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Unit III: Global Literature 

Encoding / Decoding Guide 

 

Have you ever been in class when someone explains a symbol that 

appears in a text? They go on and on, sure of the symbol’s meaning.  

Then, someone else arrives at a completely different solution.  The 

teacher chimes in and reveals that both students are incorrect.  

 

Why does this happen?  In his highly influential text, article ―Encoding 

/ Decoding,‖ theorist Stuart Hall complicates how a text is made and 

read.   

Term Definition Practical Application 

Text the symbolic construction, arrangement and 
perhaps performance of the form and 
content of what is published or broadcast 

For Hall, a text is more than just a 
thing.  It’s a complex system of 
symbols that all work together to 
act upon a reader.  Readers don’t 
simply passively absorb the text.  
Instead, they recognize [decode] 
the symbols and place them 
together in a way that makes 
sense—thus, ―constructing‖ a 
meaning.   

Decoding the moment of reception [or] consumption 
of the text by the reader/hearer/viewer, 
which is regarded by most theorists as closer 
to a form of ―construction‖ than to the 
passivity suggested by the term ―reception.‖  

Three Positions of Decoding 

Dominant Position 
(Hegemonic) 

―When the viewer takes the connoted 
meaning from, say, a television newscast or 
current affairs programme full and straight, 
and decodes the message in terms of the 
reference code in which it has been encoded, 
we might say that the viewer is operating 
inside the dominant code‖ (Hall 515). 

“It seems to be about X.” 
The dominant position is when we 
take a text at face value.  It appears 
to be a story about X, so that’s 
what it is.   

Negotiated Position ―Decoding within the negotiated version 
contains a mixture of adaptive and 
oppositional elements: it acknowledges the 
legitimacy of the hegemonic definitions to 
make the grand significations (abstract), 
while, at a more restricted, situational 
(situated) level, it makes its own ground 
rules – it operates with exception to the 
rule‖ (Hall, 516). 

“It seems to be about X, and it 
is; but it’s also about Y.” 
The negotiated position is when 
the reader acknowledges the 
existence of the dominant position, 
but also understands that the text’s 
meaning is also  

Oppositional Position 
(Counter-Hegemonic) 

―It is possible for a viewer perfectly to 
understand both the literal and the 
connotative inflection given by a discourse 
but to decode the message in a globally 
contrary way. He or she de-totalises the 
message in preferred code in order to re-
totalise the message within some alternative 
framework of reference … He or she is 
operating in what we must call an 
oppositional code‖ (Hall, 517).1 

“It seems to be about X, but it’s 
really about Y.” 
This is a method of reading that 
understands the symbolic nature of 
a text to mean something entirely 
different from what it appears to 
mean.   
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