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Chapter 6

Memory and life world 
on media reception: a 
phenomenological approach 
João Carlos Ferreira Correia / University of Beira Interior

This text highlights the status of memory and everyday life in the media 
reception context. The centrality of these concepts emphasized the nature of 
media reception as social everyday practice that contribute to the building of 
shared meanings and identities.

To exemplify and support the relevance of this kind of approach, one makes 
use of the transcript of interviews conducted with female audience in the project 
“Media, reception and memory: female audiences during the New State”. This 
research project, approved by the Foundation for Science and Technology, in the 
institutional context of the University of Beira Interior, is researching the history 
of media reception in Portugal using mostly case studies of female audiences in 
a context of cultural subordination between the decades of 1930s and 1960.

The work draws upon empirical data collected in the project to discuss some 
epistemological foundations inherent to communicational research practices. 
The interviews were carried out near four individuals: three former workers of 
the textile industry and a relative of a former textile owner. The speeches of the 
protagonists reflect a time strongly marked, in the city of Covilhã, by a powerful 
social stratification developed around the existence of a then powerful textile 
industry that employed intensive labor force. .
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I

The life-world possesses a communicative and dialogical nature that goes 
beyond the world of contemporaries presented “here and now”, building bridges 
with past and future experiences. That particular nature implies a special focus 
in the memory work in creating common horizons of meaning. Those common 
meanings go beyond the sharing of the same spatial and temporal coordinates, 
connecting and interlacing the threads that unite past, present and future.

This approach implies several consequences that should be carefully specified:

a. Firstly, the life-world, because of its historicity, has a certain objectivity 
at each given moment and situation. Memory is a constituent element of a 
social agent as a concrete living being, acting in the historical and cultural 
world, involving meaning production since the perceptive experience until 
the development of society with its history, traditions, norms, socialization, 
and classification schemes. Each agent faced this objectivity as somewhat 
already accomplished. 

b. The historical and cultural nature of the life-world doesn’t present the 
same degree of objectivity and facticity as a whole. There are constituents of 
the life-world more or less rigid and more or less fluid. Particularly, in our 
days, technological changes affect the concept of presence and co-presence, 
bringing life-world structures more flexible and porous. At the level of the 
spatial coordinate, its verifiable a change in the concept of presence that 
has become more evident with the television and, finally, with Internet and 
social networks.

The memory became itself, a phenomenon that has a mediated dimension. 
This fact is exploited by the cultural industry at the level of nostalgia and  the 
continuous recovery of genres and stories: sequels, and even prequels that 
imagine previous events of a well-known film story.

c. Another common characteristic specific to memory and lifeworld is its 
symbolic nature. Language and communication play a pivotal role in the 
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construction of social reality. If the daily reality manifests its presence at 
every given moment, that is due to the existing possibility of establishing 
continuous communication with each of the remaining social players 
involved in the same world. Whole segments of the social world depend 
on the institutionalization of a common vocabulary (Berger and Luckmann, 
1973:96). Language allows that the world in itself becomes a world for us. In 
the project’s context, media are symbolic mechanisms of dissemination and 
amplification of memory that have its own phenomenology:  they structure 
experience and add memory to memory.

d. Finally, despite the objective and constraining component that surrounds 
the social author, life-world, does not , in any way come to be a mere inert 
body that refuses change. In fact, we find ourselves in a universe surrounded 
by porous uncertainty.  Characteristic conditions of modernity turn the life-
world potentially more dynamic and reflexive.

II

Memory is linked to the typical nature of the life-world.  The perception of 
social objects in the everyday life-world is constituted within a repertoire of 
fundamentally collective available knowledge. The interpretation of the world 
is based on previous experiences which are transmitted to us by direct agents of 
socialization. Social agents ‘present’ themselves in the world, using interpretative 
schemes organized according to past experiences and configurations of the kind 
“what is already known” (cf. Schutz, 1967: 84).  Which means that in face of 
each new situation, the actor will act in the same way assuming that things will 
present themselves in a way identical to  the way  that were presented before.

The experience of receiving a media product that has never even been seen 
or heard is more than recognition of something “new”. It implies a pre-existing 
cognitive schemas and shared horizons of meaning.

The persistent criticism by various theorists of mass culture to its stereotypical 
character identifies the effects resulting from the need to keep recognizable 
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elements that perpetuate the narratives and discourses, added by the need of 
providing easy recognition that will enable rapid investment return. .

Speaking in a phenomenological way, the meaning of human experience 
can only be achieved in the past tense. Consequently, the existence of a social 
world requires memory to become significant. Understanding the meaning of 
an experience only recognizable in the past is an epistemological challenge that 
goes beyond the use of quantitative methods or content analysis (without any 
disparagement by this type of approaches -necessarily very useful).

When one reflects on the significance of immediate experience one encounters 
something inaccessible to merely quantitative positivist epistemology, which 
is unable “to reconstruct experience” (Schutz, 1982: 31). .According to the 
phenomenological concerns,  one of the problems resulting from the disregard 
of social scientific research on memory is that quantitative methodology and 
positivist approaches do not captures the person as it exists within their living 
present.  “(Schutz 1967: 184). One central question that crosses methodological 
and epistemological debate in the social sciences is the  necessity of  resuming  
a dialogue with the historicity of the subject, who should be recognized 
simultaneously as social and individual and irreducible to the  process of 
creating ideal-types. 

Our experience is almost always coupled with previous reflections on 
experience (Schutz, 1982: 32). Each experiment ‘stored’ in memory contains 
all the previous images for which it was modified “Every moment of our life 
is the memory of a previous one plus one more X” (Schutz 1982, 38).  The 
gap between life of consciousness and external reality is processed through the 
retrospective attribution of meaning.

The meaning made possible by memory is not consequently revealed 
in quantification but with techniques that involve some participation in the 
narrative. In the case of life stories, that implies a set of procedures that add 
complicity and engender dialogue between interviewers and interviewed: a 
kind of choreography in which no one is reduced to the condition of a kind of 
frozen statue. In this sense, the interviews in the quoted project reveal a kind 
of strategic empathy on the part of the interviewer to which respondents react 
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accordingly with different factors: life experience, cultural capital, social class, 
individual traits. 

For example the use of the word “masters” (“patrões”, not empregadores , 
employers)  within a dialogue  with a  former textile worker from Covilhã, in 
the course of an interview refers to a universe of meanings from a well-defined  
social context: “In the house of your masters , have you never seen a radio?” , 
asks the interviewer.

III

The familial and typical nature of the life world implies a kind of tacit knowledge 
known as ‘knowledge by acquaintance’. Pierre Bourdieu (1978) discusses what 
he calls habitus as a set of principles with a relation of mutual implication 
that organizes practices and social representations. For Schutz (Schutz, 1975 
b: 5) social agents routinely reproduce the conditions of this reality, which is 
apprehended through the use of typical behaviors that ensure the continuity of 
the social order. 

The cognitive mechanism of typifying is understood as using classifications 
that take for granted certain basic features to the solution of practical tasks 
presented to the actors. There is an attitude of “thinking - as – always” that 
is dependent on a set of assumptions which the social actor, naively, does not 
recognize as problematic. However this is not necessarily deterministic. In the 
interviews referred to in this work, it occasionally appears a painful expression of 
injustice accompanied by a feeling that can be considered as a kind of resignation 
and not really an acceptance.

Applying this reasoning to the media field, the social construction of reality 
is offered as an element that cannot be characterized by simple beliefs in the  
hypnotic force of  media effects.   This construction of meaning always depends 
on who interprets context (Altheide and Snow, 1988).  The content reception 
context has three dimensions: (1) a first one deriving from the logic and 
conventions of media products, (2) a second one, in which those products are 
received, and (3) still another, the social and cultural context in which meanings 
are created (Anderson and Meyer, 1988).
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Additionally, another element that brings favor to the use of everyday life 
concepts comes to be the fact that media devices are an extension of body 
experience. The cane of the blind, more than being perceived as object, is perceived  
as an object that become a tool with which one perceives and constitutes the 
world (Merleau-Ponty, 1966, p. 60-61). The example is particularly interesting 
because of the way media devices intrude into everyday life imposing the 
“forgetting” or the invisibility of the technical object in the subject’s relation to 
the world. As part of the everyday, devices such as TV and radio, newspaper or 
computer added successive waves of meaning to the universe of social practices, 
reinforcing them, permeating them or contributing to its reflective questioning 
but always in a dialectic interaction with the pre-established contexts. Largely, 
this familiarity implies spatial sensory and bodily dimensions. 

The marketing around the mobile devices, for instance, has to do with 
how to become part of our daily life. Concepts related to ergonomics, concern 
with the existence of “user friendly “ platforms and devices, the creation of 
productive and clear symbols (the most obvious are the computer  icons) are 
examples of efforts by designers and engineers to deal with revolutions and 
transformations that occur in everyday life, making it discrete.  The same can 
be said of the appearance of portability and mobility of vinyl record-players 
that were shaped like a small suitcase. With this reconfiguration, designers and 
manufacturers wished to become closer to the new circumstances that resulted 
from the entry of young people in the mass market. consumption.By the other 
side, the establishment of domestic space shows the contradictory dimensions 
of everyday life, the roles of agents present in the social space and the impact of 
their roles in their capacity as receivers. Some interviews give evidence of how 
the domestic stratification was also related  with the access to media devices.  

The  interviewer asked the relative of former  textile owners: 
And what about the employees?  Did they use d to listen to the radio?

Beatriz
Oh, yeah, they also had it in the kitchen. (...) And so I remember them being 
there listening to the radio soap opera and we making fun of them [laughs].
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interviewer
And did you use to listen to the radio outside? Was there a time when you listen 
to radio out?

Beatriz
In the car. In the car.

Interviewer
You had  it in the car ...

Beatriz
Yes, yes, we had in the car. My father had a radio in the car.
(Beatriz interview collected on 25/10/2012)

Ilda
“There, next to my house there was a person ... a neighbor who had a radio.. 
And it was funny that we listen to it when there was the war ... Not the war, the 
independence of India. 

interviewer
So the first time you saw a radio was in your neighbor´s house?

Aida
It was in the ... I mean, we listened from the street. We walked down the street 
and you could hear. He had the radio so loud to hear the football… It was not in 
his house, it  was in thestreet that we heard it

interviewer
Then, later, when you  went to the house of Mr. Antunes ...

Aida
Yes,  at the time I went to the house of Mr. Antunes, they also didn’t  have a TV 
set. . They had radio sets but they  did not have a television set. Then, ah ... I was 
already there, in their home, when he bought a television.
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(Aida, interview collected on 17/12/2012)

interviewer
When you bought the radio, where did you  put it?

Paula
In the room ... with the television.

interviewer
On top of a piece of furniture?

Paula
A knd of furniture they had ...  they called it a psyche, in one room and it was 
there that I had the television.
(Interview collected on 31/10/2012)

V

The mentioned familiarity of life-world implies to watch it as the world of 
evidence, but evidence and familiarity always implies its opposite. Thanks to 
this intuition, the phenomenological approach contributed to demonstrates how 
this instance is less stable than what it seems.

A first level of analysis of the strangeness relates to our immediate perception 
of the world.  This is what is visible when an unproblematic routine is interrupted 
by something working as contrast to a previewed previous development assumed 
a as general expectation. (Schutz & Luckmann, 1973:11).

The reception of a media product without much critical requirement is made 
primarily on the level of recognition as it happens with the most obvious popular 
songs and film narratives. But, imagine that this experience is interrupted by 
a new element. The happy ending is disturbed by a detail that introduces the 
chaos instead of the expected happiness. The tune of the popular song of easy 
recognizable chorus is interrupted by an unexpected dissonance. The flow of 
evidence is broken by a discreet critical tone. 
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 In fact, some popular culture have internalized these tensions and worked 
with narrative building by skillfully playing both the satisfaction of expectations 
and the introduction of unexpected surprises. Comedy and “suspense”, for 
example, work with this dichotomy.

A second level of strangeness is based on the existence of multiple realities. 
Actors perceive the world as a multiplicity of realities. Each of these provinces of 
meanings corresponds to diverse modes of relationship between consciousness 
and world. Aesthetic experience, media reception, religious experience, work are 
different ways of thinking and being in the world (cf. Schutz, 1975: 231). The 
consciousness of an agent reads the universe in a way that involves transitions 
between particular states of reality through different attitudes and states of 
consciousness, departing from and returning to the life-world, the peaceful world 
of everyday evidence, which becomes the anchor of these transitions. 

Considering those dynamics, the reception of media products can open doors 
to experiences that challenge the everyday reality. The women interviewed lived 
in universes of meaning considerably stratified  but media sometimes operate as 
open windows to other worlds: The work of Luís Silva e Helena Sousa (2003)  
show us how  tv popular contests and foreign serials were elements that helped 
to intellectually prepare the generation of the 70s to the coming changes 

Finally, a third dimension of strangeness concerns the fact that each community 
based on a natural attitude that is always marked by its ethnocentric character. 
The life-world inherent in the internal group presupposes a mode of knowledge 
incoherent, only partially clear and not completely free of contradictions. The 
fact that the in-group share this “relatively natural conception” assuming, with 
reasonable evidence, that “so far so, it will remain so” only reveals that the structure 
of the social world is based on a certain reordering of social relations. What his 
taken by evident is simultaneously marked by the possibility of an imminent 
challenge. After all, “what is t is taken for granted in the prevailing situation in 
the life-world is surrounded by uncertainty “(Schutz & Luckmann, 1973)
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VI

The reference to the memory doesn’t necessarily imply a still world , devoided 
of conflicts and opposite interests. In this sense, the notion of relevance is an 
important concept for the possibility of cultural studies of phenomenological 
inspiration. Thanks to this concept, we identify the fragment of the world to which 
we confer attention (retaining it in memory)  accordingly social and collective 
interests.  To admit that what we know is defined by individual and collective 
interests, is to recognize the existence  of many possibilities for structuring the 
repertoire of knowledge about the world   It also implies that this possibility  is 
socially determined, accordingly social interests. 

That is, the memory of events is a process of social construction, in which 
intervenes numerous factors: 

a. the importance attributed to the experience in terms of certain social 
and individual  interests (Moloch and Lester, 1993). This factor shows up 
on interviews conducted by the project. The interviewee’s memories are 
determined by some particular gratification related with the acquisition of 
consumption : the 60s and the 70s , in spite of  the low wages still practiced 
in textile industry , were also decades of social change  with some  weak 
processes of consumption democratization and the expansion of a fragile 
welfare state. One of the interviewees detects the particular year when she 
has made domestic purchases, including TV and radio.

Caroline
in my house, when I did marriage for the second time ... I bought a battery, 
bought a fridge, bought the radio, television ... ah, all derived from the battery. 
When the battery ran out, renewed replaced it. Throw it away and replaced it by 
another one. Until then it came ... Then had electricity installed at home ...  home 
of the second marriage.
(Carolina, interview collected on 31/10/2012)
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Another side  of the situation is clearly manifested in  the obvious satisfaction 
that an interviewee shows because  of having  owned a record player and  a 
radio in a moment they constituted a factor of social differentiation. Access to 
technology and media is associated in his narrative to a memory of success. 
Moreover, memory provides a sort of gratification associated with happy 
moments to which succeeded the experience of decay.

Interviewer
You used to go to the attic and dance there with your friends ...

Beatriz 
And we had our vinyl records, forty-five, seventy-eight rotations. We had a 
plethora of discs.
It is helpful to check the contrasts in order to understand that the social distinction  
is experienced at the level of the life-world:

Interviewer
And where have you  listened to the radio for the first time? 

Ilda
When I had a radio, I  was a little grown up, then my fourteen, fifteen. It was at 
that time that I was helping to raise my nephews. The radio helped me to  feeding 
them. 
(interview collected on 29/10/2012)

Interviewer
where do you remember watching TV or listening to the radio?

Paula
After I left school I work  as a maid,. Sometimes, when  the Eurovision Song 
Contest or something special happened on TV,  the masters called the maids so 
that they could watch. But it was not usual, an everyday thing, because at that 
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time it was like this: you there and me here. So there was those class differences. 
As I was a maid and they were the masters… .

b. Another element is related with access to the material possibilities.  See 
the account of the first contact with the TV (in the master’s house where she 
worked as room maid):

Interviewer
How was it?

Aida
Alas, it was a joy, that day ... And on Sunday, we all got together to watch TV, 
there were those movies that I remember, Portuguese movies, and we all cried, 
sitting on  the floor. (Aida, interview collected on 24/10/2012)

Another participant highlighted the gratification felt by the acquisition of the 
radio:

Interviewer
And how was that?

Maria
Oh, then workers started buying.

Interviewer
They started buying?...

Maria
Workers but not any worker. As I told you, my father was ... a section master and 
he did not earn such a bad salary at the time.

Interviewer
And how was that first radio? Do you remember it?
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Maria
It was like this [with her hands  draws the outline of a large, square radio}. It had 
wooden buttons. 

Interviewer
Almost the size of a television.

Maria
Yeah, yeah.
(Maria cinterview, collected at  24/11/2012)

c. An element worthy of consideration is the relationship with the symbolic 
material.  Dominant classes exhibited some hardly concealed disdain before 
the popular radio soap operas. These were presented as a model of romantic 
dramas to which it is applied the term “corny”. The interviewee recalls the 
house maids sitting in the kitchen listening to the soap operas. Even mass 
cult revealed this inner distinction around the cultural capital possessions. 

Beatriz
I remember them being there listening to the radio soap operas  and we made fun 
of them [laughs].

Interviewer
Why?

Beatriz
Because we thought that was a bit ... well it was a little ... [laughs.]

Interviewer
Did you ever come to realize what was the name of the soap opera and what was 
the story?
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Beatriz
Oh no, no. Not at all. I remember they asked my mom to get a small radio to the 
kitchen, and they used to be there listening to soap operas. They were serials, 
they were  called serials. Radio serial.

Interviewer
And you did not get to listen?

Beatriz
No, no, I was not interested whatsoever. I thought it was horrible [laughs].
(Beatrice, collected in interview 11/08/2012)

This assessment collides with another transcribed:

Aida: “I remember the soap operas when I was already married, living with my 
mother in law. Sometimes we wanted to start lunch and my mother in law, she 
had a small room next to the kitchen and we used to eat in that little rom. And 
my mother in law did would not eat while the soap opera was on. And then she 
cried and cried”
(Aida, interview collected on 24/10/2012)

Innovation, in turn, is identified with the consumption of Anglo –Saxon products..

Interviewer
Do you remember anything of the Emissora Nacional, Rádio Club Português...?

Beatriz
I  also heard Emissora Nacional And Rádio Club Português, yes. But these were 
a kind of ... it was a kind of music that we did not like so much. This was for the 
most popular music and we preferred other kind of music. Still today. Pink Floyd 
... I remember that we listen to it at the time. Good music of the sixties.
(Beatrice, collected in interview, 11/08/2012)
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d. Finally  there was  relationship of subordination visible in the construction 
of domestic space that can be glimpsed in the handling of media objects 
themselves: who chooses the programs? Who has the right to use the remote 
control  to turn the device on and off? Relations of subordination and 
domination are both experienced and imposed. Relations of subordination 
have a structural dimension, if you will, that cannot be ignored. However, 
everyday assimilation of social codes of subordination based on the gender 
gap were also visible. One interviewee, Aida told that in those days the 
shared image of man was  far from being considered a companion. 

Aida..
I think the old days, you know, women were very badly treated …. In those  times 
I went to the school chapel to thank God for not having a father, believe me.
(Aida, interview collected on 24 - 10-2012).

VII

Bringing to everyday life “presence” of different social and cultural rights, the 
media and popular culture generate elements of reflexivity that undermine social 
habits and typifications. Interfering in the contexts of socialization (leisure time, 
family hierarchies, roles associated with gender), the construction of identities 
and the regulation of gender roles becomes more complex. Looking at the 
data provided by the life stories collected under the Project Media, Memory 
and Gender, it appears that a timid and contradictory evidence of modernity 
reluctantly lurked behind the audience listening to the singers and stars of the 
popular culture in the late ‘50s and ‘60s.

A curious element of this trait is the emphasis given by several interviewees 
to Simone de Oliveira, a singer in the 60s who sung lyrics written by José Carlos  
Ary dos Santos, a Communist and  surrealist poet. She won the  RTP Song  
Festival  with a song which had somehow shocking lyrics to the taste of the time, 
showing unexpected allusion  to the sexual pleasure  related with motherhood.
In the naïf world of a TV channel controlled by the conservative authoritarian 
regime, the lyrics raised some controversy: 


