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Abstract

These notes discuss the difference between academic knowledge and “common
sense” or the belief that “facts” have meanings that can be taken for granted and
that are somehow self-evident. The acquisition of a proper epistemological per-
spective is indeed the linchpin of any training in media and communication studies
(and more in general, in social sciences).
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1 These notes are part of a much more articulated discussion of the methodological, conceptual,
theoretical and epistemological linchpins of communication studies in France (see Cabedoche,
2016).
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Whatever the specific disciplinary tradition adopted, any basic training in me-
dia and communication (and more in general, in social sciences) must start from
the assumption of a peculiar perspective on “reality”. From an epistemological
point of view, indeed, “academic knowledge” differs by definition from “common
sense”, or the belief that facts have meanings that can be taken for granted and that
are somehow self-evident.

Many scholars have addressed this set of “pre-notions”, from which social
actors try to impose their own understanding of the world and of the way a society
should be organised, in depth. The following table — that draws mainly on Clifford
Geertz’s work and his distinction of “common sense” from global knowledge and
local knowledge (Geertz, 2002: 94-118) — aims at providing an overview of the
notion of common sense, and in particular of the different nature of the pre-notions

constituting it, and of the main rhetoric of their justification.

Table 1: The mechanism of “common sense”

Formulation

Process

Justification

Reference

Idealtype

Posture

Things are going

Naturalization

The evidence

The false disci-

The journalist:

Populism:

on like that plinary analogy “I heard iton TV" to say aloud what
everyone thinks
silently
This is useful Applicability The immediate The engineering The medicine man,  Pragmatism:
utility sciences the technician, the  the ideologues
practitioner seen by Bonaparte
Thisis unequivo-  Sensory perception  Transparency Language The child, the Positivism:
cally crystal-clear and senses demagogue afactis afact
This is right Moralization Justice The proverbial The elder, the na- Gerontologism:
formulation tive, the authority the sage is right
This is going in Politicization The political cause  The sense The victim, Activism:
the right way of history the colonized man,  the activist
the woman, the has/is an answer
worker
This is simple Immediate acces- Understanding The communica- The educator, the Simplism:

sibility

without prerequi-
sites or research
protocol

tion techniques

witness

the researcher
makes the simple
complicated

Whatever the way pre-notions are justified, many authors — like Durkheim,

Bachelard, Bourdieu and Moles among the others — warn against the illusion of
immediate understanding, of the transparency of “facts” and of any other form of
spontaneous understanding. On the contrary, they invite us to be wary of pre-no-
tions and of subjective and non-reflexive knowledge; to be careful with intuition in
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favour of construction; to reject a naive sociology which believes that it is possible
to firmly grasp the intentions of social actors; to be sceptical about testimonial
history, where individual social actors are given a dominant place; to use meth-
odological, conceptual and theoretical deconstructive techniques to get rid of any
immediate and seductive understanding of “reality”.

This means that media scholars as well should assume the epistemological
perspective that Fernand Braudel (Braudel, 1987) and Henri-Pierre Jeudy called a
“long term perspective”, in order “to get out of the world in order to better under-
stand the world”. Indeed,

[this temporal distancing] allows us to distance ourselves from short-term opportunism (the
reign of present) and to fully assume as impossible to understand certain objects [...] if they
are not referred to the past, including the distant one [...], to be wary of the ‘normality’ of
the present [...] and to examine what, in the past, constitutes a legacy to shape this present
(Bautier, 2004).

This is particularly true when dealing with our hyper-mediated societies, since
media news mostly represents a form of non-cumulative knowledge, which has al-
ways been in competition with cumulative knowledge (like academic knowledge).
Hannah Arendt traces back this opposition to Greeks and Romans: while the former
used to cultivate appearance and youth, abandoning themselves to the instant, the
latter respected age, spirit, permanence, eternity (Arendt, 1954). Indeed, many au-
thors consider the production of academic knowledge as an ongoing battle against
non-cumulative information. According to Walter Benjamin (1936), for example,
“[media] information has value only as far as it is new. It lives only in the moment”.
At the same time cause and effect of the intensification of contemporary immedi-
acy, media news would have profound effects on the transmission of knowledge,
contributing precisely to the development of non-cumulative knowledge. This ten-
dency would call into question the possibility of a real education, with severe con-
sequences on the structuration of human beings (Benjamin, 1936: 124).

Actually, critical scholars have always warned against pseudo non-cumula-
tive knowledge: how is it be possible to really learn in societies characterized by
fluidity, by the intensity of accelerated fluxes of information and of sensory stimu-
1i? (Gitlin, 2002). Liquid modernity produces fragmentation, dispersion and disen-
gagement, preventing continuity and causing psychic insecurity (Bauman, 2000).
The triumph of everything that is transient, ephemeral and discontinuous — briefly,
the triumph of instability — makes hard or even impossible for people to gain an un-
derstanding of reality based on cumulative knowledge (Haroche, 2008 and 2008b).

That’s why researchers have to be particularly careful (and have the social
responsibility) to avoid raising “pre-notions” to the rank of evidences. A solid lit-
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erature research and review about the phenomena under study; the clarification of
the main concepts used to address and describe the object of research (especially
when these concepts are commonly used, and therefore carry “common sense”
meanings); the adoption of a long-term historical perspective on the phenomena
under study and on the schools of thought that have already addressed them; the
assumption of a methodological distance from the social actors’ beliefs; the meth-
odological rigour and the soundness of theorization can help PhD students (and,
more in general, academic scholars) to take up this key challenge.
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