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The outlines of a [text] are never clearly and stringently 

defined: no [text] can exist by its own powers; it always 

exists due to its conditioning and conditional relations 

to other [texts]; it is a point in a network; it carries a 

system of references – explicitly or not – to other 

[texts]…it is true that the [text] presents itself as a 

tangible object; it clings to the tiny parallelepiped 

surrounding it: but its unity is variable and relative, does 

not let itself be constructed or stated and therefore 

cannot be described outside of a discursive field.

Michel Foucault
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Abstract

The aim of this project is to develop a robust methodological translation of the 

insights of ‘culturalist’ theoretical positions in communications studies as an 

alternative through which to approach contemporary media research. The focus 

is on engagements with alcohol advertising. In Aotearoa/New Zealand, as 

internationally, there is a significant body of publicly-funded research examining 

how alcohol advertising affects audiences. However, this thesis contends that 

important questions need to be asked about the adequacy of these (dominantly 

positivist) investigations. A review of local research identifies that in theoretical 

and methodological terms the majority of these studies are riddled with tensions 

and contradictions. In addition, when located within the context of wider 

developments in contemporary communication studies, an important 

epistemological gap is highlighted as requiring attention and debate. Comparison 

of this local review with international studies highlights similar concerns, 

particularly around ‘effects’ driven research, the adequacy of dominant positivist 

models, and the need to examine epistemological alternatives that can 

encompass meta, meso, and micro forms of enquiry.  

A discursive-theoretical approach is then argued as an epistemological 

alternative that is highly congruent with contemporary communication studies, 

which, if more robustly translated through methodology and method, could 

provide a very solid ‘culturalist’ alternative framework for media research. Taking 

a contrastive, multi-voiced, context-based approach, the present research 

focuses on connections, divergences, or disjunctions between different 

participants’ interpretations of, and responses to, themes, ideas and positions 

they perceive as existing in the ad-texts, and themes and ideas on offer about 

alcohol in the wider social context.

Using a methodology I describe as ‘Discursive Sonar’, this research highlights 

the socially located, interpretative complexity of advertising engagements. By 

unpacking that complexity, this project identifies how, and why, media 

engagements vary for different participants (including that of the reflexively 
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engaged participant researcher). By locating the interactions between 

participants and ad-texts within the context of wider struggles over meanings 

around alcohol in Aotearoa/New Zealand the research shows ways in which both 

ad-texts and participants reflect, employ, and debate those wider struggles.

I contrasted and compared individual participant interactions with the content and 

themes they identify in response to the ad-texts, with what producers intended 

those texts to communicate, and also with the views of the other participants. 

Through these analyses key textual ‘mechanisms’ become apparent as 

determining why and how engagements can be closely shared or variable 

between people and groups. Focusing on diversity and variance in engagements 

highlights cultural shifts around how alcohol is understood in Aotearoa/New 

Zealand, as well as significant alterations in views between the generations 

involved in the project. Focusing on commonalities across engagements 

identifies how ‘interpretative communities’ can be produced through textual 

responses, which are in turn engendered in response to commonly held 

constructs such as gender and age.

This project succeeds in two ways. As well succeeding in significantly developing 

existing ‘operationalisation’ of discursive theory, it also constructs a viable 

discursive framework through which to approach media research. It is suggested 

that further development of this alternative might move us beyond the barriers of 

abstraction and effects in media research to examine the ways in which media 

and other dominant discursive forms interact, and are interacted with, to shape 

choices in our social worlds.



v

Acknowledgements

Having skimmed over many pages and notes of acknowledgment in my time, I 

now have some measure of what lies behind them. It is the extraordinary 

investment of patience and faith from all concerned. To my kids, my surprised, 

but always supportive, wider network of family and friends, and many of my 

colleagues, past and present who have all been invaluable sources of 

encouragement in this venture, thank you. To all those that gave their time, 

information, help, books, articles, emails, energy, and enthusiasm, thank you.

To Kerry Chamberlain and Joe Grixti, my supervisors turned friends, for your 

different versions of critique, patience, and sometimes much needed light relief – 

thank you. I found a quote that summed it up:

Creativity represents a miraculous coming together of the uninhibited 

energy of the child with its apparent opposite and enemy, the sense of 

order imposed on the disciplined adult intelligence.  Norman Podhoretz.  

To the research participants, without whom there would be no project, and all of 

whom were so open and interested, thank you. Most of all to Jeremy, my partner 

– what can I say? Thank you doesn’t quite cover it.

More formally I want to acknowledge the academic and financial support I have 

received, in earlier days through Massey, and for my PhD through the Royal 

Society. The scholarships I received have enabled my studies. I feel extremely 

aware of how privileged I am to have had such valuable opportunities. Most 

important of all are the staffs of Massey, particularly those in the libraries and 

administrative roles (especially Linda), who are the foundations of the support 

system for students like me, thank you all very much.  



vi

Contents

Acknowledgements...............................................................................................v

Chapter 1 An Introduction..............................................................................1

Chapter 2 My Locations .................................................................................8

Position/s ..............................................................................................................8

Being Tauiwi (not Mãori) .....................................................................................11

Epistemological commitments ............................................................................12

Chapter 3 Mapping Media Studies...............................................................16

Communicative paradigms .................................................................................16

Media approaches ..............................................................................................19

So where are we now? .......................................................................................32

Chapter 4 Reviewing the Local Research...................................................34

1. The dominant public health approach .............................................................35

2. Culturalist approaches ....................................................................................48

Introducing some interdisciplinary research attentions .......................................55

Key issues and themes from both sets of research ............................................56

Chapter 5 Re-locating the Local ..................................................................68

A comparative examination of international alcohol advertising research...........68

The review process.............................................................................................68

Epistemological differences ................................................................................69

Shifts in research approaches ............................................................................71

(Re)locating advertising texts, and engagements with advertising texts, within 

social contexts.................................................................................................73

Attention to the ‘youth effect’...............................................................................75

Concern with critical absences: Pleasures and reflexivity...................................77



vii

Commentaries on conditions of debate: Public opinions and winning in 

increments.......................................................................................................78

Summary ............................................................................................................80

Chapter 6 A Discursive Approach ...............................................................83

Finding frameworks.............................................................................................83

What is a discursive approach? ..........................................................................84

The discursive theoretical framework of this project ...........................................88

The discursive subject ........................................................................................98

Diversity not relativism ......................................................................................105

In summary .......................................................................................................106

Chapter 7 Methodology and Method .........................................................107

Operationalising a discursive approach ............................................................107

Chapter 8 Locational Context ....................................................................130

Alcohol as cultural artefact/s in Aotearoa/New Zealand....................................130

The cultural diversity of alcohol’s histories........................................................131

Differences of culture: Mãori and Pakeha .........................................................131

Differences of gender: Drinking in a man’s country?.........................................134

Moral differences: Contesting frameworks in discursive struggle......................137

Political differences: Gender in debates............................................................139

Forces of war: Mixed impacts of the services ...................................................140

Impacts of change: Shaping new environments ...............................................141

Consumption re-worked: Enacting new changes..............................................143

Contemporary debates, conditions and positions: Paradoxes and political 

complexities...................................................................................................144



viii

Contemporary research foci: The importance of meanings and the subject of 

youth .............................................................................................................147

Politics and warring factions: Present states and ongoing politics ....................151

Why these contexts of struggle matter..............................................................157

The texts ...........................................................................................................158

Chapter 9 Initial Engagements...................................................................159

Lion Red: Interpretations and responses ..........................................................160

Speight’s: Interpretations and responses..........................................................184

Chapter 10 Links: Points of Engagement ................................................200

Summarised issues arising ...............................................................................244

Chapter 11 Relocating Positions ..............................................................247

Chapter 12 Taking Stock ...........................................................................268

Summarising the gains of a culturalist shift .......................................................270

Achieving fresh insights? Benefits of looking differently....................................294

The benefits of a discursive approach ..............................................................301

Chapter 13 Reflexive Responses..............................................................306

References .......................................................................................................322

Appendices 336

Appendix 1: Scripts ...........................................................................................336

Appendix 2: Information Sheets ........................................................................340

Appendix 3: Consent Form ...............................................................................346


	Copyright statement.doc
	Copyright is owned by the Author of the thesis.  Permission is given for
	a copy to be downloaded by an individual for the purpose of research and private study only.  The thesis may not be reproduced elsewhere without the permission of the Author.

	01front1.pdf

