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Introduction

Since the early 1930s nearly one hundred thousand hours of daytime dra-
matic serials—soap operas—have been broadcast on radio and television
in the United States. These hours represent the unfolding of nearly two hun-
dred different fictive worlds, many of them over the course of decades.
Within nine years after the debut of the first network radio soap opera in
1932, the soap opera form constituted 90 percent of all sponsored network
radio programming broadcast during the daylight hours. With but a brief
hiatus in the mid-1940s, Guiding Light has been heard and, since 1952,
seen continuously, 260 days each year, making it the longest story ever told.
Today the audience for network television soap operas is estimated to be
fifty million persons, including two-thirds of all American women living in
homes with televisions; the cumulative audience for soap operas over the
past fifty years is inestimable. This enormous audience today provides
more than $900 million in revenues for the three commercial television
networks—one-sixth of all network profits.’

In the preface to what remains one of the most useful analyses of soap
operas, James Thurber described “soapland” in 1947 as “a country so vast
and complicated that the lone explorer could not possibly hope to do it full
justice.” Today, over thirty-five years later, the soap terrain is more vast
than Thurber could have imagined. Not only does the soap opera continue
to enjoy undiminished popularity among what we have presumed to be its
traditional constituency, working- and middle-class American women, but
new groups have “discovered” soap operas, including millions of college
students (nearly half of all undergraduate students in the United States),
five million non-college-age men, and as yet uncounted adolescents. Lim-
ited in Thurber’s day to the “wasteland” of daytime broadcasting, the soap
opera form today has been successfully adapted to prime-time television in
such shows as Dallas, Dynasty, and Falcon Crest. Television soap operas
are now as popular in Latin America as in the United States, and for the
past twenty-one years the most-watched television program in Britain has
been not an adaptation of a classic novel but Coronation Street, a twice-
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weekly working-class soap opera. As the economic hegemony of the three
American commercial television networks has been challenged by new
technologies, soap operas have become programming innovations used by
cable television services to lure viewers. There are now “Christian” soaps,
“R-rated” soaps, teenage soaps, and, in the offing, a soap for deaf viewers.

This book is an examination of the American soap opera as narrative
form, cultural product, advertising vehicle, and source of aesthetic plea-
sure for tens of millions of persons. Like Thurber, I am perceptive enough
to realize that I cannot “do full justice” to the soap opera as object of study.
Like other complex cultural products, soap operas refuse to yield to simple
explanations, either causal or hermeneutic. The goal of this book is not to
have the “last word,” to close off the soap opera from further analysis by
exhausting its meaning or significance (as if that could be done), but rather
to open it up, to map out some of its historical, economic, aesthetic, and
cultural features, to reveal the full extent of its multiple determinations
rather than seize upon simple explanations. Since Painted Dreams first
constructed a fictional radio world that we can call “soap opera” in 1930,
the soap opera form has been the object of an enormous amount of dis-
course, both popular and scholarly. But today the soap opera remains to
us—to continue Thurber’s metaphor—not unlike Egypt to the eighteenth-
century French or China to the nineteenth-century British: a place about
which much is said but little known. The “private lives” of soap opera stars
are “exposed” (usually via press releases distributed by the star’s publicity
manager) in newspaper columns, television shows about soap operas, and
a dozen or more fan magazines, while in more scholarly journals the (pre-
sumed deleterious) effects of constant soap opera viewing upon the fabric
of American culture are enumerated. But commercially inspired hype and
traditional sociological studies beg any number of more general and, in my
view, important questions about soap operas. How do they not only give
pleasure to millions of viewers but instill a sense of loyalty unknown in
other forms of television programming? How did soap operas originate and
why have they survived as one of the most prolific of broadcasting genres?
How might we explain the curious fictive worlds that soap opera charac-
ters inhabit? What is the process by which soap operas are produced?
What causes them to look and sound as they do? How have soap operas
changed in the last fifty years and in the transition from radio to television?
What is the relationship between the world of the soap opera and that of
the soap opera viewer? How might we account for their enormous popu-
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larity and audience diversity? These are some of the questions I address in
this book.

This book is also about how soap operas and their audiences have been
and might be studied, and, by extension, how other types of broadcast pro-
gramming might be examined. In this respect, my goal is polemical. I join
those who argue for a thorough reassessment of the manner in which tradi-
tional mass communications research in the United States has attempted to
“explain” the complex relationship between viewers and fictional pro-
gramming and for a reconsideration of the consequences of forty years
of domination by a single research paradigm upon the current state of
“knowledge” about television and radio programming and viewing. My
critique of the empiricist methods usually employed by American media
researchers to study fictional programming is likely to be regarded as ei-
ther a radical and undeserved attack or merely the latest and not very novel
repudiation of a by now thoroughly discredited research philosophy. Such
is the distance between the perspectives discussed in this book and from
which some of its readers are likely to come. American and European cin-
ema studies and British (and to a lesser degree other European) media
studies have long embraced an antiempiricist position. The battles against
exclusively quantitative analysis, the presumed objectivity of the inves-
tigator, and appropriateness of research models based on the natural sci-
ences for the study of cultural phenomena, and other tenets of empiricism
are no longer being fought; the war is over, and the antiempiricists now
occupy the field. The frames of reference within which American media
scholars train and work are quite different, however. There allegiance to
the tenets of empiricism is still strong, and the antiempiricist refutation is
registered as “discontent” among some scholars in the field. To be sure,
there are signs of “ferment in the field,” as the title of a recent issue of Jour-
nal of Communication put it. A new “mainstream” journal devoted to criti-
cal studies in mass communication has been launched, and such vener-
able figures as George Comstock and Lee Thayer have castigated their
empiricist colleagues for being “the equivalent of the physician who can
treat but not diagnose.” Most who teach mass communications in the
United States and contribute articles to the “leading” journals in the field,
however, are more likely to agree with Gerald Miller when he says: “The
time-honored epistemological tenets of empiricism, with their emphasis on
the public nature of knowledge and the centrality of intersubjective re-
liability, have served students of communication well”’—if, in fact, they
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have considered the possibility of there being alternative explanatory sys-
tems at all. For Miller the battle is as much political as philosophical: be-
tween the inherently egalitarian objective research model provided by “sci-
ence” and inherently elitist challenges based upon “personal authority”
and “idiosyncratic interpretation.”® There is, I believe, a sufficient lack of
recognition of the philosophical underpinnings of American empiricist
mass media research among those who practice it to justify the detailed
discussion in the first part of this book of their effects upon the study of soap
operas. This discussion might also prove useful to the reader relatively un-
familiar with the tradition of media study in this country or the arguments
raised against it.

Similarly, the alternative approaches I propose in later chapters are ei-
ther ambitious and “foreign” or modest and “traditional,” again depending
upon the reader’s perspective and expectations. Because empiricist mass
media research is incapable of dealing with the complexities of narrative
fictions as textual systems, I propose in chapter 4 a “poetics” of the soap
opera, whose goal is not the elevation of the soap opera to the realm of Art
or the search for hidden meanings but, rather, as Jonathan Culler expresses
the goal of any poetic undertaking, “to advance one’s understanding of the
conventions and operations of an institution, a mode of discourse.” In part
because empiricist mass media research has no theory adequately to ac-
count for the relationship between readers and fictive textual systems,’ I
explore the application of “reader-response” or “audience-oriented” criti-
cism in literary studies to soap opera viewing, arriving at what I call a
“reader-oriented poetics” of the soap opera. The fundamental insights of
reader-response theory, particularly those of the central figures in the Ger-
man Rezeptionsdsthetik movement, Wolfgang Iser and Hans Robert Jauss,
have been thoroughly absorbed into current literary and narrative studies,
and my reiteration of those basic precepts may amount to belaboring the
obvious for readers from that perspective. Yet what might be familiar ter-
ritory to some is likely to be terra incognita to others, for whom the rela-
tionship between literary theory and the analysis of television program-
ming is far from obvious.

In place of the historical variant of empiricism, which regards the histo-
rian’s task as the collection and arrangement of all the “facts” of the past, I
propose a historiographic orientation derived ultimately from the philoso-
phy of science as an alternative means of dealing with the origins of the
soap opera and its development over time. For the reader familiar with the
ongoing and vociferous debates within the philosophy of history (especially
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in Europe) over the epistemological status of historical knowledge, realism,
the historiographic position I adopt here, will hardly seem revolutionary.
Indeed realism is a reaction against not only empiricist historiography but
also the extremes of the antiempiricist position as well. To some the histori-
cal analysis in chapters 5 and 6 may appear quite conventional. Yet it is
difficult to locate in histories of American mass media any sort of explicit
historiographic position. With its recognition of multiple and uneven de-
terminations of historical phenomena and its specification of generative
mechanisms as the object of historical investigation, realism provides a
good historiographic framework for a consideration of the history of soap
opera as commercial vehicle, cultural artifact, textual system, and site of
exchange (economic/aesthetic) between the institution of broadcasting
and millions of (predominantly female) readers.

By addressing, among others, two such different constituencies—those
who come to the study of broadcast narratives from cinema studies, literary
criticism, or “European” media studies, on the one hand, and, on the other,
those who approach television programming from the perspective of em-
piricist social science—my aim is not to effect some sort of synthesis. Nor is
my goal merely to encourage American media researchers to “tolerate”
what tends to be referred to as “critical studies.” As the first two chapters
will make apparent, I believe that the philosophical principles upon which
empiricist social science (the foundations of American media research) is
based preclude its ever accounting for phenomena that cannot be reduced
to the investigatory simplicity of the independent variable in a laboratory
experiment. The relationship between commercially broadcast narratives
and their audiences certainly refuses any such reduction. In some respects
the premises of empiricist social science and those of reader-response the-
ory and realism render their respective projects “incommensurable,” to use
the terminology of Thomas Kuhn. As Kuhn points out, however, any possi-
bility of resolving incommensurable positions requires engagement in ac-
tivities that might allow the actors to “recognize each other as members of
different language communities and then become translators.”®
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The Meaning(s) of “Soap Opera”

What is meant by the term “soap opera” and how did it come to mean what
(we presume) it does? Even for someone who has never seen an episode of
a soap opera, it is impossible to approach that viewing experience or the
reading of this book “naively.” Rather, because soap operas and discourse
on them have a history covering more than half a century, the soap opera
(whether as a potential viewing experience or object of inquiry) comes al-
ready “encrusted” with the effects of previous viewings and readings. There
is no “objective” position from which to regard the soap opera, no way to
wipe our mental slates clean. Nor is there any way to “remove” the layers
of discursive sedimentation around the soap opera and regard it as if it
had not been listened to, viewed, studied, commented upon, criticized,
defended, and otherwise engaged by countless numbers of persons on
countless occasions.' Acknowledgment of our position as experienced or
tainted readers and of our object of study as “always-already-read” is im-
portant at the beginning of any serious cultural investigation, and it is es-
sential in the case of the soap opera. Here we have an object of study whose
very name has always not only denoted a genre of broadcast programming
(the daytime dramatic serial) but also carried with it an attitude toward
that genre.

American Speech lists “soap opera” among its “New Words” in 1945, but
it appears in Newsweek as early as 1939. The term probably originated in
the entertainment trade press of the late 1930s. Variety, famous for its ne-
ologisms, is a likely candidate as its inventor. By 1939 “soap opera,” along
with “washboard weeper,” had been taken up in the general press as a
generic substitute for the less colorful and more cumbersome “daytime
dramatic serial.” The “soap” in “soap opera” derives from the sponsorship
of daytime serials by manufacturers of household cleaning products: Proc-
ter and Gamble, Colgate-Palmolive, and Lever Brothers. “Opera” acquires
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meaning only through its ironic, double inappropriateness. Linked with
the adjective “soap,” opera, the most elite of all narrative artforms, be-
comes a vehicle for selling the most humble of commodities. Also, yoking
together “soap” and “opera” marks the distance between the opera’s own
thematic preoccupations (legend, myth, royalty) and presumed audience
(the educated elite) and those of the radio serial: as the 1939 Newsweek
article defines it, the soap opera brings “the hard-working housewife the
Real Life adventures of Real People.” The domestic and culturally “unim-
portant” concerns of the serial drama are by the term “soap opera” made to
bear odious cultural comparison with the “rightful” usage of the term.
Since the 1930s the soap opera has been defined by what it pretends to be
but is not, by what it lacks rather than what it is.

Ambiguity over what a soap opera actually denotes afflicts more recent
definitions as well. The 1975 edition of the Dictionary of American Slang
defines it as “a daily dramatic serial program broadcast by radio usually
lasting fifieen minutes each day, concerning fictitious domestic crises and
troubles and often characterized by little action and much sentiment.” That
in 1975 the soap opera was no longer on radio but was the staple of
daytime television programming appears to have escaped the notice of
these lexicographers; that it represented a debased dramatic form did not.

Ferdinand de Saussure provided us with the crucial insight that lin-
guistic signs acquire meaning by occupying a space within an overall con-
ceptual system of similarity and difference rather than through any direct
connection with an extra-linguistic referent. “Cow” signifies “that which
we mean by the concept of cowness” rather than any actual four-legged,
bovine, farmyard animal. What a sign or word “means” is even more rela-
tive than Saussure indicated, however. A sign constitutes a set of “referen-
tial potentialities,” the selection and organization of which in any particu-
lar “activation” of that sign depend upon the nature of the discourse in
which the sign is being called upon to act.® In other words, grasping what
“soap opera” has come to mean requires that we examine the discursive
contexts within which it has been used.

We need also to recognize that some discourses carry more weight than
others. This definitely does not imply that the meaning of “soap opera”
within one discursive context is “truer” or more complete than that in an-
other. Rather, by virtue of their visibility or by the authority assumed by or
ascribed to them within a culture some discourses produce “encrustations”
that are denser and more permanent than those of other discourses.

Put another way, there are asymmetrical power relationships between
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various levels of discourse. In the 1950s my mother occasionally talked with
my Aunt Helen about the soap operas they both watched, while at the same
time writers and editors at Time magazine also occasionally “spoke” to their
readers about the same soap operas. However, the discourse of professional
Jjournalism could impose itself upon the meaning of soap opera in other
discourses in a way and on a scale my mother’s discourse could not. We
shall return to the extremely important “silent” responses of millions of
soap opera listeners and viewers in later chapters. At present we are con-
cerned with the meanings of soap opera within those discourses that have
exercised what might be called a supervisory or regulatory power over
other discourses within American culture,

I would argue that the meaning of soap opera across discourses, and
within “academic” discourse particularly, has been conditioned by the ac-
tivation of “soap opera” within two separate but related supervisory dis-
courses: criticism (aesthetic discourse) and sociological research. By ex-
amining historically the manner by which soap opera was taken up by
these discourses, we can expose some of the “layers” of encrusted meaning
that we confront today whenever we approach the soap opera as an object
of inquiry. First, however, we should at least acknowledge the discourse
into which soap opera was first inserted: that of commercial broadcasting.

Soap Operas in Broadcasting Discourse

Ironically, although the term “soap opera” probably originated in the
broadcasting trade press in the late 1930s, it was not a term frequently
used in that press (with the exception of Variety, which assigned an in-
sider’s term to everything) even in the 1940s, by which time “soap opera”
had become part of common parlance. Broadcasters and broadcast Jjour-
nalists stuck with the more awkward “daytime dramatic serial” rather
than the more pejorative “soap opera,” and for good reason. Broadcasters
had no qualms about the “appropriateness” of soap opera subject matter,
no confusion as to the purpose of soap operas or whose interest they should
serve. Soap operas were a solution to an advertising problem: how might
radio be used during daylight hours to attract the largest audience of
potential consumers of certain products? Hence the discussion of the
soap opera in such industry periodicals as Broadcasting, Sponsor, and
Advertising Age is unapologetic. In a 1935 article entitled “Daylight and
Drama-—Salesmen for Flour,” a writer for Broadcasting (the unofficial
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organ of commercial broadcasting interests) described an early soap opera
as follows: “Today’s Children differs from many women’s programs in that
each broadcast is a chapter or episode in the lives of a typical American
family, their friends, and the sweethearts of the younger members of the
family. . . . Itis drama, homey drama of the type that appeals to ‘just folks,’
the mothers, the homemakers, the flour users of America” (italics added).*
There is no condescension here, no odious comparison to “legitimate”
drama, no doubt as to the standard to be used in judging the “quality” of
the soap opera “product.” The article continues, “The amazing allegiance
of hundreds of thousands of women not only to members of the cast but to
Pillsbury products [the show’s sponsor] is a constant source of wonder-
ment even among those professional people who for years have been work-
ing with radio.”

Soap Operas in Aesthetic Discourse

If the soap opera had been merely one of the legion of marketing innova-
tions to arise from the economic vicissitudes of the Depression, the term
“soap opera” would probably never have left the pages of Variety and the
parochial discourse of the advertising industry. But the daytime dramatic
serial represented not only a new vehicle for extolling the virtues of soap
powder but a fictional world into which millions of listeners plunged every
day. That fictional world was one constructed by writers, articulated by
actors, and governed by principles of dramatic logic and narrative progres-
sion. Thus because it shared, however superficially, certain qualities with
existing aesthetic forms (the theater, the novel, and films), the soap opera
entered aesthetic discourse as well.

Until very recently the aesthetic discourse on soap operas has been
marked by near unanimous disdain of the form. Certainly this was true of
the critical response to soap operas in the general press of the 1940s and
1950s. Writing in the Saturday Review of Literature in 1940, Katherine
Best called radio soaps “serialized drool.” Also that year, Whitfield Cook
described in the American Mercury the ordeal of subjecting himself to one
day of listening to daytime drama.

Through the long mid-afternoon, while I itched to listen in on Rep.
Die’s denunciations or Mr. Damrosch, Swansdown Flour, Bisquik,
Dr. Lyon’s Tooth Powder, Mazola . . . and Procter and Gamble kept
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me drugged with the insidious fascinations of “Valiant Lady,” “My
Son and I”. . . “Orphans of Divorce,” . . . and “Backstage Wife.” . . .
Then suddenly “Jack Armstrong, the All-American Boy,” “Little Or-
phan Annie,” and “Tom Mix” were upon me, and I realized it was
the children’s hour. Children’s hour indeed! Hadn’t the whole day
been one long children’s hour!®

In short, until structuralist and semiotic theories began to influence aes-
thetic discourse on film and television in the 1970s, soap operas took on
meaning within American critical or aesthetic discourse primarily through
their exclusion from the referential field of that discourse: the field of “art.”
Indeed soap operas occupied a discursive space so far outside the bound-
aries of normative aesthetics that they could be used as the sine qua non of
antiart, the parody of true art, the “soap opera.” But simply to recount the
derogatory comments made about soap operas and the manner by which
the term was used to berate other narrative and dramatic forms would not
enable us to understand the meanings of soap opera within aesthetic dis-
course. The manner by which a discourse activates a particular word or
sign can be implicit as well as explicit. Thus we need to examine not only
what was said about soap operas but also what was assumed and left un-
said.® Although it is well beyond the scope of this study to produce a com-
prehensive analysis of American discourse on art, in order to understand
the ectopic discursive space to which soap operas were, and to a large de-
gree still are, consigned, it is necessary to examine traditional aesthetic dis-
course, to borrow Foucault’s phrase, “from the point of view of the rules
that come into play in the very existence of such discourse.””

These “rules” will be here expressed as axioms, but it is difficult to find
them articulated explicitly in any piece of criticism—whether of a soap op-
era, painting, or play. They constitute the substratum of traditional views
of art: that which “goes without saying.” To be sure the term “aesthetic dis-
course” covers a great deal of territory, and it would be simplistic to view
this discourse as univocal. But while Clive Bell’s position is distinguishable
from that of Dwight MacDonald and his from the critic from the New York
Times and all three positions from their bowdlerized versions in high
school art primers in the 1940s and 1950s, certain assumptions about what
art is, who makes it, and what it “does” hold true. It is at the level of these
basic, unexamined, and largely unexpressed assumptions that traditional
aesthetics cannot accommodate the soap opera. These assumptions about
art in “mainstream” Western aesthetics undergird such chronologically
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and conceptually separated works as Laurence Buermeyer’s The Aesthetic
Experience (1924) and Murray Krieger’s Arts on the Level (1981), as well
as discourse at all levels of complexity in between—including that in
which the soap opera figures.

1. Traditional aesthetics presumes the definability of the aesthetic ob-

ject. In his study of the defining terminology used by contemporary aestheti-

cians, analytic philosopher Joseph Margolis devotes an entire chapter to the
definition of a work of art. After surveying the range of already proffered
definitions of the artwork, Margolis ventures his own, least objectionable
one: “A work of art is an artifact considered with réspect to its design.”®
Underlying this discussion and Margolis’s own definition is the assumption
that, regardless of the nature of that object, the work of art is specifiable
and delimitable as an object. At issue here is not the received impression of
the work—that is, differences among spectators in the aesthetic experience
provoked by the work—but an assumption about the ontological status of
what is generally meant as a “work of art.” The very term aesthetic object,
and certainly its use in aesthetic discourse, implies an independently exist-
ing, intersubjective, empirical object whose temporal and spatial bound-
aries are fixed and known. While critics might argue as to what the work
bearing the title The Sound and the Fury connotes, they presume a univer-
sal consensus as to the object denoted by that title. That the specifiability of
the aesthetic object is a central tenet of traditional aesthetic discourse is
also demonstrated by the infinite care taken by scholars to establish one
version of a play, novel, or film as definitive.

But how does one go about specifying Guiding Light or General Hospital
as an object of critical study? As the only narrative form (with the possible
exception of the comic strip) predicated upon the impossibility of closure,
the soap opera resists specification as an aesthetic object. Guiding Light
has been broadcast continuously, 260 days each year, for more than forty-
five years. “Reading” only that portion of the text represented by the televi-
sion version of Guiding Light (since 1952) would require 233 days of non-
stop viewing, during which time another 164 hours of text would have
been produced. But this task is impossible because until the mid-1960s
Guiding Light (like all soap operas) was transmitted live, and even with
the advent of videotaping individual episodes are rarely saved. As Dennis
Porter has pointed out, for thousands of years drama has been presumed to
possess a beginning, middle, and end. The soap opera, however, “belongs
to a separate genus that is entirely composed of an indefinitely expandable
middle.”
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Not only do soap operas lack any semblance of dramatic unity, but their
lack of ultimate closure renders them narratively anomalous. Even the
analogy made by soap opera defenders between the soap opera and the
serialized novels of Dickens and Collins applies only superficially. Al-
though Dickens might not have known how The Old Curiosity Shop was
going to end when he began writing it, he did know that eventually it was
going to end. Each chapter moved the reader one step closer to the novel’s
telos, closing off more and more sources of indeterminacy along the way.
The soap opera has no telos from which meaning can be retrospectively
constructed.

Another aesthetic problem created by the narrative openness of soap op-
eras is suggested by the second half of Margolis’s modest definition of a
work of art: “A work of art is an artifact considered with respect to its de-
sign” (italics added). Because the soap opera cannot be objectified, it can-
not be said to have a “form” in the traditional sense. Margolis says of
design, “I have in mind only the artist’s product considered as a set of ma-
terials organized in a certain way; to state how such materials are orga-
nized is to describe the design of some work.” But to describe the organiza-
tion of materials or relevant features in a work, is it not necessary also to
describe the totality in relation to which they are organized? So many of the
terms used in traditional aesthetic discourse—balance, symmetry, com-
position, volume, weight, emphasis, mass, theme, tension, unity, integra-
tion, essence—take on meaning only because of an implied relationship
between some feature of a work and the work as a whole—as a discrete,
autonomous, objectifiable whole. But in soap operas, as television critic
Marya Mannes complained in 1961, all is “suffused, formless, unresolving,
unending.”** With a beginning that is only glimpsable as some point in the
remote past and with no ending in sight, soap operas leave the critic with
no point from which to regard the “work” as a whole. In dramatic terms, it
is as if critics were to review a play the first act of which was performed
before they arrived and the denouement of which was as yet unwritten.

2. The work of art is the concrete expression of the personality and vi-
sion of the artist. Since the Romantics, the twin notions of artist-as-genius
and artwork-as-expression have been deeply ingrained in traditional aes-
thetic discourse. The determining effect of artistic vision certainly has been
challenged over the years by art historians of various critical persuasions
(formalists and the disciples of Taine, to name but two), but the commu-
nicatory and expressive function of the artwork continues to occupy a cen-
tral position in traditional aesthetic discourse. For French critic René
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Huyghes the very purpose of art criticism is the discovery of the psyche that
hides within the work of art: “Soon one comes intuitively to the understand-
ing that every painting is a sign and that one can discover in it the imprint
of a soul. . . . It is the reflection of his own character that the artist seeks
and transmits in the image that he makes of Nature.” Less floridly ex-
pressed, the same view can be found in a quite different discursive context:
an “art appreciation” textbook for high schools. “The artist must have some-
thing to say that he can make interesting because of his artist’s vision. . . .
[We ask of a painting] What is it the artist is trying to say? What does he
want to express?” ! As Tony Bennett notes, “It is thus no accident that her-
meneutic procedures have scarcely ever been deployed in relation to forms
of fiction where the name of the writer does not function under the sign of
the ‘author’; such texts have been regarded as, by definition, without ‘real
meaning.”” Nor is it surprising that early attempts to pull some of the prod-
ucts of popular culture into the field of aesthetic discourse took the form of
the discovery of “authors” where none had been seen before. Such works
were then legitimized because a “source” had been established for the
meaning.”*?

Soap operas, however, are marked by their authorial anonymity, and the
soap opera production process has long been viewed as inimical to artistic
expression of any sort. In the early 1940s, when soap operas first attracted
the attention of the general press, the production of soaps was character-
ized as industrial assembly-line methods applied to broadcasting, and the
writing of soaps as the epitome of hack writing. The only admiration ex-
pressed for soap opera writers by those who first wrote about soap operas
is a grudging recognition of the sort of narrative cunning required in what
is otherwise a subliterary task. A writer for Fortune noted in March 1946:
“The work is hard; writers need staying power to keep a serial going for
years. Ingenious writers have ways of stringing out material. In one in-
stance, a woman character in a serial took seventeen days to get through a
revolving door; the time was taken up by flashbacks to her past life.” In
short, the soap opera is seen as having no identifiable artist who embodies
it with a personal vision. The closest thing to a soap opera author, the
writer, “manufactures” his or her product in a manner depicted as identi-
cal to that by which the show’s sponsor produces bars of soap. The goal of
art, the creation of meaning “as revealed to the sensitive mind and soul of
the artist,” in the soap opera has been corrupted into the selling of a prod-
uct and the legitimate skills of the storyteller perverted into “entirely me-
chanical and cynical techniques.”** Here, as in other aspects of pretelevi-
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sion soap opera discourse, soaps are represented not merely as nonart but
as false art: the diversion that brainwashes rather than uplifts, the mis-
appropriation of creative skills, and even the misuse of the public airwaves.

3. Appreciating true art requires work on the part of the perceiver. The
greater the art, the more “difficult” it is for the uninitiated to fully under-
stand. As novelist Mark Harris puts it, “There is easy reading. And there is
literature. There are easy writers, and there are writers. . . . I resist, as true
novelists do, the injunction to be clearer, to be easier, to explain, if I feel
that the request is for the convenience of the reader at the expense of
craft.”* This precept of traditional academic and popular aesthetics is ex-
pressed in a wide variety of contexts: in the valuing of modernist and ab-
stract painting over representational art, in the belief that the critic’s task is
to teach the naive spectator how to have a genuinely aesthetic experience,
and in what has been called the “figure in the carpet” presumption of tra-
ditional literary criticism—that the true “meaning” of a literary artwork
lies hidden below its ostensible surface meaning so that a gnostic critic is
needed to trace this hidden pattern for the less astute general reader.*

In the “popular culture” debates of the 1950s and 1960s, commercial
mass media in general, and in some cases soap operas in particular, were
held up as prime examples of nonart because understanding them re-
quired a minimal amount of effort on the part of the listener/viewer. In his
1953 essay “A Theory of Mass Culture,” Dwight MacDonald quotes with
approval Clement Greenburg’s statement that kitsch (mass art) “predigests
art for the spectator and spares him effort, provides him with a shortcut to
the pleasures of art that detours what is necessarily difficult in genuine art.”
Writing four years later, sociologist Ernest van den Haag argues that mass
culture not only diverts the spectator from serious art but also renders him
or her incapable of recognizing “the real thing.” But the diversionary
power van den Haag ascribes to mass culture extends well beyond the
merely aesthetic: “All mass media in the end alienate people from personal
experience and, though appearing to offset it, intensify their moral iso-
lation from each other, from reality and from themselves. ... [O]nce
they become a habit, [mass media] impair the capacity for meaningful
experience.”*¢

The arguments of MacDonald, Greenburg, van den Haag, and their phil-
osophical predecessor Jose Ortega y Gasset expose in particularly pointed
fashion the incommensurability of traditional aesthetics with the perceived
attributes of commercial mass-mediated texts. The attacks against mass
culture in general apply with even more force to the soap opera as the es-
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sence of kitsch, demonstrating once again that from this view soap operas
are not merely nonart but antiart. In his influential Revolt of the Masses,
Ortega y Gasset in 1932 had detailed what he saw as the emergence of the
new “common man,” no longer subject to external norms and traditional
sources of domination, politically in ascendance in western Europe, and
totally unaware of the political and economic sources of his newfound free-
dom. Left to his own devices, the “common man” “makes no demands on
himself, but contents himself with what he is, and is delighted with him-
self.” MacDonald adopts this view of the “masses” (while disavowing
Ortega y Gasset’s solution to the problem: the restoration of the ancien re-
gime) and sees the mass media industry as appealing to and fostering the
lassitude, valuelessness, and depersonalization of the modern mass age.

Like nineteenth-century capitalism, Mass Culture is a dynamic, revo-
lutionary force, breaking down the old barriers of class, tradition,
taste, and dissolving all cultural distinction. It mixes and scrambles
everything together, producing what might be called homogenized
culture. . . . It thus destroys all values, since value judgments imply
discriminations. Mass Culture is very, very democratic: it refuses to
discriminate against, or between, anything or anybody. All is grist to
its mill, and all comes out finely ground indeed.”

While art is communication between a perceptive artist and a perceiving
individual spectator, mass culture is to MacDonald the mass production of
false art distributed in bulk to mass consumers. He singles out the soap
operas produced by Frank and Anne Hummert, originators of more than a
dozen radio serials, as examples of why popular culture products cannot
be art. “Unity is essential in art; it cannot be achieved by a production line
of specialists, however competent.” MacDonald might also have had soap
operas in mind when he complained that mass culture threatened to inun-
date genuine culture “by its sheer pervasiveness, its brutal, overwhelming
quantity.”

Van den Haag shares not only Ortega y Gasset’s view of the masses but
also his political conservatism, making him, if possible, even more alarmist
than MacDonald in his assessment of the effects of mass culture. Mass
culture encourages the blurring of fiction and reality and the false invest-
ment of the qualities of one in the other. Mass media provide the masses
with a comforting escape from modern realities and ultimately an evasion
of them. Where true art deepens our understanding of the complexities of
reality, mass culture veils reality and displaces it. Van den Haag leaves no
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doubt as to the eventual psychosocial consequences of mass culture. “Once
fundamental impulses are thwarted beyond retrieving, once they are so
deeply repressed that no awareness is left of their aims, once the desire for
a meaningful life has been lost as well as the capacity to create it, only a
void remains. . . . Diversion, however frantic, can overwhelm temporarily
but not ultimately relieve the boredom which oozes from nonfulfillment.”*

“Soap Opera” in Social Science Discourse

To the popular culture critics of the postwar period, the consequences of
mass culture were not merely aesthetic but fundamentally social as well. If,
like MacDonald and van den Haag, one assigns important epistemological
and moral functions to art—art helps us to know the world and fosters
communication between individuals—and if, as van den Haag puts it,
a “substitute gratification” has taken the place of art in the lives of the
masses, then what has taken place is nothing less than a subversion of an
important part of the social order. From this perspective, what makes mass
culture so insidious is that it uses the techniques of art not to produce a
genuinely aesthetic effect but to make a profit. When the notion of a manipu-
lative antiart is combined with Ortega y Gasset’s conception of the value-
less “common man,” the true extent of the danger of mass culture becomes
apparent.

The postwar debate over the social consequences of popular culture was
prefigured a decade earlier in the social scientific discourse on soap op-
eras. The space occupied by soap operas in the aesthetic discourse of the
1940s, which I described above as ectopic, is more specifically a position
180 degrees removed from “real art.” That “other side” of traditional aes-
thetics to which soap operas were relegated turns out to be not merely
aesthetically irrelevant but, as MacDonald et al. are later to show, anti-
aesthetic and hence socially threatening. Beginning in the early 1940s soap
operas become the subject of intense social scientific scrutiny. Whereas in
aesthetic discourse soap operas represent that about which nothing of sub-
stance can be said, soap operas reemerge in social scientific discourse as
that which must be explained.

Since it began in the late 1930s, social scientific research on soap operas
has been organized around three interrelated questions: (1) Who listens to
(or watches) soaps? (2) Why? and (3) What are the effects of soap operas
upon this audience? The first question was also the first to be asked, for
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what were rather straightforward reasons. Until the development of regu-
lar ratings services in the 1940s there was little hard information on how
many people listened to a particular radio program or on demographic dif-
ferences between the audiences for various types of programming, and
thus no solid basis upon which to determine the price of advertising time.
For nearly a decade advertisers were simply charged one-half the evening
(prime-time) rate for ads run during daylight hours because it was pre-
sumed the audience before 6:00 P.M. was roughly half that after that hour.
As we shall see in a later chapter, however, as perspicacious advertisers,
such as Pillsbury and Procter and Gamble, discovered the advantages of
daytime programming and as the scale of daytime listening became appar-
ent, broadcasters increasingly needed more accurate quantitative and de-
mographic information about the daytime audience. And since by 1941
nearly 90 percent of all advertiser-sponsored daytime programming con-
sisted of serials, audience analysis of soap operas became of primary
importance.

One of the first published studies to indicate the scope and constitution of
the soap opera audience was a 1939 “secondary analysis” of the crude rat-
ings data generated for the industry by the Cooperative Analysis of Broad-
casting. The analysis, supervised by NBC research director H. M. Beville,
was distributed by the first American academic research unit devoted
exclusively to the study of radio, the Princeton Radio Research Project,
headed by Paul Lazarsfeld. The study, later published in Public Opinion
Quarterly, showed that while listening to serials (indeed, radio listening in
general) varied among socioeconomic groups and was most prevalent
among those at middle and lower income levels, the popularity of soap
operas was by no means limited to any one social stratum. Furthermore,
Beville found that some serials drew their audience primarily from one so-
cioeconomic group, while others had broader appeal. The study’s findings
in and of themselves are less important for our purposes (although Beville’s
findings were, as we shall shortly see, confirmed in any number of later
studies) than the fact that their publication was designed to attract the at-
tention of readers both within and beyond the commercial broadcasting
industry. In particular, Lazarsfeld used the Beville study to demonstrate the
utility of this kind of research both to broadcasters and to academics inter-
ested in the social implications of radio listening.

The enormous influence Paul Lazarsfeld was to exercise over the course
of audience research and more generally over the philosophical and meth-
odological orientation of American mass communications research (an in-
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fluence that will be discussed in more detail later) justifies the inclusion
here of a brief discussion of the context of the publication of the Beville
study.' In 1937 the Rockefeller Foundation funded the establishment of a
center for the study of the effects of radio on American society. It chose as its
director Lazarsfeld, an Austrian sociologist who had come to the United
States as a Rockefeller Foundation Fellow in 1933, and who was prompted
to stay in the United States after a fascist government assumed power in
Austria in 1934. The Office of Radio Research, set up at Princeton Univer-
sity under the Rockefeller grant, moved to Columbia University in 1939 and
became the Bureau of Applied Social Research.

Lazarsfeld quickly saw that the initial grant was not a permanent or suf-
ficient funding source for the type of research unit he envisioned. He also
saw that if “communications research” was to engender support from the
academic community (both at Columbia and more broadly), it had to be
cast in terms of a more established American discipline—in this case, em-
pirical sociology (although empirical sociology itself was at this point but a
fledgling academic enterprise). The solution Lazarsfeld arrived at was
what he called “administrative research”: studies that would serve the in-
terests of commercial broadcasters but that would also form the basis for
more disinterested sociological inquiry.

For Lazarsfeld, arriving at an accommodation with commercial broad-
casters was a necessary evil for an academic research unit unable to secure
adequate funding from university or philanthropic sources. Furthermore,
the broadcasting industry was itself a primary generator of data about ra-
dio use—data that were of tremendous value to nonindustry investigators
since no individual scholar or group of scholars could ever afford to dupli-
cate such regular and large-scale data collection efforts. Realizing that no
university at that time was likely to fully fund a national center for mass
communications research, Lazarsfeld settled for an academic locus for his
bureau within the Columbia University structure and an operating budget
that came largely from commercial and governmental contract research.
Most of these contract studies would have, in Lazarsfeld’s words, “scien-
tifically valuable aspects, but only surplus time and money could be de-
voted to completely scientific purposes.”

The Beville study, published in November 1939 in the midst of Lazars-
feld’s move from Princeton to Columbia, was part of a larger effort to estab-
lish the legitimacy of the bureau’s work within academic sociological dis-
course and to present the results of a study involving the cooperation of the
industry with the bureau. The inclusion of soap opera listeners in the study
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had less to do with the bureau’s “scientific” interest in that audience than
with its importance to broadcasters and the fact that the data on that group
had already been collected (and for other reasons). As Lazarsfeld noted in
a 1969 reminiscence, the Rockefeller project was originally designed to be
oriented toward psychological laboratory studies. Lazarsfeld, however,
was inclined more toward sociological field research than behavioral psy-
chology. Because the foundation grant was not sufficient to allow for large-
scale data collection, Lazarsfeld had to establish the bureau’s research repu-
tation, initially at least, on the basis of secondary analysis of data collected
by others: the Gallup organization, ratings services, government surveys,
and the broadcasting industry itself. We will speak more later about the
consequences of Lazarsfeld’s establishment of mass communications re-
search as “administrative” in nature. For the present it is worth keeping in
mind that from the beginning academic research into the relationship be-
tween soap operas and their audiences was conditioned by delicate rela-
tionships between the academic sociological apparatus, individual aca-
demic institutions, philanthropic foundations, and commercial interests.

By the early 1940s, the very pervasiveness of the daytime serial phenome-
non spurred an academic interest in soap opera audiences that extended
beyond the needs of broadcasters to determine advertising rates. (Of the
sixty quarter-hour network time periods between 10:00 A.M. and 6:00 .M.
at least one serial was on the air in fifty-nine of them.) Gradually the di-
mensions of the soap opera “phenomenon” became apparent to those out-
side the broadcasting industry, and a vociferous and highly publicized at-
tack on the purported effects of soap operas followed this recognition. It
sprang from some of the same fears expressed by critics of a more aesthetic
bent, who warned of the burying of authentic culture under the cumulative
weight of mass antiart, but the discourse in which its charges were made
was that of science rather than art. This attack did more than any other
single factor to place soap operas on the agenda of social science discourse
and to establish the terms by which soap operas and their audiences would
be considered within that discourse.

In March 1942 a New York psychiatrist, Louis Berg, told the Buffalo Ad-
vertising Club that listening to soap operas caused “acute anxiety state,
tachycardia, arrhythmias, increase in blood pressure, profuse perspira-
tion, tremors, vasomotor instability, nocturnal frights, vertigo, and gastro-
intestinal disturbances.” Berg charged that at a time when radio program-
ming ought to be contributing to the war effort, broadcasters proffered a
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surfeit of daytime fare that “pandered to perversity” and played out “de-
structive conflicts.” “These serials furnish the same release for the emo-
tionally distorted that is supplied to those who desire satisfaction from a
lynching bee, lick their lips at the salacious scandals of the crime passion-
nel, who in the unregretted past cried out in ecstasy at a witch burning.” At
his own expense, Berg published his “research findings” in two brochures,
and his claims of the injurious effects of soap operas received extensive at-
tention in magazine and newspaper stories.

Already concerned that the Roosevelt administration might impose war-
time programming controls, broadcasters hurriedly commissioned their
own studies of soap opera listeners. Within months, sociologists, ministers,
civic leaders, social workers, doctors, and commentators were all debating
the “effects” of soap opera listening. What got obscured in the resultant
furor were the means by which Dr. Berg conducted his “research”: he sim-
ply recorded his own blood pressure and pulse while he listened to radio
soap operas.' The attention he and his “research” received was less a func-
tion of its validity than of the discourse within which it was positioned (that
of the physical sciences) and the social status of Berg’s profession in rela-
tion to that discourse (doctor/psychiatrist).

To a very large extent the sociological studies generated in response to
Berg’s allegations were informed by a very different research problematic.
Berg claimed to examine the direct, immediate physiological effects of
soap opera listening, and from these effects he extrapolated more general
emotional, psychological, and, finally, cultural ramifications. The social-
scientific rejoinders to his charges (many of which were commissioned by
broadcasting interests) recast Berg’s concerns as answers to the questions,
Who listens to soap operas and why? This shift away from a perspective
that focused on direct effects and toward a more descriptive and functional
perspective is emblematic of a larger alteration in the paradigm governing
mass communications research in the United States—a shift not unrelated
to the position of the nascent discipline, which had one foot in the academy
and the other in the industry. The shift also helped to “encrust” the mean-
ing of soap operas within the discourse of mass communications research
with a particular conception of its audience, which is felt even today.

Berg’s attack on soap operas represents one of the more extreme expres-
sions of what came to be called the “hypodermic” theory of mass media
effects. In this view an isolated media message is capable of functioning in
the manner of a virus that is “injected” into the psyche of the isolated, and
hence susceptible, individual viewer or listener. Media messages are re-
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garded as powerful molders of opinion and conditioners of behavior and
the media audience as atomized, passive, and incapable of mediating the
effects of these messages. The hypodermic orientation emerged in the 1920s
in part as a response to the unprecedented use of print and electronic me-
dia in state-sponsored or state-sanctioned propaganda campaigns during
World War 1. The media, it was felt, had helped to persuade entire societies
of the rightness of conducting the most barbaric warfare in centuries and
had done so in the face of untold personal suffering and loss experienced
by millions of people as a direct result of that warfare. The ascendancy of
behaviorism as a research orientation within American psychology in the
1920s further encouraged a conceptualization of the media message as a
“stimulus” and the research task as observing “subjects” (viewers) in order
to ascertain their short-term “responses.” The determination of the direct
effects of media messages was also important to the American advertising
industry, particularly following the advent of radio as a nationally based,
commercially supported medium in the late 1920s. Press entrepreneurs,
broadcasters, and advertising agencies all had a vested interest in demon-
strating that a message (advertisement) had a direct behavioral effect (a
change in purchasing behavior) upon a given audience. Furthermore,
competition among media for advertising dollars fueled the demand for, in
the words of pioneer American sociologist Robert Merton, “evolving rigor-
ous and objective measures not easily vulnerable to criticism.”*

The research paradigm Lazarsfeld and his associates at the Bureau of
Applied Social Research were instrumental in posing against the hypoder-
mic theory was one that preserved the notion of mass communications re-
search as objective and quantitative, but substituted a view of the media as
less powerful and a concept of media effects as indirect and mediated both
by the needs of individual audience members and the social context of me-
dia consumption. Besides countering the views of the previous paradigm,
the Lazarsfeld position also provided a better “fit” with the requirements
of the commercial broadcasting industry. In 1942, in what remained the
definitive study of the soap opera audience for over thirty years, Herta
Herzog, a researcher for the bureau, examined not the effects of listening
upon soap opera listeners but rather the psychological and social needs
soap opera listening fulfilled. Especially for rural listeners and those with
little formal education, soap operas were sources of advice, Herzog ex-
plained, but she refused to evaluate the power of this “advice” to change
attitudes.*

What efnerges from the studies of soap opera listening in the mid-1940s
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is the assumption that it constitutes a nonnormative mode of media con-
sumption behavior most likely to be engaged in by a distinctive and “differ-
ent” subaudience. Study after study attempted to establish the “typical”
soap opera listener in terms of her demographic, psychological, and cul-
tural difference from “ordinary” radio listeners. One of the first studies con-
ducted in the wake of Berg’s charges was sponsored by the bureau and
conducted by Leda Summers. Some 9,000 lowa men and women were in-
terviewed, and, on the basis of 5,324 replies by women, it was determined
that half of them were regular daytime serial listeners. Despite looking for
them, Summers could find few significant differences between serial lis-
teners and nonlisteners in age, education, place of residence, or any other
demographic or psychological category. She concluded that there was no
recognizable “type” of soap opera listener. Herzog, like Summers, found
greater listening among lower education and income groups, but she
found no significant differences between soap opera listeners and non-
listeners with respect to social participation, intellectual interests, person-
ality profile, or interest in public affairs.*

In May 1943 NBC released the findings of a study of serial listeners con-
ducted for its Blue Network by the advertising firm of Foote, Cone, and
Belding. Five thousand “housewives” were interviewed in 75 cities. The re-
searchers found that half the total daytime listening of those surveyed was
devoted to soap operas and, once again, that the soap opera audience cut
across income and educational levels. While listening to soaps was more
prevalent among lower education and income groups, nearly 40 percent of
college-educated women reported listening to serials. The NBC study’s
findings were confirmed the following year by a CBS-sponsored study
based on 6,000 interviews conducted in 125 communities. It determined
that 54 percent of female respondents were serial listeners and that while
the largest proportion of listeners were from lower socioeconomic and edu-
cational groups, 40 percent of college-educated women and 35 percent of
those from the highest economic group were listeners. Soap opera listeners
were not significantly different from nonlisteners in “cultural level, club
membership, magazine reading, Happiness Index, Index of Social Intelli-
gence, or attitude toward family.” A 1946 Lazarsfeld-supervised study,
based on a national survey of attitudes toward radio, found no differ-
ences between soap opera listeners and nonlisteners of the same socioeco-
nomic level.*

In short, the studies found over and over again that the majority of
American women listened to soap operas and that while a higher propor-
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tion of that audience came from the lower end of the economic and educa-
tional scale, large numbers of “upscale” women also listened. Despite the
clear indication that soap opera listening pervaded.all groups, the meth-
odologies of the studies suggested that soap opera enjoyment had to be ex-
plained as some kind of lack on the part of the listeners: the psychological
need of women for advice, a social or emotional lack, educational depriva-
tion, the inability to enjoy other types of programming, and so forth. “Ordi-
nary” radio listening apparently did not need this kind of analysis. The
relative lack of research on the “needs” met by other types of programming
and on the demographic, psychological, and intellectual profiles of other
audiences reveals the presumption on the part of researchers that the ap-
peals of newscasts, variety shows, comedies, and “serious” drama were
self-evident, while the appeals of soap operas had to be accounted for by
reference to either a distinct subaudience or inherent differences between
those who listened and those who did not within the same socioeconomic
group. As we shall see in a later chapter, although the only “difference”
between the soap audience and that for other types of radio programming
was that the former was almost exclusively female, this fact alone was
enough to mark soap operas and their audiences as a phenomenon that
could not be regarded as “normal.”

Despite the inability of these attempts to specify soap listeners as in some
way different from the rest of the radio audience, the fact that the soap op-
era audience was seen implicitly as a group to be studied in terms of its
difference had definite and long-lasting consequences. Overwhelming em-
pirical evidence to the contrary notwithstanding, critics, commentators,
and even other researchers advanced an image of the typical soap opera
listener as an intellectually and imaginatively impoverished “lower-class
housewife” whose interests extended only as far as her own front door and
whose life of mindless tedium was relieved only by her daily immersion
into a fantasy soap world which she frequently mistook for reality. Al-
though the hypodermic view of media effects, and its concomitant view of
the listener as passive and atomized, was rapidly being replaced in media
studies by the Lazarsfeldian “personal influence” model, the soap listener
continued to be viewed by many as isolated from meaningful social inter-
course, unequipped to deal with the “real world,” and forever vulnerable to
psychic manipulation.

Ironically, this image was proposed by both critics and defenders of soap
operas. Anticipating MacDonald, Merrill Denison, writing in a 1940 issue
of Harper’s, found the popularity of soap operas disturbing.
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When one understands the entirely mechanical and cynical technics
which have been perfected for the manufacture of these radio shows,
and when one considers the whole-hearted acceptance with which
millions of women listen to them, one cannot help wondering what
would happen were the same technics used to serve political ends
rather than the relatively harmless ones of promoting the sale of
soap, breakfast foods, and tooth pastes.*

During World War I, Federal Communications Commission (FCC) Chair-
man Clifford Durr commissioned Charles Siepmann “to develop ideas on
how the FCC could better work for higher broadcasting standards.”* In
Radio’s Second Chance (1946) Siepmann cited soap operas as an example
of the need for government intervention to protect the public from greedy
advertisers and broadcasters. “The intense interest of the [soap opera] ad-
dicts, their morbid frame of mind, their pitiable credulity, make them a
pushover for the advertiser. . . . Its [the soap audience’s] low 1Q) and many
other attributes which, from the standpoint of vigorous democratic health,
mark it as a social liability mark it also as the perfect vehicle of sales
suggestion.”

But broadcasters had a vested interest in representing radio listeners—to
advertisers, if not to the general public—as susceptible to persuasion.
Otherwise the entire foundation of advertiser-supported commercial broad-
casting would crumble. It was particularly important that women listeners
be depicted as malleable, since they made (and make) a disproportionately
large share of consumer purchasing decisions. Thus, in discourse less criti-
cal of the broadcasting industry the manipulator/manipulated image of the
relationship between the soap opera and its audience is transformed into
its “positive” obverse: teacher/student. Soap operas serve as a sort of re-
medial ethics and civics lesson for the socially retarded. In a direct re-
sponse to the criticisms of Berg and others, Max Wylie, a soap opera
writer, contends:

Women of the daytime audiences are having physical and psychic
problems that they themselves cannot understand, that they cannot
solve. Being physical, they feel the thrust of these problems. Being
poor; they cannot buy remedies in the form of doctors, new clothes,
or deciduous coiffures; being unanalytical, they cannot figure out
what is really the matter with them; and being inarticulate, they can-
not explain their problem even if they know what it is. . . . [Soap
opera] takes them into their own problems or into problems worse
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than their own (which is the same thing only better). Or it takes
them away from their problems. It gives listeners two constant and
frequently simultaneous choices—participation or escape. Both
work.*

The logical and, because of its status as an “academic” treatise, most dis-
turbing extension of the soap addict image comes in a 1947 study con-
ducted by two University of Chicago anthropologists, W. Lloyd Warner and
William E. Henry, published in Genetic Psychology Monographs. Concep-
tualizing soap operas as symbol systems, Warner and Henry set about to
determine how one soap opera, Big Sister, “stimulated” its female listeners
as a group and as individuals, and to assess whether this stimulation was
positive (“Does it assist the women who listen to adjust to the external real-
ities of American society?”) or negative (Does it “contribute to their inner
emotional maladjustment and disorient their external relations with their
families in general?”). Although acknowledging that soap opera listeners
came from all socioeconomic levels, they restricted their sample to sixty-
two soap opera listeners who were “commoners”: (“lower middle and up-
per lower class”). To make the study even more “manageable,” they limited
their sample to women who were married “housewives” from urban en-
vironments (Chicago and Detroit). As a control group, Warner and Henry
selected five upper-middle-class career women—presumed not to be soap
opera listeners. This socioeconomic level was chosen “because they are
easier to find in our population and easier to interview.” Once the “person-
ality” of each subject was assessed through her responses to the Thematic
Apperception Test (which involves the construction of a narrative on the
basis of pictures), she was given several plot situations from the Big Sister
program and asked to extend them imaginatively (a “Verbal Projective”).

On the basis of the former instrument, Warner and Henry concluded that
the “listener” group could be characterized as having “dulled” imagina-
tions, a fear of spontaneity, stereotypical views of interpersonal situations
and the “outside” world at large, strained sexual relationships, and ap-
prehension of the unknown—in short “their responses are psychologically
stereotyped and repetitive and sociologically traditional and conventional.”
The women of the control group, on the other hand, “while showing
greater intellectual and imaginative freedom, are more likely to have a
higher rate of neurosis, and it is probable that the reveries of many of them
will be filled with symbolic themes that are non-adaptive and frequently
escapist.” Warner and Henry saw Big Sister serving a positive social func-
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tion in that it strengthened and stabilized “the basic social structure of our
society, the family,” by reinforcing the listener’s view of the world outside
the home as an evil and unfulfilling place and demonstrating .that her
proper place is in the home. They left no doubt as to their assessment of the
value of the soap opera as an instrument of social control:

The personalities of our listener group appear typical of the women
who belong to the Common Man level of our culture. . . . As females
in our society they have learned by rewards and punishment, from
birth to sexual maturity, to conform to the rigid conventions of our
middle-class culture. They have been trained by their families to be
wives and mothers and, unconsciously, to carry out and maintain the
roles, moral beliefs, and values of their social level. This they do
most effectively. We shall have occasion to say later, but it is well to
say it now, that should they fail in this behavior our society, as we
know it, would not continue.”

The Soap Opera and Its Audience

Whether listeners/viewers learn attitudes or behaviors from soap operas,
and whether the life of the “common man’s” wife in the 1940s was as
rigidly rule governed and oppressive as Warner and Henry indicate, is not
at issue here. The Warner and Henry study is but one further example of
the penchant of investigators to collapse the entire soap opera audience
into a single social and psychosocial category whose members could be re-
garded as “different” from everyone else and whose interest in soap operas
is seen as deriving not from a genuinely aesthetic impulse but from a psy-
chopathological (if, in Warner and Henry’s opinion, sociologically neces-
sary) need for role reinforcement.

Certainly Warner and Henry’s assessment both of the soap opera audi-
ence and of the soap opera’s function within modern society was extreme
(although, as we shall see in the next chapter, this has not prevented it from
being cited as “fact” in more recent studies). It is fair to say, however, that
aesthetic and sociological discourses of the pretelevision era helped to
encrust the soap opera with a particular notion of its audience. Given the
“supervisory” power of those discourses, these encrustations were passed
down to us as part of the likely meaning of soap opera. What we regard the
soap opera as today is inextricably tied up with what we presume its audi-
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ence to be and to have been. Like the Hollywood melodrama of the 1930s
and 1940s, the soap opera signified a “woman’s” form. This is not merely to
say that women constituted its audience but also to mark the form as inher-
ently different from “ordinary” forms. Unable to fathom the appeal of soap
operas and regarding it as unaesthetic (if not antiaesthetic), researchers
have frequently constructed a “typical” soap opera fan who is intellec-
tually, socially, economically, and sexually “one of them.” Displacing the
soap opera viewer to a position “out there,” paralleling the ectopic position
to which the soap opera form has already been removed in aesthetic dis-~
course, encourages a further reduction of the relationship between viewer
and soap opera to one of stimulus/response or, in its more generous form,
teacher/student.

Again, the point here is not to deny that many working-class women en-
joy soap operas (they obviously do) or to rule out the possibility of “learn-
ing” occurring as a result of watching soaps (it almost certainly does) or to
regard as aesthetically deficient anyone who does not enjoy watching soap
operas (that would merely be to invert the aesthetic canon). Rather it is
to remind us that the term “soap opera” carries with it a set of deeply em-
bedded attitudes toward it, that it has come to “mean” because of its posi-
tion within and across discourses—a position relative to notions of art,
mass media, social status, gender, and culture. For the contemporary in-
vestigator, the position of soap opera within traditional aesthetic and social
science discourses circumscribes the range of questions likely to be asked
about it and the methods likely to be used in answering them.
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For twenty-five years after the soap opera research boom of the 1940s, the
daytime serial once again became invisible—except, of course, to its mil-
lions of listeners and, beginning in 1950, viewers. In a 1972 article in Pub-
lic Opinion Quarterly, Natan Katzman noted that “despite the magnitude of
the phenomenon, there has been no published research on television se-
rials.” All that social scientists (not in the employ of television networks or
advertising companies) knew about the soap opera viewing phenomenon
was derived from the “preliminary” and “outdated” radio research of the
1940s. By the winter of 1982, however, a bibliography of “scholarly writ-
ing” on soap operas could list seventy-six books, articles, and theses pub-
lished in the ten years since Katzman’s essay.' Although it listed some few
works that address what we might loosely call “aesthetic” aspects of soap
operas (and of course preceded the very recent work on soap operas from
semiotic and feminist perspectives), this bibliography revealed that, by and
large, soap operas have been conceptualized in recent scholarly literature
as an object of social scientific research.

In the years between the pioneering radio research of Lazarsfeld, Stan-
ton, and Herzog and the publication of Katzman’s “Television Soap Op-
eras: What's Been Going On Anyway?” a new academic discipline had
emerged: mass communications. By 1972 the general research direction in-
augurated by Lazarsfeld and his Bureau of Applied Social Research in the
late 1930s had solidified into a dominant paradigm governing the ques-
tions that would be asked about the mass media and the methods that might
be used to answer them. In the years since 1972, the adequacy of this para-
digm in providing accounts of fhe relationships between audiences and
media institutions has increasingly been called into question, and, as
was noted earlier, it has been rejected entirely by some media scholars in
both Europe and America. Despite these challenges, it remains the pri-
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mary perspective from which mass communications research is conducted
in the United States and the perspective from which most of the academic
research on soap operas has been done.? As I will show, the empiricist as-
sumptions behind most of the empirical research conducted on soap
operas (and, by extension, on broadcast narratives in general) are not
without serious ramifications for the “knowledge” that research claims to
produce.

The Empiricist Basis of Mass Communications Research

As a discipline, American mass communications research has been orga-
nized around an object of study, the “mass media.” The means by which
the processes and effects of the mass media have been explained in mass
communications research derive almost entirely from other disciplines, no-
tably, other branches of American social science. In borrowing “methods”
from psychology, sociology, and political science, American mass commu-
nications research also took on the ontological and epistemological as-
sumptions that govern those methods. Traceable ultimately to Mill and
Hume and bolstered by much more recent work in what is broadly called
“probability theory,” these assumptions can be characterized as empiri-
cist. As David Willer and Judith Willer point out, for many American social
scientists empiricism is assumed to be the way by which the world can
be known,

Sociology and other social “sciences” have been committed for some
time to a particular methodological approach—an approach so all-
pervasive that, although commitment to it is only partially conscious,
it enters unknowingly into the most diverse activities. It is a guiding
force in the statement of “theory” as well as in the research process.
It determines what is today sociologically legitimate and is even the
basis of evaluation of historical works. It influences the manner in
which we carry out our projects and simultaneously determines the
meaning of sociology as it is taught and guarantees its continuance.’

Empiricism is predicated upon several ontological and epistemological
axioms. An absolute distinction is presumed to exist between an objectively
existing universe of “facts” or events and the knowing subject who attempts
to explain those events. The subject is “knowing” because he or she gener-
ates knowledge about the world through sensory data derived from obser-
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vation. In the empiricist view, the investigator is a disinterested, objective
observer and accurate recorder of “what happens.” Those observations
must not be tainted by expectation, idiosyncratic differences between ob-
servers, personal interest in the outcome of scientific observations, or other
sources of “bias.” In the natural sciences, the demand for objectivity can
often be met simply by replicability. In the application of empiricism to so-
cial science, however, elaborate procedures are ofien necessary to ensure
that the investigator does not affect the observations he or she makes. If
protecting the objectivity of the empiricist social scientific enterprise is
problematic, its conceptualization of the relationship between the subject
and object of that enterprise is not: the primary task of the investigator is to
serve as an impartial observer, competent to record the truths of an exter-
nally existing realm of data as they are revealed.

In empiricism, these “truths” are expressed in regularities. Knowledge is
equated with observed regularity, and ultimate knowledge with absolute
regularity. Absolute regularity is expressed as a universal or covering law,
which can be used to predict the outcome of future observations: In all
cases in which X has been known to occur, Y has also occurred; Y has
never occurred without X; and X has never occurred without Y; therefore
we can predict that in the future whenever X occurs, Y will also occur and
vice versa. These covering laws are inductively derived and are ad hoc in
nature; they describe regularities among observations of data and not logi-
cal or causal connections between phenomena.

In order to observe a regularity between two events, it is necessary that
the potential influence of all extraneous factors be eliminated or controlled
for, so that, in the terminology of the “scientific method,” we have only an
“independent” and a “dependent” variable. In the natural sciences the in-
vestigator can generate regularities through the construction of the experi-
mental situation, a closed system in which all factors save one have been
set aside. The investigator can ask, “What would happen if I poured hydro-
chloric acid on zinc?” and construct a situation for observing the results.
The situation of the social scientist is different in two key respects, however.
First, since human beings think and change their behaviors on the basis of
thought, it is difficult to conceive of a sociological “law” with the explana-
tory force of a covering law in physics.* Second, the closed system of the
experimental situation is frequently inapplicable to the investigation of so-
cial phenomena. Hydrochloric acid can be expected to behave the same in
the laboratory as it does in “nature,” but human beings can be expected to
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behave quite differently “in the lab” than they do in uncontrolled and un-
observed situations.

The effects of the latter difference between the natural and social sciences
will be discussed shortly. One consequence of the difficulty of achieving ab-
solute regularity in the observation of social phenomena has been the in-
creasing reliance of the social sciences upon probabilistic explanation and,
concomitantly, upon computers and sophisticated statistical procedures to
detect and express partial regularity. The probabilistic explanation does
not carry the same explanatory or prognosticatory weight as the covering
law. It says, “There is a probability A that whenever X occurs, Y will also
occur.” The empiricist social scientist frequently finds himself in the posi-
tion of explaining the relationship between phenomena not as an absolute
regularity but as a regularity greater than that likely to be produced by
chance. The “test of significance,” “test of randomness,” or “null hypothe-
sis” results in a correlation coefficient, the assigning of a numerical value to
the degree of correlation between two occurrences along a scale from —1
(absolute negative correlation) through 0 (no systematic correlation) to 1
(absolute positive correlation). The probability that any difference or simi-
larity observed was not the result of chance increases as the correlation
coefficient approaches —1 or 1.

Empiricists conceive of theory in one of two ways. They sometimes
equate theory with as yet untested and sometimes untestable speculation.
Empiricism’s ontology is atomistic; it explains by discovering regularities,
not interconnections between phenomena. Yet empiricist social scientists
frequently desire to “go beyond their data” and make educated guesses as
to the mechanisms responsible for the regularities they have observed. In
doing so, however, they also exceed the limits of knowledge as posited by
empiricism by pointing toward agencies that are not directly observable,
and hence are “nonempirical” and ultimately unknowable in the em-
piricist view. All that empiricism can say about causality is subsumed un-
der the concept of regularity. Recognizing the inevitable subjectivity of the-
ory (that is, it cannot be derived from the direct observation of phenomena
and recording of data), some social scientists eschew it altogether in the
belief that ultimate knowledge will result not from theory but from the ac-
cumulation of facts. More and more studies, establishing more and more
regularity, will eventually sweep speculative theory before them. In this
view, if theory has relevance at all, it is as a statement of greater gener-
alizability of regularity, as some overall statement of the high probability of
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regularity within which many separate instances can be subsumed but
which still falls short of the predictive power of a covering law.

Regardless of which concept of theory is employed by empiricist social
scientists, it occupies a marginal role in the construction of knowledge, as
indeed it must, given the empiricist definition of knowledge as the observa-
tion of regularity and the demand that the investigator approach his or her
study with a tabula rasa. To a large degree, mass communications re-
search defines explanation solely as the collection of data and the advanc-
ing of logical generalizations that might follow from those data.®

Investigating Soap Operas from an Empiricist Perspective

It is essential here to distinguish between empirical and empiricist, and
between the view that quantification is a necessary but not sufficient proce-
dure in social inquiry and the view that quantification is both necessary
and sufficient. Far too often those making a distinction between empiricist
researchers and nonempiricist researchers draw a false distinction between
those who study “the real world” (empirical scholars) and others, who,
presumably, do not. This spurious dichotomy makes it far too easy for em-
piricists to see their enterprise as unassailable (few scholars would bridle
at the charge that they study some aspect of reality) and dismiss anti-
empiricist objections and alternatives as “subjective” or merely polemical.®
Yet it is important to remember that one can study the “real world” (and
thus take up an empirical object of inquiry) without subscribing to the on-
tological and epistemological assumptions of empiricism.

The distinction between “empirical” scholars and other types of scholars
is also frequently reduced to one of data analysis: “empirical” scholars use
objective, replicable, quantitative methods, while “critical” scholars use
subjective, and hence less “rigorous,” qualitative modes of analysis. The
central issue here, however, is not “counting” versus “interpreting” but
rather the adequacy of the particular conceptualization and analysis to the
phenomenon being explained. Few social scholars of whatever philosophi-
cal stripe would deny that data analysis expressed as numbers is useful in
explaining some aspects of culture. It makes perfect sense to express demo-
graphic and geographical data on soap opera audiences, for example, in
proportions of total households or households using television, relative fre-
quency of viewing among various demographic categories, and so forth. By
the same token, the complaint made by researchers oriented toward quan-
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tification that qualitative analysis is sometimes unnecessarily imprecise
should not be dismissed out of hand. What is important here is the rela-
tionship between the nature of the object being studied and the manner by
which that object is taken up (“operationalized” in social-scientific jargon)
within a particular conceptual and explanatory framework and, mutatis
mutandis, the effects of the latter upon “knowledge” generated about
the former.

In an attempt to bring social inquiry into the model of research offered
by the natural sciences, media researchers have attempted to break down
complex social phenomena into their constituent parts, believing that ag-
gregated knowledge about controlled aspects of the whole would even-
tually yield knowledge about phenomena too complex to fit the natural sci-
ence model. As Gerald Miller puts the problem, “Generalizations referring
to the conjoint influence of several dozen variables are neither scientifically
satisfying nor practically useful.”” This assessment of the epistemological
status of knowledge of “generalizations” about complex social phenomena
might well be accurate—that is, they might be neither “scientifically satis-
fying,” in an empiricist sense of universal laws, nor “practically useful,” in
the sense of predictability. But this does not warrant the empiricist assump-
tion that knowledge of complex social phenomena can be gained by forc-
ing them to yield to the demands of quantitative analysis. The question for
us then becomes, What is the “fit” between the complexity of the soap op-
era text and its reception as objects of social inquiry and the explanatory
power of the analytical framework provided by empiricist mass communi-
cations research?

Content Analysis

A few audience analyses of soap operas have been published since 1972;*
analyses of soap operas as texts, however, have been more common. More
than one-third of the seventy-six scholarly works on soap operas men-
tioned in the 1982 bibliography are textual analyses. Almost without ex-
ception, the method employed in these studies is content analysis. Bernard
Berelson, one of the pioneers of content analysis in mass communications
research, defined it as “a research technique for the objective, systematic,
and quantitative description of the manifest content of communication.”’
The content analyst devises categories of “content” and counts the relative
frequency of occurrence within the text. The text is thus transformed into
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quantifiable data so that it might be compared to something else—other
texts, the occurrence of certain features elsewhere, the normative occur-
rence across a group of texts, and so forth. The aim of content analysis of
soap operas is frequently to assess the degree to which they present distor-
tions of the “real world.” The “world” of the soap opera has been com-
pared to the “real world” in such categories as occupational and sex roles,
alcohol use, causes of death and disease, interpersonal communication
patterns, and sexual behavior. It is easy to see that content analysis repre-
sents the application of empiricist social science to the study of texts and, as
such, suffers from the same limitations that undermine empiricist inves-
tigations of other phenomena. In the case of content analysis of soap op-
eras, as in other texts, however, the problems of empiricist research in gen-
eral are compounded because what is being observed for its regularities is
not some aspect of a real-life society but a fictional construction.

Since 1977 researchers at the State University of New York at Buffalo
have conducted systematic investigations of various aspects of soap operas
as part of “Project Daytime.” Most prominent among these studies have
been content analyses, which form the heart of one of the first scholarly
books (if not the first) devoted entirely to soap operas, Life on Daytime Tele-
vision: Tuning-In American Serial Drama, edited by Mary Cassata and
Thomas Skill and published in 1983. As these studies represent the most
recent and extensive textual analyses of soap operas conducted from an
empiricist perspective, it is here that the strengths of content analysis
should be most in evidence.

Representative of the content analysis in the book, and of those con-
ducted by empiricist researchers elsewhere, is “Life and Death in the
Daytime Television Serial: A Content Analysis,” by Cassata, Skill, and Sam-
uel O. Boadu. In it they ask, “What is the effect of all this sickness and death
[in soap operas] on the audience? Does it have any impact at all? And if so,
Is it good or bad?” As a first step in answering these questions, the re-
searchers conducted a content analysis of “all the health-related conditions
reported to have happened in the serial dramas” in 1977. On the basis of
plot summaries of thirteen soaps, 191 occurrences of health-related condi-
tions among 341 characters were recorded, and the frequency of various
types of conditions was compared to the statistical incidence of these con-
ditions in the “real life” population. Mental illness was found to be the
most common disease in soaps and murder the leading cause of death. The
rate of fatal motor vehicle accidents in soap operas was 5.3 per 100 per-
sons, compared with only .022 per 100 in real life. Among the “startling
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findings” of this study is the discovery that of the seven professional people
who succumbed to mental illness five were doctors or nurses and two were
writers.

The researchers concluded that in soap operas most people suffer be-
cause “they are unable to cope.” “Most of their mental stress is tied to
their specific life situation; the solutions they apply to solve their problems
might possibly serve as guides to the viewer for solving similar problems.”
That death, suffering, and physical impairment in the soap opera world
were visited upon characters and not real people was seen as irrelevant:
“Whether the health problems portrayed are real or imagined is not as
critical as their appearance of reality. At the very least, the problems, large
and small, are happening to people who are real to the viewer.” Since soap
characters are perceived as real, soap operas can potentially serve as direct
transmitters of values: “Generally, because physical impairment comes
more often as a result of accidents rather than disease, and because soap
opera people are more apt to die as a result of an accident sustained in the
outside world rather than from illness, we believe that soap opera viewers
who are hospitalized, institutionalized, or homebound because they are
suffering from the same illnesses, probably feel secure not to be out in the
real world where they might too sustain injuries and die.”

This and other content analyses of soap operas operate on the basis of
several undemonstrated assumptions. The first is that there is an equiv-
alence in signification between the unit of content extracted from the text
and the meaning of that unit as it functions as a part of the text. On the face
of it, this would seem to be an unproblematic assumption: alcohol is alco-
hol; its function and consequences carry over from the real world to that of
the soap opera unchanged, so that if a character drinks a fifth of bourbon
we can expect him to get drunk, just as a real person would. But the con-
struction of a fictional world from elements of the experiential world of the
reader is not a process of transplantation but of transmutation. The text
represents a selection of conventions from the “real world,” but these con-
ventions are recombined within the fictive context of the narrative. In this
process of reorganization their functions in the real world are partially
stripped away in order that they might “fit” into the world of the text.

In the study cited above knowledge of the function of a traffic accident,
violent act, or coma within a particular text was irrelevant. The “texts” ex-
amined were not even the soap opera episodes themselves but plot syn-
opses. In none of the content analyses in the Cassata-Skill book is there any
indication whether the “encoders” (those who reduce the text to regu-
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larities) have ever seen the soaps they encode or not. And, in fact, within
the framework of empiricist content analysis there is an argument to be
made that prior knowledge of the text reduces the objectivity of the encoder
and thus is to be guarded against. The meanings of accidents, sexual acts,
conversations, occupations, disease, death, or birth are derived entirely
from their functions in the real world and not necessarily from their func-
tions in the texts of which they are parts. A content analysis of Shake-
speare’s tragedies, based on plot synopses, would no doubt find that they
present a “distorted” picture of Elizabethan life, with more murders, acci-
dents, infidelities, and domestic quarrels than were experienced by the
population at large. Connected to the failure of content analysis to distin-
guish between fictive and nonfictive textual systems is the implicit belief
that soaps function to represent the real world, that they are to be judged
and are read as exclusively mimetic in nature. In another study in the book
Cassata and Skill wonder: “How does she [the fernale soap opera charac-
ter] compare to women in America today? Does she portray women as they
really are, or is she an unrealistic product of some writer’s imagination? Is
she presenting women as they should be, or as they should not be?” And in
another they ask, “How do these people in the soap opera world compare
to their counterparts in the real world?”*

Every fictive narrative appropriates some aspects of the reader’s world;
otherwise it would be unintelligible. And it is no doubt the case that in
some respects the world of the soap opera appears to be an asymptote of the
“real world.” But this by no means warrants the conflation of the one with
the other or the assumption that viewers read soap operas as mirror images
(funhouse or otherwise) of their own or anyone else’s lives. In fact, one of
the Cassata-Skill studies provides evidence to the contrary. In “Soap Opera
Women: An Audience View” they collected the responses of 1,576 women
to a survey in an issue of Soap Opera Digest. The women were asked to
name their favorite female soap opera characters and to indicate if they
portrayed “women” “as they really are,
between realistic and unrealistic.” They hypothesized that since the south-
ern United States was more traditional in its values, responses of southern

” “unrealistically,” or “somewhat

soap opera viewers would “reflect a more traditional view of women
through the selection of rather conservative ‘favorite characters.”” When no
differences in this regard were found between southern and northern view-
ers, they attributed it to “television’s ability to homogenize our culture.”
Of course a number of alternative explanations could be constructed,
but one just as plausible is that this finding is an illustration of the differ-
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ence maintained in soap opera texts, as well as in the minds of viewers,
between fictive worlds and their own. Cassata and Skill were also sur-
prised that many viewers (particularly younger ones) did not find their fa-
vorite characters entirely “believable”: “It was our assumption that viewers
would find it difficult to involve themselves with a favorite character who
lacked believability.” They attribute this discrepancy to the “lack of depth”
in the portrayal of younger people on soap operas. They were similarly
puzzled by the large number of respondents (38 percent of the total survey
and 48 percent of teenage viewers) who had “no opinion” when asked
whether their favorite character “represented women as they should be”
and by the fact that viewers from certain demographic groups did not
choose favorite characters who matched those characteristics. The first
“anomaly” provides support for the view that experiential plausability can-
not be equated with the pleasure viewers derive from soap operas; charac-
ters are read as characters by viewers and not as people from down the
street. The “no opinion” response should have been a clue to the researchers
that one of their basic premises—that soap operas hold a mirror up to
society—is ill founded or at least unacknowledged by many viewers.

The insistence upon making soap operas an appendage of the “real
world” is perhaps most telling in the empiricist refusal to distinguish
“characters” in soap operas from “people” in the real world and in the as-
sumption that viewers are equally unable to do so. In these studies, acci-
dents happen not merely to fictional characters but to “people who are real
to the viewer.” In another study the researchers ask, “To what extent do
people imitate the behaviors of those fictional characters who become so
much a part of their lives that they seem closer than family or friends?”"

Much of the fear that soap operas serve as transmitters of values and
molders of behavior is based upon the belief that soap opera characters are
read as “people who are real to the viewer.” Once again the complex rela-
tionship between soap operas and their viewers has been greatly over-
simplified. Soaps do engender a high degree of loyalty in many viewers,
and because of the constant interaction between viewers and characters
over years and, in some cases, decades, it might seem that some viewers
know their favorite characters better than they know real persons in their
immediate environment. We frequently speak of fictional characters, tele-
vised and otherwise, as if they were endowed with volition and enjoyed a
life beyond the limits of their fictional realms, but this does not mean that
in so doing we cease to recognize that they are but fictive constructs, either
words on a page or actors in roles, and not flesh-and-blood human beings.
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Much is made of letters sent by overly-ardent fans to warn soap characters
of impending danger and of actors who play villainous roles being accosted
in department stores by outraged viewers. Yet there is no reason to believe
that the proportion of soap opera viewers unable to distinguish fiction from
reality is higher than that of the audience for any other form of narrative
entertainment. Given the fact that, as content analysts frequently point out,
soap opera characters are endlessly subjected to an “unrealistic” amount of
pain, suffering, tragedy, disease, and death, regarding themn as real people
would render soap opera viewing a psychically intolerable ordeal on the
order of spending every afternoon at the emergency room of the local hos-
pital watching the ambulances being unloaded.

What is denied to soap opera viewers in content analyses is the possibil-
ity of aesthetic experience, for central to that experience is an essential
distance—however small—between the reader and the world of the nar-
rative. However close the reader or viewer pulls the fictive world toward
him or her by endowing it with aspects of the “real world,” this pull toward
reality is counterbalanced by the text’s fictional status. Thus its inherent
and necessary unreality is preserved.

The Limits of Empiricist Knowledge

Restricted to explanation by quantification and dependent upon a spurious
equivalency between the “real world” of the viewer and the fictional world
of the soap opera, content analysis winds up telling us little about the rela-
tionship between soap opera texts and their viewers. Without some con-
ception of what a narrative fictive text is and how it operates and without a
corresponding conception of how that text is read and incorporated in and
by the reader, the world of the soap and that of the evening news become
indistinguishable—which they clearly are not. This brings us back full
circle to the refusal of both critics and social scientists to acknowledge the
soap opera as aesthetic object and to an image of the soap opera viewer
that is directly descended from one of forty years before.

In the absence of aesthetic mediation, the relationship between viewer
and soap continues to be seen as one of teacher/pupil, role-model/emulator,
manipulator/manipulated. In the first essay in their book, Cassata and
Skill, along with coauthor Michelle Lynn Rodina, cite as “a psychological
formula which underlays the typical soap opera” Arnheim’s 1944 assess-
ment that “radio serials attract the listener by offering her a portrait of her
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own shortcomings, which lead to constant trouble, and of her inability to
help herself.” They even enlist Warner and Henry in support of one of their
modeling hypotheses, quoting that portion of the conclusion of their 1948
study which claims that soap operas “contributed to the integration of their
[listeners’] lives into the world in which they live.” This perpetuation of a
notion of the soap opera viewer that was already problematic when it was
formulated in the early 1940s can be ascribed in part to the empiricist sub-
ject/object dichotomy, in which the ostensible object of study and “facts”
about it are presumed to be entirely separate from the conceptualization of
that object and the manner by which it is investigated. Thus what Warner
and Henry or Arnheim conceived soap operas and soap opera listeners
to be is not seen as having a predispositional effect on the “facts” they
“find” about them. Empiricism, in its desire to be a cumulative science,
encourages the piling up of “facts” and the assumption that the referents of
these facts—the meanings attached to soap operas and their viewers in lan-
guage and discourse—are themselves objective and unchanging. Everyone
“knows” what a soap opera is. The complex interchange between concep-
tualization and conceptualized, object in discourse and object of discourse,
becomes merely an accumulation of facts. In the process this peculiar for-
mulation of what a soap opera is or is not and of what it means to be a soap
opera listener or viewer is unwittingly handed down intact from year to
year, study to study, “fact” to amassed “fact.”

Based upon an epistemology that admits only of explanation as an ex-
pression of regularity and confronted by an object of study (the relation-
ship of the mass media to the social and cultural worlds of which they are a
part) that adamantly refuses to be reduced to such regularity, empiricist
mass communications research faces a dilemma. One response has been to
develop more and more subtle statistical procedures in an attempt to de-
scribe “hidden” regularities among complex data sets. But even when such
procedures result in the discovery of “significant” regularities, they also
produce greater uncertainty as to the meaning of those regularities. The
complexity of statistical operations in social science increases in direct pro-
portion to the degree of “openness” of the system being investigated. But
since “significance” in a statistical sense refers only to a negative proba-
bility (that a regularity was not the result of chance) and says nothing
about what that regularity actually signifies, the more variables repre-
sented in the object of study, the less can be said, beyond the observation
that part of the operation of the system occurs by some mechanism or inter-
action of mechanisms that is nonrandom. Furthermore, the more open the
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system being investigated, the less likely the same description of regularity
will apply to “similar” systems or to the same system at a different point in
time. While the model of empiricist social science might be based upon
that of laboratory science, the latter, as Lee Thayer puts it, “predicts nothing
that it does not control or that is not otherwise fully determined. . . . One
cannot successfully study relatively open systems with methods that are
appropriate only for closed systems.” Thayer provocatively asks: “Is it pos-
sible that this is the kind of mentality [empiricism] that precludes its own
success?”*?

Another response to the limitations of empiricist explanation in mass
communications research has been to circumscribe its object of study, leav-
ing one that more readily yields to explanation by regularity. However,
this strategy quickly becomes the social science equivalent of what David
Hackett Fischer calls the “quantitative fallacy” in historical inquiry: the be-
lief that “unless a thing can be measured quantitatively, it does not exist
significantly.” Fischer compares this mode of thinking to the behavior of the
man in a story told by Abraham Kaplan in his book The Conduct of In-
quiry: “There is a story of a drunkard searching under a street lamp for his
house key, which he had dropped some distance away. Asked why he
didn’t look where he had dropped it, he replied, ‘I’s lighter here!’”*
George Comstock’s metaphor is different, but his point is the same, one di-
rected specifically toward American mass media research:

There is a tendency to avoid the reality of the media in favor of that
captured by theory and empiricism. It is as if we had before us a
double-column page, with research on one side and the mass media,
in all their phenomenal reality on the other—the sitcom, the film
noir, Francis Ford Coppola, the New York Post, the Los Angeles
Times—and read with a hand over that media column. There is
reductionism in research that implies a continuing conceptual anxi-
ety among those who practice communications research, and which
that hand covers up to avoid it.*

The harnessing of elements of an open system so that they might be ex-
amined in isolation (free from confounding variables) is, in the extreme
case, tantamount to studying the operation of the automobile engine by tak-
ing out each component, one by one, and staring at it for awhile. Many
mass communications researchers share an implicit faith that however in-
significant the object of analysis in any given study, their findings, when
placed among those of thousands of other researchers, will automatically
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add up to an understanding of the whole, but this faith is misplaced.
Thayer suggests that the explosion in mass communications research since
World War 11

is not attributable to great achievements but to ever more fragmenta-
tion. We “gain” by knowing more and more about less and less.
Fragmentation also comes from the delusion that the analytically
smaller unit is somehow “realer” and more empirical. Actual people
in actual life circumstances make for a situation that is much too
messy and complex. Not only is it more scientific sounding to deal
with fragments; it is also a whole lot safer."

But let us suppose that the goal of empiricist knowledge of the mass me-
dia were to be reached, and researchers were able to formulate a set of
covering laws on the basis of which future developments could be pre-
dicted. What then has been gained in our knowledge of the phenomena
these laws account for? As Russell Keat and others have pointed out, em-
piricists confuse predictive power with knowledge.* The ability to sub-
sume a set of events under a covering law does not mean that we under-
stand how and why those events came about.

It would be shortsighted to dismiss out of hand the entire body of re-
search generated by mass communications researchers working within the
empiricist problematic. The issues addressed (What is the effect of soap
operas upon their viewers? How is the soap opera world like or different
from that of the viewer?) are important ones—even if the questions are
framed in ways that reveal preconceived notions regarding “who” those
viewers are and what those “effects” are likely to be. It would be equally
shortsighted, however, to accept unquestioningly the “results” of these
studies as knowledge of the phenomena they claim to explain. The claims
of empiricist research must be considered in relation to the activation of its
object of study within its discourse (in this case, the soap opera in all its
encrustation), the correspondence between that object and its “opera-
tionalization” in particular studies, the likely effects of the research method
employed, and the ontological and epistemological assumptions made by
empiricism in general.

Regardless of how much can be salvaged from empiricist research on
soap operas, they represent one of those “messy and complex” phenomena
that for the most part will remain inaccessible to, and, hence, unexplained
by, research under that model. We need to reconceptualize soap opera as
an object of study, accepting rather than combatting its complexity and ac-
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knowledging our limitations in grasping that complexity. The following
chapters represent not the application of a single “alternative” approach
but several different lines of inquiry corresponding to some of the more
prominent features of the relationship between soap operas and their audi-
ences. These lines of inquiry converge upon and lead out from the point at
which the individual soap opera reader confronts and chooses to engage
the narrative world represented through sounds and images on the televi-
sion screen. The reading moment represents an interaction between text
and reader, between the results of specific encoding practices that cause
the reader to recognize a soap opera as a soap opera and decoding prac-
tices that endow those sounds and images with meanings.

These sounds and images do not arrive on the viewer’s television screen
magically, of course, nor are they innocently presented merely to entertain.
The enormous resources of the commercial broadcasting industry are
brought to bear upon individual viewers and their readings of the soap op-
era, and it would be difficult to consider soap operas without looking at
how they function within the social and economic institution that produces
them. Moreover, the viewer comes to the reading act not only as an individ-
ual viewer but also (and in the case of soap operas, perhaps more impor-
tantly) as an individual occupying a particular position within society.
Soap operas have long been considered a “woman’s” form and viewers to
be for that reason “different” from other viewers; thus it is only a short leap
from looking at the act of soap opera reading to a consideration of the so-
cial meaning of that act. Finally, the act of soap opera reading exists within
history and, in part at least, as a result of historical forces that have condi-
tioned both the production of the soap opera text and its “consumption” by
readers. This directs us “back” from any particular instance of soap opera
engagement to an attempt to specify those forces (or “generative mecha-
nisms,” as I shall call them) and their interrelations.
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The Soap Opera as Commodity
and Commodifier

The soap opera is hardly unique among narrative forms in having an eco-
nomic raison d’étre. Our access to novels and films is in large measure
regulated by the forces of the marketplace: only those likely to make a profit
for some person or corporate entity are likely to be published or produced.
In both cases we purchase an opportunity to engage in the reading act. The
economic exchange involved in watching American commercial television,
and more particularly the soap opera, however, is more subtle than that
which occurs when one buys a book or a ticket for a movie. Since the ad-
vent of cable television, network broadcasters have taken to calling their
medium “free” television, as opposed to the pay-for-service system of cable.
And in a sense commercial television is free, in that it involves no direct
payment by the viewer for programming. But in return for being provided
with programming, the viewer becomes a commodity: he or she is “sold” to
advertisers in lots of one thousand. One does not have to be a cynic to hold
the view that television transforms viewers into units of economic ex-
change. Perhaps the most cogent description of what motors commercial
television comes from veteran television journalist Les Brown:

The game of television is basically between the network and the
advertiser, and the Nielsen digits determine what the latter will pay
for the circulation of his commercial. The public is involved only as
the definition of the number: so many persons 18—43, so many oth-
ers, all neatly processed by television.

In day-to-day commerce, television is not so much interested in the
business of communications as in the business of delivering people
to advertisers. People are the merchandise, not the shows. The shows
are merely the bait.

The consumer, whom the custodians of the medium are pledged to
serve, is in fact served up.’
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Viewed in this iight, the soap opera text is but a context for the messages
of the corporations that “sponsor” the soap opera’s presentation. Ob-
viously, however, it is that “context” which attracts the viewer and sustains
his or her attention between commercials. What the viewer experiences as
the world of Guiding Light or One Life to Live is not only the result of stylis-
tic and narrative conventions but also, if not primarily, the product of in-
stitutional imperatives—imperatives not felt so directly in the production
of narratives less fully penetrated by capital. Thus before discussing the
processes by which soap operas are read, we would do well to review the
processes by which they are constructed as texts and produced as economic
vehicles.

Soap Opera’s Mode of Production

As we have seen, early aesthetic discourse on the soap opera emphasized
the similarities between soap opera production and the manufacture of
other “products.” This is both an insightful and a misleading analogy. The
production of soap opera texts does represent an application of the orga-
nizational and management strategies of industrial capitalism to textual
production—strategies also applied to almost every other sphere of cul-
tural production in the twentieth century as well—but it is highly reduc-
tionistic then to equate the manufacture of bars of soap with the production
of soap operas. The absolute standardization required for the mass pro-
duction of consumer items is inapplicable to the production of narratives.
The consumer expects each bar of Ivory Soap to be exactly like the last one
purchased, but he or she expects each new movie or episode of a television
program to bear marks of difference.

MASS PRODUCTION AND TEXT CREATION

Janet Staiger has investigated the transformation of early film production
from a cottage industry in the 1890s and early 1900s to Hollywood’s ratio-
nalized and standardized “factory” system of the late 1910s. She identifies
three key components of this change: mass production, detailed division of
labor, and the development of a written blueprint (the script) from which
individual films were constructed.” In its mode of production, the contem-
porary soap opera can be seen as the end point of this historical process:
the industrial system of production control loosely employed by the Holly-

WorldRadioHistory




. 47 .
Commodity and Commodifier

wood studios is, by institutional necessity, fully embraced in the production
of soap operas.

The economic structure of American commercial television is predicated
upon habitual viewing. Advertisers learned long ago that a single “impres-
sion” (one exposure of the reader to an advertising message) usually had
little impact upon purchasing behavior. In order for the prospective con-
sumer to remember a product at the purchase point, the name and supe-
rior qualities of a product must be repeatedly reinforced. And in order for
this to occur, the viewer must be available to the advertiser on a regular
and predictable basis. Thus, beginning with network radio and culminat-
ing in network television, the regularizing of viewer attention has been an
axiom of programming policy. The viewer must be encouraged not just to
tune in for a single program but to submit to the “flow” of programming
throughout an entire evening. The viewer must also be able to anticipate
that next Sunday night’s fare will be the same, but different: the Cart-
wrights will once again be found in Virginia City, but they will face a
“new” problem. The demise of showcase drama is testimony to the pri-
macy of regularization over innovation in television programming strategy.
The series format can exploit viewer interest in a set of characters and a
basic plot situation week after week; the self-contained drama or comedy
cannot,

In the soap opera advertisers and broadcasters have found the ideal ve-
hicle for the reinforcement of advertising impressions and the best means
yet devised for assuring regular viewing. In a single week General Hospital
can deliver more advertising impressions than M*A*S*H could in over two
months. After twenty weeks or so the prime-time viewer knows he or she
will be subjected to as many weeks of reruns or “replacement” fare; the
viewer of Ryan’s Hope can confidently look forward to a new episode every
weekday for as long as the show is on the air. Once a soap opera has
become established, its audience is remarkably loyal. For a prime-time se-
ries to run ten years is considered extraordinary; for a soap opera it is the
norm. Soap operas provide such a stable profit base that were it not for
their predictable profitability, commercial television networks would be
hard pressed to finance much more expensive and risky prime-time ven-
tures. Thus, the soap opera is by nature and function a mass-produced
narrative form. A soap opera presented in one-hour episodes requires the
production of 260 hours of text each year, the continuous presentation of
which is interrupted only by an occasional holiday or preemption for news
coverage.
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DETAILED DIVISION OF LABOR

As Staiger discovered, the mass production of narrative texts requires a
high degree of centralized control over the production process. In Ameri-
can film history, films could not be mass produced until fictional films
shot in studios replaced the filmic coverage of news events as the industry’s
staple. In soap opera production, the demand that an hour’s worth of text
be produced each working day further demands that the world of Hender-
son or Oakdale be constructed in the space of two television studios, that
each working day be utilized as efficiently as possible, and that all major
production decisions already be made by the time of the shooting of a par-
ticular episode.

Such efficiency is not possible without detailed division of labor. The pro-
duction process is divided into a series of tasks, and workers trained to per-
form each of them. The cameraman of the early film industry, who shot,
edited, and at times projected films, had by the late 1910s been replaced by
the production unit: producer, director, writer, cameraman, actors and
editor. Sixty years later, the production of Hollywood films and network
television episodes, and soap operas in particular, is even more frag-
mented, with craft union agreements assuring that workers perform only a
limited range of tasks.

Inherent in a detailed division of labor is the separation of conception
from execution. The product is conceived and designed at the management
level and fabricated by “workers.” Responsible for only a small portion of
the overall production process, an individual worker need not have a grasp
of the concept behind the product, nor will that worker be called upon to
make design decisions or possess the skills required for any other produc-
tion task. He or she merely implements decisions made well before his or
her job begins.

Although the soap opera “worker’s” task is more complex than that of
the assembly-line laborer and the decision-making latitude greater, there is
still a sharp division between the conception that governs the shape and
direction of the soap opera world and its embodiment as a series of broad-
cast episodes. Decision-making power rests with a small group of persons
perched at the top of the production hierarchy and purposely isolated from
those who work beneath them.® In the six soap operas still owned by Proc-
ter and Gamble, conceptual and decision-making power emanates from its
offices in Cincinnati and is exercised through the manager of daytime pro-
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grams of its production subsidiary, Procter and Gamble Productions, Inc.*
The manager of daytime programs hires key production and writing per-
sonnel for all six soaps, deals directly with the programming and business
departments of the three commercial television networks, and is respon-
sible for the overall financial and creative management of the shows. An
associate manager directly oversees the operations of the six separate soap
opera production companies. He (both positions have been filled only by
men) is assisted by five supervising producers, who represent Procter and
Gamble’s interests in the management of each show. The person actually
responsible for the day-to-day operation of each production company in
New York (where all six Procter and Gamble soaps are produced) is its
executive producer, who serves as liaison between the production site and
management in Cincinnati. For those soap operas not owned by Procter
and Gamble, ultimate control rests with the television network itself, exer-
cised through its daytime programming department.

Muriel Cantor and Suzanne Pingree maintain that the source of creative
control in soap opera production is the head writer: “It is generally recog-
nized that prime-time television is a producer’s medium, and that soap op-
eras are a writer’s medium. . . . All sources report that the head writer has
the power, within the limits of the genre, to determine content.”® But the
head writer—as—auteur theory of soap opera production needs serious
qualification. First, as Cantor and Pingree point out, the head writer is an
employee of the network or Procter and Gamble and must either conform to
programming policy or risk being fired. A writer’s tenure with a particular
soap may be brief indeed. The contractual agreement under which most
writers operate binds them to their employer for a multiyear period, but
allows the employer to dismiss a writer at the end of any thirteen-week pe-
riod. In the summer of 1982, Pat Falken-Smith, the highest-paid writer in
the history of broadcasting, left General Hospital and a reported salary of
$1 million per year to assume the head writer position at Guiding Light.
She was replaced after thirteen weeks. In the case of the six Procter and
Gamble soaps, the head writer must submit the plans for the narrative and
character development of the soap to company executives for their ap-
proval. In his memoirs, Harding LeMay, former head writer of Another
World, details the sometimes stormy story conferences at which his plot
outlines were scrutinized. There is little doubt that the changes that re-
sulted in General Hospital’s dramatic leap in the ratings in the late 1970s
were effected by executive producer, Gloria Monty, and not by any particu-
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lar writer. At present, Guiding Light has no one bearing the title “head
writer”; story projections are determined by producers and merely imple-
mented by staff writers.

What Cantor and Pingree regard as “interference” in the creative process
by producers is, from an institutional standpoint, the necessary exercise of
“quality control.” No soap opera writer operates under the delusion that
the soap opera is a canvas upon which to bare his or her creative soul. The
writer’s job is to generate the largest possible audience of potential con-
sumers of the sponsors’ products. Narrative craft and artistry are certainly
involved in this process, but it is craft measured in Nielson ratings points
and advertising dollars, not in degree of creative freedom. Ironically, the
very fact that so many viewers derive aesthetic satisfaction from soap op-
eras precludes any romantic conception of the soap opera writer as expres-
sive artist. To Procter and Gamble its soap operas represent a primary ad-
vertising vehicle, one capable of reaching tens of millions of their most
important customers: women between the ages of eighteen and forty-nine.
To the networks soap operas are a crucial profit base, generating nearly $1
billion in revenues and one-sixth of all network profits. With a single thirty-
second commercial time slot selling for nearly thirty thousand dollars,
General Hospital earns over fifty thousand dollars per week in profits for
ABC-TV. Any definition of “art” that does not have as its goal the satis-
faction of as many viewers as possible and concomitantly the most cost-
efficient use of broadcast airtime is, in this context at least, irrelevant. The
producer’s job is to assure that narrative form follows economic function.

Network and Procter and Gamble executives also monitor the effec-
tiveness of narrative developments and attempt to anticipate the effects of
future plot and character decisions. With tens of thousands of dollars rid-
ing on each ratings point, Nielson survey results are followed closely each
week. Given the sophisticated quantitative techniques that have been devel-
oped to measure and attempt to predict audience response, it is somewhat
ironic that the commercial television networks and soap opera sponsors
also place great stock in much less rigorous means of gauging audience
preferences. Letters written to soap opera actors become the property of the
production company, and each month tallies are kept on the number of
pieces of fan mail each actor receives. An actor whose fan mail increases
markedly is likely to figure more prominently in future plotlines; one whose
popularity, as measured by viewer mail, declines precipitously might be
consigned to the outskirts of the soap community or become a candidate for
a fatal traffic accident. “Focus groups” are also employed to measure
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viewer likes and dislikes. A dozen or so women at a suburban shopping
mall might be asked into a meeting room to view an upcoming episode of a
given soap opera and then to discuss what they liked and disliked about it
with a network or sponsor representative. Data thus derived about sub-
plots, characters, and situations are likely to be used at story conferences in
evaluating present and future narratives.

A writer is also constrained by the fact that the setting and community of
characters have already been determined before he or she begins writing.
Writing an ongoing soap opera is like contributing a few chapters to an
already half-written novel whose first chapters have already been pub-
lished and read by millions of eager readers. Whatever popularity the soap
opera enjoys when a new writer takes over is based upon the audience’s
acceptance of the setting and character relationships to that point. The new
writer cannot do violence to the expectations generated on the basis of this
history without also risking the loss of that audience. Producers would not
be acting in their own best interests if they allowed a writer’s desire for
innovation to destroy what the audience perceives as the essence of a given
soap. Writers might be able to play fast and loose with the narrative en-
tanglements of individual characters (particularly “outsider” characters
brought into the community to fulfill a given plot function and then writ-
ten out) but the deep-structural community basis of the soap opera world
must abide.

Producers also take it as their responsibility to see that writers do not
antagonize the viewing audience by presenting as acceptable within the
soap opera world values and behaviors the producers believe to be un-
acceptable to a sizable portion of that audience. We will return to this issue
again later, but suffice it to say at this point that producers, particularly
those of Procter and Gamble soaps, are extremely sensitive to the relation-
ship between mores of the soap world and what they perceive to be the
mores of the real world.

SCRIPT OUTLINE AS PRODUCTION BLUEPRINT

Working within the parameters outlined above, the soap opera writer ex-
tends the world of the soap opera into the future: developing new subplots,
adding and deleting characters, activating portions of the network of char-
acter relationships. The head writer usually plans story lines six months
ahead. Once approved, these subplots are broken down into outlines for
each episode, indicating the action and dialogue to occur in each “act”—
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that portion of text that occurs between commercial breaks. The outline for
the “teaser” and first act of episode 1993 of One Life to Live (aired 21 April
1976) reads:

Prologue: We’re going to a new day. We open on Carla in the cafe-
teria reading the Banner. It’s 6:35 A. M. Carla sees the opening night
ad for Tony Lord’s Place. Cathy comes in with a cup of coffee. We’ll
establish that she’s filling in for Anna on some volunteer work. Cathy
sits with her coffee and sees the ad. Carla assumes she’s going to the
opening. (Ed and Carla are). Cathy has to admit she isn’t. She and
Tony still aren’t seeing each other. Carla senses her ambivalence
about it. She then suggests that Cathy should get a date and come
with her and Ed. On Cathy’s thoughtful reaction, we go to black.

Act I: This is a direct continuation in the hospital cafeteria. Cathy
tells Carla she’s practically become a spinster—she wouldn’t even
know where to start finding an escort at this point in her life. Peter
suddenly appears, tray in hand. Carla makes some comment sotto
voce about him before he approaches and asks if he can join them.

Carla asks Peter to sit down. We’ll establish that he has not seen
Cathy since the funeral and, while he has talked with Jenny on the
telephone, he’s interested in finding out how she really is. Cathy tells
him Jenny seems to be doing all right. Cathy understands the terrible
sense of loss Jenny feels, etc. Peter, of course, says he would do any-
thing he could to help Jenny, but he realizes there is nothing he can
do now. Only time will help.

Carla leaves, after reminding Cathy to let her know about tonight.
Left alone with Peter, Cathy begins asking about his life here—is he
enjoying himself, etc. Peter tells her it’s not an easy time for him—all
work, no play. So many bad things have happened. Cathy nods and
says they have been for her, too. She then mentions the opening of
the club tonight. Peter hasn’t met Tony but has heard about the club
from Dorina and/or Victor. Cathy asks him if he would like to go—
dutch, of course, with Ed and Carla.

Peter laughs and makes some comment to the effect that in San
Carlos it would all be different—the roles reversed, that is. But since
he’s in America, he had better begin living like an American. He’d
love to go—but he’s not willing to go dutch at all. As they smile at
each other, she tells him they’ll argue about that later and we—
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Cut to Tony’s place. It’s now 10 A. M. and it would seem impos-
sible that the place is going to open that night. The bartender is
working behind the bar as Tony talks one-way to Wanda on the
phone. (She’s at the wholesale market to get some last minute items).
An U/5 person [ “under-five character”: one with fewer than five
lines of dialogue] is tuning the piano—in other words, there is a
slight atmosphere of bedlam.

Tony has barely put the phone down when it rings again. Tony
picks it up and, one-way learns from Chapin that Victor wants a res-
ervation for four that night for dinner. Tony puts the phone down
smiling. Will wonders never cease? With this—

We cut to the Lord library. Victor is there as Dorian enters. No
matter how it’s written, we want the audience to feel there is no way
she will go to Tony’s tonight. She would not say this outright. She
would start perhaps by saying that Senator and Mrs. Charlton are in
town and she told Olivia they’d dine with them at the country club.
On Victor’s gentle reminder that he told her he wanted to go to his
son’s opening, we go in on her face as she turns from him so he can-
not see the fury she feels. Fade out.

With only a few exceptions, the head writer works in isolation from
other members of the production staff, rarely visiting the studio where the
episodes are shot, and sometimes, in fact, living in another city. For the
thirteen weeks that Pat Falken-Smith wrote Guiding Light, she lived in Los
Angeles, although the show was shot in New York. The separation of the
writer from the production process is as much by design as for the conve-
nience of the writer. Douglas Marland, who has written four soap operas,
says, “There’s always been a big thing about keeping writers, particularly
head writers, away from the actors.” Producers believe that writers might
be less willing to kill off characters portrayed by actors they have gotten to
know personally.

Nor does the head writer usually work collaboratively with the associate
writers, whose job it is to translate the script outlines into finished scripts.
David R. Sirota’s ethnomethodological study of soap opera writing began
with the premise that soaps were the result of a group writing effort—all
members of the writing team contributing ideas to the narrative outline. He
chose One Life to Live as the object of his investigation, and telephoned
Agnes Nixon, the soap’s originator, to ask her permission to observe her
interaction with other members of the writing team. “Clear enough were
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my intentions so as to prompt Mrs. Nixon to (unknowingly) shatter a basic
assumption upon which our communication was based. It had never oc-
curred to me that Agnes Nixon worked alone. There was no collaborative
dimension to her writing.””

By the time the script outlines reach the associate writers (sometimes
called “dialoguers”), a great deal of the conceptual decision-making power
has already been exercised. The script outline has become that third ele-
ment necessary for the mass production: a blueprint on the basis of which
the final product is assembled.

EXECUTION

The job of the associate writers is not so much to add anything to the out-
line as to translate it from narrative précis to action and dialogue that will
fill the logistical and temporal requirements of soap opera production. A
one-hour script for Guiding Light is 30% pages long, beginning on line 17
of the first page, using 29 lines per page. Nancy Franklin, who has worked
as an associate writer since 1976, says of the relationship between herself
and the head writer (in this case, Douglas Marland): “I think of it as an
architect and a builder; Douglas is the architect, he gives me the plans and
then I build it.” The analogy is also apt in that most associate writers are
employed directly by the head writer: he or she is paid a salary to produce
the scripts needed for the soap opera; whether the work is then partially
subcontracted to associate writers is of no concern to the producers. Like
the head writers, associate writers usually work alone, apart from both the
head writer and the studio. Although she had been one of three associate
writers on Guiding Light for nearly two years, Nancy Franklin did not meet
her fellow dialoguers until they were awarded an Emmy for best writing
on a daytime dramatic serial in 1982.

Franklin’s analogy of her job with that of a builder’s must be qualified in
one key respect: she is like a builder who seldom, if ever, visits the building
site. Associate writers would probably not be recognized by the actors
whose lines they write. The associate writer’s task is clearly bounded. He or
she moves one chunk of the soap opera narrative (an episode) several steps
closer to realization on the television screen. The nature and direction
of narrative movement within that episode, however, have already been
determined before the associate writer begins work, and the writer is
powerless to influence its actualization on the set. While writing dialogue
for Guiding Light, Nancy Franklin talked with head writer Douglas Mar-
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land almost every day on the telephone, but she has never been asked for a
story idea, nor has she proffered one. “It’s not my place to suggest and I
never have,” she says. “This is not a committee.”®

Once a script has been returned to the head writer for approval, it is
ready to be produced. It goes first to the show’s producer, who notes any
special logistical requirements, the sets called for, which actors will be in-
volved in what scenes, and so forth. The producer is responsible for over-
seeing the costs of production as well. One of the reasons for the longevity
of the soap opera form and its successful transition from radio to television
is its low cost relative to other narrative forms. Hour for hour, soap operas
are much less expensive to produce than prime-time programming. The
script is then duplicated and distributed to the actors. Although this varies
from soap to soap and from month to month within a given soap, actors
usually do not receive their scripts until a week or so before they will be
shot. An episode is generally aired a week or two after it is shot. Shooting
an hour-long episode of a soap opera requires two “shifts” of workers, two
studios, and a twelve-hour day. Scenes are grouped so that all of those in-
volving the same set can be shot in one studio either in the morning or in
the afternoon and so that a given actor will be required only for one shift.
The first-shift actors arrive at the studio around 7:30. There is a brief line
rehearsal before makeup and costuming. Once everyone is on the set, a
blocking run-through enables the director to finalize camera positions and
editing cues. The scene is then shot “live-tape” (each scene recorded by
multiple cameras in real time) and, it is hoped, only once. The second shift
arrives around noon in time for mid-afternoon shooting in a second studio.
While shooting is taking place in studio 2, carpenters and set decorators
are readying studio 1 for the following morning’s scenes. The episode is “in
the can” by early evening.

Unlike the director of a Hollywood film, the director of a soap opera is
allowed only an extremely limited repertoire of visual flourishes. As can be
seen in the extract from the One Life to Live script outline, some shots are
called for in the script itself. Soap opera’s adaptation of the stylistic conven-
tions of the Hollywood cinema (to be discussed in the following chapter)
further restricts the range of directorial “innovation.” Our conception of the
expressive, visionary artist, inherited from the Romantics, leads us to
regard such stylistic limitations as the suppression of artistic creativity.
Aesthetic effect proceeds from artistic freedom. In the direction of a soap
opera episode, however, as in the writing, authorial intervention can de-
tract from the text’s aesthetic effect rather than contribute to it. In order
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to “work” on us most effectively the soap opera world must appear to be
autochthonous—an unauthored, autonomous, self-generating realm exist-
ing alongside the world of the viewer. Its driving mechanisms must appear
to be internal and not imposed upon it by the exertion of forces beyond or
behind it; it must be “another world.”

Authorial anonymity is also a requirement of the soap opera production
situation. Because creation of the soap opera text is ongoing; its world and
characters cannot bear the mark of a particular creator. Central characters
and relationships must survive changes in writers. Furthermore, there may
be as many as four or five dialogue writers working on a single soap—all
writing lines for the same characters but in different episodes. If the char-
acter is not to be perceived by the audience as schizophrenic, idiosyncratic
differences in dialogue writing styles must be eliminated; the character
must speak with a single voice. Similarly, no one director could withstand
the pressures of directing five hour-long soap opera episodes each week;
hence, several are employed, each directing an episode or two each week.
Their styles must be indistinguishable, since if viewers were aware of di-
rectoral interventions, their attention to the events unfolding in the soap
opera world would be distracted.

Perhaps because the soap world appears to be unauthored, the role
played by soap opera actors in the construction of that world is the most
misunderstood facet of soap production. The open-endedness of the soap
opera narrative, combined with the extra-textual “visibility” of many soap
opera actors, helps create the impression that actors might be able to influ-
ence, if not determine, the fates of their characters. Fan magazines, Soap
Opera Digest, and the actors themselves are usually careful to leave the re-
lationship between an actor and his or her soap opera character vague, in
order to preserve the possibility in the mind of the viewer that characters
are, in part at least, products of the volition of actors. In fact, soap opera
actors play no determining role in deciding the actions of their charac-
ters. They “know” about their characters’ fates only as much as each script
tells them.

Soap opera acting is but another example of detailed division of labor:
the execution of actors’ tasks does not depend upon their knowing the con-
ception behind them. It is rare that a soap actor meets the writers who
write his or her character’s dialogue and even rarer that that actor will be
asked for an opinion of it. Charita Bauer, who has played the character of
Bert Bauer on Guiding Light since its television debut in June 1952, has
been consulted twice in those thirty-plus years about a projected story line
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concerning her character: once when her character’s (presumably) dead
husband was written back into the story and, more recently (1984), when
Bauer agreed to use the amputation of her leg as the basis for a plot line
involving the same tragedy befalling Bert Bauer.®

Ilustrative of the limited control an actor exercises over his or her char-
acter is the present controversy over improvisation. Several years ago actor
Tony Geary persuaded producers and writers at General Hospital that the
impulsive nature of his character required that he be allowed to depart
from the exact lines written for his character. The overall meaning of the
lines would be preserved, but his “improvisation” of their delivery would
lend a convincing spontaneity to his role. Geary’s success with this strategy
has prompted other actors to request the same degree of “freedom” in their
performances. For the most part, writers and producers have been ada-
mant in their opposition to this trend, arguing that there is no time on the
day of shooting to experiment with the delivery of dialogue. But this logis-
tical objection belies a deeper resistance. Opening up the production pro-
cess to change on the studio floor would threaten the entire system of pro-
duction control so carefully maintained at each stage of text creation. The
head writer depends upon the script outline “blueprint” being followed at
each production level once it leaves his or her hands. An actor’s unwit-
ting nuance or slip of the tongue might inadvertently sabotage a plot line.
“Quality control” cannot be assured if product design is altered on the
shop floor.

The power of actors is also greatly limited by the nature of the soap opera
text itself. Although recent years have seen the development of soap opera
“stars,” the soap opera remains a textual system dependent upon not indi-
vidual characters but an entire community of characters for its aesthetic
effect and popular appeal. Actors, like writers, are bound to the production
company for several years, but the company can release them during the
first year of the contract after any thirteen-week period and thereafter at
twenty-six-week intervals. Actors and producers alike know that the loss of
any given actor will not irremediably harm the ratings of a soap opera; the
community will survive any individual tragedy. When Eileen Fulton, who
had played a central character on As the World Turns for two decades,
decided to leave soap operas, her role was simply assumed by another
actress, and life in Oakdale went on as usual. The community-centered
nature of the soap opera world gives soap actors much less leverage in their
dealings with production companies than their prime-time counterparts.
In 1980, Larry Hagman, star of the successful prime-time serial Dallas,
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used his deathbed hiatus (the “Who Shot J. R.?” summer) as a convenient
opportunity to negotiate a new contract. Hagman effectively argued that to
many viewers his character was Dallas, and that his leaving the show
would cause irreparable damage. No soap actor has ever been able to
make the same case or extract the same contractual concessions.

The Soap Opera as Text and Commodity

Each soap opera episode simultaneously represents two textual hierarchies,
depending upon whether it is viewed from the perspective of its viewers or
from that of its producers. To the viewer, the primary textual system of the
soap opera is the fictive world it creates and maintains. Periodically, this
world is suspended and a secondary textual system, the commercial, in-
serted. To the institution of commercial broadcasting, however (subsum-
ing networks, local stations, advertising agencies, production companies,
and sponsors), the world of the soap opera is but a pretext (both in the
sense of preceding and of serving as an excuse) for the presentation of com-
mercial messages. It would be silly to argue that the soap opera is either
one textual hierarchy or the other: if the soap did not serve an economic
function as an advertising vehicle, it would certainly vanish overnight, and
unless many viewers derived aesthetic pleasure from the world of the soap
opera, its economic utility would be nil.

Early writers on the soap opera viewed its unabashedly mercenary nature
as some sort of aesthetic sedition. The soap opera was to them a narra-
tive form whose aesthetic possibilities had been completely undermined
by capitalism. Their insistence upon identifying this mercantile “brain-
washing” with a female “mentality” is symptomatic of their inability or un-
willingness to see that for American commercial broadcasting narrative
forms could serve no other function. By turning broadcasting over to com-
mercial interests in the 1920s, the state had established profits as the force
determining how the public utility would be used. The soap opera has at-
tracted notoriety in part because it happens to be the most effective and
efficient means yet devised to generate those profits. It is not economistic to
declare that the soap opera “exists” for one purpose: to sell consumer
products.

We can deal with this paradox in several ways. One is to refuse to admit
soap operas (and, by extension, all commercial broadcasting program-
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ming) to the realm of aesthetic experience, accounting for their appeal in-
stead on the basis of personality deficiencies, morbid curiosity, gender, or
some other factor that distinguishes “them” (soap viewers) from us. We
might also simply consign soap operas and all other forms of commercial
broadcasting to the category of capitalist cultural production, assuming
that since all such programming serves the same function, it all has the
same effect.

There are certainly other ways of reducing the conceptual tension of this
paradox, but how much better it would be to regard this paradox as some-
thing not to be explained away but to be accepted as an accurate, if intel-
lectually uncomfortable, description of cultural production under modern
capitalism. Viewers (“we,” not “them”) both enjoy soap operas (and other
forms of commercial broadcasting) and are commodified in the process.
This does not mean that as critics we must simply accept this situation as
an unchallenged “given,” but if we are to understand what the soap opera
“is,” and why it looks and sounds as it does, it will not be by suppressing its
paradoxical nature. Both the fact that audiences enjoy watching soap op-
eras and the fact that they are advertising vehicles by which huge corpora-
tions derive equally huge profits must be taken into account.

A related paradox presented by the soap opera is the apparently inverse
correlation between individual artistic intervention and aesthetic effect.
The more unauthored the world of the soap appears to be, the greater is its
effect. We might deal with this puzzling situation by denying aesthetic sta-
tus to the soap opera, since there is no “artist” whose vision shapes its
world and to whom the audience refers meaning. Conversely, we might
recognize that modern technology and the application of principles of in-
dustrial production to cultural production have further constricted what
were always inherent limitations of artistic invention in any work, and we
might conclude on the basis of the soap opera that our conception of the
role of the artist in the aesthetic experience needs to be revised.

The soap opera brings to the forefront important facets of both cultural
production and cultural reception that traditional aesthetics has tended to
ignore. First, no artist creates ex nihilo. Artists work within aesthetic, so-
cial, ideological, and economic contexts that condition and severely limit
the nature and extent of their contributions to artistic production. Second,
texts are not simply endowed with meaning by their creators; readers con-
struct their own meanings through their interactions with the text. In the
case of the soap opera, the role of any particular participant in the creative
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process is so circumscribed, the text created so immense, and the reading
process so crucial that the Romantic view of the artist is rendered conspicu-
ously anachronistic. Again, the soap opera is not unique among modern
cultural products in this regard; it is just that it confronts us with these is-
sues in a particularly direct fashion.
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A Reader-Oriented Poetics of the Soap Opera

The term “encrustation,” which I have borrowed from Tony Bennett and
others to describe the accretion of meanings around soap operas, needs
here to be qualified in order to reflect not only the discursive loading that
has occurred in aesthetic and social science discourses but also the con-
comitant “unloading” of other potential meanings of soap operas. Specifi-
cally, soap operas have been denied any status as fictive textual system,
even though they are an aesthetic phenomenon of sufficient subtlety and
complexity to have successfully engaged the imaginations of millions of
readers for over half a century. Content analysis denies the soap opera’s
textuality by reducing it to quantitative data, while it denies the soap op-
era’s fictive status by assuming that readers regard episodes as they would
aspects of the “real world.” The critic working within the problematic of
traditional aesthetics refuses to engage the soap opera as aesthetic object.
Even writers on popular culture who have elevated some categories of tele-
vision programming to the status of art have found it difficult, if not impos-
sible, to admit soap operas to the new canon—even where it would be logi-
cal for them to do so.'

In light of the detextualized status of the soap opera in social scientific
and aesthetic discourses, it is necessary to reestablish its textuality, even at
the risk of overemphasizing formal properties that probably would not be
recognized as such by most readers who are not “professional” readers
(that is, academics). This retextualizing operation will be a poetic one in
that it will seek to give an account of the soap opera as textual system in
terms of the general laws that govern its production and reception. Where
the goal of traditional aesthetics is the evaluation of individual works ac-
cording to their correspondence to an aesthetic canon, the goal of poetics is
the establishment of the normative features of particular types of aesthetic
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products. Thus our examination of the soap opera as aesthetic object fo-
cuses on the distinctive features of the soap opera form in general, rather
than on individual episodes. Furthermore, the problem of defining that au-
tonomous, isolated aesthetic object, so important in traditional aesthetics,
is for our purposes obviated by a poetics of soap operas. As Todorov notes
with regard to literary poetics:

Each work is therefore regarded only as a manifestation of an ab-
stract and general structure, of which it is but one of the possible
realizations. Whereby this science [poetics] is no longer concerned
with actual literature but with a possible literature, in other words,
with that abstract property that constitutes the singularity of the liter-
ary phenomenon: literariness. The goal of this study is no longer to
articulate a paraphrase . . . but to propose a theory of the structure
and functioning of literary discourse, a theory that affords a list of lit-
erary possibilities, so that existing literary works appear as achieved
particular cases.*

My insistence in this chapter upon the soap opera as a governing set of
structural principles by which the reader is able to recognize any specific
instance as a soap opera and through which the reader engages with the
soap opera as a textual system transcending any specific episode is to some
degree a strategic maneuver, a deliberate attempt to force attention upon
aspects of the soap opera that have been hidden for so long. More than
forty years ago Adorno encountered the refusal of empiricist mass commu-
nications research to regard “art as something objective in itself,” rather
than merely a stimulus, a set of statistically (if not behaviorally) measur-
able responses, or an “inaccurate” copy of reality. Forty years later the as-
sertion of the distinctive and quantitatively irreducible textuality of the
fictive narratives audiences encounter on television is still, unfortunately,
necessary. “Critical studies” in American mass media does not indicate a
concern for the analysis of textual production and reception, but rather
points out a general orientation that is “critical” of the dominant empiri-
cist model.®

If the elaboration of the soap opera as textual system is to be more than a
mere formalist exercise or rhetorical counter to the antitextualism of em-
piricism, however, it must be tempered by a concern for both the functions
the soap opera is designed to serve by the institution that produces it and
the manner by which it is engaged by its readers. In recognition of the lat-
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ter, the poetic operation conducted here will be a reader-oriented one. To
Jonathan Culler poetics is inherently concerned not only with texts but with
reading strategies as well, since poetics constructs hypotheses regarding
the “conditions of meaning” within texts and “hypotheses about the condi-
tions of meaning are claims about the conventions and interpretive opera-
tions applied in reading.”* In bringing to bear upon soap operas a reader-
oriented poetics this analysis is not so much applying a single critical
model as it is taking into account the insights of a number of critics and
theorists who have contributed to a general reorientation of literary studies
away from the “work” and the “author” and toward the “text” and its
“readers.”® Thus it will be advancing hypotheses regarding what Wolfgang
Iser calls the verbal and affective dimensions of the soap opera textual
system.

Obviously referring to literary, and not televised, texts, verbal describes
the text’s “intersubjectively verifiable instructions for meaning produc-
tion,” or what might be called its formal properties. The verbal aspect
guides the reader’s response, encouraging certain meanings and eliminat-
ing others. As a verbal structure, the text exists as a signifying potentiality,
analogous to a peculiarly tuned musical instrument: a range of sound pro-
duction is possible, but some sounds are easier to produce than others. Not
until this verbal structure is engaged by the reader, until its potential is
actualized, is meaning constructed. This fulfillment of “that which has
been pre-structured by the language of the text” Iser calls its affective as-
pect. The meanings produced by the interaction of the reader and textual
structure are neither totally private and arbitrary nor totally determined
by the verbal aspect of the text, but are situated somewhere between the
two. The text initiates “performances” of meaning, in which both text
and reader play crucial roles. The verbal aspects of the text prevent its real-
ization in the mind of the reader from being entirely idiosyncratic; Gen-
eral Hospital is not fifteen million different texts because it has that many
readers. At the same time, however, the relative indeterminacy of the
text’s verbal structure produces a range of actualizations, and it is this
indeterminacy—the part of meaning production not controlled by the
text—that allows us to say that General Hospital means different things
to different viewers. Thus, understanding how the soap opera signifies
and gives aesthetic pleasure requires that we consider both its “verbal”
structure—its formal properties—and the mechanisms by which readers
of soap operas construct meaning on the basis of those properties.®
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Visual and Auditory Style

To the content analyst, the visual and auditory articulation of the soap op-
era’s narrative is a transparent and hence insignificant feature. Content
analysis presumes not only that events and objects in the soap opera world
mean the same as they do in “real life” but also that the viewer experiences
them as if they were real. Yet the apparent transparency of soap opera style
renders it neither natural nor meaningless. For the viewer there is no pre-
existent soap opera world that is represented on television; it is only as
sound and images on the screen that the world of General Hospital or As
the World Turns is known. Soap opera style represents the crystallization
of a set of stylistic conventions taken over from Hollywood filmmaking
practice (called by film scholars the classical Hollywood narrative style).
While every type of American narrative television has adapted the Holly-
wood style to some degree, the soap opera has reproduced that style in
what is perhaps its most austere form.”

The hallmarks of the Hollywood style are economy, transparency, and
accessibility. Its overall aim is to produce a seamless, possible world, de-
tached from our own yet governed by a real-world sense of plausibility. It is
into this world that we are immersed for the duration of the film. The
Hollywood style positions the spectator as the ideal, quasi-omniscient ob-
server of the events in this complete fictional world, or diegesis. Our inter-
est in this world is secured through the story that unfolds within it. The
Hollywood style focuses our attention on the story by hiding the patently
artificial means by which the story is related and its world constructed on
the screen. Every element of style functions in the Hollywood cinema not
for its own sake but as part of this reciprocal process of perfecting the illu-
sion of the “reality” of the narrative world while simultaneously disguising
the techniques of illusion making.

The Hollywood style can be expressed as a set of rules governing every
category of cinema style—rules derived not only inductively, through their
observation in individual films, but deductively from normative precepts
laid down since the 1920s in various manuals, guidebooks, and periodicals
in which the “pros” related the techniques of “good” (read, “Hollywood”)
filmmaking practice. For example, one basic difference between the nar-
rative diegesis as constructed in film and that in literature is that a filmic
narrative possesses an explicit spatial dimension, while the “space” of a
literary narrative is purely imaginary. Hence a number of rules prescribe
how space should be used in Hollywood films. Space functions primarily to
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contain narratively significant elements; the greater the narrative signifi-
cance of the element, the greater the space it occupies on the screen and the
less “other” space there is to look at. In the shot construction of a typical
scene in a Hollywood film the amount of space represented on the screen
diminishes rapidly from shot to shot, while the relative scale of objects de-
picted increases proportionally. In a dialogue scene set in an Empire State
Building office, the first shot (the establishing shot) might well be the exte-
rior of the building. The second shot (the master shot) is likely to be the
office in which the dialogue is to take place, with both characters shown in
the same shot. As the dialogue begins, we can expect alternating close-ups
of each other as he or she delivers lines, varied occasionally, perhaps, by a
reaction shot. By the time we have reached the narratively significant dia-
logue in the scene, the only space represented is that of each character’s
head and torso. Our attention might be even further directed toward this
space by rendering out-of-focus what little background space is contained
in the shot. Certainly, not every Hollywood scene is constructed in this way,
but the above description does represent a paradigm of normative spatial
representation and object scale in Hollywood films and dramatic televi-
sion. The effect of this paradigm is to focus the attention of the viewer on
that information necessary to propel the narrative forward, even if in the
process it depicts space in a manner entirely different from how we per-
ceive it in “real life.”

In the soap opera the conventions of diminishing space and increasing
scale are maintained, but operate within a greatly compressed range. The
production situation of the soap opera (studio television) and the econom-
ics of soap opera production (the need to turn out the equivalent of several
feature films each week as cheaply as possible) greatly restrict the spaces
represented. It is a commonplace to refer to the soap opera as a world of
interiors. Although Ryan’s Hope is set in Manhattan and Capitol in Wash-
ington, the only views we regularly get of these cities occur in the title se-
quences. The development of portable broadcast-quality video recording
equipment in the 1970s enabled soap operas to “open up” their interior
worlds, but the locations to which audiences have been taken in these “re-
motes” have been exotic rather than domestic, carefully bracketed and seg-
regated from the depiction of ordinary space in Port Charles or Henderson.
So long as exterior space is kept offscreen, the spatial worlds of soap operas
can be represented as an aggregate of atomistic interiors whose relation-
ship to each other in space is constructed in the mind of the viewer. To
“open up” these domestic worlds, however, would necessitate the creation
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of explicit geographic connections and, hence, spatial congruities. The
British soap opera Coronation Street has solved this problem by construct-
ing a standing exterior set of the one-block section of the street on which all
of the regular characters live—a solution more feasible in the depiction of a
British working-class neighborhood than of an automobile-dependent,
middle-class American suburb. In American soaps establishing shots of
exterior locales are frequently eliminated and their function collapsed with
that of the master shot. Thus the world of the soap opera is represented
spatially through the close-up and the two-shot, a strategy that has the
effect of focusing viewer attention almost exclusively on facial expression
and figure relationships, respectively.

Editing is potentially the most disruptive of all cinematic elements. Each
cut breaks spatial and temporal continuity and threatens to evoke the dif-
ference between cinematic convention and “real-life” perception, thus dis-
tracting the viewer from the narrative. For this reason, Hollywood editing
conventions constitute an elaborate regulatory system, whose aim is to
produce “invisible” editing. Changes in camera location are disguised by
cutting on action. Screen direction and background are kept constant
through the 180-degree rule (two successive shots of the same action must
be from camera positions less than 180 degrees apart). Eyeline-matches
link one character’s offscreen glance with the object of that glance and both
with the gaze of the viewer.

Editing in soap operas is, if anything, more “invisible” than in the typical
Hollywood production. In Hollywood films and in prime-time dramatic
television programs shot on film, the continuous space and time of a scene
is an illusion constructed in the editing room. The entire scene is acted out
in master-shot, then in a two-shot, then in individual close-ups, and so
forth, so that the appearance of continuity must be reconstituted by the edi-
tor. Broadcast live until the mid-1960s, soap operas are now recorded “live
tape,” meaning that while scenes might be recorded out of their eventual
sequence in the episode, each scene is enacted and recorded on video tape
only once. Editing is done at the time of recording, by switching between
the shots being simultaneously taken by three television cameras. Thus, un-
less something goes awry (an actor flubs a line, for example) the time of
enactment is the same as that of presentation, its continuity represented
rather than reconstructed.

Another important function of Hollywood editing is to indicate changes
in point of view. Most of the time in Hollywood films the viewer is an un-
seen, nonparticipating observer of the action in the diegesis, the camera
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acting as the viewer’s eyes. Occasionally, however, point of view will
switch to that of a character in the diegesis, and, while in this “subjective”
mode, the viewer’s vision and that of the character are synonymous. Ob-
viously, it is essential that third- and first-person perspectives are clearly
differentiated, so that our visual f*elationship vis-a-vis the narrative is not
called into question. A Hollywood editing convention called glance/object
editing brackets subjective point of view, visually announcing the restric-
tion of “our” sight to that of a single character and then reassuring us with
an unambiguous return to a more omniscient vantage point. Glance/object
editing involves a three-shot strategy. In shot 1 we see a close-up of a char-
acter looking into offscreen space. Shot 2 shows us the object of that glance
as the character would see it. In shot 3 third-person point of view is re-
stored with a close-up of the character. The subjective shot is sandwiched
between two objective shots, leaving no doubt as to whose eyes we are
looking through and when that visual doubling ceases.

Because the glance/object editing strategy requires the intrusion of the
camera into the diegetic space of the scene, its use is even more severely
restricted in soap operas than in Hollywood films. The alternation between
objective and subjective vision in such “mainstream” Hollywood films as
Psycho, Notorious, and Stagecoach is extremely rare in soap operas. Sub-
jectivity is more frequently achieved auditorally through interior mono-
logue. We might “hear” the character’s inner speech, but we see the facial
expression of that character from our omniscient and undisclosed point of
view. Visual subjectivity is reserved in soap operas for prolepses (flash-
backs), but even there what we see from a character’s memory is almost
always rendered in third person, so that we see the character in his or her
own recollection. The more complete bracketing of subjectivity from nor-
mative representation in soap operas endows its use with all the more sig-
nificance. Because we so seldom experience the world of the soap through
the eyes of a character in that world, subjective vision endows both the sub-
ject and the object of that vision (the character and what he or she sees)
with special meaning.

The soap opera’s distillation of Hollywood style is also apparent in cam-
era movement. Although not as potentially distracting as editing (since
spatial and temporal continuity are preserved), camera movement can call
attention to the means of cinematic representation and away from the di-
egesis. Hence camera movements in Hollywood films are usually “moti-
vated” by figure movement within the shot. Two characters are depicted
walking down the street talking to each other, and the carnera tracks along
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in front of them to enable us to see their faces in frame. Their movement
hides the fact of “our” movement. Hollywood films are full of examples of
elaborate unmotivated camera movements, however: the opening shots of
Scarface and Touch of Evil, the between-the-legs tracking shot in 42nd
Street, swooping crane shots in several Hitchcock films, among many oth-
ers. All but the most acrobatic of them go relatively unnoticed by the
viewer, however. Camera movement as such is probably more prominent
in soap operas than in Hollywood films (a convention of “live” television
practice carried over into “live-tape”), but it is very seldom unmotivated.
Shots are “reframed” to allow for figure movement; pans tie one acting
area to another. In soap operas, though, the unmotivated camera move-
ment, like the subjective point of view shot, is meaningful because of its
marginalization within normative practice. Its rarity immediately privi-
leges the “content” of the shot: an unmotivated camera movement usually
signifies “something important and unusual is about to happen.”

The auditory component of Hollywood style assures that sounds will be
limited to those that are narratively significant—again, even if this means
violating laws of physics. For example, the establishing shot of a dialogue
scene set in Times Square might contain a high level of ambient noise. By
the time the dialogue has begun in two-shot or close-up, however, that am-
bient noise level has dropped to an almost inaudible level in order that the
narratively significant dialogue can be heard. The soap opera’s infrequent
use of location shooting obviates the problem of unwanted diegetic noise,
while its studio production situation assures that all dialogue will be
clearly heard. As in the movies, the soap opera’s nondiegetic musical score
supports the narrative: smoothing transitions, covering ellipses, and help-
ing to reduce indeterminacy in a particular scene by encouraging one read-
ing over another. The serial nature of soap operas, however, enables music
to function differently from Hollywood scores in two respects. Music can be
used as an auditory signature, announcing each episode of a soap—a con-
vention widely used in other types of television programming and dating
back to the early days of radio. Also a piece of music can be associated with
a particular character or relationship (sometimes called “theme” music).
This is common enough in movie scores, but the serial nature of soap op-
eras enables a “theme” to be woven through many episodes over a period
of weeks or months, musically linking a given scene to its paradigm.

In most other respects soap opera style can be seen as a continuation, if
not condensation, of Hollywood stylistic practice, in which elements of
style function in support of diegetic illusion. Objects exist as aspects of
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decor or as props. Settings are utilitarian. Hollywood lighting is subtly
nuanced compared with the necessarily flat television lighting style of most
soap operas.®

Soap Opera Narrative Structure

One frequently hears that soap operas are constructed not to be watched
but to be listened to. This is another way of saying that the “zero-degree”
visual style of soap operas carries no meaning, that dialogue is all. It is also
said, usually by those trying to watch soap operas for the first time, that the
elongation of plot lines over months, if not years, renders any given episode
virtually static in narrative terms. Why, they ask, would anyone want to
watch a soap opera five days each week when watching one episode per
month is sufficient to “keep up with the story?” If one regards what Barthes
calls the hermeneutic code—the causal chain of events that eventually
leads to the “end” of the story—as the sole source of appeal for soap opera
viewers, then it is difficult to explain why anyone would want to watch or
even listen to soap operas more than once each month.

One of the fundamental insights of structural linguistics is that language
and narrative are structured along two axes: a syntagmatic (combinatory)
axis and a paradigmatic (associative) axis. As noted previously, one of the
distinctive syntagmatic features of the soap opera is its absence of ultimate
narrative closure; it is, in fact, one of the few narrative forms predicated
upon the impossibility of closure. More will be said about the conse-
quences of the syntagmatic openness of the soap opera shortly. But what is
frequently overlooked in discussions of the soap opera is its paradigmatic
complexity—a complexity that makes the soap opera unique among visual
narratives and unmatched in literary narrative except for the most elabo-
rate of epic novels.’

PARADIGMATIC STRUCTURE

The source of the soap opera’s paradigmatic complexity is its large com-
munity of interrelated characters. The Hollywood film or traditional novel
is structured around a limited number of characters, a few of whom are
marked more specifically as protagonists or antagonists. The events of the
narrative “happen” to them, and the fates of minor characters hinge on that
of the heroes and heroines. Soap opera narratives, on the other hand, con-
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tain upwards of forty regularly-appearing characters, and while some are
more prominent than others at any given time, none can be singled out
as the motor of the narrative. A great deal might happen to individual
characters—multiple marriages, pregnancy, amnesia, temporary blind-
ness, disabling accidents, and so forth, but very little happens to alter the na-
ture of the community. The soap opera community is a self-perpetuating,
self-preserving system little affected by the turbulence experienced by its
individual members or the fate of any one character. The naive viewer
might attend only to the constant state of crisis experienced by individual
characters, but the experienced viewer is watchful for the paradigmatic
strands that bind the community of characters together and the sometimes
glacially slow but far more significant alterations in this network. “Who a
character is” is as much a function of his or her place in this paradigmatic
system as what he or she “does” in a syntagmatic sense.

It is only by reference to the paradigmatic complexity of the soap opera
that some of its most distinctive narrative features can be explained. Con-
sider, for example, the high degree of redundancy in soap operas. What we
might call interepisodic redundancy—the reiteration on Tuesday of plot
developments from Monday—is to a large degree explicable as a device to
keep nondaily viewers “up” on narrative developments. Such redundancy
is also a function of the fact that soap operas must negotiate a narrow path
between moving the story along too quickly, and thus “using it up” too
soon, and stretching subplots out for longer than the audience will tolerate.
But soap operas also contain a great deal of intraepisodic redundancy: the
repetition of information from character to character within each daily epi-
sode. Unless we presume that soap writers and producers feel required to
refresh the memories of the viewers every ten minutes, intraepisodic redun-
dancy cannot be explained as a syntagmatic device. As an illustration of
intraepisodic redundancy, let us presume that in scene one of a soap epi-
sode we learn from a conversation between Lucy and her friend Debbie
that Lucy is pregnant with Rick’s child. In scene three, Debbie tells her hus-
band Chris of Lucy’s pregnancy. In scene five, Chris warns his friend Billy
against becoming too involved with Lucy.

Such references to Lucy’s pregnancy might continue for days or weeks
without anything “happening” to move this subplot closer to resolution.
The same information—Lucy is pregnant with Rick’s child—is passed
along from character to character to character. In terms of the syntagmatic,
or story, dimension of the soap, such exchanges are redundant, since the
audience already knows that Lucy is pregnant and Rick is the father, and
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since such redundant dialogue scenes do not move the story forward at all.
Paradigmatically, however, such exchanges are far from redundant. The
experienced reader of the soap is able to read these exchanges as invokings
of the paradigmatic network. It makes a difference that Lucy chose to con-
fide in Debbie about her plight because Debbie was once married to Rick.
Debbie’s telling Chris of Lucy’s revelation is read against the background of
Debbie’s inability to conceive a child and Chris’s recurrent infidelity, and
so forth. Reduced to its syntagmatic axis, the soap opera becomes an endless
string of excruciatingly retarded subplots, related in episodes whose re-
dundancy gives them an almost Sisyphean tiresomeness. To the experi-
enced reader, however, soap operas’ distinctive networks of character rela-
tionships open up major sources of signifying potential that are simply
unreadable to the naive reader.

Thus our previous discussion of soap opera’s adaptation of the classical
Hollywood narrative style and its narrative function needs to be qualified
in light of the soap opera’s paradigmatic complexity. Obviously, one func-
tion of the close-up in soap operas is to concentrate our attention on dia-
logue and the narrative information contained therein. In addition, the
style of the soap opera, built on close-ups and two-shots, functions para-
digmatically to a degree quite unnecessary in Hollywood films. A pause,
gesture, glance, or facial expression rendered in close-up may be syntag-
matically insignificant but laden with potential paradigmatic meaning. To
give but one example, in August 1981 Kelly and Morgan, two young char-
acters on Guiding Light, were married. Nearly one entire episode was de-
voted to the wedding ceremony, which was attended by most of the show’s
regular characters. Throughout the wedding scene shots of the nuptial
couple were intercut with close-ups of various wedding guests. Some of
those characters given close-ups during the scene had played little or no
part in the Kelly-Morgan subplot that had brought about their marriage.
Nor was there any indication that a character’s being singled out in a close-
up functioned to anticipate his or hér subsequent involvement in the Kelly-
Morgan “story.” How then was the viewer to read the relationship between
shots of the wedding ceremony and close-ups of various other characters?
To the naive viewer these characters were simply “there”—at the cere-
mony, but the experienced viewer knew that what tied these characters to
Kelly and Morgan was their own relationship, past or present, to the in-
stitution of marriage. Without a single word of dialogue to indicate it, this
particular plot event was plugged into Guiding Light’s extensive para-
digmatic system. To be sure, this strategy at the “verbal” level may or may
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not have been “affectively” engaged by an individual viewer. The scene still
had meaning even to the most naive viewer at the syntagmatic level. Still, to
the competent reader, listening to this scene would hardly have been the
same experience as viewing it, and in this case the function of the close-up
was to stimulate a very different kind of narrative response from that usu-
ally evoked by the close-up in Hollywood films.

The complexity of the network of character relationships in soap operas
derives in large part from the fact that, unlike characters in prime-time se-
ries, soap opera characters have both histories and memories. Thus the
soap opera’s paradigmatic system possesses both synchronic and diachronic
dimensions. Certainly, character relationships change during the course of
other types of narratives as well. Paul’s relationship with his mother at the
end of Sons and Lovers is read against the backgrotlmd of that relation-
ship’s history as it has evolved to that point in the book. The text might
initiate this movement back across portions of the text already read by a
reference to an earlier event, but it cannot specify what will be recalled.
The text provides the reference, but the reader provides the context in
which the recalled event is embedded. In soap operas, this reservoir of rela-
tional possibilities is more extensive than in any other narrative form. A
viewer may read current relationships against the background of their sta-
tus a year ago, five years ago, or, in some cases, more than thirty years ago.
And unlike Sons and Lovers, that thirty-year period is not just text time but
reading time as well, since it has literally taken thirty years for the viewer to
“read” the text of Guiding Light up to that point. |

The diachronic “depth” of the paradigmatic structure of the soap opera
suggests another fundamental difference between it and other forms of nar-
rative. Summarizing recent research on the temporality of fiction, Shlomith
Rimmon-Kenan (following Genette) discusses two types of duration: story-
duration (the days, months, years depicted in the narrative) and text-
duration (the “amount” of text devoted to the relating of various “pieces” of
story-time). She alludes to a third kind of duration against which the first
two might be measured—the actual time it takes to read the text—but this
“reading-duration” is not taken up because it “varies from reader to reader,
providing no objective standard.”* (This is, of course, a key difference be-
tween the experience of reading a novel and that of watching a film. The
temporal dimension of the cinema or television is specific; running-time is
the same as reading-time.)

Reader-response theorists have only begun to explore the concept of
reading-duration except to note that we can never perceive a narrative text
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“all at once,” except when we are no longer reading it, and then the events
depicted in the first chapter (or reel) are separated from us by the time it
took to get from there to the end of the story. But whether reading-duration
is approximate, as in the case of the novel, or exact, as in the case of a film,
it is presumed to occur at one historical moment. Iser points out that our
understanding of the text changes as we “travel” along from beginning to
end during the reading process, because the horizon constituted by our
knowledge of the text to that point changes and with it the relationship be-
tween any particular narrative event and the rest of the text."

The soap opera raises the possibility, unanticipated by Iser, that the
reader’s own extratextual horizons might change during the course of
reading a narrative text. Our memory of the death of Joanne Tate’s first
husband in Search for Tomorrow is of a previous point in the text, but it
can also be a memory of ourselves as readers of that text some twenty-years
ago. And, to make matters even more complex, in this case it is also a mem-
ory of the actress as she portrayed the same character twenty years be-
fore—Mary Stuart has been playing the role of Joanne Tate since Search
Jor Tomorrow began in 1951. The context of a recalled portion of a soap
opera text is twofold: the “verbal” context within the text and the affective
context of the reader’s initial encounter with that textual segment. The rela-
tionship of a reader to a soap opera text is in the truest sense of the term a
diachronic one, in which not only does the text change with each daily epi-
sode but the reader and his or her world changes while the reading act
occurs. We often divide literature, television shows, and films into genres
on the basis of their appeal to readers of particular age groups—as in
“children’s literature,” the “teen novel,” “children’s programming.” With
the soap opera, we have a text that might have been begun by a reader in
adolescence, but which, thirty years later, is still being read by the same
reader, who is now a mother of adolescent children. This does not make
the soap opera different in kind from other narratives, but it does mean
that what can be assumed away in the case of the novel or the film must be
regarded as an important constituent element of the soap opera.

We have already noted the complexity of the relationship between the
soap opera and its “real-life” social context, and more will be said about
this relationship in subsequent chapters. At this point we might notice that,
to some extent, the paradigmatic dimension of the soap opera text helps to
explain what many have seen as the peculiar social structure of its diegetic
world. As content analysts have pointed out, the number of middle-class
“professional” people (both men and women) is disproportionately high
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compared to their distribution in American society. One study found that
over half the adult males in soap operas are doctors. Not surprisingly, the
workplaces depicted in soap operas are those associated with middle-class
occupations and leisure: hospitals, doctor’s offices, law firms, corporate
headquarters, restaurants, bars, and nightclubs. Because of the impor-
tance of interpersonal relationships in soaps, the work places depicted in
them must allow for frequent contacts with other characters and oppor-
tunities to discuss matters not directly related to work—specifically, to in-
voke the paradigmatic network of character relationships that binds any
single event in the text to the community at large. This helps to explain the
preference for hospital nursing stations, waiting rooms, executive suites,
and night clubs as regular settings for interaction between soap opera
characters. Soap operas are, in a sense, “about” talk, and in the working
world of the soap opera the opportunity to talk is associated with middle-
class occupations.

The paradigmatic function of the middle-class work environment of the
soap opera is itself an effect of larger, essentially ideological forces. The
compression of social reality in the soap opera into a middle-class universe
facilitates a suppression of material concerns in general. The economic ex-
changes that are so much a part of the lives of its viewers have little or no
part in the soap opera world. Money seldom changes hands as a part of
everyday life in the soap opera world; the cost of products is almost never
mentioned; the businesses for which soap opera characters work (or, more
likely, which they own) seldom actually produce goods; characters almost
never worry whether there will be enough money at the end of the month to
pay bills.

Similarly, soap operas’ emphasis on paradigmatic structure is not unre-
lated to their notorious exclusion of minority-group characters. Despite the
inclusion of black families in some soaps, the world of the soap opera is
overwhelmingly white. The problem of including blacks and other racial
groups in soaps is one not of working them into plot lines but of dealing
with the paradigmatic consequences of their entry into the community of
the soap opera world. There are three major types of relationships between
soap opera characters: kinship, romantic, and social. Much of the appeal
of soap operas resides in the complexity and overlap among these catego-
ries of actual and potential relationships for any particular character. Mis-
taken parentage has been a stock device in soap operas for decades. On
Guiding Light the revelation that Quintin McCord was actually the son of
Henry Chamberlain reverberated throughout the entire network of charac-
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ter relationships: Vanessa Chamberlain, for example, was transformed
from a potential romantic partner to Quintin’s half-sister. Enemies can be-
come brothers; sisters, merely close friends; fathers, foster-fathers; and so
on—all at the drop of a discovered birth certificate.

Unless a particular soap were to embrace interracial romance, mar-
riage, and parentage as a community norm, the admission of a nonwhite
character into full membership in the soap community would be impos-
sible, since two of the three relational modes would be all but closed to him
or her. Some soaps have teased audiences with actual or potential inter-
racial romances—in one case effecting an interracial marriage only to
dissolve it before consummation—but in all soaps black characters are
relegated to a paradigmatic ghetto, always marked by their relational im-
poverishment. Once again, the paradigmatic dilemma as regards race in
soap operas is itself an effect of external forces—specitically the producers’
desire not to “upset” large numbers of their target audience (white women)
by extending the normative boundaries of the soap opera world too far.

SYNTAGMATIC STRUCTURE

The soap opera trades an investment in an ultimate narrative telos—the
most characteristic feature of traditional narratives—for a series of over-
lapping “mini-closures,” which resolve a particular narrative question but
are in no way read as moving the overall story toward its eventual end.
This absolute resistance to final closure is illustrated by the termination of
Love of Life, one of the first successful television soaps, which was canceled
by CBS in 1981. Even as the show drew toward its final episodes, there was
no attempt to impose an overall ending; Love of Life did not so much end as
it expired defiantly in medias res. Given the decentered nature of soap op-
era narrative and its diffusion through a network of interrelated characters,
any attempt to pull all the paradigmatic strands together in some sort of
synthetic grand finale, 4 la Wilkie Collins, would have smacked of the most
transparent sort of deus ex machina.

Although I doubt that either Iser or Jauss anticipated its application to
soap operas, reader-response theory does provide a means of positioning
the reader and the reading process relative to the syntagmatic openness of
the soap opera form. Drawing on Husserl, Iser contends that each sentence
in a literary narrative can be said to contain a “retrospective section,”
which answers the expectations aroused by previous sentences, and a “hol-
low section,” which creates new expectations to be confirmed, modified, or
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frustrated in subsequent sentences. At any given moment, the reader’s rela-
tionship to the text constitutes a “wandering viewpoint,” an intersection
between protension (expectation) and retention (retrospection). Each sen-
tence prefigures a horizon of expectations, which, as it is read, imme-
diately becomes the background for the next sentence, over and over again
in a syntagmatic chain of questions and answers, which are themselves
new questions. As the reader encounters more and more pieces of text,
those already read retreat further into the background. But the retained sig-
nificance of that background is constantly being restructured in light of new
text. “That which is remembered becomes open to new connections, and
these in turn influence the expectations aroused by the individual corre-
lates in the sequence of sentences.” The wandering viewpoint of the reader
of a fictional narrative—his or her participation in the dialectic of proten-
sion and retention, determination and expectation—positions the reader
not outside the aesthetic object contemplating it but at a constantly chang-
ing point somewhere within the text constructing it.

There is no escaping this process, for—as has already been
pointed out—the text cannot at any one moment be grasped as a
whole. But what may at first sight have seemed like a disadvantage,
in comparison with our normal modes of perception, may now be
seen to offer distinct advantages, in so far as it permits a process
through which the aesthetic object is constantly being structured and
restructured. As there is no definite frame of reference to regulate
this process, successfil communication must ultimately depend on
the reader’s creative activity.*

In the case of the soap opera, then, we have a text that not only is un-
graspable as a whole at any one moment but is also a “whole” only by ref-
erence to a given moment. The traditional narrative privileges a reading
position just “on the other side of” the text: the moment of teleological in-
sight toward which all protensions have been directed and in light of
which all ambiguities are retrospectively dissolved. The classic example is
the closed-room murder mystery with its stock revelation scene, beyond
which there is in a very real sense nothing left to be said. The soap opera
privileges that ever-changing moment when the reader comes to the text
once again. The “text” of Guiding Light comprises all the episodes ever
broadcast since 1937—a text probably no one has ever “read” in its en-
tirety and which today one could not reread, even if one had the months to
devote to the task—Dbut it is a text the last page of which is never the final
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page. The final page never comes, nor does the reader read on in anticipa-
tion of its coming. If, with Juri Lotman, we can characterize a literary text
as acting like “a sort of living organism, which is linked to the reader, and
also instructs him by means of a feedback system,” then we can charac-
terize the soap opera as functioning not only like a living organism but one
which grows by regular increments to enormous proportions.® The syntag-
matic openness of the soap opera creates a higher degree of what we might
call protensive indeterminacy than is the case in many other types of nar-
rative, particularly where the fate of individual characters is concerned. In
the traditional narrative, the hero or heroine functions with respect to the
narrative’s point of closure; thus, our expectations of what will happen to
that character are governed by that relationship. We do not expect Hercule
Poirot to be the victim of the murderer it is his “job” (in both an occupa-
tional and narrative sense) to unmask. Certainly our expectations in this
regard can be violated: the murder of the heroine of Psycho in the first reel
has all the more shock value because we do not expect her to be killed. But
because our perspective on the world of the traditional narrative is usually
tied to that of one or two central characters, we expect, at the very least,
that they will survive as long as the story itself does.

Protensive indeterminacy is perhaps most limited in the prime-time tele-
vision series format. Our expectations of what will happen to Lucy Ricardo
or Kojak during the course of any given episode is rigidly bound by our
knowledge that that character will return next week totally unaffected by
whatever happened this week. In the soap opera, however, because our
wandering viewpoint “wanders” not only syntagmatically but paradig-
matically as well (from character to character to character) there are no
such limits to what can “happen” to a given character and thus none to our
expectations. Soap operas regularly kill off even the most central of charac-
ters: Adam Drake on Edge of Night, Nancy Hughes on As the World Turns,
among others. Nor does apparent death necessarily mark absolute determi-
nancy where a particular character is concerned: characters can die or
they can die. On Edge of Night several years ago, Nicole Drake disappeared
after a boating mishap in the Caribbean, only to be discovered alive and
well in Paris more than two years (reader time) later. Bill Bauer has now
“died” three times on Guiding Light, and on the same show Roger Thorpe
was resurrected twice before being given his “final” (?) death. A soap char-
acter can also be kept in a sort of protensive limbo—a potential but not
active character. On As the World Turns, Penny has been absent from the
world of Oakdale for more than a decade, but she is kept “alive” by having
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her call home occasionally, usually on a holiday. Similarly, the character of
Laura Spencer on General Hospital disappeared into one of the most famous
of soap-opera limbos when the actress who plays her, Genie Francis,
signed a contract with another television network. Is she dead? Will she
return? Tune in next week.

The syntagmatic movement of the reader’s wandering viewpoint along
the forward frontiers of the text is not that of the driver of a sportscar down
a superhighway but rather that of the uncertain tourist provided with a
rather sketchy map, who frequently stops to look back where he or she has
been, occasionally takes a side road, and constantly tries to glimpse what
lies around the next bend. The textual space the reader traverses in this
process is not that of the superhighway but rather the rural backlanes,
where the pavermnent suddenly stops and then starts back again, where the
journey forward is halting rather than continuous. It is precisely at these
places where the textual “pavement” is broken that the reader’s active in-
volvement in the text is most clearly seen. What the text leaves unsaid is,
nevertheless, made to signify within the imagination of the reader.

The reader inserts himself or herself into the text through these necessary
gaps, filling them in part—but only in part—according to his or her own
frames of reference. The structuring gaps of the text, then, mark the point
of intersection between the horizon represented within the text and the hori-
zon brought to the text by the reader. Put another way, there the “reality” of
the reader confronts the pseudoreality of the fictive text. But just as the text
does not merely take over “real-life” conventions in the construction of its
world, the reader cannot simply impose his or her referential system upon
the text. The process of “gap-filling” is regulated by the text itself.

Syntagmatic gaps are constituent parts of any communication. The
spaces between words mark necessary textual potholes to be negotiated by
the reader/listener. In the literary text, structuring gaps occur at all syntag-
matic levels (between words, sentences, paragraphs, scenes, chapters),
and the “size” of these gaps range correspondingly from the seemingly in-
significant and, to the reader, unnoticed to those which require a consider-
able and conscious “filling-in” process.

The role of gaps in the construction of textual meaning is most clearly
seen where those gaps are large and regular features of a text, and where
they are imposed upon the reader and controlled by the text. In the serial
novels of Dickens or Collins, for example, textual segments were separated
not only spatially (a partially blank page marking the gap between the end
of one chapter and the beginning of the next) but temporally as well: the
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reader could not “jump over” the gap until the next serial installment was
published. The serial story results in a special relationship between reader
and text, one in which, in Iser’s words, “the reader is forced by the pauses
imposed upon him to imagine more than he could if his reading were con-
tinuous.” The narrative anticipation that causes us frantically to flip from
the last page of one chapter to the first of a new one was, in the serialized
novel, attenuated, as New Yorkers anxiously and eagerly awaited the ar-
rival of the ship from London carrying the episode of The Old Curiosity
Shop in which Little Nell succumbs. Iser points out that readers in the nine-
teenth century found serialized novels read in installments more enjoyable
than the same text published as a whole. He attributes this curious fact to a
sort of narrativus interruptus: the strategic suspension of the text at cru-
cial narrative nodes. “The result is that we try to imagine how the story will
unfold, and in this way we heighten our own participation in the course of
events.” "

Syntagmatic gaps play an even more important structuring role in the
soap opera. Each episode of a soap opera is, of course, separated from the
next by a twenty-four-hour “gap” during the week and an even longer one
over the weekend. Soap opera writers take advantage of this hiatus in read-
ing activity by leaving a major narrative question unanswered at the end of
each episode, saving the greatest narrative indeterminacy for the end of Fri-
day’s episode. The anticipation thus provoked produces in some soap op-
era readers the modern-day equivalent of Dickens’s American readers
greeting the packet at the dock: when Pope John Paul I was wounded in an
assassination attempt in May 1981 the Associated Press reported that a
St. Louis television station received three hundred calls from irate soap op-
era fans protesting the preemption of regular afternoon programming in
favor of press coverage of events in Rome,

Within each episode the syntagmatic structure of the soap opera is regu-
lated by the gaps inserted in the text at regular intervals to allow for com-
mercial messages. Unlike the gaps between chapters of a novel, however,
the commercial gaps of a soap opera are of a specific temporal duration
beyond the control of the reader and, moreover, are “filled” with another
textual system, that of the commercial advertisement itself. Sandy Flitterman
has suggested that one function of some soap opera ads is to provide a text
with a tight and closed narrative structure to offset the effects upon the
reader of the soap opera’s resistance to such closure. The ultimate answer
to the question posed in the soap opera text just before the commercial
might be weeks or months in coming (if it ever does), but the reader can
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take comfort in the knowledge that the mini-narrative launched by “ring-
around-the-collar” will be satisfactorily resolved before the indeterminacy
of the soap opera text is resumed." One disadvantage of the closed struc-
ture of a narrative advertisement for sponsors is that once a commercial is
“told,” it loses much of its narrative appeal; the sixteenth retelling of the
Wisk story ends exactly like the first. Thus the repetition of ads leaves
plenty of room in the commercial gap for soap opera readers to fill it with
retensive and protensive ruminations about the soap opera text. In a liter-
ary narrative, opportunities for such ruminations can be created by the
reader just by lifting the eyes from the page for a moment or pausing at the
end of one line before beginning the next. The viewer of a film or television
program has no such “gap-creating” power. One can look away from the
screen, but the text continues.

Within these gaps the viewpoint of the reader is free to wander both syn-
tagmatically and paradigmatically. Previously related portions of a subplot
can be reviewed in light of more recent events and expectations formed as
to future developments. To a degree subsequent textual segments of a given
subplot carry the reader across the gaps between them, guiding his or her
viewpoint toward the subplot’s eventual, if only partial, resolution. Much
less guidance is provided by the text in relating an event from one subplot
to one in another. Given the paradigmatic complexity of the soap opera,
however, there are always many virtual relationships to be actualized by
the viewer if he or she chooses to do so. The mere syntagmatic juxtaposi-
tion of two apparently unrelated scenes represents a paradigmatic indeter-
minacy for the reader: could the relationship between them be more than
sequential? The text is frequently silent in this regard, but sometimes it
encourages the construction of specific relationships between scenes or en-
tire subplots. An example is provided by the 1981 Guiding Light Kelly-
Morgan subplot. The 18 August 1981 episode is devoted largely to inform-
ing various members of the community of their wedding plans. Scattered
among these scenes, however, are scenes of another couple’s wedding
plans, to which those of Kelly and Morgan are implicitly contrasted. The
Kelly—Morgari marriage represents the fulfillment of young love, initially
thwarted by another’s deceit. Noela, who regarded Kelly as a ticket out of
her drab working-class existence, tried to trick him into marrying her by
making him believe he had fathered her child one night when he was
drunk. When the ruse is discovered, Noela settles for marrying Floyd, a
hospital janitor, with whom she had been carrying on a secret liaison for
months and who is the real father of her baby. The two weddings are re-
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lated oppositionally throughout the episode, principally through alternat-
ing scenes depicting the reactions of other members of the Guiding Light
community to each of them. The news of the Kelly-Morgan wedding occa-
sions unmitigated joy; that of Noela and Floyd’s elicits shock, anger, or
indifference.

The textual role of the commercial “gap” brings to light another key dif-
ference in reading situation between commercial television and literature
or film—a difference particularly pronounced in the soap opera. In both
literature and cinema the relationship between reader and text is essen-
tially a private one. Unless the text is read aloud, the reader of a novel does
not immediately share the reading experience with anyone else, even if the
reading act occurs in a public place. Public viewings of films are made into
private reading situations by shrouding the reader in darkness. Television,
however, allows for public or private viewing, public or private reading.
Soap opera audience research indicates that some audience groups—most
notably college students—prefer to watch soaps with other viewers, thus
making a public viewing situation in a dorm lounge or union television
room into a social reading act.

Interpretation of a particular textual segment may be “assisted” by vo-
calized responses. Commercial “gaps” provide additional opportunities for
the development of an interreader social discourse. More competent read-
ers can acquaint new viewers with portions of the text the latter might not
have seen. A reader’s private interpretation of an action, scene, or line of
dialogue can be compared to that of other readers, with the result that new
expectations are formed and new paradigmatic relationships actualized.
Ironically, the subjects of many soap opera commercial messages—Ilaun-
dry products, diapers, household cleaners—encourage the use of cornmer-
cial gaps for social soap opera reading among college-age viewers, since
these products are largely irrelevant to their life-styles.

The Soap Opera Text: Closed or Open?

Semiotician Umberto Eco distinguishes between “open” and “closed” nar-
rative texts. Closed texts, says Eco, “apparently aim at pulling the reader
along a predetermined path, carefully displaying their effects so as to arouse
pity or fear, excitement or depression at the due place and at the right mo-
ment. Every step of the ‘story’ elicits just the expectation that its further
course will satisfy. They seem to be structured according to an inflexible
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project.” The open text, on the other hand, has built into it multiple levels of
interpretation. Whereas the closed text is a straightforward, linear pathway
of stimulus and anticipated response, the open text is a “structural maze”
of possible readings. The closed work offers an extremely limited set of in-
terpretive possibilities, but the very narrowness of the text’s interpretive
pathway means that readers for whom the text was not intended or who are
oriented toward the text by assumptions other than those of its author fre-
quently stray from its “path” and produce aberrant readings. In the open
work, while the possibility of pluri-signification is built in, so is the notion
of the Model Reader—the reader with sufficient knowledge of the codes at
work in the text to be able to read it competently. The open work is not
open to any interpretation, for the reader, says Eco, is “strictly defined by
the lexical and syntaxical organization of the text.” So while the possibility
of aberrant interpretations of the closed text remains always open, the mul-
tiple interpretations of the open text have been foreseen by the author and
are hence to some extent closed off. To Eco, the novels of Joyce and Woolf
are “open,” while those of Ian Fleming and Harold Robbins are “closed.”*

Ellen Seiter uses Eco’s open/closed dichotomy as the basis for a feminist
reading of soap operas. Accepting Eco’s inclusion of the soap opera in the
category of closed texts, she suggests “possible ways that women can read
soap operas subversively—ways which do not exclude or negate the wide-
spread negative interpretation of soap opera viewing as escapist fantasy for
women working in the home.”" Seiter’s suggestive critique once again
raises the issue of the relationship between aesthetic structure and social
effect—an issue to which we shall return later in this chapter and in later
chapters, particularly as regards historical changes in the soap opera’s tex-
tual structure. Of immediate interest to us here is the closed text model of
the soap opera upon which this bifurcation of preferred versus subversive
readings is based.

While it is certainly possible for women (and others) to construct read-
ings of soap operas “against the grain,” the limiting of “allowable” read-
ings to a unitary decoding, anticipated by the text and its authors, over-
looks the television soap opera’s signifying complexity. Eco’s notion of the
closed text presumes its orientation toward narrative closure: the inter-
pretive pathway constructed by the author for the reader leads in a straight-
forward manner to “the end.” Each reduction of indeterminacy brings with
it a corresponding reduction of “allowable” interpretive possibilities. As
we have seen, though, the soap opera is not governed by an ultimate telos,
and, hence, protensive possibilities always outrun plot resolutions. Further-
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more,