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Abstract

The aim of this paper is to make an epistemological approach of the ethical conceptions 
presented in the main Communication Theories, identifying in some of its epistemological pro-
posals elements of an ethos. It is highlighted how these theories approach communicative me-
diated processes and at the same time propose procedures and practical actions. We develop 
our argument in a historical-critical perspective, mapping how notions of power, communicative 
capacities and constitution of the political citizen, among others are interlaced to the theoretical 
articulations of the research field. The analysis is developed around three perspectives: (a) anti-
symmetrical, evincing the way power is placed side by side with media; (b) symmetrical, making 
equivalent, in different spaces, media producers and receivers; (c) paritarian, with intersections 
between these two types of agents in a participative culture. The text analyzes these three per-
spectives focusing the ruptures and continuities between ethics and epistemology.
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1. Introduction

Any approach to ethical issues in Communication Theories should consider a lack 
of explicit links between epistemological and normative issues. Communication theory 
is seldom associated with the ethical principles underneath them, even if they investi-
gate a dimension specifically turned to the practices of communication professionals (cf. 
Meyer, 1986; Martino & Silva, 2013) or studied from the point of view of a communicative 
ethics (Marques, 2011).

If we compare the Communication Theory syllabuses in universities, apart from a 
remarkable epistemological dispersion (Martino, 2011, 2012), there would be few inter-
sections with the subjects of “Ethics” or “Ethics and Law”, in which there are themes 
related to issues of professional character (Christofolletti, 2011). Scattered at different 
points of courses, “theory” and “ethics” seem not to maintain relations with each other, 
as if the knowledge of the “theories” were not linked to the knowledge of the “practices” 
and responsibilities at the very moment of their academic studies.

Among the exceptions, one can point out the work of Barros Filho (1995) and Kar-
am (1997; 2005) as contributions in which ethics is inserted in the context of theories of 
Communication, Journalism and Semiotics, respectively. However, these studies suggest 
an appropriation of the Communication Theories to study the topics of ethics, without 

Comunicação e Sociedade, vol. 25, 2014, pp. 154 – 168

mailto:lmsamartino@gmail.com
mailto:angelasalgueiro@gmail.com


Comunicação e Sociedade, vol. 25, 2014

155

Ethics and theories of communication: power, interactions, and participative culture . Luis Mauro Sá Martino & Ângela Cristina Salgueiro Marques

focusing specifically on what could be thought of as an ethics present in the realm of 
theories themselves, as suggested by Signates (2005: 2) when he states that “from the 
beginning, the object of communication is ethical; therefore, its definition implies ethical 
standards”.

This paper outlines some ethical dimensions of Communication Theories, focus-
ing on its main postulates as the prospects that set an interpretation of the world.

As a start point, Ethics could be examined from its first Aristotelian systematiza-
tion, which highlights two main dimensions derived from the concept of ethos. The first 
one concerns the ethos as a way of being, as a way of life that assures to individuals the 
establishment of an identity and links them with an environment. In this dimension we 
define who we would like to be and reflect on the provisions that guide us to act towards 
an end, happiness or eudaimonia. Secondly, we have the ethos as usual principle of action. 
In this sense, ethics would also present a social and communicational character, because 
although centered on the individual and his reflection on values and standards of behav-
ior, it belongs to the field of social relations.

Given this situation, it is possible to ask about the ethical problems are studied 
in theories of Communication. This question requires some care in the use of concepts 
(Bourdieu, 1983), since any attempt to establish a link between ethics and communica-
tion could suggest an opening of focus perhaps incompatible with the procedures of 
research. Thus, approaching these two issues requires some definitions. We argue that 
it is possible to take as a starting point the ownership of theoretical sets targeted both 
on books titled “Theories of Communication” as those mentioned in the and academical 
spaces of epistemological discussion.

As a “discourse” designed as an articulated production of knowledge of a field, the 
Communication Theories do not withdraw from the spaces of their production or the 
conceptions of society, power, participation, autonomy, hierarchy, and social behavior. In 
this sense, the text of Bennett (1983) symptomatically titled “Theories of Media, Theories 
of Society” can be understood as a source to this text, considering that a theory of Com-
munication necessarily intersects a “Theory of Society”.

Thus, when we say “ethics” regarding theories of Communication, the reference is 
not a study on the varieties of “ethics”, but is closer to a meta-observation to understand 
the concepts of a principle of action within a framework of theories. A theory of Com-
munication, to the extent that it deals with human (and also inhuman) elements in its 
cognitive, political, social and historical dimensions, implicitly brings a number of con-
siderations about “what is human” and “what is society”, “what one can (or should) do”, 
and especially how it is constituted in the field of relations with the media.

Is it possible to think of an ethics of Communication Theories?

A normative and deontological approach emerges from the ambivalence in the 
Communication Theories resulting from concepts present in diversified media, inde-
pendently of the society with which they can be articulated. Barros Filho (1995) specifies 
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that when one argues on “effects”, “articulations”, “appropriations” and “resistances” 
in the relation between individuals, communities and media, one is implicitly suggest-
ing what can be done. In some cases, it does not seem to be possible the separation of 
the diagnosis and a certain outcome, even if this is not accomplished by incitement to 
an action. For the author, the “normative” in this sense is another consequence of the 
epistemological question than exactly a causa sui directed to regulate a practice.

In the epistemological discourse, especially in its reflection on the reality and prac-
tice, there are elements that constitute the prerogatives of a normative action. This hap-
pens mainly because it also might turns into the practice.  

In other words, one of the points of intersection between the ethical and the episte-
mological instances is revealed when “what happens” can also be understood as a propo-
sition about “what to do from this”. The analysis of Communication Theories allows one 
to underline an ethos as well as dissensual forms of expression and interaction that invent 
ways of being, seeing and saying, setting up new subjects and new modes and scenes of 
collective enunciation. Esteves (2007) calls this “the agonistic of the collective life”.

Communication theories help to considerate how these interactions have an ethi-
cal element, especially in their symmetric and asymmetric parts. So, we can focus on 
the positions of the communication process in which those involved are invested with 
marks of power that are able to attribute social positions, spaces of visibility or invisibil-
ity, limitations of discourse, and participation in discussions and collective decisions to 
the most diversified subjects.

Just for clarity purposes, it is possible to outline three main types of ethical perspec-
tives within the theories of Communication field: (1) theories that postulate an ontologi-
cal asymmetry between the people involved in the communication process that attrib-
ute to the conceptual reflection the task of denouncing aspects of control, power and 
domination between these poles; (2) a second perspective studies a certain symmetry 
between media and the audience, this last understood as an element of fruition/ recon-
struction of the message and therefore valued in theoretical reflection as an active part of 
the process; (3) the identification of a prospect of intersection among media, individuals 
and the society from which emerges an ethics centered to the analysis of ways of power 
eventually exogenous to the media, present in media and social control apparatuses.

It is worth noting that these three perspectives, although they had diachronic his-
torical developments, are present within current Communication studies as active op-
erational perspectives in epistemological spaces of research, in which they can express 
their implicit / explicit ethical premises. Chronology, in other words, should not be taken 
as a synonym of succession.

The asymmetric perspective

A distinction which could help one to discuss the ethical issues within Communi-
cation theories results from the observation of a certain ambivalence between the title 
“Theory of Communication” and the action of observing practices and processes in or-
der to extract therefrom some kind of conceptual elaboration consistent to what could 
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be called a “theory”, in this case related to the Communication. If we think this way, the 
ethical dimension of theories can be even enhanced.

Taking chronology as its starting point the theoretical concern with the Communi-
cation results from a political understanding of “media effects” on society in the context 
of the end of the First World War. Studies conducted by the so-called “founding fathers” 
of one of the cornerstones of the theory of Communication in the United States, in par-
ticular Lasswell (1927), Merton and Lazarsfeld (1948), were based, though not explicitly, 
on a purpose to determine how media could influence perceptions and cognition of 
individuals with regard to the formation of an “audience” in relation to a conflict. The 
pioneering studies of Lasswell (1927, 1931; see also Varão, 2010; Martino, 2012) reflect 
this theme, considering that media would be relevant in the political behavior of citizens, 
influencing even electoral decision-making.

This first theoretical approach to Communication is based on an alleged asym-
metry between the media and individuals that engage with them. Here, the notion of 
“mass” assumes a central role in order to classify the audience as a homogeneous total-
ity on which it is possible to act. To some extent, this asymmetry attributes power to the 
media, understood in an almost exclusively political dimension (and later “ideological”), 
in which any economic consideration is relegated to the background. Media power is 
related also in this sense to a perspective linked to the audience: as a “mass”, the poten-
tial of manipulation – a word that would become insistent in communication studies of 
various sorts – would be considerably increased, reinforcing the asymmetry between the 
character of citizens affected by a potentially harmful media.

In its critical instance, the analysis of media indicates a resonance of this asymme-
try in relation to groups and individuals. In this sense, even a lengthy task as the chapter 
on “cultural industry” in Dialectic of Enlightenment, by Adorno and Horkheimer, or the 
later Adorno’s texts on this subject – it is excluded the pioneering study of Horkheimer 
(2006) entitled “Art and Mass Culture “ – remains curbed to a perspective of inequal-
ity between a sender, in which it is possible to identify a powerful influence of political 
economy, and a receiver consisted of individuals at the mercy of this system. The second 
generation of the Critical Theory, mainly represented by Jürgen Habermas and his reflec-
tions published from the 1960s, somehow perpetuates and amplifies this asymmetrical 
dimension, highlighting how the media, besides preventing the subjective emancipation, 
undermine the constitution of public spheres for free expression of views and mutual 
justification of arguments. Habermas considers the transformation of opinion press in 
trade press, highlighting the loss of its critical-reflective character in favor of the “entry of 
privileged private interests in the public sphere” (1984: 218). For him, “on the one hand 
it is true that the scope of the public sphere has expanded with the contribution of the 
media, but on the other hand, the balance of interests and the intentions of the sender 
are still based on the common good, but without satisfying it” (1984: 233). 

In 1992, although Habermas having revised his claim that there was a linear devel-
opment of a politically active audience for an audience secluded in privacy - ranging from 
an “audience that debates culture to a culture consumer” (p. 438) - he never stopped to 
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consider the asymmetry between producers and receivers of information, nor the dubious 
character of action of the media in the constitution of public spheres. According to him, 
if on the one hand the media give visibility to the discourses of actors located in differ-
ent communicative arenas, on the other, the “media professionals produce a discourse 
of elite, powered by actors vying with each other for access and influence” (2006: 417).

Perhaps, with critical variations, it would not be exaggeration to say that such asym-
metric position had a broad resonance and multiplication in research on Communica-
tion, thus establishing a series of more or less explicit ethical positions in relation to their 
conceptions.

A first topic would be a defenseless human being, unable to reason on his own with-
out the media support. The notion of “alienation” taken often from an ordinary sense 
and detached from its Marxist origin is one of the symptomatic words of that vision. 
If the receiver is part of a mass without self-awareness of its condition, and therefore 
susceptible of a considerable influence in the flow of its daily activities through the mes-
sages of the media, perhaps it would not be entirely wrong to assume that this receiver 
is “unprotected” before the power of the media. Thus, his decision-making, whether in 
the political sphere or in a personal level, would result from a constant use of media as 
a way to acquire some knowledge about the world.

If the media would have to control and the receiver would have to obey, how could 
a theoretical reflection offer other options to individuals, or being able to assist them in 
their identity projects towards the construction of their autonomy and citizenship? Here 
it seems to arise the second component of ethical character linked to the origins of Com-
munication theories.

In this case, the ethics of theory would be to report these mechanisms of action - 
and the word “mechanism” is used intentionally here in order to underline the prospect 
of these theoretical elaborations - to help the individual either in the protection of the 
democratic game or in the very prospect in order to take him from an “alienated” con-
dition. In both cases, there seems to be in Adorno and Horkheimer’s writings, despite 
their profound disbelief in the critical ability of the subjects, a vague assumption of a 
bestowal action of theory in order to “free” (“clarify” or “emancipate”) individuals under 
such conditions.

The ethical reflection that seems to emerge from this asymmetric perspective re-
fers to the theoretical study as an element responsible for restoring any “balance” be-
tween senders and receivers, defined as unequal poles of action. This would immediately 
lead to questions regarding the existence of an equally asymmetrical posture between 
the “audience” and the “well informed” people (experts, intellectuals) regarding what 
would be considered “emancipation”: there seems to be an implicit assumption that the 
“audience” should be “released”, “agreed” or even “saved” from potential influences of 
the media and their products. Still, emancipating through the critical voice of the intel-
lectuals does not lead the subject to “take the word”, to become an interlocutor in scenes 
of dissention and conquer his autonomy through a public communicative exchange. 
Speaking on behalf of the subject or on his defense does not mean emancipate him, but 
submit him, make him dependent on the discourse and skills of others (Spivak, 2010). 
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Somehow, Eco (1995) identifies this position as representative of a perspective that 
puts a gap between researchers and “audience”, and at the same time invites those who 
share the assumptions of the research to note themselves as belonging to a particular 
side of this rupture. Referring to critical research, Eco (1995: 42) notes that “deep down, 
the apocalyptic comforts the reader”, indicating that the exercise of reflection alone would 
separate him from a “mass” reached by the media. In contrast, Eco himself (1997: 12) 
also mentions that before the media there is no separation between the “general audi-
ence” and those epistemologically prepared to understand these messages.

Also within the scope of the subject emancipation, Habermas’ contribution does 
not point towards a clarification coming from experts, but derived from the subjects’ 
own communicative activity (Marques, 2013). In his work, it is the pragmatic bias of lan-
guage that outlines ethics as a way and principle of action in the face of moral problems 
(Martino & Marques, 2012). In order to reveal how individuals could achieve their politi-
cal autonomy and reach a mutual understanding of their interests and needs through a 
discursive interaction in the public sphere, Habermas (1995) outlines a set of regulatory 
procedures, an ethics of discourse able to highlight how the communicative use of lan-
guage is able to promote emancipation, achieved by the development of communicative 
skills for argumentative exposition and public justification. An ethics of discourse also 
includes the search for an ethical self-understanding that inspired by considerations of 
George Herbert Mead often puts the subject in relation to a second person, in a per-
petual reading process of meaningful gestures for the recognition and resistance to the 
expectations of others. 

We have to emphasize that the achievement of emancipation and political autono-
my in its relational bias depends on external components to the subjects, ie, communi-
cative, social, and institutional dimensions. Considered the asymmetries of power and 
discourse, they have to enable their participation in public life, being respected, under-
stood and valued.

The possible symmetry

A second approach within what might be called the “ethics” of Communication 
Theories seeks to modify the previous approach in order to find a balance between the 
messages produced by the media and their receivers no longer thought in terms of a 
“mass”, but as “active receivers” responsible for assigning meanings to messages within 
a negotiation process rather than in a strictly linear-causal model.

In a first instant, we note in that model a concern to emphasize the characteristics 
of the receiver, thought not as a “target” of a process, but as a subject to be considered 
in his historical, political, and social dimensions. In particular, a subject who articulates 
his experiences and therefore his material and historical conditions of perception with 
the content of the media, and, why not, with the media themselves.

This second perspective received a considerable acceptance in the field of Commu-
nication, particularly from the 1990s (Jacks, 2010; Jacks & Escosteguy, 2005). However, 
it would be unwise to search in the timeline a homology with any development in terms 
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of succession or overcome: the asymmetric models continued not only in place but also 
guided several searches in this field.

Here, the idea of “symmetry” does not mean an institutional equivalence of pow-
ers between the mass communication private-owned (or sometimes state-owned) com-
panies, characterized as large conglomerates, and the receiver. This attitude seems to 
touch the points of resistance and even refusing to media messages within the articula-
tion of meanings, presenting a receiver that is not only before the media but also partici-
pates in their meanings.

More than being “protected” or “strengthened” by a research that seeks to report 
effects, the proposal here aims to understand how the subjects receive and reconstruct 
media messages without losing the critical bias in relation to them. The subject becomes 
known as a source of countervailing power identified by theory as a counterpoint to the 
mass media. Paraphrasing an expression of Martin-Barbero (1997), the receiver in his 
net of interactions finds the place where the very communication happens, despite all 
the technical and business apparatus of media.

The receiver ethics does not put him on an institutional equal footing, but assumes 
that any message of the media will be reconstructed by individuals which will bring new 
meanings from readings beyond any contracts previously established by the media. The 
subjective dimension stands out from the perspective of mass, and its ethics is also 
different.

Under a constellation of influences that range from literary studies to Gramsci, 
Foucault and the French post-structuralists, the formulation of Cultural Studies is one 
of the first attempts to bring a new perspective on practical rationality regarding the 
receivers. If Jauss’ studies of literary reception (2004, see also Cruz, 1986) or, going yet 
beyond, Walter Benjamin’s studies (1986) indicated an alternative to thinking receivers 
as an inalienable part of the process of “work” construction, understood as something 
that exists to the extent that articulates with a reader/spectator, the Cultural Studies will 
suggest objectively the prospect not only of a resistance but also of a counter-power.

In the works of some of its founders, as Hoggart (1983) and Thompson (1995), 
it is possible to find evidence of a receiver ethics emphasized mainly on the work of 
Hall (1981). Accordingly, subsequent texts by McRobbie (1990) and Lewis (1994) are 
established as classic ones to indicate forms of cultural consumption and resistance to 
the media messages at the time of their reworking, or even a critical appropriation of 
messages (Hebdige, 2000) in the way of contemporary recreations and appropriations 
(Fiske, 1993a, 1993b).

In the ethics of these theoretical developments, the power of the media is balanced 
by the power of the links constructed by a multidimensional receiver who will rebuild 
the contents of the media from their political, historical, and affective experiences. Both 
spaces of power intersect, complement and challenge each other in the construction of 
hegemony and resistance in a dynamic balance, then resulting from the identified sym-
metry, far from being static in any circumnstance.
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In Latin America there are a number of developments according to this point of 
view objectified in the various appropriations of the so-called “Theory of Mediation” 
elaborated by Martin-Barbero (1997) in his initial study originally titled “From the Me-
dia to Mediations”. In its further developments, the book somehow paved the way for 
the asymmetric perspective “power of the media/vulnerability of the receiver” could be 
translated into “power of the media/mediations of the receiver”, as a construction of 
meanings and significances.

The work of Lopes, Borelli, and Resende (2004); Baccega (2006); Jacks (1999), 
Escosteguy (2001) and Jacks and Escosteguy (2005), among many others, suggest this 
trend by articulating the receiver within a discursive frame in which he is the protagonist 
- but an equally multidimensional protagonist within a perspective in which his multiple 
linkages, such as gender, age, social class, affection and reasons are thought of as indis-
pensable items in the formation not only of his status as receiver, but of an autonomous 
subject. Hence the ethical perspective of this theoretical discourse offers a conception 
of political subject apart from the first one: in the place of the atomized individual in 
a mass there is an individual belonging to a community in which he can discuss and 
elaborate the meanings. In this discursive process, he builds relationally his autonomy 
and emancipation.

This opens space for the third perspective, the ethics of a productive receiver.

Intersections between producers and receivers within a culture of participation

A theoretical dimension of communication in particular advocates the practice of 
co-production of discourses and meanings between media agents and social actors: that 
one linked to collaborative practices of production of information and discursive con-
struction of events in the virtual space. 

The redefinition of epistemological alternatives of Communication intersected with 
the context of digital media and cyberculture is one of the reasons of an extensive discus-
sion according to considerations by Felinto (2011), Pimenta (2011), Rüdiger (2011), and 
Ferreira (2012), among others. A timeline setback can also indicates the contributions of 
Lankshare (2003), Trivinho (2003), and Santaella (2003). The shortcomings postulated 
in relation to the sender-message-receiver model, already pointed out in past decades 
(see Beltrán, 1978), reappear when the Theory of Communication articulates with the 
empirical scenarios of cyberculture.

Considering that the discussion about these relations is still in development, it is 
possible to observe in research produced by researchers in several approaches a trans-
position and alteration of ethical issues suggested in previous sections, in order to for-
mulate further issues. Would it make sense to think of “symmetry” and “asymmetry” 
between one and the other pole in digital environments and in cyberspace, to the extent 
that it is debatable that there is a “sender-receiver” relation? And could one indeed pro-
pose the idea of “poles” within a “participatory” culture, according to Jenkins (2008), in 
which the field of languages exceeds the monopoly of some types of communication? To 
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the extent that, according to an argument by Shirky (2008), each individual is a media 
producer or a part of a core constitutive of a “collective intelligence” - a famous expres-
sion by Lévy (1999) -, it is questionable whether there would be differences to be thought.

Finally, one has to consider the forms of association and civic and/ or political en-
gagement in online social networks, as suggested by Merkle (2010), Papacharissi (2009), 
Marques (2011), Recuero (2012), and Altheman (2012), among others. They could be un-
derstood as forms of rearticulation of power, discourses and actions in society. 

In this sense, the theories that discuss Communication in digital environments 
seem to replace a dichotomy “symmetry/asymmetry” by a dynamic one, this time guided 
by “connection and disconnection” between discursive spheres and actors/interlocu-
tors, or by a specific form of intersection and articulation. The messages of the mass 
media which continue to exist are not only “reworked” or “processed” by receivers lo-
cated and locatable within a given space and time, but they are redone with new mean-
ings, commented and reconfigured in discursive contexts absolutely different from their 
production. Moreover, these productions are shared in the digital media space, gaining 
impact and other directions that escape due to the structure of the network. It is worth 
to check works by Lemos and Santaella (2011), Leão (1999), and Recuero (2008) about 
the control of the mass media.

Thus, “media”, “producers” and “receivers” join in a multimodal way into numer-
ous “nodes” of the net, in which relations of power adapted to a rhizomatic interaction 
structure (cf. Deleuze & Guattari, 1999) spread without necessarily being constitutive of 
other resonances in the same direction. To some extent, this is the argument of Siegel 
(2005) when he analyses the uses of machines and digital nets.

For example, the “fan culture” indicates not only reappropriations of Cultural In-
dustry products, but sometimes shows the existence of very personal recreations to-
wards directions fundamentally opposed to those of their producers, as suggested by the 
texts of Jenkins (2006, 2008), Santaella (2003; 2005; 2013), Braga (2009), Amaral (2010) 
or Auxílio, Martin & Marques (2013).

Moreover, the Internet interaction itself does not get away from the vicissitudes, 
demands and constraints of the society in which it is inserted. Here, we have the imposi-
tions of a market economy in which each space can be an object of appropriation by the 
capital in its multiple ways. The examination of the Internet political economy and digital 
media, as well as the cognitive elements of social differentiation, is able to highlight an-
other ethics. In some cases, if it is not possible to make a complete census of all these 
approaches, it is worth summarizing them when they are indicative of an ethics next to 
the asymmetric perspective indicated.

The political problem related to the control and regulation, but also the criticism 
to the inclusion indicated by Cazeloto (2008) or Brittos (2010), among others, can be 
considered as part of an ethical thinking that understands internet in terms of conflict of 
powers and therefore it is submitted to a critical instance towards the receiver. Similarly, 
research on surveillance, transparency and visibility of individuals on the internet, top-
ics studied in Bruno (2003), Sibila (2005) and Antoun (2008) works suggest a position 
contrary to the “strengthening” of users/receivers/interagents in virtual environments.
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The dilution of borders between the private and public spheres according to Pa-
pacharissi (2008), as well as the forms of solitude generated by/in digital environments 
(Turkle, 2005) imply a scenario in which we note a weakening of political and social ties.

The alleged equality established between senders and receivers through social nets 
also hides inequalities and asymmetries that materialize mainly in the discursive design 
of nets to conversation and discussion. In the universe of cyberculture, although receiv-
ers are considered producers not only of information, narratives, cultural products and 
databases, but also of their own media and broadcast channels, the social uses and pro-
ductions of the media have to overcome barriers ranging from the limitations imposed 
by discursive architectures of platforms designed by few people until the constraints 
associated with institutional, political, and market pressures (maintaining vehicles via 
digital marketing).

We have always to bear in mind that the network communication is mediated by 
software, mediation agents, and conditioned by protocols that define the contents and 
formats of interaction. The asymmetry between interagents in virtual spaces of dialogue 
puts in doubt whether speech acts and communicative freedom are minimally balanced 
in interactions between those who dominate or understand the codes and those that do 
not understand them (Silveira, 2009). Such imbalances and constraints on relations and 
opportunities for access to interconnected network hamper the equal participation of 
individuals and the very existence of online public spheres.

Some caution to establish online spaces as public spheres derives from the fact 
that different types of discursive architecture of online spaces have both the potential 
to constraint and facilitate the opening, the use of reason, the cultural creativity, as well 
as self-organization and solidarity. What is perceived on screen in online conversational 
exchanges is the questioning of hierarchical and consensual orders in which the speech 
of each one and the place occupied by people are defined in terms of their ownership and 
adaptation to a previously defined function (Altheman et al., 2013).

Associated with this issue, there has been a resurgence of perspectives of institu-
tional surveillance, forms of control and detection of the actions of the individual in the 
proliferation of what Agamben (2012) called “apparatuses”. Thus, the citizen would be 
relatively unprotected in the environment of digital media.

Finally, but perhaps with less political emphasis, a theoretical and ethical perspec-
tive into the cyberculture and digital media postulates the existence of a receiver clearly 
inept to join or manage such environments, becoming an easy prey to his own inability, 
as suggested by Keen (2008). To some extent it would be possible to observe in this last 
item two opposing perspectives. If in ethical terms there is a theoretical novelty - the 
extinction of a sender-receiver polarization -, considering this user able to generate con-
tent, at the same time the continuity and transformation of capitalism and the prolifera-
tion of apparatuses is present in the theoretical field as a part of a reflection in which the 
powers spread without dissolution, and the user would not be far away from the concep-
tion of a perspective of mass communication. And this can be considered paradoxical.
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Final remarks

The intersection between the ethical and the epistemological instances under the 
theories of Communication can not be immediately captured by specific studies of each 
part. Then, they use to be studied separately. Nevertheless, it is stated an opportunity 
to regain the perspective of Communication theories as an objectification of a reflective 
and conceptual discourse on the “field of experience” (Deleuze & Guattari, 1999). So, 
both instances are not separated, as well as the entire production of discourses, from 
the specific conditions of their origins, mediated by other circumnstances of institutional 
and epistemological appropriation and reappropriation. The existence of what could be 
called “policy” to define the conceptual space studied by Communication theories (Fer-
reira, 2003), as well as the conditions of its institutionalization (Martino, 2012) suggest 
one of the premises explored in this text.

Here we presented the perspective that the theoretical discourses on Communica-
tion are related more or less explicitly to ethical assumptions derived not only from their 
epistemological links but also from propositions. In particular, we highlighted the propo-
sitions concerning the relations between the “media”, an elastic definition explored in 
its various forms over time, and individuals and communities who, in some way, will be 
linked to those medias. The historical and social conditions, as well as the epistemo-
logical and conceptual ones derived from this connection suggest analysable inferences. 
This text was structured from them.

Ranging in perspective with regard to relations between senders, media, and receiv-
ers (in a perspective previous to the digital media), or to the prospect of reworking and 
participation in the case of digital and interactive internet environment, Communication 
theories seem to be designed not only as a reflection on the conceptual and methodo-
logical elements to understand a phenomenon, but also as a specific normativity that 
somehow proposes a previous and often underlying protocol related to how they should 
observe these relations between environments, media, and society.

In other words, Communication theories, after electing their objects, methods and 
concepts, show which will be the ways of understanding proposed in relation to people 
and communities in their practices and experiences, mediated or not by the media.

The conceptual identification of the individual in front of a screen (subsequently in-
serted in a restricted context for several mediations) - ranging for example from “mass”, 
“receiver”, “spectator”, “user” and “fan” - does not indicate only modes of epistemologi-
cal appropriation of an interaction phenomenon (more controlled in some conception, 
freer in another), but also the ethical perspectives of these modalities in the space; not 
an ethics of Communication, but the perspective of thinking an ethics for the theories of 
Communication - not necessarily beyond the epistemological instance, but in its articula-
tion. 



Comunicação e Sociedade, vol. 25, 2014

165

Ethics and theories of communication: power, interactions, and participative culture . Luis Mauro Sá Martino & Ângela Cristina Salgueiro Marques

References

Agamben, G. (2012) “O que é um dispositivo”. In _____ O que é o contemporâneo? Florianópolis: Argos. 

Altheman, F. ; Martino, L. M. S. & Marques, A. C. S. (2013) “O potencial deliberativo de conversações 
políticas sobre o Projeto de Lei do Ato Médico no YouTube”, Revista Compolitica, v. 1: 45-69.

Amaral, A. (2010) Visões perigosas. Porto Alegre: Sulina.

Antoun, H. (org.) (2008) Web 2.0. Rio de Janeiro: Mauad. 

Auxilio, T.; Martino, L. M. S. & Marques, A. C. S. (2013) “Formas específicas de apropriação cultural dos fãs 
brasileiros da série Doctor Who”, Ciberlegenda, no. 28:110-124.

Baccega, M. A. (2006) Televisão e Educação. São Paulo: Ed. Senac.

Barros Filho, C. & Martino, L. M. S. (2003). O habitus na Comunicação. São Paulo: Paulus.

Barros Filho, C. (1995) Ética na Comunicação. São Paulo.

Beltrán, L. R. (1981) “Adeus a Aristóteles: comunicação horizontal”, Comunicação e Sociedade, no. 6. São 
Paulo, Cortez/Intercom.

Benjamin, W. (1986) “O que os alemães liam enquanto seus clássicos escreviam”. In ____ Documentos de 
Cultura, Documentos de Barbárie. São Paulo: Cultrix.

Bennett, T. (1983) “Theories of the media, theories of the society”. In: Bennett, T.; Curran, J. & Gurevich, 
M.(eds.). Culture, Society and the Media. Londres: Methuen. 

Bourdieu, P. (1983) Questões de Sociologia. Rio de Janeiro.

Braga, A. (2009) Persona Materno-Eletronicas. Porto Alegre: Sulina.

Brittos, V. (2010) Economia Política da Comunicação. Rio de Janeiro: Mauad.

Bruno, F. et alli. (2010) Vigilância e Visibilidade. Porto Alegre: Sulina.

Cazeloto, E. (2008) Inclusão Digital. São Paulo: Senac.

Christofolletti, R. (2011) “O ensino de ética nos cursos de comunicação”, Libero, no. 26:13-26. 

Cruz, M. T. (1986) “A estética da recepção e a crítica da razão impura”, Revista de Comunicação e Linguagens, 
no. 3.

Deleuze, G. & Guattari, F. (1999) O que é a Filosofia. São Paulo: Ed. 34.

Eco U. (1995) Apocalípticos e Integrados. São Paulo: Perspectiva.

Eco, U. (1997) O super-homem de massa. São Paulo: Perspectiva.

Escosteguy, A. C. (2001) Cartografias dos Estudos Culturais. Belo Horizonte: Autêntica.

Esteves, J. P. (1998) A ética da comunicação e os media modernos: legitimidade e poder nas sociedades complexas. 
Lisboa: Fundação Calouste Gulbenian.

Felinto, E. (2011) “Da Teoria da Comunicação às teorias da mídia.Texto apresentado ao Grupo de Trabalho 
“Comunicação e Cibercultura”, do XX Encontro da Compós. Porto Alegre: UFRGS.



Comunicação e Sociedade, vol. 25, 2014

166

Ethics and theories of communication: power, interactions, and participative culture . Luis Mauro Sá Martino & Ângela Cristina Salgueiro Marques

Ferreira, J. (2003) “Campo acadêmico e epistemologia da comunicação”. In: LEMOS, A. etalli (orgs.) Mídia.
br. Porto Alegre: Sulina.

Ferreira, J. (2012) “Proposições que circulam sobre a Epistemologia da Comunicação. Texto apresentado ao 
Grupo de Trabalho “Epistemologia da Comunicação”, do XXI Encontro da Compós. Juiz de Fora: UFJF, 
Junho 2012.

Fiske, J. (1993a) Reading popular culture. Londres: Routledge.

Fiske, J. (1993b) Understanding popular culture. Londres: Routledge.

Habermas J. (1984) Mudança Estrutural da Esfera Pública. São Paulo: Tempo Brasileiro.

Habermas, J. (1992) “Further Reflections on the Public Sphere”. In: CALHOUN, Craig (ed.). Habermas and 

the Public Sphere, p.421-461.

Habermas, J. (1995) “Discourse Ethics: Notes on a Program of Philosophical Justification”. In: Benhabib, S. & 
Dallmayr, F. (eds.). The Communicative Ethics Controversy. Cambridge: MIT Press, p.60-110.

Habermas, J. (2006) “Political communication in media society: does democracy still enjoy an epistemic 
dimension? the impact of normative theory on empirical research”. Communication Theory, v. 16: 
411-426.

Hall, S. (1980) “Encoding / Decoding”. In: Hall, S. etalli. (eds). Culture, Media, Language. Londres:  
Hutchinson.

Hebdige, D. (2000) Subculture: the meaning of style. Londres: Routledge.

Hoggart, R. (1983) The Uses of Literacy. Londres: Penguin.

Jacks, N. (org). (2010) Meios e Audiências. Porto Alegre: Sulina.

Jacks, N. & Escosteguy, A. C. (2005) Comunicação e Recepção. São Paulo: Hackers. 

Jacks, N. (1999) Querência. Porto Alegre: Ed. UFRGS.

Jauss, H. J. (2004) Towards an aesthetics of reception. Minnesota: Minnesota University Press.

Jenkins, H. (2008) Convergence Culture. Nova York: New York University Press.

Jenkins, H. (2006) Fans, bloggers and gamers: exploring participatory culture. Nova York: NYU Press. 

Johnson, S (2010). Cultura da Interface. Rio de Janeiro: Jorge Zahar Editor.

Karam, F. J. (2005) A Ética Jornalística e o interesse público. São Paulo: Summus.

Karam, F. J. (1997) Jornalismo, ética e liberdade. São Paulo: Summus.

Keen, A. (2008) The cult of the amateur. Londres: Nicholas Brealey.

Lasswell, H. (1927) “The Theory of Political Propaganda”, The American Political Science Review, V. 21, No. 3: 
627-631. 

Leão, L. (1999) O labirinto da hipermídia. São Paulo: Iluminuras.

Lemos, A. (2002) Cibercultura. Porto Alegre: Sulina.



Comunicação e Sociedade, vol. 25, 2014

167

Ethics and theories of communication: power, interactions, and participative culture . Luis Mauro Sá Martino & Ângela Cristina Salgueiro Marques

Lévy, P. (1999) Cibercultura. São Paulo: Ed. 34.

Lewis, L. A. (1994) The adoring audience. Londres: Routledge.

Lopes, M. I. V.; Borelli, S. & Resende, R. (2004) Vivendo com a telenovela. São Paulo: Summus.

Marques, A. C. S. (2011) “A ética dos processos comunicativos: discurso, alteridade e espaço público”, Verso 
e Reverso (Unisinos. Online), v. 25:80-91.

Marques, A. C. S. (2013) “A ética do discurso e a formação do sujeito político em Habermas”, Cadernos da 
Escola do Legislativo, v. 15, p. 3-25, 2013.

Martin-Barbero, J. (1997) Dos Meios às Mediações. Rio de Janeiro: Editora UFRJ.

Martino, L. M. S. e Silva, L. R. (2013) “Paradoxos e fronteiras éticas do jornalismo investigativo”, Revista 
Comunicação Midiática, Vol. 08, no. 1. 

Martino, L. C. (2005) “Apontamentos epistemológicos sobre a fundação e a fundamentação do campo 
comunicacional”. In: Capparelli, S. et alli. A Comunicação Revisitada. Porto Alegre: Sulina.

Martino, L. M. (2011) “A influêcia de fatores políticos na formação epistemológica do campo da comunicação 
no Brasil”. Texto apresentado no I Confibercom. São Paulo.

Martino, L. M & Marques, A. C. S. (2012) “A ética da comunicação a partir da abordagem dos conceitos de 
interesse e uso da linguagem”, Galáxia (PUCSP), v. 23: 139-152. 

Martino, L. M. (2009) Teoria da Comunicação. Petrópolis: Vozes.

McRobbie, A. (1994) Postmodernism and popular culture. Londres: Routledge.

Merklé, P. (2010) Sociologie des Réseaux Sociaux. Paris: La Decouverte.

Merton, R. & Lazarsfeld, P. (1948) “Mass Communication, Popular Taste, and Organized Social Action”. In: 
Bryson, L. The Communication of Ideas. New York: Harper. 

Meyer, P. (1986) Ética no jornalismo. Rio de Janeiro: Forense-Universitária.

Papacharissi, Z. (2009) A private sphere. Londres: Polity. 

Pimenta, F. J. P. (2011) “Jogos, redes sociais e a crise no campo da Comunicação”. Trabalho apresentado no 
5º Simpósio Nacional da ABCiber. Florianópolis: UFSC.

Recuero, R. (2012) A conversação na internet. Porto Alegre: Sulina.

Recuero, R. (2008) Redes Sociais na Internet. Porto Alegre: Sulina.

Rüdiger, F. (2011) “A reflexão teórica em cibercultura e a atualidade da polêmica sobre a cultura de massas”, 
Revista Matrizes, Ano 5, no. 01.

Santaella, L. (2003) Navegar no ciberespaço. São Paulo: Paulus.

Santaella, L. (2005) Porque as comunicações e as artes estão convergindo. São Paulo: Paulus.

Santaella, L. (2013) Comunicação ubíqua. São Paulo: Paulus.

Santaella, L. & Lemos, R. (2011) Redes Sociais Digitais. São Paulo: Paulus. 



Comunicação e Sociedade, vol. 25, 2014

168

Ethics and theories of communication: power, interactions, and participative culture . Luis Mauro Sá Martino & Ângela Cristina Salgueiro Marques

Santos, J. R. (1992) Comunicação. Lisboa: Difusão Cultural.

Santos, R. (2003) As Teorias da Comunicação. São Paulo.

Shirky, C. (2008) Here comes everybody. Londres: Penguin.

Sibilia, P. (2008) O show do eu. Rio de Janeiro: Nova Fronteira.

Siegel, L. (2008) Against the machine. Nova York: Serpent’s Tail.

Signates, L. (2005) “Encontros de teoria e ética: a relação epistemológica da comunicação e as questões 
éticas contemporâneas”. Trabalho apresentado no XIV Compós. Niterói.

Silveira, S. A. (2009) “Esfera pública interconectada, blogosfera e redes sociais”. In: Esfera Pública, Redes e 
Jornalismo. Rio de Janeiro: E-papers, v.1, p. 70-89.

Spivak, G. C. (2010) Pode o subalterno falar? Belo Horizonte: Editora da UFMG, 2010

Thompson, E. P. (1995) As peculiaridades dos ingleses. São Paulo: Unesp.

Trivinho, E. (2003) O mal-estar na teoria. São Paulo: Quartet.

Turkle, S. (2011) Alone together. Nova York: Basic Books.

* * *
Received: 18-03-2014
Accepted: 05-05-2014


