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ABSTRACT

This thesis 1is an ethnographic study of the soap opera viewing
patterns and interpretations of Zulu-speaking students 1living in
residences on the Natal University’s Durban campus who watch The Bold
and the Beautiful {(an Bmerican soap opera) and Generations (a South
African soap opera). It presents an analysis of how the viewing
practices of the students compare with the findings of scap opera

audience studies conducted abroad.

The students’ motivations and reasons for watching both socap operas
are investigated. The reason for choosing black students as subjects
is that I wanted to determine how a soap opera (Generations) which is
comprised largely of black cast members and designed with a young
black audience in mind, is interpreted and impacts on the lives of
said audience, when compared with an American soap opera (The Bold
and the Beautiful) which has an almost exclusively white American
cast, and is popular with young black viewers in spite of the fact
that it appears on the surface to be unrelated to their everyday

lives.

Individual one-on-one interviews were conducted with 40 students, 20
male and 20 female. The interviews were analysed to gauge how the
viewing behaviour of the students differs from, or is similar to,
soap opera studies conducted elsewhere in the world. It emerged that
the students watch 1in groups and not alone, and that watching
Generations and The Bold and the Beautiful is a social activity, not

motivated from loneliness or isolation.

The ways in which the students relate to the characters and
situations of both soap operas 1s also examined, in an attempt to
establish the role that these two shows play in the creation of the
students’ identities. The students displayed a tendency to be more
critical of Generations than of The Bold and the Beautiful in the
sense that they compared it (unfavourably) in terms of quality of
production, to its American counterpart, as well as in the sense that
they analysed storylines in terms of their own lived experiences and
were quick to criticise Generations when they felt that it did not
conform to their notions of the reality of being a black South

African.



They accepted situations and characters on The Bold and the Beautiful
far less critically, although they did voice objections to certain
characters and situations which they felt were morally questionable
in terms of their understanding of right and wrong. It also became
apparent that there was a greater emotional involvement with the
characters on The Bold and the Beautiful than with those on

Generations.

The students interpretations of (and level of involvement with)
situations, characters and storylines are examined, as well as the
ways 1in which they derive pleasure from both socaps and incorporate

them into their own lives.

In summary, this thesis examines the consumption of an American and a

South African soap opera by a black South African audience.



Chapter One
Introduction

Background to the study

The existing body of literature on soap opera audience
research is imposingly large, so the idea of being able
to extend or expand it, is a daunting one. When I wrote
my Masters dissertation as part of my coursework Masters
degree in 1995, I examined the immense popularity of an
Bmerican daytime soap opera screened on South African
television, with black Zulu speaking nurses at King
Edward Hospital and black Zulu-speaking students (male
and female) at Natal University’s Durban campus (Tager,
1995). At the time, South Africa had just undergone major
political change and reform with the country’s first
democratic elections being held in 1994. The country’s
national broadcaster, the South African Broadcasting
Corporation (SABC) revised its local content policies to
reflect the changing environment of the country and
encourage local television productions. A quota system
was introduced by the Independent Broadcasting Authority,
(IBA) which stated that 20% of the national broadcaster’s
drama content had to be locally produced (IBA Report,
August 1995: 127-129). The reasons for the quota system
were two-fold. Firstly, it was designed to promote and
develop local talent, particularly from previously
disadvantaged sectors of the populaticn, and secondly, it
was meant to reflect the population’s supposed desire to
see more locally produced dramas on their screens. In
1997 the IBA set the quota at for local content across
all genres on the public broadcasting channels SABC1l and



SABC2 at 30%. The IBA has since been re-constituted as
The Independent Communications Authority of South Africa
(ICASA), which has set new local content quotas for
specific programme types on television. The drama quota
is set to increase to 35% in Augqust 2003 ({(up from the
current 20%) (SABC Group Chief Executive Officexr’s
Overview, 2002: 40).

The question I asked in 1995 was: why The Bold and the
Beautiful was (and still is) so popular with black, Zulu-
speaking audiences, whose daily lived exXperiences are (on
the surface anyway) so far removed from the lives of the
characters on this American daytime soap, especially in
light of the fact that the IBA and the SABC were
instituting policies which seemed to indicate that South

Africans want to see local drama productions. !

My Masters research reaffirmed the fact that soap operas
such as The Bold and the Beautiful, and to a certailn
degree, all scap operas, have universal appeal, which is
what makes it possible for an American almost all-white
socap opera to have mass appeal with black South Africans.
It is not the superficial realities that viewers relate
to, but rather the emotional aspects of the characters
and plots, which allows them to find similarities between
their own lives and the lives of the characters on the
screen. The fact that there are no superficial
similarities between the lives of black South Africans
and the characters on The Bold and the Beautiful in no

way limits the viewers’ ability to relate to and identify




with the characters. I suggested this much in my Masters
dissertation, and sought to take it further in my PhD
thesis. The following South African Advertising Research
Foundation (SAARF) audience figures2 illustrate the
popularity of both The Bold and the Beautiful and

Generations with both adults and children?®.

SAARF Television Audience Measurement Survey

MON 06/05/2002 TO SUN 12/05/2002

TOP TEN PROGRAMMES
SABC 1 AR
GENERATIONS (Wed) 19.0
GENERATIONS (Tue) 18.5
THE BOLD AND THE BEAUTIFUL (Wed) 18.1
GENERATIONS (Fri) 177
THE BOLD AND THE BEAUTIFUL (Tue) 17.5
GENERATIONS (Mon) 174
THE BOLD AND THE BEAUTIFUL (Mon) 173
EMZINI WEZINS1IZWA (Thu) 172
THE BOLD AND THE BEAUTIFUL (Thu) 16.9
GENERATIONS (Thu) 16.7

? An analysis of how the figures work is provided in Chapter 4.
* Appendix 1 provides audience figures from the top 20 shows on the SABC from 1997 as an
indication that the popularity of both Generations and The Bold and the Beautiful has remained

consistent over the past five years. The figures in Appendix 1 also indicate how the AMPS figures
translate into actual numbers of viewers.



SAAREF Television Audience Measurement Survey

CHILDREN

MON 06/05/2002 TO SUN 12/05/2002

TOP TEN PROGRAMMES
SABC 1 AR
GENERATIONS (Wed) 22.8
GENERATIONS (Mon) 21.0
GENERATIONS (Tue) 20.2
GENERATIONS (Fri) 19.5
GENERATIONS (Thu) 18.5
EMZINI WEZINSIZWA (Thu) 18.4
THE BOLD AND THE BEAUTIFUL (Mon) 17.1
ZULU NEWS (Wed) 17.0
MusIC (Mon) 16.1
THE BOLD AND THE BEAUTIFUL (Tue) 16.0

Given the increased local drama quota being instituted by
ICASA, the question I raised in my Masters dissextation
is even more pertinent now. In addition, the fact that
Generations has been given a prime time slot on SABCl
even though it is technically a daytime soap, indicates
the SABC’s determined effort to attract audiences for

local productions. In spite of this however, The Bold and



the Beautiful, which occupies a far earlier time slot,
still attracts a large and faithful following from many

. ; 4
of the same viewers who watch Generations’.

Re-assessing the soap opera genre

One of the aims I set out to achieve in this thesis was a
re—-appraisal of the soap opera genre or format within a
global context generally and a third world context (South
Africa) more specifically, examining how a ‘global’
product like The Bold and the Beautiful (global in the
sense that it is designed to be distributed throughout
the world - currently 1in more than 80 countries),
translates into a third world context like South Africa.
At the same time, my intention was to simultaneously
examine the consumption of a South African scap opera by
the same uniquely South African audience who also watch

The Bold and the Beautiful.

Global vs. local

I chose to examine a global phenomenon (The Bold) and a
local phenomenon (Generations) because I wanted to
establish the nature of the viewing experiences of a
uniquely South African audience, namely young black Zulu-
speaking students at a South African university, how they
relate to both soaps and what the similarities and/or
differences were in the way they watched both soaps and

the nature of the pleasure they experience. I chose to

* The technicalities of scheduling and how it impacts on audience figures will be discussed in Chapter 4
and 6.



conduct an ethnographic audience study on young black
Zulu-speaking university students and how they
interpreted my two exemplar cases, namely Generations and
The Bold and the Beautiful. The precise methodology
entailed in an ethnographic study will be expanded upon

in Chapter 5.
The viewing environment

The viewing context in which the students are positioned
was also of interest to my thesis. While doing my Masters
research I was struck by the highly social, coﬁmunal
environment of the television rooms in the university
residences. I noticed as well that even if students had
television sets in theixr rooms, they chose to watch
either in the communal viewing rooms or they had friends
in their rooms to watch with them. The nurses I
interviewed in 1995 for my Masters also revealed that
they never watched alone. Even when watching at home,
they were always accompanied by family, friends or
neighbours. It appeared to be an extremely social
experience, ‘which was vastly different from the viewing
contexts described in research conducted into socap
audiences in the United Kingdom and the United States,
where the bulk of the literature I read in preparing both
my Masters and PhD had been compiled. This research
generally associated soap viewing with isolated viewing -
individuals watching alone or at most two or more family
members watching at the same time. In part, this thesis

explores how the viewing context impacts on the viewing



experience of the students and how this in turn affects

the nature of pleasure derived from viewing.

Local vs. global: what makes this study relevant?

South Africa is a country made up of diverse cultures and
people, all of whom have their own unique ways of
perceiving and making sense of their environment. This
thesis aims to provide an in-depth ethnographic analysis
of one specific group of individuals within the
population of the country, and how they relate to a local
product, which is produced with them in mind as opposed
to an BAmerican product, which is designed for global
consumption. Given the distinctive characteristics of
this particular group, my aim was alsoc to examine their
interaction with the soap opera genre in relation to
studies conducted on audiences in other parts of the
world, in an effort to gauge the differences and
similarities between their consumption practices and

those of people in other countries.

Given the diversity of interpretations and reactions that
are possible in the context of socap viewing, it is not
always possible to extrapolate research findings from
other countries and apply them in a South African
context, which is why, given the immense popularity of
The Bold and the Beautiful and Generations with various
cultural groups within the country, it is essential that
a body of research be built up to explain and describe
the phenomenon of soap viewing as it occurs in the varied

population groups that make up the South African



population as a whole. In the case of this study, the
focus is on young black Zulu-speaking university

students.

Why Generations and The Bold and the Beautiful?

When I first began researching my thesis topic I had in
mind to undertake a comparative analysis between The Bold
and the Beautiful and Egoli, a long-running daytime soap
on the country’s pay channel, M-Net, as viewed by black,
Zulu-speaking students in campus residences. On examining
the audience figures for Egoli from the South African
Advertising Research Foundation, it became obvious that
this was not going to be fruitful, as Egoli has a
negligible black viewership. The bulk of its viewers are
white, indian and coloured South Africans. The bulk of
their viewership is also Afrikaans speaking. At the time
I began my study 1in 1996, Generations was only
transmitted once a week and not daily as is the case now,
which is why I had not considered it as an option. By the
time I officially began doing my research, however, in
1999, Generations was transmitted daily. Unlike Egoli,
the viewership of Generations is made up predominantly of
black South Africans, among them Zulu speakers, which
made it suitable for the comparative study I wished to

conduct.

An examination of the audience figures® for Egoli,
Generations and The Bold and the Beautiful revealed that

The Bold and the Beautiful, an BAmerican soap opera

5 Tables of the audience figures are reproduced in chapter 4 and in the appendices.
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imported into South Africa has a much more culturally
diverse viewership among South Africans than either Egoli
or Generations, whose audience figures indicate that

viewers are divided along racial and linguistic lines.

Presentation of research

It needs to be pointed out to the reader at this stage
that I have undertaken to present my research in a
slightly unconventional manner, in the sense that I have
integrated responses from my interviews throughout the
thesis instead of presenting a purely synthetic
literature survey and following it up with one or more
chapters that put forward my research findings. By
adopting this approach my intention was to interrogate
and enter into dialogue between the readings and my own
research. It is for this reason that synthetic
integration of theory is at all times dialogued with my
own empirical investigations. This 1s a reflexive
methodological approach that I have taken both with
respect to my audience survey and the way in which I have
critiqued the material available to me. Chapter 2
delineates the methodological approach adopted in the
study.

The reader also needs to bear to mind as this study
unfolds, is that when taking on the study of television,
we are dealing with a complex semiotic phenomenon. “There
are no straightforward solutions to its mysteries. Unlike

other forms of scientific investigation, there are [..] no



agreed measures for evaluating the practice of TV

watching” (Lewis, 1991: 5)°.
Inclusion of interview transcriptions

The interview transcriptions have not been included with
the thesis. After giving it careful thought and examining
other television .audience studies based on interviews
(Ang, 1985), (Brown, 1994), (Gillespie, 1995), (Hobson,
1994), (Liebes and Katz, 1993), it was)decided that the
interviews would be made available for examiners should
they wish to view them, but that including them would add
no value to the thesis other than having to include a
separate volume to accommodate them. It is with this in
mind that I have included interview quotes throughout the
thesis as illustrative examples, so that the interview
material becomes part of the thesis and not Jjust an
Appendix, which, without explanation, is simply a

cumbersome document.

The development of television broadcasting in South

Africa: an overview of the SABC

Given that both The Bold and Generations are screened on
South Africa’s national broadcaster, the South African
Broadcasting Corporation, (SABC) and specifically because

7

Generations’ was born out of a need to change the SABC’S

traditional portrayal of Black characters on television

¢ I made this same assertion in the introduction to my Masters dissertation in 1995.

7 The background to the creation of Generations is dealt with in Chapter 6. For the purposes of the
introduction, the reader should know why it is necessary to provide an overview of the SABC’s
development.

10



after the country’s first free and fair election in 1994.
The Corporation also wanted to hasten racial integration
in the country, by portraying characters of varying races
co-existing and interacting with one another in business

and personal relationships.

Historically blacks were excluded from the broadcasting
process altogether. The country was launched into the
television age on January 5" 1976 with the launch of its
first official television service, which consisted of a
single channel. Broadcasting was only in English and
Afrikaans, with none of the country’s black languages
being included (http://www.sabc.co.za/thesabc/devep.htm).
Also, the roles allocated to black actors were those
which reinforced the status quo in the country at the
time, which was that blacks were seen as subordinate to

whites.

A second television service was launched in 1982 as
TV2/3. Initially they shared one channel. In January of
1983 TV2/3 split into two separate services, and on the
30 of March 1985 the SABC introduced a fourth service,
TV4 (http://www.sabc.co.za/thesabc/develop.htm).

For most of the 1980s the SABC enjoyed a monopoly in
television broadcasting. The late 1980s however saw the
advent of competition in the form of M-Net, a pay
television service, which led the SABC to gear itself up
for major restructuring on business-oriented lines in the

early nineties to meet the challenges it was facing. Some

11



of the major developments it made in television during

the 1990s included the following:

» The introduction of Topsport Surplus TS8S, an
unofficial supplementary service launched in 1991.
It was relayed on the spare capacity of the TVi1
signal and carried the sports programmes that could
not be accommodated on the regular TV1 schedule.

» 1 October 1992 saw the consolidation of TV2, TV3,
and TV4 into one multicultural channel, CCV-TV
(Contemporary Community Values Television).

» The TSS spare channel was discontinued in February
1994 and replaced by NNTV (National Network
Television).

» In February 1996, the SABC re-launched its TV1,
CCV-TV and NNTV channels as SABCl, SABC2, and
SABC3. (http://www.sabc.co.za/thesabc/develop.htm)

The SABC today and viewer profiles of SABC 1,2 and 3

The SABC has positioned its three main channels, SABCI1,
SABC2 and SABC3 to serve different markets. SABCl 1is
aimed at the country’s youth, with particular emphasis on
black youth. The channel offers programmes in English,
isiZulu, isiXhosa, isiNdebele and siSwati. SABC2 caters,
amongst others, for the Afrikaans speaking viewer, with
news broadcasts 1n Afrikaans as well as actuality
programmes, magazine shows and dramas and soap operés in
Afrikaans. It 1is by no means an exclusively Afrikaans
channel as it also has scheduled programming catering for

other language groups (English, Setswana, Sepedi,

12



Xitsonga and Tshivenda. It is aimed at the whole family.
SABC3 is aimed predominantly at English speaking adult
viewers, with all its programming in English. Its format

is one based on entertainment and information.

Generations and The Bold and the Beautiful are both
screened on SABCl. Chapter 4 provides an analysis of the

audience demographics for the two soaps.

The Bold and the Beautiful: a brief synopsis of the

storyline

The Foresters

The Bold® centres on the Foresters, Eric and Stephanie,
and their children, Ridge (oldest son), Thorne, Kristin
and Felicia (the sisters feature only intermittently,
while the brothers are permanent cast members). The
family runs a fashion design company called Forester
Creations. Brooke Logan Forrester features as the love
interest for all the male cast members at different times
— she has been involved with all the Foresters and some
additional male cast members, such as Dr. Warwick, as
well. Taylor Hayes Forester is Brooke’s nemesis. Brooke'’s
one ‘true love’ is Ridge, and she and Taylor are always
in a battle to win his affections, although Taylor
currently 1is victorious and Brooke has become involved

with Thorne.

¥ For economy’s sake, The Bold and the Beautiful may be referred as ¢ The Bold’

13



Brooke’s children, by Eric, Brigitte and Rick, are also
permanent cast members. In recent years, Rick’s teenage
marriage to his girlfriend Amber has been of central
interest. Amber was pregnant with Rick’s baby (there was
another possible father) and he was forced to marry her,
much to his mother’s distress. BAmber lost her baby in
childbirth and took her cousin Becky’s baby as her own.
Her deception was eventually discovered, and Rick
divorced her. Becky took back her baby but subsequently
died of cancer and gave the baby over to Amber and CJ
Garrison (Becky’s husband) . Amber and Rick  have

subsequently reunited.

The Spectras

Sally Spectra runs a fashion design company called
Spectra Creations. It 1is not as successful or stylish as
Forester Creations despite Sally’s efforts to compete.
Sally’s daughter Macy was married to Thorne Forester
twice, but both attempts were a failure. Their last
effort to get together was a disaster ending in Macy’s
death in a car accident. Sally blames the Foresters for

her daughter’s death (and almost everything else).

Sally was married briefly to the company’s head designer,
Clarke Garrison. They have a son, CJ. Clarke and Sally
have remained friends even though they are divorced, and
Clarke works for  her. Darla 1is Sally’s personal

assistant, and a permanent cast member.

14



Summary

The Bold centres on the lives of these two families -

their loves, lives, successes, failures and heartaches.

Generations: a brief synopsis of the storyline

Like The Bold, Generations is based on the lives of two
powerful families, The Morokas and the Mthembus, who own
rival advertising agencies. At the inception of the soap
Archie Moroka ran New Horizons and Hilda Letlalo zran
Isis. Both characters have since left the socap. There are
still family members involved in both businesses, but
there is no longer the same kind of familial conflict
that there was initially. Some of the students I
interviewed commented on the fact that i1t bothered them
that the cast had changed so radically in zrecent years,
with the original core cast of the Moroka and Mthembu
families having all but disappeared, unlike The Bold,
which has consistently retained the same cast of
characters (and in the <case of Eric, Ridge, Brooke,

Clarke, Sally and Darla, the same actors as well).

This definitely helps create a sense of continuity for
viewers. Radical changes like those effected on
Generations, do not help to sustain a loyal following or
a following with the same degree of emotional attachment.
The relationships soap viewers form with characters they
watch everyday become close, 1like those with real-life

family and friends. When people disappear from your life

15



suddenly, it is unsettling. The same 1is true for loyal

soap watchers who see characters leave the show.

Archie Moroka’ is very similar to Ridge and Eric
Forrester, and he emerged as a favourite among the
students I interviewed. He 1is a strong, handsome,
successful businessman who prides himself on  his
commitment to his family. He has suffered a great deal in
that he has lost a father as well as a wife, and just
prior to leaving the show, he was again having marital
problems, and he had recently discovered an illegitimate

daughter, who had been working in his home as a maid.

Ntsiki is another core character that has also
subsequently left the socap. The students I interviewed
loved to hate her, and she was the one character no one
struggled to remember or place - the ultimate

'villainess'.

Another long-standing cast member is Archie’s sister,
Karabo, who has lived through a drug problem and a bad
divorce from her doctor-husband, Mandla. Queen Mthembu
provides comic relief in Generations. Her character is
flamboyant and larger than life. The comedic elements
provided by Queen are not typical of the daytime soap

genre. Queen married into the Moroka family.

Sarah-Lee Moreletse provided much of the melodrama in the

soap. She is a recovering alcoholic and she adopted an

? Interestingly, the actor who played Archie Moroka lefi the soap in 2001/2002 for reasons, which
were rumoured to include his unhappiness with the scripts he had to perform, as he found them
unrelated to the lives of black South Africans.

16



HIV positive child, Naledi. She works at Isis, and she

and Ntsiki are good friends.

Sonny 1s a bar owner who has been around since the soap
started. He 1is a dependable friend to many of the

characters - an all-round ‘good guy’.

Baba, the woman who runs the commune in which many of the
coreﬁfcast members live, 1s also an original cast member.

She is a maternal figure upon whom everyone depends.

There has been a deluge of new characters included on the
show since the interviews were conducted. Given that they
are therefore not relevant to the interviews, I have
chosen only to include those characters that were around
during the interviews and who were mentioned by the

respondents.

Having provided a general background to the study as well
as an overview of the main research questions, the
following Chapter describes the methodology of the

research conducted for this thesis.
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Chapter 2

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

Prior to beginning work on this thesis I examined at length
the various research models that had been adopted by other
researchers in the field of ethnographic audience study.
Given that I had already used one-on-one personal
interviews with respondents for my Masters degree
dissertation, I decided to make use of the same research
gathering methodology for my Doctoral thesis. I was
familiar with the interview approach, and it was also a
convenient and efficient approach as the students I was
interviewing lived in residences on the University of Natal
campus in close proximity to the department in which I am

based on the same campus.

Why students living in campus residences?

John Tulloch (1990) discusses audiences as “socially
constructed viewers” who form part of various sub-cultures
within society (Tulloch, 1990: 210). He examines and

defines what ‘sub-cultures’ are in the following way:

Sub-cultures are the meaning systems and modes of
expression developed by groups in particular
parts of the social structure in the course of
their collective attempt to come to terms with

the contradictions in their shared social
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situation.® A definitional feature of sub-cultural
analysis within socioclogy has been its
distinguishing of the practices and values of
certain social groups from those of the
‘dominant’, ‘parent’ or ‘official’ culture

(Tulloch, 1980: 211).

Many of the studies conducted into sub-cultures as viewers
of soaps (both daytime and prime time soaps), have been
looking for “the subversive appeals of certain types of
glamorous commercial programming to oppressed groups”
(Morley, 1987). These researchers tend to define sub-
cultures actively. Not all studies into sub-cultural soap
audiences have however had this focus. The work conducted
by Tamar Liebes and Elihu Katz (1993) for example had a
more objective focus, on the ‘critical’ and ‘referential’
readings by different groups (Tulloch, 1990: 212). The
university students I interviewed are part of their own
unique sub-culture, and it was my intention in this thesis
to gain insight into the ways they make meanings from and
incorporate the soaps into their daily lives and whether
they use the soaps in a critical or referential way to make

sense of their own lives.

Tulloch talks about the “regimes of watching” soaps. As he
puts it, "“soap opera has contributed to a process of

structuring the day which extends that of the sphere of

! Quote by Murdock taken from Morley, D: 1980: The Nationwide Audience: Structure an Decoding,
London: British Film Institute
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industrial production, positioning women as privileged
customers” (Tulloch, 1990: 228). The unique thing about the
students I interviewed is that the male students were as
involved in watching The Bold and Generations as the female
students - in some cases more so. This phenomenon 1is

examined in greater detail in Chapter 3 and 5.

The interview process

As Nathan Light from the University of Toledo puts it,

Ethnography is the use of careful observation and
interviews to explore the ordinary and unknown in
daily life, and to find out how people think
about the things they do.
(http://www.utoledo.edu..ges/nlight/anthprj.htm)

In the case of the interviews I conducted for this thesis,
my aim was to find out how and why the students watched The
Bold and Generations and to delve into the ways in which
they interpreted both soaps as well as to establish the
nature of the pleasure they derived from viewing. The
nature of ethnography 1s that it involves an in-depth
exploration of people’s lives and activities, which is why
it was the most appropriate research model to use for the
purposes of this thesis. Marie Gillespie quotes H. Leichter

(1983) as saying
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The criticism and appraisal of TV may be so
interwoven with other aspects of family
discussion that TV programmes may become the
basis for common experiences of family members
and become part of their repertoire of personal
history. (Leichter: 1979: 36-37, Leichter, H:
1979, Families and Communities as Educators, New
York: Teachers College Press as referenced in
Gillespie, M: 1995, Television, Ethnicity and
Cultural Change, London, Routledge.)

The students living in residences become part of family-
like environment with residents coming together to watch TV
in a communal TV room. As with a traditional family, their
viewing forms part of their daily activities and becomes a

part of their everyday lives.

Ethnography 1s wuniquely suited to documenting
such interweavings of personal biography and
family history with shared TV experiences. The
collective memory of a family or peer group may
be triggered by shared TV experiences which spark
off the recall of incidents, moments and a range
of associations from events to emotions.

(Gillespie, 1995: 59)

The questions I asked the students during the interviews
were designed to highlight the complex ways in which their

soap Vviewing experiences become part of their personal
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experiences. Students frequently referred to incidents from
their own 1lives in relation to what they had seen on The
Bold and Generations. Gillespie refers to John Fiske
(1989), who argues that “popular cultural capital works to
enable subordinate groups to become the producers of their
own culture, the makers of their own meanings and pleasure”

(Gillespie: 1995: 59).

In the case of the students, Generations and The Bold and
the Beautiful have been integrated into their lives in a
way that enables them to become the producers of their own
unique meanings and pleasures. For example, The Bold and
the Beautiful has become so much a part of popular culture
in South Africa, particularly amongst young black South
Africans, that it has even been referred to in the lyrics
of Kwaito®? songs. The students also made it clear during the
interviews that they extract information and meaning from
both The Bold and Generations which is applicable to their
lives, illustrating how they appropriate the soaps and make
them relevant to their own 1lives, as evidenced in the
following extract from an interview with a male student

called Vernon:

Michele: Who is your favourite character on The Bold?
Vernon: Ridge. He knows what he wants and he thinks
about his future. He teaches me to sit down and use my

mind. He also puts a lot of thought into his love life!
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Michele: Who is your favourite character on Generations?
Vernon: Sonny.
Michele: Why?
Vernon: Because he runs a successful business and he

always treats people well.

Vernon's choice of favourite characters from both
Generations and The Bold, says something about who he 1is
and what his aspirations are. Even though Sonny and Ridge
are completely different types of characters, the one thing
they have in common is that they run their lives along a
clear set of principles and each in their own way have been
successful professionally. This reveals a great deal about
Vernon’s character. The fact that he is also impressed with

Ridge’s track record with women, is also telling.

The following extract from an interview with a male student
named Siyabonga, also reveals the extent to which The Bold
and Generations have become integrated into the lives of
the students and how they play a role in the way the

students make sense of their world.

Michele: Do you talk to other guys® while you are
watching Generations?
Siyabonga: Yes.

Michele: What about?

? Kwaito is a form of music not unlike RAP music, which was created in South Africa combining
traditional forms of music with western forms — main consumers of Kwaito music are young black South
Africans.

? Siyabonga lives in an all-male residence.
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Siyabonga: We talk a lot about Ntsiki. There are people
on campus that we call ‘Ntsikis’ because they behave
like her, always making trouble, not allowing people to

live in peace.

As with traditional anthropology, when using ethnography in
television audience research, it 1s mostly to establish why
something has become important to people and how they
incorporate it into their everyday lives. Soap operas are a
part of viewers’ daily routines. Their importance in
people’s lives is what has made them the focus of so many
television audience studies. The students I interviewed
were no exception, both Generations and The Bold were a
part of their daily activities - for some, they were as
rigidly scheduled into a routine as attending lectures.
Queen, a female student I interviewed, revealed how she

structures her viewing schedule around her daily routine.

Michele: How many times a week do you watch The Bold?
Queen: Four days a week. I don’t watch on Fridays
because I usually go out into town on a Friday night.
Michele: How many times a week do you watch Generations?
Queen: Maybe three nights a week. Usually not more than

that, because I have to do my studies at night.

As Light points out, ethnography in its examination of
people’s everyday lives, 1is especially concerned with the
things 1in which people are ‘experts’. “Everyone 1is an

expert about things that are part of their everyday

24



culture” (http://www.utoledo.edu..ges/mlight/anthprj. . htm) .

Given that soap operas are a daily part of viewers’ lives,
most of them are experts. Socap viewing requires a great
deal of commitment in terms of time, especially 1if one
considers that they generally run for over a decade, as 1is
the case with The Bold. By comparison, Generations 1s still
in its infancy. Acquaintances and friends come and go 1in
the lives of viewers, but daily soaps and the characters

which inhabit them, remain a constant.

The interviews I conducted revealed just how connected the
viewers are to their favourite socaps. The students referred
to the characters by their first names, which indicated a
degree of familiarity reserved for people we know well, and
their <criticism and ©praise of <characters generally
indicated a strong connection to the characters. They often
expressed a real interest and concern for the way in which
certain situations would play tThemselves out and how
certain characters would be affected, as if they had some
personal emotional connection to the characters. In a
sense, years of viewing do or rather should entitle viewers
to some emotional investment. The following interview
extract with a male student named Siyabonga, illustrates
the 1intimate knowledge viewers have of their favourite
characters and how they really seem to care about what

happens to them.

Michele: Do you talk during The Bold and the Beautiful?
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Siyabonga: Yes, we do talk amongst ourselves; we discuss
what 1is going to happen because we are always left in
suspense. We go through the various possibilities of
what could happen. Sometimes we even argue!

Michele: Can you give an example of something you argue
about?

Siyabonga: For instance, when there was a debacle
between Brooke and Taylor over Ridge, there was a lot of
noise about who Ridge will go for at the end of the day,

so there was great anticipation about what would happen.

Siyabonga’s response illustrates how pervasive soaps can be
in the lives of the people who watch regularly. Characters
like Ntsiki, who 1is the archetypal ‘villainess’, have
become so much a part of the lives of the students who
watch, that she has become synonymous with a particular
type of person. According to Siyabonga, a person who
displays certain character traits, are referred to as an
‘Ntsiki’. Her name is used in a descriptive sense to define
a particular kind of person. When you call someone an
‘Ntsiki’, people know you mean an evil, conniving
manipulator.

Light recommends an open-ended almost conversational
interview technique as the best way of\gathering data for

ethnography (http://www.utoledo.edu.ges/nlight/anthprj.htm) .

I tried to adhere to this as much as possible when
conducting my interviews. Even though I had a basic set of
questions, I tried, through conversation, to let the

respondents guide the interview process. Setting a
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conversational tone in an interview 1s wvital, as the
process intimidates many people. None of the students 1
interviewed had ever been part of this kind of study
before, and many were nervous, especially when they saw the
tape recorder. I had to spend a few minutes at the
beginning of each interview explaining the nature of my
research and how the interview process worked. Once I
explained to students that I would only be using their
first names, and that no one would know who they were, they

visibly relaxed and I could then ease into the interview.

Given that I am myself an avid soap watcher, it was not
difficult for me to relate to the students as fellow
viewers rather than purely as research subjects. Many soap
opera audience studies have revealed that there is
sometimes an element of shame attached to viewing as soaps
are so often described as mind numbing. I most certainly
saw my viewing habits as a clandestine activity, which I
should not allude to publicly. There was no such sense of
shame among the interviewees, and they taught me to embrace

rather than hide my daily indulgence.

Obtaining a detailed and accurate account of an
individual’s experience is the whole purpose of
ethnography, which 1is why it is important to be patient
during the interview process. The nature of the interview
varies from person to person, as would regular
conversation. No two interviews are ever exactly the same,

as each interviewee is a unique individual. One has to bear
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this in mind when conducting ethnographic audience
research. It is what makes it both fascinating in terms of
the wealth of information 1t can unearth, as well as so
‘narrow’ in the sense that it is never really
representative - one cannot make generalizations based on
the findings of an ethnographic study. This does not
however detract from the validity of ethnographic audience
research. As Goetz and LeCompte point out in relation to
participant observation as part of ethnography, it provides
the opportunity for continual data analysis and comparison
to refine constructs and to ensure the match between
scientific categories and participant reality. [It is also]
conducted in natural settings that reflect the reality of
the life experiences of participants more accurately than
do more contrived laboratory settings (Goetz and LeCompte,

1984: 221).

As E. Murphy notes, “in relation to external wvalidity, the
aim of many ethnographic studies is not to make
generalizations on the basis of data gathered. The aim 1is
to uncover an idiographic knowledge of the world”

(http://www.stemnet.nf...phy/enmurphy/ethno.html). In keeping

with the nature of ethnographic audience research, I have
not presented diagrams or statistics associated with my
research findings. Rather, I am presenting the reader with
insights and observations gleaned from the interviews in an
effort to better understand the viewing dynamics and
experiences of the individuals interviewed. Ien Ang in the

preface to her seminal work on Dallas states the following:
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I wanted to encourage serious reflection on the phenomenon
[Dallas] itself and, in order to do this, I deemed it
useful to introduce the interested Dutch reader to
theoretical perspectives which stem mainly from Anglo-
Saxon media and cultural studies. Dutch intellectual
communities were largely unacquainted with these theories.
The book therefore acquired a somewhat ‘pedagogic’ nature

(Ang, 1985: vii).

Ang wrote the original Dutch version Watching Dallas in
1982. Even though this thesis does not have pedagogical
aspirations, it nevertheless came as a shock when I
submitted my PhD proposal to the Higher Degrees Committee
at Natal University for approval in 1996, and they queried
the term ‘ethnographic audience research’, saying that they
objected to the dimplication that the research would be
‘ethnically’ motivated. I had to re-submit my proposal with
a Llengthy theoretical explanation of what ethnographic
audience research 1is, along with a dense bibliography of
other studies conducted in the field, at which point they

withdrew their objection to the term.

This experience alerted me to the fact that television
audience research (and ethnography in relation to
television audience research in particular), 1is still in
its infancy in South Africa, and the broader -academic
community in the country has not yet come to terms fully
with this kind of research or with the importance of

television, and in my case, particularly soap operas and
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how they form part of the country’s national consciousness
and popular culture. In 2002 not much has changed. There
are still relatively few published studies on South African
soap opera audiences when compared to the extensive

research available in the United States and Europe.

Apart from presenting a framework within which Dallas
could be taken seriously, however, I also wished to
contribute to further problematization and understanding
of the social, cultural and political role of serials

like Dallas (Ang, 1985: vii).

I hope to achieve 1in this thesis with The Bold and the
Beautiful and Generations in relation to daytime soaps in a
South African context, a small measure of what Ang set out

to do in her study on Dallas with Dutch viewers.

I found the following diagrammatic representation of the
ethnographic research cycle compiled by Mary Lynn Rice-

Lively (http://www.gslis.utexa..u/~marylynn/ethno.html)

particularly useful.
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The Ethnographic Research Cycle

Collecting data:
interviews,
Asking /——\ electronic messages,
questions & observation
/ :
Making an ethnographic
. . The Social Group: record: tapes, field notes,
Selecting the site: Teleseminar electronic messages, &
teleseminar observation

|

Analyzing the data:
The Researcher Identification of domains,
events, places & feelings

Writing up the
ethnography

The diagram visually depicts the linkages between the
processes of production and consumption. Traditionally
these have been examined in isolation. The diagram shows is
that the acts of production and consumption are linked and
have to be studied as such in order to fully understand an
audience’s reactions and interpretations to the final
product. It is for this reason that I have chosen to
analyse the production processes behind Generations and The
Bold and the Beautiful. As this thesis 1is based on a
comparative analysis and I felt it was necessary to gain
insight into the way these two soaps are produced in the
context of an analysis of the differences between a local

soap opera, originally designed for South African
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consumption, and an international product, designed for
global consumption in order to make better sense of the way

the viewers relate to both.

Finding people to interview and defining the interview

process®

Once I had established that I wanted to research students
living in residences on the University of Natal Campus, my
next task was to go about finding people to interview. This
proved to be more difficult than I had initially

anticipated.

All the campus residences are a short walk or car drive
from the department in which I am based, but gaining access
to respondents was problematic. Eventually I went about
finding subjects via students in my department who had
friends or relatives 1living on campus. They recruited
interview subjects on my behalf. They selected people based
on whether or not they watched both The Bold and the
Beautiful and Generations on a weekly basis (one to three
episodes a week of each soap). The facilitators were paid a
fee, but the students themselves were not paid for their

participation.
Being a student on the same campus as the respondents I

interviewed, as well as being a regular viewer of both

soaps, provided important referential connections between
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the students and I. We immediately had things in common,
which made ‘breaking the ice’ in the interviews a great
deal easier. Gillespie (1995) immersed herself in the lives
of the young people she interviewed by teaching at a high
school 1in Southall for several hours a day during the
course of conducting her fieldwork in order to establish
relationships of trust and reciprocity (Gillespie, 1995:
6l). I was fortunate in that this relationship was
facilitated by the fact that I shared the same campus life
as the students and that the facilitators I used recruited
people they knew, so there was immediately a sense of trust

and informality.

The notion of informality in the interview process was
extremely important, as 1t was essential that the students
felt at ease in order to establish a conversational tone
for the interviews. If they had felt intimidated or
nervous, the interviews would have been stilted and less
fruitful. There was 1less of a congenial air when the
interviews were conducted in my office on campus as opposed
to the interviews that were conducted in the residences in
students’ rooms. This was obviously due to the fact that in
the case of the latter, the interviews were in surroundings
familiar to the students, whereas the former was foreign to
the students and therefore less conducive to chatty
conversation. Even though 1t took a 1little longer, the

students eventually relaxed.

* The interview methodology is discussed in greater detail in Chapter 5
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The interviews were all recorded on audiotape. Initially
the students were a 1little nervous about their answers
being recorded, but once I had explained that the
interviews were being recorded so they could later be
transcribed, and that they would remain anonymous, they
generally relaxed. In very few cases, there was a
persistent awkwardness as a result of the tape recorder. In
these 1instances the students kept on glancing at the
machine and were unable to completely relax. Once the
interviews got going, most of the students seemed to forget
that the tape recorder was on and were only aware of its
presence when it was turned off at the end of the
interview. Their reactions indicated that they had

forgotten it was on.

In certain 1instances, the students, particularly male
students, seemed delighted by the fact that their responses
were being recorded. Gillespie (1995) notes a similar
phenomenon with her interview subjects. “My use over a
period of two years of a notebook and sometimes an audio
tape recorder was eventually ignored by certain informants
who claimed to enjoy the fact that their ideas, views and

lives were being taken seriously” (Gillespie, 1995: 62-63).

Why students living in residence?

During the research I conducted for my Masters dissertation
(1995), I interviewed black students and nurses who spoke

English as a second language and who watched The Bold and
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the Beautiful. At that stage (1995) Generations was not
screened daily, but only once weekly. It struck me then how
unique the viewing experiences of the students living 1in
residences were, and how they differed from the experiences
recorded in studies conducted on European and American
audiences. My aim was to examine what motivated these black
South African students to watch both an American soap opera
and a South African soap opera, both of which are
consistently in the top ten most popular programmes
scheduled on SABC1l, and how they related to the characters

on both soaps and what meanings they derived from both.

Field work: finding out more about Generations and The Bold

and the Beautiful

Dorothy Hobson (1982) conducted a study on the long running
popular British daytime socap, Crossroads, 1in which she
examined “the production of popular television programmes
and the understanding or appeal of these programmes for
their audience” (Hobson: 1982: 11). Hobson spent time
observing the production processes of the soap and
interviewing key staff on the production team. I used a
similar process for this thesis, although my examination
was not as involved or lengthy as Hobson’s. I conducted an
interview with the creator and executive producer of
Generations, Mfundi Vundla, in 1995 and subsequent
interviews with one of the producers, Elsja Starck and one

of the directors, Maynaard Kraak. As Hobson notes
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Many of those involved in the programme really
had nothing to gain from helping me and
potentially they had much to lose. Outsiders
studying a work process and questioning those
engaged in their daily occupation are always a
potential threat - what will they eventually
write or say about you? And will there be
repercussions from their findings? (Hobson, 1982:

11)

My experience with the Generations production team was
phenomenal. They immediately agreed to speak to me when I
called to ask for interviews, and they arranged for me to
come and watch a taping of an episode. They introduced me
to all the crewmembers and the actors involved in the
scenes they were taping and also allowed me to sit in on
the editing process. The interviews with Maynaard Kraak and
Elsja Starck were recorded onto audiocassette and later
transcribed. The 1nterview with Mfundi Vundla was not
recorded - I took notes during the interview. This helped
me to gain invaluable insight into how soaps are put
together, and also informed my research into the making of

The Bold and the and the Beautiful.

The information I gathered on The Bold was based on
information I retrieved from the show’s website as well as
from a book, which was published on its 10™ anniversary,
The Bold and the Beautiful: A tenth anniversary celebration

(1996) by Robert Waldron. The ‘book’ came in the form of
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two audiocassettes recorded by two of the soap’s long-
standing stars, John McCook (Eric Forester) and Susan
Flannery (Stephanie Forester). Although I was unable to
visit the set of the soap in Los Angeles due to the
prohibitive expense of undertaking such a trip, the book
and the Internet provided a great deal of information which

was invaluable.

Formulation of the Research Design

Liebes and Katz stated in their explanation of their

research design for their study on Dallas:

Ideally, we should like to have empirical data on
how people interact with their television sets
under natural conditions: how they arrange
themselves before it, how they decode what they
see and hear; how they help each other to do so0;
how they talk about it; whether they refer to the
medium or to specific programs; whether they have
categories for classifying programs and
criticizing them, and if so, what they are,
whether and how they weave the experience of
viewing into their social and political roles.
But such data are hardly available, suggesting to
some that it 1s not worthwhile to go into depth
about the experience of viewing. We think

otherwise. (Liebes and Katz,1993: 20).
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I agree with Liebes and Katz. Thé kind of 1in-depth
exploration they conducted intc viewers of Dallas served as
a guide for this study. Like Liebes and Katz, this thesis
aimed to explore an audience outside of America watching an
BMmerican programme, to examine the ways 1in which they

decode and absorb the show into their daily lives.

While Liebes and Katz explored countries in which Dallas
was successful and one in which it was unpopular, this
thesis 1s about the analysis of the ways in which a
particular South African audience responded to an American
soap opera and a South African soap opera, 1in order to
establish the nature of their involvement with both, and
the differences and similarities in the nature of their
attachment to characters and interpretation of storylines

etc.

My Masters dissertation examined two audience groups
watching The Bold and the Beautiful. I chose for my
Doctoral thesis to examine one audience group and their
viewing of two different soap operas, boﬁh very popular
with the same group and both of which potentially “shape
identities, affect social relations, set agendas for
discussion, and shape consciousness (Gerbner® would say,
false consciousness)”. (Liebes and Katz, 1993: 21). The
pervasive influence of BAmerican soap operas on South

African youth is viewed by some in a disparaging light. As

> Liebes and Katz are referring here to the following paper: Gerbner, G et al. 1979. “The demonstration of
Power” in Journal of Communication 29: 177-196
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Chris Barron of the Sunday Times newspaper wrote in an
article about a locally produced detective series called
Dick Sithole, “A self effacing honest lawyer-cum-detective
[Dick Sithole] is all that stands between South Africa and
mass Hollywood-induced hypnosis” (Barron, July 20 1997:
15). In the same article, Barron quotes the following

viewership figures:

In the week ending July 6 [1997], Dick Sithole
got an audience response rating of 15,4 from all
language groups against 13,2 for The Bold. This
translates roughly into a minimum of 1.7 million
viewers against a minimum of 1.5 million. Dick
Sithole has become  the thin (black) line
protecting us from a state of general idiocy. But
the minds of at least 1.5 million South Africans
are still being colonised by American trash

(Barron, July 20 1997: 15).

Barron’s article does not mention that Dick Sithole (no
longer screened on the SABC) occupied a prime time slot
whereas The Bold does not, and yet the viewership figures
do not reflect this disparity. When examined in light of
the fact that it is in a far earlier time slot, The Bold’s

popularity is even more striking.

The opinion expressed by Barron 1is not uncommon and not
unique to South Africa. The pervasiveness of American

television dimports in countries outside of the USA has
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evoked criticism and an alarmist attitude all over the
world. Miller (1995) discusses this trend in his research
on an American soap opera that 1is extremely popular in
Trinidad. Regardless of whether one thinks this influence
(particularly of American soap operas) 1is ‘good’ or ‘bad’,
there is no denying its existence. Rather than moralise
about it, this thesis explores how students make sense of
The Bold and the Beautiful. Many of the students I
interviewed referred to Generations as a ‘local Bold'. In
many respects the producers have modelled it on its
American daytime counterparts (including The Bold and the
Beautiful), which means that in many ways it promotes the
same values and explores the same themes as The Bold and
the Beagutiful, making its influence ‘disturbing’ according

to anti-soap opera moralists.

As Ang points out, ‘popularity’ 1s an extremely complex

phenomenon. She says of Dallas:

At a certain moment the programme achieved a kind of
popularity other than merely in terms of numbers of
viewers. It had repercussions on the whole culture, the
involvement of the viewers became of a different order.
At a certain moment you could no longer avoid talking
about the popularity of Dallas when people started using
categories from it to help interpret their experiences.
This is a secondary type of popularity, which it has now

completely lost. The same number of people still watch
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it, but it 1is no longer active in the collective

conscicusness (Ang, 1985: 5).

Ang’s statement reveals that the intensity of popularity of
a prime time soap like Dallas® is finite. Even though it is
still re-run throughout the world, the initial wave of
popularity has waned when compared with when 1t was first
broadcast. What makes daytime soaps so unique and
potentially so invasive 1in the collective consciousness 1s
the fact that they continue to run for decades, which means
that they become embedded in the collective consciousness
in ways that other genres never can. Another factor, which
makes daytime soaps, so much a part of people’s daily lived
experiences 1s that they are on television everyday. One
may not approve of their moral content and the effect they
have on viewers, but there is no ignoring their ongoing

existence.

The following paradox sums up what soap operas are

The soap world thrives on a lack of reality. What we
see, however, seems to be closer to our ‘real world’
than we might imagine.... The content of the soap opera
world approaches our ‘real’ world also. Stories are
almost exclusively confined to a consideration of human

problems http://www.bctv.net/telcom/tell3/10so0aps.html).

® The distinctions between prime time and daytime soaps are discussed in Chapter 7.
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How do daytime soaps manage to combine a sense of unreality
with intense reality as lived by the characters? This
seeming contradiction 1s what wunderlies the appeal of
daytime soap operas. Neither Generations nor The Bold and
the Beautiful appear to mirror the daily lived reality of
the students I interviewed, and yet they follow both
intently and become absorbed in the lives of the characters
on both soaps and relate the experiences of the characters
to their own 1lives. How? Socaps are about human drama, and
even though we may not have encountered people in our lives
that physically resemble characters in the soaps we watch,
we relate not so much to their physical appearance as to
their emotional experiences, situations in which we may
have found ourselves or people we know. Herein lies the
emotional connection. In their own unique and burlesque
way, the characters in our favourite socaps are human just
like us and they suffer the trials and tribulations of love
and life, success and failure, which is what draws us to
them and allows us to identify with them. It 1is this
connection and relationship that the students have with the
characters on The Bold and the Beautiful and Generations

that this thesis attempts to explain.

What must also be borne in mind when analysing the
popularity of daytime socaps 1is that the viewer gets to
watch his or her favourite characters develop and grow over
time. In this sense the characters become like friends or
acquaintances in our lives - they grow and change just like

the people in our 1lives and just 1like us. This is one
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reason why we take them into our lives and become embroiled
in their affairs. Watching the lives of television
characters develop over a period of more than a decade

constitutes a considerable commitment.

We see the same characters day after day, Jjust as we see
the same characters week after week in evening dramatic
shows. But soap opera characters change. They grow
older; marry; have children. All of these things happen
because soaps stay on the air for decades

(http://www.bctv.net/telcon/tell3/10s0aps.html).

Gathering empirical data’

The audience figures used in this thesis were taken from
the South African Advertising Research Foundation (SAARF)
library in Johannesburg. All the All Media Products Survey
(AMPS), Television Audience Measurement Survey (TAMS) as
well as living Standards Measure (LSM) and Radio Audience
Survey (RAMS) are housed 1in their facility and they allow
the public access. They were extremely helpful in guiding
me through how the TAMS figures are <compiled and
distributed, and all the reproductions of audience figures

are courtesy of the SAARF library.
In chapter 4 I examine the SAARF figures, specifically the

TAMS reports 1in an effort to gauge the audience which

watches both The Bold and the Beautiful and Generations and
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where the students I interviewed fit into those figures.
The chapter also outlines the shortcomings of the TAMS
figures as regards gaining insight into the ways in which
audiences interpret programmes and what motivates them to

watch.

Outline of questions posed in the interviews with the

students

The following is a breakdown of the questions I asked the
students in the interviews I conducted. I used a basic
guideline so that I could ensure that all students were
asked the same set of questions. Even though I stuck to
them fairly rigidly, I tried to let the students take the
interviews in other directions as well 1if they wanted to.
What often happened is that one question would lead to
conversation around related issues not necessarily covered
in the formal questions. For example, in several
interviews, discussions developed around the question of
rape, which had been dealt with in both Generations and The
Bold and the Beautiful. The interview questions were as

follows®:

e How many times a week do you watch?
e Why do you watch?

e Where do you usually watch?

7 The nature of the TAMS figures, how they are compiled and what they mean is dealt with in Chapter 4.
¥ Please note that all the questions were posed to the students on both soap operas, except where the
questions were directed at one or the other as indicated.
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Do you watch alone or with other people?

If you do watch with people, with whom do you usually
watch?

Do you talk during the soap?

If so, what do you usually talk about?

Who is your favourite character and why?

Who is your least favourite character and why?

Does the fact that the majority of the characters on
The Bold are white Americans prevent vyou from
identifying with and becoming emotionally involved
with the characters? If yes, why? If no, why?

Does the fact that Generations is a local production
make it easier to relate to and identify with the
characters? If yes, why? If no, why?

Do you discuss the soap with friends and or family who
watch? If yes, why? If no, why?

If you have missed an episode, how do you go about
finding out what happened?

Do you know anyone who behaves 1like any of the
characters or who reminds you of any of the characters
on the soap?

Do you change channels when you are watching?

Do you find the soap realistic?

What do you think about the quality of the production
of the soap? '

Which socap do you think is a better quality

production?
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e Do you form perceptions of what intimate relationships

should be from the socap?

e Soaps emphasise how fragile relationships are. Does
this make you more <cautious when 1t comes to

relationships?

The following chapter provides an overview of soap opera

audience research.
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Chapter 3

Soap Opera Audience Research

This chapter will explore the specific nature of the soap
opera viewing experience, and provide insights into the
soap opera audience by means of examining various studies
conducted amongst soap opera viewers throughout the world.
The distinctions between the viewing experiences described
by the informants interviewed for this thesis and studies
conducted on soap audiences in other parts of the world

will also be analysed.

When audiences become engrossed 1in a specific television
programme and feel that -they cannot get through the day
without their ‘daily dose’, it is evident that a distinct
attachment to, and dependence upon a show, has developed.
This is especially true among soap opera viewers. So much
so that it is common for viewers to refer to themselves as
‘addicts’. The compelling nature of soap viewing 1is
substantiated in the interviews conducted for this thesis,
in that the majority of students questioned asserted that
they never change the channel while watching The Bold and
the Beautiful or Generations, even during the advertising
breaks, for fear that they will miss something as evidenced
in the following quote from an interview with a student

called Luleka
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Michele: Do vyou ever change channels when
watching The Bold and the Beautiful or
Generations?

Luleka: No. Because we find it interesting we
even hate adverts - we don’t want any disruptions

so we don’t change channels.

Nhlanhla, a male student, said that no one dares change
channels in his residence when either The Bold or

Generations 1s on.

Michele: Do you ever change channels during The
Bold and the Beautiful?

Nhlanhla: No.

Michele: Why not?

Nhlanhla: I think 70% of the residence likes The
Bold, so you can’t mess around with the channel.
Michele: Do you ever change channels while
watching Generations?

Nhlanhla: No, I could never do that as there are

many people watching Generations.

A common criticism leveled at soaps and their audience, 1is
that watching scaps it 1s a mindless activity which
connotes a lack of intellect; This has a great deal to do
with the origins of the genre. It was originally -designed
to entertain homemakers and sell household products. The
act of viewing has therefore been perceived as being

associated with boredom and lack of intellectual
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stimulation, or an escape from mundane reality. Though
housewives may have been their original target audience,
recent studies have shown that socaps are now watched by a
vast range of viewers, spanning gender, age and cultural
divides. Most people, no matter what their occupations,
have days when they want to escape from the sometimes-harsh
realities of their 1lives, and soaps provide this relief,
whether one 1is a student or a housewife, a teenager or a
grandparent. The act of television viewing in general is
associated with feelings of guilt on the part of the
viewer, as the act of watching is associated with boredomn,
laziness and a lack of interest in the world outside, hence
the coining of terms such as ‘coach potato’ to describe

avid TV watchers.

The term ‘socap opera’ 1is one of derision. As Charlotte

Brunsdon points out:

To say something 1is soap opera 1is to say that,
minimally, it is bad drama. Frequently, it is to
say that the drama is slackly written, cheaply
produced, poorly acted. Perhaps more
significantly, it 1s to imply cliché, banality,
and bathos. It 1is never a term of approbation.
This meaning of the term ‘soap opera’ is
imbricated with another, more general meaning. In
this usage, the term ‘soap opera’, with all the
evaluative welghing I have described, 1is used

metonymically to refer to television itself. Thus
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reference 1is made to a low-prestige leisure
activity, engaged in thoughtlessly by those who
do not have the inner resources to do anything

else. (Brunsdon, 199%4: 116).

Despite its classification as ‘trash’, soap operas
“constitute one of the most popular and resilient forms of
storytelling ever devised” (Allen, 1995: 1). What became
evident during the course of the interviews conducted for
this study, was that there were no feelings of guilt among
the informants. Rather, they seemed to delight in their
addiction. There was a feeling amongst some that they felt
bad for watching when they had work that needed to be done,
but there was no sense of shame in being a ‘socap viewer’.
This was surprising given that a large percentage of the
informants interviewed were male, and socaps are generally
classified as a women’s genre. Some admitted that they were
coerced into watching by their girlfriends, but openly
acknowledged they quickly became hooked. The TV rooms at
the all-male residences are full when Generations and The
Bold and the Beautiful are on, as evidenced in the earlier

quote from Nhlanhla.

Another reason cited by both male and female informants for
initially watching, was peer pressure. So much of the daily
conversation amongst their friends revolved: around
Generations and The Bold and the Beautiful that they felt
they had to start watching in order not to feel left out. A
male student called Balungile said that he started watching
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The Bold and the Beautiful because so many of his friends
(particularly female friends) spent so much time talking

about it that he felt left out.

Michele: Why do watch The Bold and the Beautiful?

Balungile: I watch it because it’s something I
feel I have to watch because so many people I
know watch it (especially girls). It 1s discussed
all the time and I just feel left out if I don’t
know what they are talking about.

This kind of pressure has been documented by researchers in
many soap audience studies. It 1is generated by the fact
that much of the enjoyment of watching soaps centres on
discussing them, and these discussions often take place
long after an episode has been viewed. As many people watch
alone at home, they have to wait until the following day to
discuss their favourite soap with colleagues or friends.
Dorothy Hobson documented this phenomenon in a study, which
examined, amongst other things, the way in which soap
operas fit into the “everyday cultural environment of work”
(Hobson, 1994: 150). A friend of Hobson’s told her that the
women 1in her office discussed soap operas at work. She
interviewed the women in her friend’s office, whose jobs
involved the staffing of schools in the public education
system in the City of Birmingham. They ranged in age from
23 to 35. Hobson conducted the interviews in their lunch

hour, at a club-cum-restaurant near their office.
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Hobson discovered that their conversations around soaps
included filling in anyone who had missed the previous
evening’s episode. The soaps also came in for heavy
criticism, which indicated that they were far from
accepting of everything that they were being shown. The
interviews also revealed that the women had strong
affinities to specific characters, and spent a lot of time
analysing the behaviour of their favourite characters, and
comparing how they would have reacted in the same

situations.

Though on different continents and dealing with very
distinct groups of viewers, much of what Hobson documented
in her study, was borne out during the interviews conducted
for this thesis. The interviews revealed that the pleasure
of watching a soap goes on long after the evening’s viewing
is over. All the students I interviewed said that The Bold
and the Beautiful and Generations formed part of their

daily discussions and interactions with friends.

What distinguishes this study from the one conducted by
Hobson however, 1is the actual viewing context of the soaps.
The women in Hobson’s study watched at home in the evenings
— their discussions with their colleagues had to wait until
the following day. For the students I interviewed, viewing
is a communal experience, with a group of people gathered
together for the sole purpose of watching their favourite
soaps. The groups took on one of two forms: watching in the

communal television room, or gathering round a television
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set 1n someone’s room. The latter 1is obviously a more
intimate group, limited to 4 or 5 people, depending on the
size of the room, whereas the former encompasses a far
larger group, made up of individuals and groups of friends,
who are not all acquainted with one another. Hobson’s
informants were a fairly close knit group of colleagues /

friends:

The closeness of the group of women had an effect
not only on the free way that they spoke about
the television programs which they viewed and
these programs’ relation to their own lives, but
also on the actual mode of discourse in which
they operated. They interrupted each other,
finished each other’s sentences, and presented
the same word in unison to respond to something
which someone had said....Their comments came
quickly on the heels of each other. They were
often talking amongst themselves rather than
answering questions which I had asked. I might
ask the first question but they would move on to
other topics as they took the discussion to areas
which  they would discuss naturally amongst

themselves (Hobson, 1994: 153)

Though Hobson’s interviews took the form of a group
discussion in a social environment familiar to the
informants, and the 1interviews for this thesis were

conducted with informants one-on-one either in my office,
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on campus or 1in the rooms of the students 1in their
residences, part of the research process for this study
involved sitting in on viewings in the television rooms of
the residences and in the rooms of students This provided
the opportunity to witness the interaction between friends
who watch, and my impressions of the interaction between
them were similar to those observed by Hobson amongst the

female co-workers.

Initially, my presence was disturbing to the viewers,
particularly in the men’s residences where I was the only
female present. Many of the viewers turned around to look
at me and there was a fair amount of whispering as they
tried to establish who I was and what I was doing there,
before my facilitator would announce who I was. After the
announcement, there would be even more chatter and staring.
Once the soap had been on for a few minutes however, they
seemed to forget that I was there. I checked with the
facilitators (students who lived 1in the residence in
question) whether the viewing behaviour I had witnessed was
‘normal’, and they verified that it wasl I observed several
viewing sessions 1in various residences and the patterns

were very similar.

What was striking about these gatherings in the television
rooms of the residences, was the intense level of
involvement displayed by the viewers in the soap they were
watching. There was chatter amongst small groups and

individuals about what was playing itself out, as well as
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more raucous discussions Dbetween different groups and
individuals. The conversation audible to me was only about
the soap, and this 1is apparently the norm, with most
subjects saying that the discussion that goes on during the
viewing of The Bold and Generations 1s strictly about the
contents of the soap. During the advertisement breaks,
viewers’ discussion took on the form of a debate, with
arguments about who was considered bad or good. During The
Bold, the character who caused the most consternation, was
that of Brooke Logan. There appear to two schools - one
that applauds her efforts to win the affections of men
(usually married ones) and another, which views her as a
home wrecker. Even while the soap was still playing,
viewers (both male and female) would shout insults or

praise for Brooke.

There was also a great deal of speculation during the
advertisement breaks about how particular stories would
play themselves out. These conversations would, according
to the informants, continue after leaving the TV room,
usually taken up again the following day with groups of
friends who may not have watched together. The subjects
discussed, as well as the aspect of re-telling an episode
for friends who had missed it, revealed in Hobson’s study,

were very similar to those documented in this study.

In addition to sitting in on ‘group’ viewing sessions, I
also observed some more intimate viewings in the rooms of

students with their own television sets. The groups that
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gathered in the rooms to watch, knew each other well, and,
as in the case of the large viewing sessions, my presence
initially created an awkward atmosphere. Once the soap got
going though, it was as 1f I was not there. During the
advertisement breaks, I asked questions informally of the
small group, which erupted into discussions and
disagreements amongst the group, who seemed to forget that
I was the one who had posed the initial question. The same
level of intimacy witnessed by Hobson, was evident amongst

these gatherings of friends.

Criticism of Local Productions

There 1s a tendency 1in countries outside of the USA to
compare their own local productions unfavorably with those
imported from America. Usually the local productions come
under severe criticism. This 1s evidenced 1in a paper
entitled The consumption of soap opera: 'The Young and the
Restless’ and mass consumption 1in Trinidad by Daniel
Miller. His research into the viewership of the American
soap opera The Young and the Restless in Trinidad, revealed

the following:

There 1is considerable concern [in Trinidad] with
the degree of quality and significance of locally
made television, and a ready tendency to contrast
it unfavorably with imports. There have béen
several locally made drama serials. The series

current at the time of my research (called No
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Boundaries), which had the open-ended structure
of a soap opera, focused on ethnic distinctions,
which are recognized as the “proper” problematics
of Trinidadian society with a considerable
political impact. The stereotypes were
exaggerated, with the East Indian Trinidadian
involved 1in an arranged marriage, something
virtually extinct in contemporary Trinidad.

(Miller, 1995: 221)

During my interviews a pattern of criticism levelled at
Generations emerged. One of the questions posed to the
students was what they thought of the standard of
production of Generations when compared with The Bold. Most
salid that in their opinion the standard of the latter was
superior to that of Generations. Some saw it as a ‘South
African’ Bold. A student called Nelly had the following to

say:

Michele: Does the fact that Generations 1is a
South African productionrmake it easier to relate
to the characters?

Nelly: Yes and no. Some of the things they
[Generations] do are too artificial for South
Africa and it’s like they are trying to be more
like The Bold. I think they [Generations] should
be more true to the way things happen in this

country.
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The major criticisms were against the standard of acting on
the local soap. It was perceived to be ‘unconvincing’ and
‘amateurish’ in the case of specific actors. The actress
who plays Queen came under some heavy censure even though
they thought she was amusing, they found her acting
exaggerated and overdone. The following quotes illustrate
the kind of criticism which was levelled at Generations by
the students. Leslie, a male student, had the following to

say:

Michele: What do you think of the quality of the
production on Generations compared with The Bold?
Leslie: I think it is good for a Socuth African
production, but they act better on The Bold,
except for Ntsiki and the little girl with AIDS

[on Generations].

Interestingly, their criticisms did not stop them from
watching. There was an almost touching sense of loyalty to
a local production and a willingness on the part of most of
the students to give the actors a chance to improve
themselves. A male student called Rothiwa felt that The
Bold was a better quality production but that Generations

should be given a chance to ‘catch up’.
Michele: Do you think there is a difference in

the quality of production between Generations and

The Bold?
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Rothiwa: I think the American one 1s better than
the South African one because those qguys [The
Bold] have been doing it for quite a long time

and Generations 1s quite new.

Another area of production which met with reproof, was that
of characterisation. Some of the students felt that some of
the lifestyles portrayed on the soap were so far removed
from their own lived experience as black South Africans as
to be unbelievable. Although this did not deter them from
watching, it did seem to annoy them. One situation which
troubled a student called Themba was the fact that several
of the black characters lived together in a house owned by

a white middle-aged Afrikaans woman.

Themba: its not realistic having people like that

staying together in one house in South Africa!

Despite this criticism, Themba still felt that many of the
situations on Generations were believable and relevant to

his life.

Themba: I think because they are South African
people acting and vyou know it [Generations] 1is

set in South Africa it makes it interesting and

relevant to my life.

When asked about the fact that The Bold is set in another

country portraying 1lives of <characters seemingly far
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removed from their own, none of the students saw this as a
barrier to identifying with the characters. They all felt
that the problems experienced by the characters were

universal and they could therefore relate to them.

Ironically, the fact that Generations is a local
production, made identification more difficult in the sense
that the soap was being «critically ‘Judged’ Dby the
students. By virtue of the fact that is a South African
show, 1t was scrutinized more rigorously than its American

counterparts.

In her paper “Soap Operas at Work” (1994) referred to
earlier 1in this chapter, Dorothy Hobson notes that the
British female office workers she interviewed
differentiated between British and American soaps, with the
former being categorized as ‘down to earth’ and the latter
as ‘fantasy’, with their main appeal being the pleasure
derived from the clothes and beautiful homes (Hobson, 1994:
156). While the American soaps represent fantasy, the
British soaps were judged by the women for their realism.
It stands to reason that the subject of everyday life in
Britain is something with which the women are very
familiar, and they are therefore in a position to Jjudge
whether the soaps they are watching adhere to the reality
of everyday 1life 1in Britain as they claim to do. They
expect realism from these soaps and criticize the soaps
when they do not deliver the level of authenticity they
expect (Hobson, 1994: 157-159).
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Even though the producer of Generations, Mfundi Vundla,
said that what he initially set out to do when the show
began in 1995, was to present an ‘ideal’ or ‘future
representation’ of black South Africans in accordance with
the brief he was given by the SABC (see chapter on
Production), six years down the 1line, viewers expect a
representation of their existing reality. The aspirational
aspect of the soap, modelled on the American soap formula
holds less appeal for local viewers than the reality aspect
based on the British formula. The reason for this seems to
be that the glamour portrayed on Generations does not
measure up to the glamour depicted on soaps like The Bold.
The students interviewed were of the opinion that the
clothes and houses on Generations meant to be
representative of the very wealthy do not compare with the
lavish homes and beautiful designer clothes on The Bold. As
far as the viewers interviewed were concerned, the reality-
based part of the show does not 1live up to expectation
either. Why then do they continue to watch? There was a
level of identification with the characters on Generations
despite the criticisms voiced by the interviewees. The
interviews left me with the impression that the students
were giving Generations a chance to prove itself, and that
since it has Dbeen screened daily, their involvement has
grown from one based on curiosity to one of more emotional

involvement in the characters and their stories.

One thing which had a definite distancing effect with the

students where Generations was concerned, was the fact that
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the cast has changed drastically 1in the last few years,
with only a few of the original characters remaining. The
original core cast has all but disappeared. The opposite 1is
true for The Bold and the Beautiful, whose core cast of
characters has not altered since it first went on air in
1986. The students have quite literally grown up with the
characters on the soap, and this establishes a powerful
connection and sense of involvement and identification with

the characters.

The overwhelming response received to the question ‘why do
you watch Generations?’ was curiosity and the novelty of a
local daily soap combined with identification with the
characters. When the same question was posed with regard to
The Bold, «curiosity about the 1ives of +the rich and
powerful 1in America was part of the reason given for
watching, as well as identification with the characters and
the fact that many of them (particularly the male students)
found it taught them about 1life and relationships. This
last reason featured less prominently as an inducement for

watching Generations.

The interview responses 1indicated that as far as the
sﬁﬁdehts were concerned, they could learn ‘life lessons’
from both soaps, particularly lessons on romantic
relationships, although The Bold seemed to be more of an

influence than Generations.
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Soaps and social realism

“Soap opera, like more ‘serious’ television drama, attempts
to encompass the unpleasant and problematic aspects of our
human relations” (Livingstone, 1990: 56). One of the main
reasons soaps are so popular 1is that they deal with many of
life’'s dilemmas and tribulations, be they financial,
romantic or familial. This 1is ©partly what establishes
emotional connections between viewers and the characters
they are watching. More than any other television genre,
socap operas create these attachments. They are able to do
so for several reasons, the most notable being that they
run daily and thus are part of the viewer’s daily routine
as well as the fact that they deal with human interactions,

triumphs and joys. As Marie Gillespie puts it,

[Tlhe conventional western soap opera constructs a
‘symbolic community’, weaving together the everyday
lives of its inhabitants in a fine web of intricate
relationships between kin and neighbours, friends and

enemies (Gillespie, 1995: 142).

The ‘symbolic’ soap opera community is much like any real
life community or neighbourhood. Gillespie found that the
Indian community in Southall in London amongst whom she was
conducting research, 1is very similar to a soap opera
community, given its close knit nature. Somé media
commentators have ascribed the popularity of the Australian

soap 1n Britain to latent racism in British society,
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claiming that what appeals to them is the exclusively white
community portrayed in  Neighbours (Gillespie, 1995) .
Gillespie’s research was conducted in an Indian community
in Britain whose residents are great fans of Neighbours,
which refutes the claim that it is popular with only whites
by virtue of the fact that it portrays an all white

community. As Gillespie puts it,

But Southall’s Neighbours fans evidently have
compelling reasons for identifying with the
soap’s young protagonists, which override
‘racial’ differences. They draw on the soap as a
cultural resource 1in their everyday interactions
both in fthe peer culture and with parents and
other adults, as they endeavour to construct new
modes of didentity for themselves (Gillespie,

1995:143).

The popularity of American soaps like The Bold and Days of
our Lives with black South African audiences bears out the
point made by Gillespie, that soaps transcend racial
divisions. None of the students interviewed for this thesis
said that the fact that The Bold has an almost exclusively
white all-American cast 1in any way prevented them from
identifying with the characters. The irony is (as mentioned
earlier in this chapter) that the students seemed to find
greater disparities between their own experiences and those
of the characters on Generations (predominantly young black

South Africans) than with those on The Bold with whom they
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identified at an emotional level, not expecting or

demanding any superficial similarities.

According to Sonia Livingstone

soap opera serves the same functions as cultural myths,
connecting with basic human concerns, explaining complex
social phenomena, providing categories for thought and

moral precepts to live by” (Livingstone, 1990: 56).

This was illustrated in the interviews for this thesis,
where the students commented on the fact that they learn
how to behave in certain situations from what they see on

Generations and The Bold.

Given the immense popularity that soap operas enjoy, they
are perfect platform for transmitting important social
information and messages. This 1is particularly true in the
case of South Africa, where a large percentage of the
population 1is 1lliterate, television provides and ideal
vehicle for getting important messages across and for
dispelling certain dangerous myths. Even though Generations
is a soap opera aimed at entertainment, its producers have
used this as a platform to inform their viewers. The young
child infected with HIV on the show is a case in point.
She is used as a means of educating the audience about the
realities of the disease. Getting this kind of information
to an audience (particularly a young one) is vital in a

country where hideous myths like ‘sleeping with a virgin
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will cure AIDS’ have been spread and have consequently led

to an alarming increase in child rape.

Critics may regard the notion of soap operas containing
latent social messages with suspicion and ridicule
(Livingstone, 1990: 57), but their popularity cannot be
denied and research like that conducted for this thesis has
shown that viewers gain information and understanding from

their favourite soaps despite what the detractors may say.

Given that soaps deal with the wuniversal turmoils and
triumphs of 1life, they have the potential to reach people
the world over, bridging cultural, ethnic and racial
divides in a way that few other television genres (with the

exception of sport programmes) can do.

Talking about soaps: The Pleasure of Gossip

A significant element of soap viewing enjoyment 1is the
conversation which takes place around one’s favourite soap
opera. Hobson’s study referred to earlier in this chapter
noted how some people feel so excluded from conversations
going on amongst their colleagues at work about a
particular soap, that they feel pressure to start watching

so as not to be left out.

The students interviewed for this thesis all commented on
the fact that their favourite soaps are part of their daily

conversation with friends and family. According to Hobson
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“talking about television programmes and what has happened
in them is essential in making a programme popular and part
of the cultural capital of general discourse” (Hobson, 1994:
167). Even if one watches a soap alone, the moment that it
is discussed 1t becomes a collective activity, even if the

actual viewing is done in isolation. Gillespie asserts that

talk about their viewing allows for the
negotiation of what is and what ought to be both
in their own social 1lives and in the soap world.
It involves both realism and fantasy and 1is
centrally focussed on questions of morality.
These negotiations are partly facilitated by the
continuous soap text which refuses c¢losure and
allows viewers to adopt a wandering point of
view...It is precisely because viewing and
discussing Neighbours 1s a socially shared act
and experience that young people can draw upon it
collectively to make sense of their own 1lives

(Gillespie, 1995: 149).

The point that Gillespie makes about soaps allowing young
people to make sense of their own lives through the
experience of watching and talking about them with their
peers, was borne out by the students interviewed for this
thesis. During the course of the interviews i1t became clear
that the soaps allowed the students to broach and discuss
topics that they may not have been able to do directly. For

example, the rape of a character on Generations caused some
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heated debate during one of the viewing sessions. One
female students related the story of a cousin of hers who
was raped and the girls 1in the group discussed the
attitudes of theilr respective communities to the act of

rape.

The students also said that soaps provided insight into the
turbulent nature of <romantic relationships. The male
students in particular commented on how soaps provide them
with access to the workings of the female psyche. The same
kinds of topics dominated the discussions of Gillespie’s
subjects “"[Tlhree thematic areas dominate in young
people’s talk about their viewing: family and kinship
relations; romance and courtship rituals; and neighbourly

relations in the ‘community’ (Gillespie, 1995: 149).

Gillespie notes the fact that the Southall teenagers she
interviewed recognised not only the similarities between
their world and that of Neighbours, but also the
differences (Gillespie, 1995: 149). The same is true of the
students interviewed for this study. The relationships that
Brooke Logan has had with the men in the Forester family on
The Bold was raised by many of the informants as something

that would not readily happen or be tolerated in their

communities.

The fact that Brooke was married to a father and his son
and has children by her marriage to the father would be

seen as perverse by their communities. Even though many of
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the students liked Brooke and sympathised with her romantic
predicaments, they admitted that her entanglements were not
something they had encountered in their own lived
experience. This did not however stop them from
sympathising or identifying with what she had to go
through. As Gillespie says in the following:

In exploring these ([romantic, familial, communal]
relationships in Neighbours and contrasting the
forms they take with their own experience, young
people are actively and creatively negotiating
the most important sources of social tensions in
their 1lives. Within and across these domains,
they are exploring generational, gender and

cultural differences (Gillespie, 1995: 149).

Gossip 1is conventionally seen as something negative and
destructive. In the case o0f soap opera gossip generated
amongst viewers, 1t can often be something positive,
allowing for the negotiations described by Gillespie to

take place.

The ‘hermeneutic circle’ of understanding

Tony Wilson writes that viewers speculate on possible
meanings of a text and revise or reject their own
speculations as they watch (Wilson, 1993: 51). In the case
of the students I interviewed, they all indicated that

their knowledge of what a socap is comes from their viewing
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of The Bold and the Beautiful and The Days of our Lives'.
They use their knowledge of soaps to make sense of
Generations, which, as mentioned elsewhere in this thesis,

is referred to as a ‘local Bold'.

Part of the appeal of soaps as discussed in this chapter is
the process of speculating what will happen based on one’s
knowledge of the genre. With soaps the pleasure derived
from speculation 1is that there are a limited number of
possibilities. Based on their knowledge of soaps, viewers
will speculate over which possibility will occur. As Wilson

points out

Projections of possible programme content and the
viewer’s concern with their truth produce the to and fro
movement, the play of meaning across the processes of a
text. This is the ‘hermeneutic circle’ of understanding
a programme by relating part to whole in a fundamentally

rational speculation about meaning (Wilson, 1993: 51).

The speculation undertaken by socap viewers is informed, it
is not random. Conjecture of this nature proved to be a
major part of the pleasure involved in viewing Generations
and The Bold for the students, as evidenced in the
following extract from an interview with a female student

called S’'bongile.

'An American soap opera screened on SABCL.
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Michele: When you are watching Generations what kind of
things do you talk about?

S’bongile: We talk about the characters and what 1is
going on. We discuss what will happen next, like what
Ntsiki will do next and whether Glen and Karabo will get
back together, things like that.

Most of the students gave similar kinds of responses to
this question in relation to both The Bold and Generations.
As Wilson puts it, the pleasures they derive from viewing
are “those of the ‘detection’ of meaning, the achievement
of a gestalt of satisfying intelligibility centred on
understanding the programme’s description and narration of

events” (Wilson, 1993: 51).

The students revealed in the interviews that a great deal
of the conversations they have about Generations and The
Bold revolve around discussing what will possibly happen
next, and they spend time inventing possible outcomes,
often with a certain bias towards their favourite

characters.

While conversation around socaps 1is an integral part of
viewing pleasure, David Morley points out that viewers know
the difference between reality and the fiction of the soap
world in which they are engrossed, even though they may
speak about characters as 1f they were ‘real’ people.
Conversation while watching television “sustains the

movement back and forth between involvement and detachment..
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it sustains involvement and identification (in varying
degrees of intensity) with what is on the screen” (Wilson,

1993: 53)°2.

Charlotte Brunsdon notes that the circulation of soap opera
related ‘news’ to the public in the form of magazines and
articles in the general press can increase the pleasure of
hermeneutic speculation, “as 1t increases the constraints
in play. The viewer has to Jjuggle all the different sorts
of knowledge to get it right” (Brunsdon, 1984: 83). South
African magazines such as True Love, a monthly women’s
magazine aimed at Black women readers, provide a breakdown
of the month’s episodes of Generations, Isidingo, The Bold
and the Beautiful and The Days of our Lives. In addition,

the magazine also features articles on the soap actors.

According to Brunsdon, accessing information about soap
actors does not lessen the emotional attachment viewers
have to the characters they play. On the contrary, she
asserts that the “knowledge you have about particular
characters ‘in real 1life’ feeds into and inflects the
pleasure of soap watching” (Brunsdon, 1984: 83). While this
is certainly true, an interesting dynamic came out of the
interviews with the students. As a result of the fact that
they were familiar with some of the actors in the
Generations cast, they struggled to remember character
names and could only remember the name of the actor in the

role.

? Morley quoted in Wilson, 1993: 52.
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This serves as an indicator that the suspension of
disbelief is not always present 1in their viewing of
Generations, as they seemed to identify the character by
the actor and not the other way around. In the case of The
Bold and the Beautiful, not one of the forty students I
interviewed referred to a character by the name of the
actor in the role. There 1is no Dbarrier to their
identification and emotional involvement with the fictional
characters on The Bold, as they know the actors only in the
roles they play on the soap - they are not familiar in any
other context. They exist for the students only in the
fictional universe of the soap opera, which serves to

enhance the suspension of disbelief.

Liebes and Katz in their study on audiences who watched
Dallas, note the fact that the informants (particularly the
American  groups) they interviewed commented on  the
‘naturalness’ of the characters [in Dallas]. It 1is the
awareness that the characters are acting ‘themselves’ -
that makes it very difficult to separate character from
actor in the ubiquitous genre of soap opera (Liebes and

Katz, 1993).

The viewing context: the residence television room

Due to the communal viewing environment of the residences
the students indicated that a great deal of soap talk goes
on while the soaps are being watched. It is this communal

atmosphere which makes their viewing experience unique.
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Most of the studies examined for this thesis focused on the
discussions around soaps which take place after soaps have
been watched, as frequently viewers watched alone or with
one or two family members. For the students I interviewed,
the actual act of watching was a social activity. Marie
Gillespie discusses the social aspects of viewing in the
viewing patterns of the Punjabi families she interviewed.
She points out the following with reference to the viewing
of Indian films in the homes of the families she

interviewed.

In spite of this repeatedly expressed reluctance,
among boys, to view Indian films, the screen’s
ability to serve social interaction in the family
tends to override individual preferences...What
might be seen as ‘enforced’ or ‘reluctant’
viewing can nevertheless take on pleasurable
connotations where the emphasis is on the

family’s ‘being together’. (Gillespie, 1995: 81)

In many respects the communal environment of the residence
television where the students I interviewed watch The Bold
and Generations is like a family viewing context. Choices
have to be made about what will be watched and majority
vote rules. All the students commented on the fact that
when these two soaps are on, there is no possibility of
watching anything else. Having said this, the act of
viewing The Bold and Generations becomes a social activity

where friends can interact with one another, much like the
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familial interaction described by Gillespie. The students
interviewed indicated that the communal viewing facility
provided them with an opportunity to watch their favourite
soaps and interact with friends at the same time. In
general discussion with the students outside of the
interview structure it became evident that many of them did
not watch The Bold and Generations by themselves even when
in their own homes. Invariably they watched with family,
friends or neighbours or all three, so the communal viewing
environment in their residences was not something to which

they had to adjust.

What made the viewing context specifically interesting is
the fact that, traditionally, watching soaps has been
described by researchers as a solitary activity engaged in
by lone viewers to fend off loneliness and isolation, hence
the focus on parasocial relationships in soap audience
research (discussed in greater detail 1later in this
chapter). In the case of the students I interviewed, the
act of viewing is a social activity engaged in by a large

group of people.

Watching and talking

‘Soap talk’ is central to viewing pleasure, as has been
established in many studies into soap opera audiences, but
the focus of such studies has generally been around the
talk that takes place after viewing, with friends and

colleagues. In the case of the students, the conversation
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was spontaneous and immediate, as 1t took place while
watching. As Morley notes “audience conversation while
watching television sustains the movement back and forth
between involvement and detachment” (Morley in Wilson,

1993: 53).

Conversation while watching as engaged in by the students,
heightens the intensity of involvement, as they engage in
arguments with one another about what will happen next and
which characters will emerge triumphant. In 1ts most
intense form, identification with a specific character
creates a complete suspension of disbelief. In their
defense of Brooke for example, some of the students became
so engrossed in justifying her behaviour, that it was as if
they were talking about a ‘real’ person. The point 1is
though, that while watching or engaging in discussions
about Brooke, she is for all intents and purposes ‘real’.
She 1s a person who is a daily part of their lives and has

been for more than a decade.

A “process of shifting into and out of the fictional world
of the programme” is typical in viewers’ conversations
about their favourite soaps (Buckingham in Wilson: 1993:
65).° The same pattern was evident in the conversations of
the students. They combined talk about socap characters and
storylines with anecdotes from their own experiences. The

social nature of the reading situation of the viewers plays

* Buckingham is quoted in Wilson with reference to the work that he conducted into audiences of the
British soap opera, Eastenders.
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a role in the way they interpret the soaps. For example,
sometimes contentious issues such as AIDS (Generations) and
rape (The Bold and the Beautiful) and teenage pregnancy
(The Bold and the Beautiful) are raised in the context of a
soap and the discussions which arise out of these issues
amongst the students help them process the information they

are receiving from the soap.

Viewers occupy roles in the act of viewing

Tony Wilson comments on the fact that viewers often occupy
the role of ‘investigator’ when watching television or
film, especially 1in the detective and mystery genre
(Wilson, 1993: 55). As discussed earlier in this chapter,
the soap viewer engages in a different kind of
‘investigation’, because there are limited possibilities of
how things can resolve themselves in the world of soap
opera. In addition to the role of ‘investigator’, the scap
viewer also fills the role of ‘friend’ to the characters on
soaps, as the characters reveal so much about themselves
over a period of years, that the viewer is made to feel
like they know them intimately. The vehemence with which
the students defended their favourite <characters on
Generations and particularly The Bold and the Beautiful,
served to illustrate the attachment they have to certain
characters. The same degree of emotional involvement was
not evident in their answers to questions on Generations.
An illustrative example of this is in the following extract

from an interview with a female student called Portia, who
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watched both Generations and The Bold and the Beautiful
four to five times a week. I chose Portia’s interview as an
example given that in terms of viewing time, she watches
both equally frequently which would imply the same level of

involvement with both.

Michele: When watching The Bold and the Beautiful do you
ever talk while it is on?

Portia: Yea we talk.

Michele: What kind of things do you talk about?

Portia: You Jjust get angry or you feel sorry for
someone. It can get personal.

Michele: What do you mean by ‘personal’? Do people take
sides?

Portia: Yes. We stand up for our favourite characters!
Also, sometimes we start talking about a person in our
lives who’s maybe going through something like what 1is
happening on The Bold. If a story 1is really exciting
then we keep quiet and concentrate.

Michele: Do you talk when watching Generations? If so,
what do you talk about?

Portia: With Generations it’s different, it’s not as
emotional as The Bold. Sometimes we talk about what we

think might happen next.

What Portia’s responses illustrate, 1is that the amount of
time spent viewing a programme 1s no indicator of the
emotional involvement of the viewer. Though some students

indicated that they do talk during Generations about the
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same things they would talk about during The Bold, the
overall impression the interviews left me with, 1is that
there 1s a greater sense of emotional involvement with the

characters on The Bold than the characters on Generations.

Identification and establishment of intimacy

Identification with characters 1is an important part of the

pleasure derived from soap opera viewing.

To identify with a character is always to identify with
him or her under a certain description, the description
of a textually articulated social «role: detective,

father, adventurer and so on (Wilson, 1993: 55).

The interviews I conducted with the students revealed that
this kind of identification has nothing to do with
superficial similarities 1like 1looks, race etc. but rather
it has to do with the traits of a specific character. The
character of Stephanie Forester 1is interesting in this
regard. The students either loved or hated her, and they
mostly expressed their feelings 1in terms of their
relationships with their own mothers. Hlengiwe, a male
student, said that he would not 1like his mother to
interfere in his relationships the way that Stephanie dces
with her sons, particularly Ridge. Hlengiwe also felt that
the fact that Stephanie interferes less in Thorne’s love

life is an indication that she loves him less than Ridge.

79



He was <clearly Jjudging her behaviour based on his own

notions of mother/son dynamics. As Farrel Corcoran notes

Television, then, seems to reduce the distance between
itself and its viewers, weaving a space/time continuum
in which spectator and personality share a common
universe of experience. Its structure of intimacy
creates even the illusion that the powerful members of
our society.... disclose themselves to us in an intimate,

Ifamiliar, amiable way (Corcoran, 1987: 541).

Corcoran’s analysis of the television viewing experience is
especially accurate where socap operas are concerned, as the
intimate structure of soaps, and their focus on human
relationships and interaction, allows them to cross all
conceivable barriers, from race to gender to culture to
language. The very nature of television viewing is personal
- it is watched in the home or a similar domestic space,
which immediately lessens the sense of distance between the
viewer and the characters on the screen - they literally

enter the viewer’s living space.

One of the key questions I asked the students I
interviewed, was whether it made a difference to them that
the characters in The Bold and the Beautiful are white
Americans, Aseemingly removed from their own  lived
experiences. All forty of the students said in their
interviews that it made no difference to them whatsoever,

which serves as an indicator of the power of scap opera to
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disguise real disparities Dbetween social and cultural
groups. The following interview extracts serve to highlight

this.

Michele: Does the fact that the majority of characters
on The Bold and the Beautiful are white Americans living
in Los Angeles, stop you from identifying with the
characters?

Fred: Not necessarily. It doesn’t really matter whether
they are South African or not, people are pretty much
the same.

Sibusiso: I think people are people, it doesn’t matter
where they live, even though the place you live in will
influence you in one way or another.

Leslie: To me it doesn’t make a difference.

Mpume: They [Generations and The Bold] have the same

story. There is always something to relate to.

The conversations 1in which the students engaged about
Generations and The Bold and the Beautiful revealed the
nature of identification they felt for various characters.
Archie Moroka (Generations) and Ridge and Eric Forester
(The Bold and the Beautiful) captured the imaginations of
the male students for similar reasons. All three were
admired for their success in business and their lifestyles.
The nature of identification was that the male students
wished to emulate them in their own lives - become like

them, accomplish the same things.
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All the conventions of soap opera are at play in creating a
sense of closeness between viewers and characters. The
close-up shots synonymous with soaps are one way in which
this intimacy is established, as they provide "“optimal
conditions for disclosure of the privateness of character”
(Corcoran, 1987: 541). All the students commented on the
fact that they felt emotionally involved with the
characters on either The Bold or Generations or both,
although more showed a stronger sense of identification

with The Bold and the Beautiful.

As Bernard Timberg points out, the connection Dbetween
viewer and character on a soap centres on the way in which
the camera presents the story to the viewer. In a sense the
nature of the formulaic close-up shots associated with
soaps positions the camera as the narrator, “it brings the
viewer into and out of the soap opera world and guide([s]
the viewer through that world” (Timberg, 1987: 165). This
kind of technique or device 1is so taken for granted, that
it “escapes our conscious notice while shaping our

unconscious response” as viewers (Timberg, 1987: 166).

The use of stereotypes in soap operas

Livingstone discusses the use of stereotypes in soap
operas, particularly in relation to the . genre’s
stereotyping of women. Soaps tend to portray specific
‘types’ of women and these representations tend to support

the status quo. For example, soaps tend to glorify women
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who are dedicated to their families rather than their
careers. Moral judgements are offered for actions “so that
the ‘good’ women are family orientated, non-sexual, and
place their careers second, while the ‘bad’ women are
openly seductive, use sex as a weapon, and are often
punished for pursuing their careers by unwanted pregnancies

(Livingstone, 1990: 58).

This kind of stereotyping is clear on The Bold. Dr. Taylor
Hayes is a psychiatrist who has given up her practice to
ralse her three children. She 1is portrayed is sensitive,
caring and understanding, and she got the man of her
dreams, Ridge Forester. Brooke Logan’s character 1is the
antithesis of Taylor’s. She 1is the head an international
fashion house. Although she also has children, she has
pursued a career. She 1s presented as manipulative and
ruthless. Ridge was also the man of her dreams, but she
lost him to Taylor (more than once). Even though Brooke has
achieved immense success professionally, she is seen to be
unfulfilled and lonely, the implication being, that she has

to pay the price for prioritising her career over family.

The way Brooke has risen in her career is implicitly Jjudged
by the reactions of other characters on the soap, like the
Forester family matriarch, Stephanie, who  has done
everything in her power to get Brooke out of the lives of
her sons and ex-husband, to whom Brooke was married and
with whom she has two children. Even though Brooke loves

her children, she has used them to obtain what she wants
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from the Forester men. Stephanie regularly accuses Brooke
of using her feminine wiles to gain control of Forester
Creations. This may Dbe partially true, but Brooke was
responsible for the development and patenting of a
‘miracle’ fabric which saved Forester Creations from
financial ruin. This fact 1s almost never referred to

however.

Brooke’s character points to a contradiction which 1is
inherent in most socaps. The disparity is as follows: even
though soaps portray professional career women who are
powerful, wealthy and successful, these women are almost
always villainous 1in some way. In addition to Dbeing
vilified, they are also often lonely or in search of 1love
which they can never quite obtain because of who they are.
Consequently, even though soaps portray professional career
women, they are always in some way unfulfilled. Taylor on
the other hand, has put her career second to the interests
of her family, and she 1is portrayed as being far more

content and happy than Brooke in most instances.

The interviews with the students revealed that even if they
did not like Taylor, they could not really say anything bad
about her eithér. With Brooke, on the other hand, it was a
case of love or hate. Those who said they liked her tended
to pity her as well. Those who disliked her were extremely
outspoken in their criticism of her. Maphunye said she felt

for both Taylor and Brooke in their tussle for Ridge.
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Michele: Who 1is your favorite character(s) on The
Bold?

Maphunye: Stephanie, because she 1is a good
mother. Children should listen to their parent.
Even their pace of life 1s faster, parents have
experience that the children can learn from.
Stephanie 1is very involved with her <children,
especially Ridge, which 1s why Brooke has so many
problems in her relationship with him - Stephanie
hates her. I 1like Brooke though - I feel sorry
for her because she is so in love with Ridge. I
also feel sorry for Taylor because she also loves
Ridge (and Stephanie likes her), but I think deep

down she knows that Ridge really loves Brooke!l.

Stereotypes form the basis of soap opera’s appeal

(Livingstone: 1990: 57). Yet, argues Livingstone,

Soap  opera is absorbing human drama, and
consequently the stereotypes and moral judgements
are fairly subtle and not always obvious at first
glance. While stereotypes are often to be found
underneath, on the surface exists the wealth of
personal details that viewers find satisfying and
which contribute to their view of characters as

‘like real people’.... (Livingstone, 1990: 58).

* This is Maphunye’s opinion on the situation. As the soap has evolved since his interview was recorded,
Taylor and Ridge are happily married. Ridge rejected all of Brooke’s attempts to win him back.
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What Livingstone says was evident in the student interviews
conducted for this thesis. The responses of those who liked
Brooke illustrated the complexity of her character. They
saw her as misguided and/or misunderstood, which shows that
she 1is not a one-dimensional character. Though she may
superficially appear to be the stereotypical ‘slut’ who
will resort to whatever licentious behaviour she deems
necessary to get what she wants, she 1s not without
feelings. She loves her children and 1s genuinely looking
for love and companionship, even though she may not always
go about it the right way. The love and affection she feels
for her children, Rick and Brigitte, is evidenced in her
fierce efforts to protect them and keep them safe. Her
attempts at acquiring a husband are often in part motivated
by her desire for her offspring to have a father figure

living with them.

The perceived stereotypical characters in scaps are belied
by the way viewers devote themselves to following the lives
of their favourite characters in much the same way as they
would those of close personal friends. “After watching the
same programme for years 1if not decades, the accumulating
histories and interactions of the characters are bound to
complicate any simple or stereotyped = perceptions”

(Livingstone, 1990: 58).
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Viewing of soaps and loneliness

The most striking difference between soap opera audience
studies conducted in Europe and America, 1is the viewing
context. Much of the research done on those continents
reveals that soap viewing is often a solitary activity.
Even when people are not living alone, they often partake
of their favorite socap on their own. Many researchers have
revealed that soap opera viewing is and activity which
wards off loneliness, and 1s engaged 1in by people who are
lonely. The relationships these viewers enter 1into with
their favourite soap characters act as a substitute for
real human interaction. John Tulloch noted this phenomenon
in his study of elderly soap opera audiences. The elderly
he interviewed showed a keen interest in being interviewed.

According to Tulloch they are:

Isolated in small domestic units, have fewer
opportunities for group conversation about their
favorite shows, and (when confident about the
interviewer) will want to talk (often during the
show you are watching with them). Often they will
call the interviewer Dback 1later on to say
something they had forgotten to say on the first
occasion (Tulloch, 1994, 180).

The aged viewers also displayed a tendency of writing to
the producers of shows to let them know which aspects of

the soaps they 1liked and which they wanted changed. It
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appears as though this letter writing takes on the form of
a dialogue which serves as a substitute for real
conversation. The letters reviewed by Tulloch reveal that
these viewers often tell the producers about themselves, as
evidenced 1in the following extract from one of these

letters:

I get lonely as I’'ve been alone now for 9 years.
My darling died very quickly aged 57 and he knew
how I loved the TV although he was a radio ham
enthusiast in touch with many countries and radio
stations. Must finish off now, as I'm apt to go
on and on (even talk to myself). I'm happy to see
you all and thought I’d let you know. (Tulloch,
1994: 181).

The students I interviewed did not reveal that they partake
in this kind of activity. The analysis and discussion of
their shows 1is enjoyed by them with their friends and the
people they watch with. For them it is not about stemming

the tide of loneliness.

In a paper entitled “Chronic Loneliness and Television
Use”, Elizabeth Perse and Alan Rubin explore the connection
between chronic loneliness and increased television
viewing. They provide the following definition of

loneliness:
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Loneliness 1s “the unpleasant experience that
occurs when a person’s network of social
relations 1is deficient in some important way”
(Perlman & Peplau, 1981: p.31). Loneliness is not
necessarily a result of social isolation.
Instead, loneliness grows out of a cognitive
appraisal that the quantity and quality of social
interaction 1is deficient (Peplau, Russell, &
Heim, 1979 as quoted by Perse and Rubin, 1990:
38)

Perse and Rubin comment on the fact that the need for
social interaction 1is basic 1in humans. When this need
cannot be fulfilled in ‘natural’ or ‘normal’ ways, “people
turn to media” (Perse & Rubin, 1990: 39). Using the media
as a substitute for actual human interaction has been
documented in various studies, with particular reference to
soap opera viewers. Perse and Rubin tested this hypothesis
in their study . They concluded that “chronic loneliness
reflects greater ‘Pass Time’ soap opera viewing motivation,
reduced ‘Exciting Entertainment’ and ‘Social Utility’°®
viewing motivation, and perceiving soap opera to be more
realistic” (Perse & Rubin, 1990: 47). Instead of focusing
on the elderly, the sample analysed consisted of 460 under-
graduate students at a large Midwestern university, who
each completed a self- administered questionnaire. 71,3% of

the respondents reported that they watch daytime soaps

* Motivations for viewing as defined by Perse and Rubin (1990)
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though analysis of the sample only partially supported
their hypothesis (Perse & Rubin, 1990).

A striking fact which emerged from the interviews for this
study which stands out in sharp contrast to Perse and
Rubin’s paper, is that none of the respondents interviewed
cited 1loneliness as a motivation for their viewing of
either The Bold and the Beautiful or Generations. With the
latter, curiosity was the major reason given for viewing.
watching because they were curious to see what a South
Their major points of comparison were The Bold and Days of
Our Lives. Once they started watching however, most
indicated that they continued to watch because they had

become involved with the lives of the characters.

The predominant reason for watching The Bold given by
respondents was a desire to see another culture and way of
life and also there was a large proportion of students who
said that they watched the soap in order to learn about
romance and relationships. Many of the male informants said
that it taught them how to treat women. The word
‘educational’ kept on coming up in the interviews with
reference to The Bold, whereas it never came up with

reference to Generations.

Soaps and the creation of parasocial relationships

Pekka Isotalus conducted research into the parasocial

relationships formed between viewers of socap operas and
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their favourite characters and viewers of news and their
best-liked newscasters. Isotalus provides the following

definitions of a parasocial relationship:

Parasocial relationship has been referred to as
an illusion of a face-to-face relationship
(Horton & Wohl, 1986), as an 1illusion of an
interpersonal relationship (Watson & Hill, 1984),
as media simulated interpersonal communication

(Cathgart & Gumpert 1983), as pseudo-interaction

(Hanson 1988), as an imaginary social
relationship (Alperstein 1991), as having a
guasi-friend (Koenig & Lessan 1985}, or as
pseudo-friendship (Perse 1990)...To sum up,

parasocial relationship can be taken to indicate
the receivers’ imaginary relationship with a

given media personality. (Isotalus:1995:59)

The Bold and the Beautiful is enormously popular in
Finland. “Finnish viewers took a fancy to The Bold and the
Beautiful with a force that resembled a national movement”
(Isotalus:1995:59). According to Isotalus, the relationship
between Finnish viewers and The Bold and its characters 1is

an affective one.
Together with the characters, the viewers experience the

joys and sorrows of their life, and they eagerly expect

to know their latest news. Sometimes the viewers seem
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unable to distinguish an actor from his or her role

(Isotalus, 1995: 59).

The kind of affective relationship described by Isotalus is
true of the South African students interviewed for this
study. The interviews revealed an intense involvement with
the lives of the characters in both The Bold and

Generations.

The fact that the actors on Generations were familiar to
the students from other shows and dramas appeared to lessen
the parasocial nature of the relationship between the
viewers and characters on the soap, whereas the fact that
the actors on The Bold were one with the characters they
portrayed on the socap (in the minds of the viewers) seemed
to increase the affective relationship between the viewers

and their favourite characters.

There are definite similarities between the viewership of
The Bold in Finland as described by Isotalus and that of
the South African students interviewed for this thesis. In
both countries the soap is enormously popular (in S.A. it
continues to be on the top ten list of most popular shows
on the SABC, see audience figqures in Chapter 4) and has

penetrated the national consciousness.

One of the male students interviewed for this thesis said
that he arranged an intimate dinner in his residence room

for him and his girlfriend based on something he saw one of
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the male characters do on The Bold, in the hopes that he
would achieve the same successful result as the character
on the show. This illustrates an element of parasocial
behaviour described by Sonia Livingstone 1in her Dbook
entitled Making Sense of Television: The Psychology of
audience interpretation (1990) in which she points to the
variability in the nature of the relationship between text

and viewer. She states the following:

Viewers may identify with particular characters,
seeing themselves as 1in that characters shoes;
they may regard a character as a role model,
imitating that character’s behaviour in order to
gain some of the rewards which the character is

shown to enjoy.. (Livingstone, 1990: 22).

Another aspect of the parasocial nature of the television
viewing experience referred to by Livingstone 1is one in
which a viewer “may recognise aspects of a character as
similar to a significant person in their own lives,
engaging in what Horton and Wohl (1956) term ‘parasocial
interaction’” (Livingstone, 1990 : 22). This kind of
relationship featured strikingly in the interviews with the
students conducted for this thesis. One of the questions
put to them in the interviews was whether or not they knew
anyone in their own lives who reminded them of any of the
characters on Generations or The Bold. Many of the girls
said that Brooke Logan on The Bold reminded them of girls

they knew who would go out of their way to steal someone
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else’s boyfriend. One female student called Nomandla, for
example, said that she had a relative who reminded her of
Taylor Forester on The Bold, as this person was kind and

loving just like Taylor.

Michele: Do you know anyone 1in your life who
reminds you of any of the characters on The Bold
and the Beautiful?

Nomandla: Yes. Taylor reminds me of my mom, she

is also kind and caring like Taylor.

A male student called Rush identified strongly with Ridge
from The Bold and the Beautiful because of his success with
women. He said he had a neighbour who reminded him of

Ridge, and whose behaviour he tried to emulate.

This kind of identification 1is an important part of the
soap viewing experience which augments the pleasure derived

from watching.

How Dallas captured the global imagination

One of the main questions this thesis attempts to answer is
why 1s The Bold and the Beautiful, an American soap, SO
popular with a young black South African audience? Tamar
Liebes and Elihu Katz in their study on the global appeal
of the American prime time soap, Dallas, grapple with
similar questions. They make the ©point that American

popular culture “travels the world with ease” (Liebes and
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Katz, 1993: 3), but their mission was to understand
specifically how a show like Dallas 1s so universally

understandable. Or is 1it?

During 1its original run on television (it 1s re-run on
networks all over the world) it was the most popular
programme in the world. Ien Ang counted ninety countries in
which the show was a success. Dallas failed in only a few
places, most notably Brazil and Japan (Liebes and Katz,
1993). The Bold 1is viewed in over eighty countries. Even
though Dallas is classified as a ‘prime time’ socap (refer
to Chapter 7 for definitions) as opposed to a ‘daytime’
soap like The Bold and Generations, it became evident
during the interviews I conducted that the research
conducted by Liebes and Katz (and others) on the ‘Dallas
phenomenon’ revealed similar facts to those unearthed in my
conversations with the students on The Bold and

Generations.

Leibes and Katz dealt specifically with the notable
popularity of Dallas in Israel. They gathered small groups
of family and friends, each group consisting of three
married couples of similar age, education and ethnicity.
The groups were made up of “Israeli Arabs, newly arrived
- Russian Jews, veteran Moroccan settlers, and members of
kibbutzim (typically second generation Israelis). There
were forty-four of these groups altogether (Leibes and
Katz, 1993: 6). The Israeli groups were matched with ten

groups of second generation Americans in the Los Angeles
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area so that the Israelli readings could be compared with

those who share the producers’ culture.

At a later date eleven Japanese groups were selected and
interviewed 1in the same way. Because Dallas failed 1in
Japan, and the Americans were two seasons of episodes ahead
of the Israelis, the interviewees from both these countries
were shown videotapes of the same episodes viewed by the
Israeli groups (Leibes and Katz, 1993: 6). Altogether the
study refers to the ways in which Dallas was read in six

different cultural communities (Liebes and Katz, 1993: 23).

What makes Leibes and Katz’s research so valuable is their
analysis of not only what made Dallas so popular, but also
why it failed in certain countries and why an American
prime time soap was so incredibly popular in so many

countries. Leibes and Katz assert that

The ethnic composition of Israel provided an
opportunity to examine [their] assumption that
meaning emerges from negotiation, that is, that
understanding, interpretation, and involvement
vary as a function of the interaction between the
symbolic resources of the viewer and the symbolic

offerings of the text (Liebes and Katz, 1993: 6).

The interviews I conducted for this thesis serve as an
illustration of the above. The way the students interpreted

The Bold and Generations was influenced Dby their
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backgrounds, culture and 1lived experience, which makes

their negotiated reading of the text specific to them.

Liebes and Katz take heed the fact that the type of
involvement generated by Dallas “may result, paradoxically,
from the fact that it is not considered serious
artistically and, perhaps, also because of 1its perceived
distance from viewers’ reality” (Liebes and Katz, 1993:
16). They note, by way of example, a study conducted in
Denmark on Dallas amongst viewers from the middle and
working classes. Hjort, the researcher, found that Dallas
“allows the expression of emotions like love and hate in a
liminal context, removed from one’s life to neutral ground”
(Liebes and Katz, 1993: 16). Hjort simultaneously examined
a Danish series called Daughters of the War, which was
regarded by viewers as more realistic and was therefore
more likely to invoke <critical reaction both about the
accuracy of its reality and about its artistic quality

(Liebes and Katz, 1993: 16). As Liebes and Katz point out

An increasing number of countries are producing
their own serials.. and it 1is, therefore, of
interest that such local productions may be more
likely to be Jjudged in terms of their reality
than imported programs from which viewers feel
more culturally distant. This does not mean
[however] that the local program is necessarily
perceived as more real. . . (Liebes and Katz,

1993: 196).
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The more traditional Israelis interviewed by Liebes and
Katz took for granted the fact that Dallas revealed America
or the rich or mcdern world. “In c¢ther words, cultural
distance reduces the preoccupation with the question of
reality, and proximity causes viewers to measure critically
how real it really 1is” (Liebes and Katz, 1993: 16). This
was clearly evident in my interviews, where students were
more critical of the realism in Generations, a local
production than they were of the ‘reality’ portrayed in The
Bold. With the American soap, their connection was with the
universal emotions elicited in them by the characters and
identification with the situations the characters were in,
whereas with Generations there was an additional element of

criticism based on their own lived experience.

The students were happy to accept situations in The Bold
which they would not have done in Generations, which 1is
supposed to reflect their own reality. For example, many of
the students commented on the fact that Brooke on The Bold
has been romantically involved with every man in the
Forester family, namely Eric and his two sons, something
which would not be tolerated in their culture. They were
not however doubting the plausibility of this happening in
America, as they have no first hand experience with
American culture. Had the same thing been tried on
Generations, it would have come under heavy criticism. As
it is, the relationship between Archie Moroka, his wife and

her twin sister, was difficult for the students to accept.
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Zoleka was unable to conceive and she gof her twin to sleep
with Archie in the hope that she would conceive and Archie
would never know. The students felt this was highly
implausible and were extremely critical of this particular
storyline. The criticism of local productions evidenced in
the interviews 1is explored 1in greater detail earlier in

this chapter.

The students I interviewed were able to distance themselves
from the sometimes morally reprehensible behaviour of the
characters on The Bold by virtue of the fact that the
characters are American and therefore foreign and to be
judged by different standards. In one sense, this enhanced
the escapist nature of the socap viewing experience.
Generations seemed to fill less of an escapist function in
the sense that while watching, the students were comparing
the events on the show to their experiences of life in
South Africa, bringing in a far greater element of

judgement of realism than in the case of The Bold.

Katz and Liebes noted a similar phenomenon in their study

on Dallas

Some groups find positive value in the program,
even though they know that it is morally rotten.
The Moroccan group 20, for example, finds the
program morally outrageous but consoles itself in
the escapist function (helps us forget Lebanon,

poor housing, etc.), the safely distant glamour

99



of the program, as well as the moral opposition

which it mobilizes (Liebes and Katz, 19983: 83).

It is far easier to escape into a glamorous world away from
your own stresses and dilemmas, which 1s superficially
entirely removed from your reality. That 1is what the
escapist function of soap opera 1s all about. Glamour 1is
not the only thing that provides an escape for viewers. The
British soap operas tend to focus on working class rather
than wealthy, glamorous people, but they still provide an
escape. Generations, which is a hybrid of the American and
British soap formulas (see chapter on production for more
detail) also performs the escapist function. The key 1is
that viewers can retreat into a world other than their own,
and focus on the problems of the characters they are

watching, rather than on their own.

Ien Ang on Dallas

I discuss Ang’'s research from a methodological point of
view 1in Chapter 5. For the purposes of this chapter
however, I would like to examine Ang’s perspective on the
nature of the socap viewer. Like Liebes and Katz, Ang
comments on the fact that the arbiters of national culture
frown upon the popularity enjoyed by American soaps like
Dallas. They find the susceptibility of non-American
audiences to such shows disturbing as they threaten a
nation’s cultural identity (Ang, 1985: 3). Popularity is

“an extremely complicated phenomenon. No simple answer is
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possible on the question of why Dallas is (was) so popular”
(Ang, 1985: 5). Given the complex nature of popularity, Ang
chose to focus on one aspect, namely pleasure, and the way
in which the soap 1is received and consumed. According to
Ang, it is “in the actual confrontation between viewer and
programme that pleasure 1is primarily generated (Ang, 1985:
6~10). Ang makes many salient points in her book, but the
one which was most fascinating in the context of my thesis,

is as follows:

Pierre Bourdieu has explained that popular
pleasure is characterized Dby an immediate
emotional or sensual involvement in the object of
pleasure. What matters is the possibility of
identifying oneself with it in some way or other,
to 1integrate it into everyday 1life. 1In other
words, popular pleasure is first and foremost a
pleasure of recognition (Ang, 1985: 20, quoting
from P. Bourdieu, The aristocracy of culture,

1980: 225-254).

Ang touches (in the above) on the essence of why BAmerican
soaps are able to cross so many cultural divides and have
been so immensely popular worldwide. What she says is as
applicable to daytime as it is to prime time soaps, as both
genres have achieved enormous popularity in non-American
countries. The reason the students I interviewed enjoy
watching The Bold is because they are able to identify and

relate to the characters. They were obviously not looking
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at external similarities, but rather at personality types

and character traits.

“What makes viewers diverge when interpreting narrative?”

(Livingstone, 1995: 174)

Sonia Livingstone asks this question in her examination of
the psychology of audience interpretation, and it 1s a
question which is pertinent for this thesis. Why do viewers
from different parts of the world interpret soap narratives
differently? More importantly, why do individuals from the
same cultural background and context relate differently to
soaps? Given that we are all individuals with our own
unique perspective on the world, it makes sense that we

would relate to a text and its characters differently.

In the same way that individuals respond differently to
people and situations in their lives, so too do they react
diversely to soap characters and narratives. Livingstone
quotes Noble (1975) who argues that “viewers interpret
narratives through a process of recognition, entering into
the action by playing against a character who is similar to

someone they know in real 1life” (Livingstone, 1995: 175).

The soap opera viewer has always been the subject of
ridicule in both academic and non-academic circles,
characterised as a mindless dupe unable to distinguish
clearly between the excesses of his/her favorite soaps and

reality. It 1is only in recent years that researchers have
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begun to acknowledge the sagacity of the soap viewer as an
individual actively involved in the viewing process; with

an intrinsic understanding of how the genre works.

The following chapter chronicles traditional quantitative

methods of audience measurement.
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Chapter 4

INSTITUTIONAL AUDIENCE MEASUREMENT

We are all, in our heads, several different
audiences at once, and can be constituted as such
by different programmes. We have the capacity to
deploy different levels and modes of attention, to
mobilize different competencies in our viewing. At
different times of the day, for different family
members, different patterns of viewing have
different 'saliences’. Here the monolithic
conceptions of the viewer, the audience or of
television itself have been displaced - one hopes
forever — before the new emphasis on difference

and variation (Hall, 1986: 10).

This chapter will examine quantitative research practices
with particular reference to audience ratings systems
employed by broadcasters in America, and the South African
Broadcasting Corporation (SABC) in South Africa, in relation

to the qualitative methods examined in previous chapters.

Institutional audience measurement is defined by the fact
that its main purpose 1is to provide audience figures - it
has no interest in the way programmes are watched, it is
simply concerned with how many people are sitting in front
of a television set while specific programmes are broadcast,
so it provides no information on how programmes are

interpreted by viewers.
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Ien Ang states that the nature of commercial broadcasting in
America needs to be examined in order to understand why the
practice of audience measurement plays such a central role
in the commercial broadcasting environment (Ang, 1997: 249).
Shows live or die by their audience ratings - 1f ratings
drop, shows are cancelled. The primary reason for the focus
on ratings is one of economics. The commercial broadcasters
rely on advertising revenue for their survival. It stands to
reason that the shows with the highest audience ratings will
attract the most advertising revenue, as they will give
advertisers a chance to deliver their messages to the
biggest possible audience in order to increase the sale of
the products or services they are promoting. As Ang points

out

In economic terms, production for profit is the
sole objective of the commercial broadcasting
industry. . . To finance the whole system; the
networks are dependent on advertisers as Sponsors.
The idea of advertising is principally based on
the assumption that it 1s possible to enlarge
sales of products through communication. It is the
prospect of fusing selling and communicating that
induces interest on the part of advertisers to
make use of television or radio to disseminate
their promotional messages. Therefore a system has
emerged in which advertisers buy airtime from the
broadcasters, either fifteen-or thirty- or sixty-
second spots, to be inserted in programmes that

are furnished by the networks (Ang, 1997: 249).
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Vital to this transaction, is the fact that advertisers want
to be given some kind of guarantee as to the number of
people their message will be reaching and what the
demographic of the said audience is, as this will determine
whether they are able to reach their target market with
maximum exposure for their money, as these advertising spots
are not cheap. Essentially, what the networks are selling to
advertisers 1s an audience. In order to determine that the
transaction is a fair one, the audience has to be measurable
in some way so that a selling price can be determined. It is
at this juncture that the concept of audience measurement
becomes important. “Audience measurement bears an economic
meaning in so far as it produces the necessary standard
through which advertising rates can be set” (Ang, 1997: 249).
The greater the number of people who watch a programme, the

more expensive the advertising rate.

Ratings firms such as Nielson in America exist to supply the
information necessary to broker deals between advertisers
and networks. They provide the information that determines
the value of specific time slots as they measure the size of
the viewing audience. They mould the audience into a
quantifiable object for sale. This exercise is one which
“has encountered many real and perceived imperfections

which have not only led to continuing competition between
ratings firms, but also, often enough, to skirmishes between
advertisers and networks over the right measurement
standards” (Ang, 1997: 250).

Given that advertisers and networks have historically been
interested in the “monolithic conceptions of the viewer” to

which Stuart Hall refers (Hall, 1986: 10), +there has
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traditionally been a great divide between the kind of
‘mainstream’ positivist approach to audience measurement
favoured by ratings organizations and the qualitative
research undertaken by academic researchers. Sometimes the
divide is so great, as to almost set them up in opposition
to each other. A conversation I had with a media planner’
from one of South Africa’s largest advertising agencies
about my research, illustrates this. She expressed interest
in my research, but said that while it was ‘interesting’, it
was not of value in the world of advertising where audience
research was concerned. As a media planner, she was
concerned purely with giving her clients a viewer ‘head
count’. The details of how the audience interacted with
programmes was of no commercial value to her, and therefore

of no importance.

The opinion expressed by this media planner is
representative of attitudes throughout the industry, both
locally and abroad. Advertisers and networks regard the
audience as a commodity, and as such they are not interested
in what this commodity thinks or feels or how it interprets
programmes, as this has little bearing on the process of

economic exchange for which it is used.

As Shaun Moores points out, notwithstanding the continued
use of qualitative scales such as viewer ‘lappreciation
indices’, quantitative data on audience size presently
dominates 1industry thinking (Moores, 1997: 225). Moores

refers to the work conducted by Ien Ang into the nature of

' A media planner is responsible for analysing the ratings figures supplied by ratings companies in order to
determine which spots should be occupied by clients for advertising their products and what rates are
payable for the air time.
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commercial audience measurement, and her critique thereof.

According to Moores,

[Ang] recognizes that the ratings are
institutionally enabling, a necessary ‘fiction’
for the broadcasters, but also believes them to be
epistemologically limited. In other words, they
can serve a useful economic function for the
industry and yet simultaneously misrepresent
everyday activities of television consumption

(Moores, 1997: 225).

Ang’s polemic (described by Moores above) goes on to assert,
“the audience commodity has no objective existence outside
of ratings research - and is therefore produced in those
very practices of audience measurement” (Moores, 1997: 226).
The term ‘measurement’ defines the nature o¢f the ratings
system. To ‘measure’ something implies quantification, an
estimate of size, rather than an understanding of the
article being measured. The ongoing desire of networks is to
convert “the ‘elusive’ occurrence of real people watching
television into a known, objectified category” (Moores,

1897: 226) to sell to advertisers.

An overview of audience measurement in practice in a global

context

The quest in which ratings companies are engaged involves
the creation of a technical instrument of measurement able
to monitor viewers’ movements in front of the television

screen 24 hours a day, “thereby revealing the exact size and
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demographic shape of a television audience to broadcasters

and advertisers” (Moores, 1997: 226).

Moores explains that the 1initial methods of audience
measurement employed by networks involved questionnaire
surveys conducted by telephone or street interviews. This
evolved into the systems of electronic ‘set meters’ and
diary entries in a chosen ‘panel’ of households by means of

which ratings were determined (Moores, 1997: 226).

“These panels were samples which had been designed
to represent the viewing population as a whole.
Their programme choices were supposedly
'generalizable' - resulting in the claim that a
given number of people, counted in their millions,
watched a particular television broadcast. The set
meter gave an accurate statement of when the
television was switched on, off or channels were
charged. It told researchers which channel was
being received in the panel home. A diary served
as a supplementary source of data, with the
household members being asked to keep a written
record of their personal viewing habits (Moores,

1997: 226).

Both these methods were however profoundly flawed. Diaries
for example, depended on the conscientiousness and honesty
of the panel members for their accuracy and “knowing when a
screen 1s switched on 1s not the same thing as knowing
whether anyone 1is actually looking at the screen” (Moores,

1997: 226). As Moores points out, most pecple know from

109



their own domestic viewing experiences that the act of
watching television 1is often combined with several other
activities such as eating, talking on the telephone or
reading a magazine or a newspaper, so that the television
has to compete for space and time in the household context
(Moores, 1997: 226). In response to these flaws and others,
institutional researchers have now developed a device called
a ‘people meter’ which is designed to “monitor individual
viewing habits within the panel home” (Moores, 1997: 227).
It combines the previous functions of the set meter and
diary in a synthesized electronic device. Ang explains the

workings of the ‘people meter’ as follows:

When a viewer begins to watch a programme, (s)he must
press a numbered button on a portable keypad, which
looks like the well-known remote control device. When a
viewer stops watching, the button must be pressed again.
A monitor attached to the television set 1lights up
regularly to remind the viewer of the button-pushing
task. Every member of a sample family has her or his own
individual button, while there are also some extra
buttons for guests (Ang, 1992: 137) quoted in (Moores,
1997: 227).

Despite the inclusion of the monitor in the device, doubts
about the co-operation of consumers in using the gadget
remain, which has led to a further innovation in the form of
what 1s known as a ‘passive people meter’. Here the
necessity for a human hand to intervene is apparently
eliminated altogether. The passive people meter is a camera-

like, ‘image recognition’ device fitted to the television
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set. It is able to record exactly which faces in the living
room are directed at the screen. It cannot of course tell us
how viewers are 1interpreting a programme, but it does
“promise finally to realize the dreams of ratings agencies
for the panoptic system of audience surveillance” (Moores,

1997: 227).

Even though the image recognition system described above is
able to visually monitor the number of people looking at a
TV set in a panel household at any time, it fails to capture
the true nature of the viewing experiences of those
watching, and 1s also incapable of measuring each
individual’s understanding of what they are watching, and is
therefore unable to provide any information of how viewing
differs from household to household, between genders and
between different cultural, ethnic and religious groups. In
a country such as South Africa, which 1s so diverse in the
make-up of its population, this kind of information is
vital, particularly for the producers of local productions,

who need to have an understanding of their target audience.

As Moores states, the day-to-day existence of individuals or
households and their consumption practices “does not lend
itself to being measured because it exists as a dispersed
domain of lived experiences and cultural meanings - not as a
calculable object” (Moores, 1997: 227).

In order to delve into what 1lies ‘behind the ratings’,
different methods with very different purposes have to be
adopted. . .”[R]lesearch needs to investigate the complex
ways in which television is embedded in a ..range of everyday

practices” (Morley, 1990: 8) quoted in (Moores, 1997: 228).
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Institutional audience measurement in its current form 1is
not able to do this. Ethnographic audience research is far
more capable of defining or describing the complexity of the
viewing environment than gquantitative measurement
techniques. As Moores states, “whereas ratings agencies are
trying to build a profitable audience commodity through
techniques of measurement, reception ethnographers are
trying instead to produce resonant and detailed accounts of
broadcast media consumption which are sensitive to the
“dynamics of interpretation, taste, power . . . to the
qualitative aspects of reception or ‘the politics of the

living room’” (Moores, 1997: 228).

Having had the experience of interviewing students in a
University residence environment, the complexities of the
viewing context were immedliately apparent. Simply doing a
headcount of the people watching would have told me nothing
about the way in which the students relate to The Bold and
the Beautiful and Generations. Even if I was armed with a
‘people monitor’ like the ones used in panel households,
this kind of measurement would have afforded no information
other than how many people were watching and Dbasic
demographic information such as how many males and females
and their ages. Observing the communal television room
environment made it clear how much goes on in a single
viewing - there 1is almost too much to take in. But detailed
observation 1s also extremely limited - only after
conducting my interviews, did I start to gain any real
insight into the nature of the students’ viewing

experiences.
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Given the density of the domestic viewing context, it 1is
difficult to avoid becoming bewildered by the audience’s
meaning-producing capacity, as Silverstone 1s quoted as

saying:

Television is potentially meaningful and therefore open
to the constructive work of the consumer-viewer, both in
terms of how it is used, or placed, in the household -
in what rooms, where, associated with what other
furniture or machines, the subject of what kinds of
discourses inside and outside the home and in terms of
how the meanings it makes available through the content
of its programmes are in turn worked with by individuals
and household groups who receive them (Silverstone,

1990: 179) quoted in Ang, 1996: 69).

The social construction o©of the viewing process is
particularly important in the context of this thesis, as the
‘domestic environment’ in  which the students watch
television is quite literally a social/communal one. The act
of viewing 1is coupled with conversation with friends and
arguments with peers about the nature of what 1is being
watched. Dialogue or discussion 1is a large part of the
pleasure derived from watching soap operas. What makes the
communal residence experience different from conventional
domestic viewing environments is that the conversation is
engaged in both during and after watching a soap - they do
not need to wait until after viewing or the following day to
converse with friends about their favourite soaps - the

discussion is integrated into the viewing process.
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Radical Contextualization

Ang notes importantly that since market research is supposed
to deliver information that «can serve as the Y“common
symbolic currency for 1industry negotiations and decision-
making”, too detailed a knowledge of the “radically
contextual ways in which people consume and use media would
only be counter-procductive” (Ang, 1996: 73). Ang warns
however against the dangers of what she calls ‘radical
contextualism’ (Ang, 1996: 73), as in its extreme form, it
is essentially 1infinite because the possibilities of
intertextuality are never-ending. How does one then define
the bounds of context? Ang explains further by means of the

following quote from Jonathan Culler

[Clontext 1is boundless, so accounts of context never
fully provide full determinations of meanings. Against
any set of formulations, one can 1imagine further
possibilities of context, including the expansion of
context produced by the reinscription within a context

of the description of it (Culler in Ang, 1996: 74).

This kind of radical contextuality may ©be logical
epistemologically, but is completely indefensible
ontologically and not pragmatically enforceable (Ang, 1996:
73). The solution to this dilemma is that researchers have
to accept the fact that their descriptions of an audience’s
viewing context are limited to the researcher’s own
descriptive and cognitive capacities (Ang, 1996: 75). This

is not to say that such descriptions are inaccurate, they
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are simply limited in relation to the concept of radical

contextualisation.

The Appreciation Index

One of the key problems with the institutional audience
research examined in this chapter, 1s that the audience’s
level of enjoyment and understanding of a particular
programme cannot be measured by the quantitative measurement
techniques used by networks and public broadcasters. The
‘Audience appreciation index’ 1s a measure designed to try
and combat these failings. The ‘audience index’ or ‘Al’.
Audiences are requested to report on the programmes they
have watched during the course of a week and to indicate
their appreciation of each of them by using a grading
system, for example, ‘enjoyable’or ‘extremely enjoyable’ to
indicate the degree of pleasure the viewer derived from each
programme. According to Goodhart et al “the advantage of
this simplicity is that a viewer can be asked to comment on
a large number of programmes of varying types” (Goodhart et

al, 1987: 88).

It must be borne in mind however, that while this grading
system may go some way towards providing more 1in-depth,
accurate information on viewers’ reactions to shows, the
information it provides 1s still inadequate. Grading levels
of ‘enjoyment’ or ‘pleasure’ do not provide insight into the
way viewers understand or relate to specific shows and

characters.
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Goodhart et al also point out that there is no correlation
between the Appreciation Index and audience size. For
example, a show with low ratings may be watched and enjoyed
by a small group of people, who continue to enjoy the show
even though they are part of only a select few who do.
Conversely, viewers may keep their television sets switched
on during highly rated shows, without actually paying
attention to what is on the screen, or without experiencing

great enjoyment (Goodhart et al, 1987: 90).

Quantitative research and its inability to capture diverxgent

audience interpretations

One of the main shortcomings of the kind of quantitative
audience research described in this chapter, 1is 1its
inability to describe and define the divergent nature of
audience interpretation as indicated in the above
discussion. The anomalies which occur amongst viewers are
largely as a result of differences in age, gender, religion
and culture amongst members of an audience, particularly in
a country as culturally diverse as South Africa. There is no
such thing as a ‘South African’ viewing public, because

South Africans are not an homogenous group.

One of the key aspects of this thesis, is the analysis of a
group of Zulu speaking university students’ interpretation
and enjoyment of a South African and an American soap opera.
Another element of the research involved comparing the
research findings of this thesis with other socap opera
audience studies conducted in various parts of the world in

an effort to define the distinct nature of the viewing
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experiences of the students interviewed, as well as the
similarities between this group and other groups that have

been studied and analysed in relation to soap operas.

Sonia Livingstone (1995) focuses on the complex nature of
soap viewers and the divergent nature of their experiences,
and how crucial it is for audience studies to recognise both
the areas of consensus and divergence between soap viewers.
Livingstone posits three possible methodological solutions
for audience research to deal with the contradictory
elements of consensus and divergence amongst soap viewers.
One of these 1involves the wuse of qualitative research
methods such as ethnography. Livingstone notes that even
though such methods are open to criticism concerning their
reliability and representativeness because the groups or
individuals analysed are so much smaller than those examined
by quantitative researchers, in spite of these shortcomings,
qualitative methods “have notable advantages in terms of
sensitivity, richness, and complexity” (Livingstone, 1995:

loo).

In order to gain greater insight into “the nature and extent
of divergence in specific interpretations of character and
narrative among viewers” (Livingstone, 1995: 167)
Livingstone conducted an open-ended preliminary study of
twenty seven women covering a wide range of agés and
occupations (not students) “who were all regular and
longstanding viewers of Coronation Street [a long-running
British daily soap operal” (Livingstone, 1995: 167). The
women were asked to recollect four narratives involving the

popular and central <character, Rita Fairclough. “No
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restrictions were placed on which narratives they recalled:
they were simply asked to recall any narratives which they
had seen at any time in the programme’s history”
(Livingstone, 1995: 167). Each respondent was provided with

pens and paper (with no time limit imposed) and asked to

describe freely the narratives as they remembered
them, including in their accounts details of what
happened, how Rita and other characters reacted
and felt, and what the events might reveal about
Rita’s character. These instructions were given to
encourage viewers to reveal their own inferences
and judgements and to discourage a bland,
denotative or behavioural description

(Livingstone, 1995: 167).

A wide range of narratives was recounted by the respondents
ranging over a period of years, but the majority focused on
recent episodes. Livingstone arranged the accounts she
received by the narrative recalled, and then compared them
to see how the same narrative was recollected by different
viewers 1in order to establish whether or not they were
consensual in their descriptions and what types and degrees
of divergence occurred (Livingstone, 1995: 167). According
to Livingstone the results revealed something of the
viewers’ unpremeditated experience of the programme, as the
memories which they recalled are probably the most readily
available and important to them when viewing the programme

and interpreting new narratives (Livingstone, 1995: 168).
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The interviews conducted for this thesis revealed a dJgreat
deal of the divergence and consensus patterns revealed 1in
Livingstone’s study. Even though the interviews did not
involve the recounting of specific episodes, I asked the
respondents questions related to particular events on the
soaps in an effort to gauge their reactions to storylines
and events. The same unpremeditated responses described by
Livingstone were evident in the interviews I conducted with
the students. There was a candid relating of specific
events, which was similar to the way in which one tells a
story that has recently happened in one’s own 1life or to

close friends or family.

I found that discussion around specific characters on
Generations and The Bold and the Beautiful revealed
interesting examples of divergence and consensus,
particularly where Brooke on The Bold and Ntsiki on
Generations were concerned. Both these women are strong and
powerful (and manipulative), vyet they both have a certain
vulnerability which can be endearing. Even though Ntsiki and
Brooke are two very different characters, the responses they
elicited from the students were very similar. They were
either loathed or loved, with discussion around both being
very clear-cut and emotionally charged. The following
extracts from interviews with two female students reveal

similar condemnatiocons of Brooke and Ntsiki

Michele: Who don’t you like on The Bold?

Nomandla: Brooke and Grant?.

! Grant is a peripheral character who appeared first as Brooke’s love interest and then as Macy Alexander’s
love interest. He was eventually written out of the soap. Nomandla is a fan of Taylor’s, hence her animosity
towards Brooke.
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Michele: Why?

Nomandla: She is bitchy and he is stupid.

Michele: Who don’t you like on Generations?

Vicky: Ntsiki.

Michele: Why?

Vicky: She is not really a friend. She just thinks of
herself and what will be good for her, and not how the

next person will feel. She is a manipulator.

With Ntsiki, it was clear that the majority of respondents
hated her because of her baneful conduct. A handful
expressed a reluctant fondness for her, though this came
across tinged with gquilt as 1f they were ashamed of
admitting that they liked her, in case they fell victim to
public censure. Brooke however, had a great many detractors

as well as sympathizers.

Institutional Audience Measurement in South Africa: a local

context

Given that the research conducted for this thesis was
undertaken in South Africa, and that one focus 1is on
comparing the consumption of soap operas in South Africa to
their consumption globally, 1t is important Athét the
institutional audience techniques employed in South Africa
be described. It 1s also important for the reader to
understand the Television Audience Measurement Systems

(TAMS) figures as I have made use of them in this thesis.
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Audience measurement for the media industry is undertaken by
an organization called SAARF, the South African Advertising

Research Foundation.

TAMS: a synopsis

‘TAMS’ stands for Television Audience Measurement Systems,
and is the system employed by SAARF to compile television

audience figures for the media industry.

Before the implementation of ‘peoplemeters’ in South Africa,
audiences were measured using quarterly TV Diaries. SAARF
adopted the electronic meter or peoplemeter system used in
the UK, Europe and the USA in the 1980s, based on its
rapidity and reliability, which had been put to the test in
other parts of the world. Financially, the investment in the
electronic metering system made sense by virtue of the fact
that it would make the whole process of gathering audience
figures more efficient and accurate, and also because SAARF
determined that 1t was wunlikely that any revolutionary
developments in the system were likely to take place in the
short to medium term. It went ahead and prepared a
comprehensive specification for the existing AMPS (All Media
Products Survey) Meter System [now the SAARF Television

Audience Measurement Survey: SAARF TAMS].

SAARF awarded the <contract for implementing TAMS to
ACNielsen in the mid 1980s. Amid political unrest in South
Africa in 1986, ACNeilsen dis-invested and IBIS, the company
that reverted back to ACNeilsen a few years later, took over

their South African interests, including the television

121



metering contract. Due to political sanctions in the 1980s
SAARF and IBIS had no choice but to develop their own
metering system and the software to operate it, and so the
Mark 1 Meter came into being (TAMS Technical Report, 2002:
3).

The Mark 1 Meter

The initial hardware for the Mark 1 Meter could only be used
in homes with electricity and a telephone with an automatic
exchange. Given the low penetration of telephones in black
areas 1in the 1980s, the mark 1 Meter panel consisted of
white, coloured and Indian households with mains electricity
and automatic telephones. As a result the total television

coverage was as follows:

Racial Groups Percentage %
» Whites > 81,5

» Coloureds » 62,8

» Indians » 75,0

» Blacks > 0,0

The first weekly report based on the results from the
Mark 1 Meter was released in July 1989. “This new TV
currency was quickly grasped by the media planning
industry and the Dbroadcasters. Soon SAARF was asked to
look at extending the AMPS Meter System to black TV
households” (TAMS Technical Report, 2002: 3).
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The Mark 2 Meter

The Mark 2 Meter was developed in South Africa in 1991. It
could operate via radio transmitters in households without
telephones, which meant that it could now be extended into

more black households.

The daily viewing data 1in non-telephone households was
transmitted by radio to a ‘host’ meter in an automatic
telephone household. The host telephone would then
receive the viewing data for both ‘host’ and any linked
non-telephone household. The ‘host’ meter could be as
far as 25 km away, depending on the terrain (SAARF TAMS
Technical Report, 2002: 3).

The Mark 2 Meter represented a breakthrough as 1t enabled
SAARF to establish a black meter panel as well as extend the
coloured, Indian and white coverage to include households
without automatic telephones. SAARF limited its coverage of
black audiences to metropolitan areas, cities and towns.
This decision was based on the “low incidence of Black
households with TV sets and mains electricity in villages
and rural areas, as well as the practical difficulties of
finding suitable automatic telephone households to act as

‘hosts’” (SAARF TAMS Technical Report, 2002: 4).

The 1990s: the next generation of meters

After 1994, the year in which South Africa had its first
democratic election in which blacks were allowed for the

first time to vote, the political and social climate of the
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country changed drastically. SAARF had to mobilise and adapt
to the changing face of the country. Technologically, the
old meters were reaching the end of their usable lifespan
and by 1999 the decision was taken to use the Finnish
Eurometer from Mitron and PCTips software from ACNeilson’s
Systems Asia Pacific to collect and process the viewership
data the SAARF TAMS panel. By the year 2000 the decision was
taken to remove all the old Mark 1 and 2 Meters and replace
them with Eurometers, and by 2001 there were no old meters
left in the system. By this time, ACNeilson had had bought

back IBIS and was once again running the system for SAARF.

The advent of satellite channels in South Africa

“The advent of digital satellite TV posed worldwide
measurement problems. This was new technology, and the
developed world was struggling with the challenge of
measuring this service” (SAARF TAMS Technical Report, 2002:
4). For this reason SAARF decided not to measure satellite
TV households in South Africa until a technical solution had
been found. “Consequently the universe definition excluded
satellite households up to the end of 2000” (SAAREF TAMS
Technical Report, 2002: 4). The problem however was that as
DSTV (digital satellite television) became more popular, the
SAARF TAMS universe was becoming “more and more skewed away
from the real TV universe in Socuth Africa” (SAARF TAMS
Technical Report, 2002: 4).

In the year 2000 it was established that DSTV could be
measured as a single channel by recognising the DSTV

frequency in a satellite household. By July 2001, ACNielsen
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was able to separate out the wvarious component channels
making up DSTV, “in order to merge the satellite ratings of
all the terrestrial channels with their terrestrial ratings.
Thus the M-Net rating became a composite of the satellite
rating added to the terrestrial rating, and so on for SABC
1, SABC 2, etc.” (SAARF TAMS Technical Report, 2002: 4).

Given that satellite households make up only approximately
11,4% of the total SAARF TAMS panel, few channels are robust

enough to warrant being separately reported hence,

In July 2001, Oracle Airtime Sales implemented
ACNielsen’s proposal to augment ‘naturally’ occurring
satellite households on the panel, with a ‘booster’
panel of randomly located satellite households to create
a satellite ‘sub-panel’ of 300 households. During
processing the enlarged DSTV sample is down-weighted to
its natural incidence (SAARF TAMS Technical Report,
2002: 5).

TAMS: METHODOLOGY

SAARF compiles TAMS reports weekly. The TAMS data is made up
of adults 16 years and older, and children in the households
between the ages of 7 and 15. All panel households are
private households with electricity laid on and a working

television set.

What 1is interesting, is that even though the country has
undergone profound political changes since 1994, these
changes are not fully reflected in the TAMS data. In the

