the universal qualities o f hum an nature. Yet since there are so many 
different cultures, it seems only right to ask if m an’s biological con­
stitution allows the interference of culture, whether or not it can 
be changed under its influence and to what extent. Till now we have 
no clear answers to these questions.

The coding process is a complex operation involving the me­
chanisms of reception, perception and interpretation. According to 
modern psychology, the passive registration o f stimuli only takes 
place a t 'th e  level o f reception. Receptors, unlike analyzers, or even 
the organism as a whole, are considered to be devoid o f motivation 
or any kind of expectations. But even receptors are able to  behave 
in various ways, as their reaction to a stimulus may be positive 
or negative. The mechanisms o f reception appear to be most deeply 
rooted in biology.

Cultural factors undoubtedly interfere in the process o f perception, 
only it is not clear how and to what extent many researchers who 
follow the line o f experimental psychology advocate an active ap­
proach to perception. This approach takes into consideration the 
effect o f stimuli on the organism as well as a person’s active 
attitude tow ards his environm ent, which triggers off the processes 
o f abstraction and generalization, and which involves expectations, 
m otivation and selection within reception .7

Now the mechanisms of interpretation connected with the sphere 
o f attitudes and actions have usually been located within culture 
and treated as the proper dom ain o f the choice o f values and 
judgments.

Reception, perception and interpretation are all interconnected. 
I believe that these dependences work in both directions.

Our way of looking at the problem  of coding as the basic form 
o f  participation in culture must be influenced by the adopted idea 
o f  the participant o f that culture. The participant is either passive 
o r active in relation to culture, or he may com bine both features.

Let us try to illustrate the passive attitude by using an example 
taken from research into the effects o f the mass media on the po­
pulation, carried out in the 40’s and 50’s. These experiments were

See R. L. G r e g o r y .  Eye and Brain. The P sychology o f  Seeing , London  
1966; R. A r n h e im , A rt an d  Visual Perception. A P sychology o f  the C reative Eye, 
B erkeley— Los A ngeles 1974.
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centred upon the aims o f those in control of the mass media, and 
on the functions consciously instilled into a text. C om m unication was 
considered a one-way process in which these aims were directly 
transform ed into definite effects on the receivers. Trends o f  this kind 
were later on severely criticized Andrew T udor translated them 
into an asymmetric model of com m unication.8

It may easily be noticed that this approach to com m unication 
results from a general vision of society as a whole along with 
its culture, but also concerning individual persons as participants of 
that culture. In the receptive model individuals are taken out of 
their social and cultural context, deprived o f their personal experiences 
and beliefs, and attributed the status o f uncom plicated machines 
which must absorb inform ation precisely in the form  in which it 
was emitted or else they may be accused o f m isunderstanding. Re­
ceivers o f course have the right to a negative reaction, i. e. to 
rejection (compare the functioning of receptors). However, indi­
vidual refusals are considered to  be deviations from  the norm, 
and a collective, mass refusal is analyzed in term s o f m arket m e­
chanisms which themselves have to be interpreted first. The lack of 
desired effects is not the result of a wrong selection. The coding 
done by the receivers is looked upon as a m echanical, passive 
operation, which relies on copying (active coding being carried out 
by those in control of the media).

The theoretical basis for this approach may be found in certain 
conceptions o f mass culture, which m aintain that an individual may 
only react to a stimulus. This o f course implies that his participation 
in culture must be o f a receptive kind.

M ost often the individual’s participation in culture is considered 
to  be both passive and active. A t the stage of perception a person’s 
attitude is totally receptive, but once we enter the sphere o f actions 
and beliefs, he becomes capable of selection and evaluation.

According to the above, perception depends on biophysical featu­
res which are specific to  the coding apparatus. These features are 
more or less com m on to all people, and thus guarantee the ability 
to  take in inform ation in an objective way. People’s actions and

8 A . T u d o r ,  Im age and Influence. S tudies in the Socio logy o f  F ilm , London  
1974, p. 29 and fol.
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beliefs, on the o ther hand, are dependent on their cultural and 
linguistic background, and constitute a sphere of subjective, sponta­
neous acts o f choice which involve evaluation and operations in 
m eaning. Coding operations may therefore be divided into: objective/ 
passive (perception) and subjective/active (actions and beliefs).

Now this approach stems from w hat I call elitist conceptions 
o f culture (eg. from  expressive theories), in which traditional axiology 
takes in the mechanisms of selection only, and deems itself opposed 
to  all other spheres. The difference is perceived in the fact that 
evaluation is understood as selective reception, as a choice o f values. 
There is a clear dividing line between passiveness and activeness, 
neutral registration and selection involving evaluation, description 
and interpretation. This dividing line also pertains to coding opera­
tions.

There still rem ains the third approach, the one which 1 favour, 
which m ay be described as a totally active and selective attitude. 
It involves the rejection o f an energy-orientated understanding of 
the m echanisms which regulate behaviour. A lthough it is true that 
the hum an organism  needs a certain am ount o f stim ulation and 
energy to change the state o f his receptors, a person’s behaviour 
is not solely determ ined by the electrical charge o f the stimulus. 
The deciding factor is the m eaning the stimulus has for the receiver 
in a given situation and in relation to his aims. The receiver 
is therefore the one to fix the final meaning. His preferences are 
influenced by: his position in society and the social roles he plays, 
the values and attitudes he has adopted, his personality, and  the 
extent to which he has m astered the codes functioning in the culture 
o f his com m unity. A person will adopt an attitude tow ards the sti­
muli which are directed at him not in a mechanical or a neutral 
way, but his choice will be governed by the aims he has set for 
himself. The aims o f individual persons—which form a part o f the 
aims o f their -culture— strongly determ ine code selection and influence 
the way o f coding.

As I see it, coding is a sphere of hum an activity in which 
stimuli are not accepted in a passive way, but where the in­
form ation received from the outside world is put into some kind 
o f order and is given a meaning. Coding is therefore active by 
definition, even though in m any cases it may have become autom atic
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or stereotype. The im portant thing is that the active attitude con­
cerns both registration and interpretation, both perception and eva­
luation. This model o f participation in culture may be called an in­
terpretative model. In it, all coding operations at every level have 
a selective character, and are the result of a voluntarily active 
attitude o f the individual. Coding is a means of receiving outside 
inform ation in an active way through selection.

The model I have chosen permits an all-embracing outlook on 
man. Various complex coding operations are linked with the function­
ing o f dynam ic systems, and these coding operations influence one 
another at various levels. It is im portant to consider different 
aspects of hum an behaviour, such as the intellectual or em otional 
aspects, and to investigate the specific character of cognitive processes 
in relation to other spheres o f hum an activity.

In this context it seems necessary to reconsider the question o f 
em otions. In the past em otions were seen as something mysterious 
and unfathom able, nowadays they are subjected to research, but they 
still pose a problem. Em otional processes are formed in social 
situations under the influence of cultural models; their close con­
nection with other aspects of life has to be explored and form ulated.

David O. H ebb's theory o f em otions may serve as an example. 
It stated that emotions are a signal of the agreement or the non- 
-agreement o f a situation with the expectations formed on the basis 
o f past experiences. A similar line was adopted by Leon Festinger 
in his dissonance theory .9 Concepts which assigned to em otions a se­
lective function and the function o f organizing cognitive processes 
went even further. Up till now the most that has been achieved 
is Kazimierz O buchow ski’s hypothesis presented in his book Kody 
orientacji i struktura procesów emocjonalnych. It is based on the psy­
chological theory of orientation and performance. Obuchowski belie­
ves that under the influence o f emotions the orientation of man 
in his environm ent becomes altered. Em otional processes, or more 
precisely; their various aspects, influence the processes o f cognition

Q D. O. H e b b , The O rganization  of Behavior. A N euro-psycho/ogical Theory, 
N ew  Y ork 1949; L. F e s t in g e r ,  A Theory o f  C ognitive Dissonance, Evanston, III.. 
1957; J. R e y k o w s k i ,  E ksperym entalna psychologia  em ocji (An E xperim en tal P sy ­
chology o f  Em otions), W arszawa 1968.
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by modifying their course and they act as a selecting agent. They 
also control the inflow o f inform ation and determine its level of 
organization. Em otions are one o f the factors which influence m an's 
orientation structure and play an im portant role in directing his 
actions. Obuchowski refers to many experiments carried out in this 
field and discusses in detail the influence o f various aspects o f the 
em otional process on perception and action; he puts forw ard nu­
m erous arguments in support of the connection between coding and 
em otional processes. 1 am inclined to agree with this in a general 
sense, I should refrain however from  defining the nature o f that 
connection.

The interpretative model of participation in culture should always 
be com bined with a broad, classic anthropological approach to  the 
category of culture. A neutral attitude should be adopted a t the 
start, when delimiting the cultural zone. The active approach con­
cerns orientation within this zone. It is im portant to avoid consi­
dering only chosen phenom ena as belonging to culture or only certain 
coding operations as involving evaluation. Culture should be perceived 
as a whole, as should be seen m an’s functioning within culture.

The cultural zone contains cultural objects which constitute the 
values o f that culture and which may undergo coding operations. 
In other words, the fact that an object belongs to a culture gives 
it the status o f a value, and the cultural zone creates a potential 
sphere for various coding operations.

Coding, as the basic form of participation in culture, is very 
closely related to the problem of values. If coding is an active 
operation involving selection and grading, this implies that a hierarchy 
o f values is formed.

Coding seems to be the basic medium for evaluation. Through de­
liberate selection it brings into existence potential values.

Finally, coding operations are the basis for form ulating judgm ents, 
which, combined with the aims o f those who code, will in turn 
determ ine future coding.

The problem of coding seen from the two points o f view which 
have been discussed here calls for a m om ent o f reflection on the 
issue o f “free choice” and constraint: on the one hand we can 
select freely from am ong the codes we have learnt, but on the
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other hand our choices, for which we like to  think we are fully 
responsible, are exposed to  pressure from  the outside, to  patterns 
imposed by society and by the system. Choice is not free, but it 
must be responsible.

Transi, by A gnieszka  K ukulska


