Email to Sue McPherson from Kenneth MacKendrick.   Toronto.    18 October 2006

Your analysis in “Hidden Narratives” is apropos of many of the things we’re talking about. Your criticism of the “ideal types” with regard to serial killers is an excellent example of using the careful collection of fact to show the inadequacies of “ideal types.” This doesn’t mean we don’t do away with them, we just need to look at the evidence carefully to see where the ideal and the reality clash and contradict and make appropriate modifications. Likewise, you’re also engaging in a form of ideology critique, discussing the way in which certain kinds of narratives conceal unexamined assumptions – in effect, how ideological structures have come into play in the narration of the events. In short, you are engaging in a critique of distorted forms of communication, the way in which frozen stereotypes replace careful and reasonable analysis and understanding. This is what Habermas’s Theory of Communication is about, uncovering the frozen forms of communication by rendering them explicit. My only substantial criticism of your essay would be a mild one: Foucault’s “six principle” are derived from some of the methodological assumptions of structuralism…. which can be a bit limiting. Take Foucault’s discussion of the mirror.
“The space in which we live,” he says, “... is a heterogeneous space....We do not live inside a void.” He talks of looking into a mirror, where he can see himself situated in real space, but at the same time that it is real it is also unreal, as it is a reflection he is seeing. But it takes the mirror for him to be able to see himself and the details surrounding him (McPherson, 2006). 

Foucault’s articulation of this point is operating out of a “philosophy of the subject.” He envisions the subject looking at the mirror, and through the mirror image seeing the world. But what if we make the move to communications theory. Instead of the solitary individual looking in the mirror, we have two people looking at one another. What is real and unreal is then open to debate and discussion, affirmation and negation through dialogue… it implies a different model of research. Habermas’s critique of Foucault can be found in The Philosophical Discourse of Modernity.
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