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Abstract

The purpose of this study was to explore different acts of interpretation in the
interaction between text (television drama) and audience. This study proposed a
new theoretical and methodological problematics for audience studies, which is
called ‘empirical reception aesthetics’, challenging the taken-for-granted terms such
as audience activity, interpretative communities and the openness of text. It brought
out three areas of interest in empirical reception aesthetics; the audience’s horizons
of expectations, the interpretative positions and textual invitations. In order to
investigate these areas, this study emphasised methodological convergence,
employing both survey research and the focused family interview.

Concerning the audience’s horizons of expectation about television drama, the
Korean audience saw it as ‘emotional escapism’, ‘distanceship’, ‘naturalistic
realism’, and ‘imaginative realism’, which set limits on divergence in interpretations
and reading pleasure. This implies that a range of foreknowledge is an integral part,
as a mediated factor, in the interaction between text and audience.

It found that there were four interpretative positions, ‘the escapist’, ‘the
habitual’, ‘the ironic’ and ‘the non-engaged’. Though the individual viewer tends to
take a dominant position, this is closely influenced by the other positions on the
ground that interpretative positions are correlated with each other. This implies that
the audience’s interpretative position 1s not fixed in relation to class or gender. By
using the term ‘interpretative positions’, we are able to avoid a simplistic distinction
of oppositional reading and dominant reading and the mechanical application of the
audience’s interpretation to social backgrounds. Moreover, audience activity can be

better understood when focused on a negotiated position.
This study argued that discursive relations are also significant in the act of

reading television drama, focusing on cultural capital such as the frequency of
watching drama, cultural exchanges and genre preferences. The audience’s
hermeneutic pleasure 1s attributable to ‘conventional openness’ whereby the
audience is invited to participate in the fictional world from the processes of gap-
filling such as the feeling of co-authorship, sharing secrets, a feeling of mastery and
puzzle-solving games. Conventional openness means that the meanings of text are
not infinitely open, but to some degree determined, depending on generic

conventions and popular aesthetic codes.
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Chapter 1

Introduction

Traditionally, those studying the humanities have tended to take one of two
opposing approaches, concerning themselves either with ‘a method of presentation’
or ‘a method of understanding’. While those taking the first view point, as in
formalism, structuralism and genre studies, have focused on aesthetics and
structures of meaning inherent in the text, the other side, including the
phenomenology of art, hermeneutics and reader-oriented cnticism, have been
concerned with understanding the reader or subject, suggesting interpretations
dependent on the role of the reader. In spite of such a distinction, both sides of the
tradition have made open a route to understanding, on the one hand, how a wider
range of textual elements and styles function in the text, and on the other, to
approaching how interpretations are made as a product of the reader’s experience.
It seems certain that these discussions may provide some valuable spring boards
from which audience studies may explore the interaction between text and audience.

While over the last few decades, media studies have also made a distinction that
has reduced the area of interest to a set of oppositions between the text-oriented
approach and the audience-oriented approach, there have been significant shifts
from the former, and audience passivity, towards the latter, and audience acttvity. In
administrative or quantitative traditions, one important division was between these
perspectives which asked what the media do to the viewer and others which
considered what the viewer does with the media. As uses and gratifications studies
have replaced effect studies, the notion of the active audience has been empirically
theorised to disregard the idea of the mass. For uses and gratifications research, the
viewer is active in that he/she is intentional, selective and involved. In critical or

qualitative paradigms, there has been, equally, an attempt to conceptualise audience
activity by exploring how the viewer, as a social and cultural being with the
complex reality of everyday life, makes sense of meanings, resists the dominant
meaning, and in turn constructs his’her own subcultural practices. Such a
conceptualisation encourages the idea of the viewer as embedded in the micro-

world of domestic and daily existence.



Although starting out from different philosophical and methodological
backgrounds, both uses and gratifications research and reception studies have
arrived at similar conclusions with, in broad terms, relative audience autonomy
demonstrated as a key building block. The findings of empirical research are
deployed to dismiss a model of effect/media by which the masses are greatly
influenced.” In a similar vein, reception studies are invoked to challenge the view
of the media as the means by which dominant and preferred meanings are
reproduced. Another key point lies in the emphasis on multi-dimensional uses and
gratification and on complexity of interpretations. There is no doubt that these
contributions serve to conceptualise the notion of the active audience and the
complexity of reception.

A plethora of criticism is, nevertheless, offered with reference to these
researches. Among this criticism is ‘the disappearing text’ which is attributed to the
over-emphasis of the role of the audience and the openness of text. Blumler,
Gurevitch and Katz (1986: 260) admit that ‘texts are to some extent constraining.
We must therefore build into our outlook an explicit recognition that texts are not
infinitely open and may allow a limited number of possible readings’. ¥ Moreover,
the disappearing text results in ignorance of various differences i the manner in
which the audience receives or reads television drama of different genres. If the

audience builds up motives for watching soap operas, it is clear that, to some
extent, these stem from generic conventions of soap operas: never-ending stories,
interweaving storylines and unfolding textual elements. From the critical camp,

Curran (1990: 152) points out:

Audiences do not have an infinite repertoire of discourses to draw upon in
adapting TV meanings. The location of individuals in the social structure will
tend to determine which discourses they have ready access to. This influences in

turn the range of readings that they will derive from media content.

Just as active audience theonies criticise the ‘disappearing audience’ in effect
studies and Screen theory, so they themselves are refuted on account of the
‘disappearing text’. To borrow Blumler, Gurevitch and Katz’s expression, it 1s a
‘dialogue of the deaf’. It is evident that the meaning of text is neither infimitely open
nor entirely determined. Nevertheless, uses and gratifications theories are often
dismissed for implying that almost any television programme can be used for almost



any function and, hence, can be interpreted in almost any way. Reception studies
tend to ignore the fact that meanings inherent in the text exert pressure on audience
interpretation in certain preferred ways, even though they can sometimes be
rejected.

More recent audience studies have looked at both sides of the interaction,
including negotiated readings. They have examined both the ways in which the
audience actively makes sense of presentations, and the ways in which television
presentations have the power to shape and inform public understandings (Liebes
and Katz, 1989, 1993; Livingstone, 1990; Roscoe, Marshall and Gleeson, 1995;
Wilson, 1993). What still needs to be done here 1s to shed light on a pool of
mediated factors or complexity in the encounter of audience and text. Although
there have been a few analyses, there is much room for exploring this complex and

mediated relation.
In examining the interaction between text and audience, this research waill

follow some ideas from the phenomenology of art such as reception aesthetics
which may offer rich possibilities, even though 1t has conceived of the reader as an
abstract construct, as signified in the notion of ‘implied reader’ or ‘mock reader’.
Therefore, it is necessary to position the audience in its social context beyond
abstraction, and at the same time to bring out cultural and discursive relations in
interpreting television drama, which are not only shared but also divergent.

1-1 The Purpose of the Present Study

The present study is designed to identify the way in which Korean audiences
construct various ‘horizons of expectations’ and ‘interpretative positions’, and how
they are invited by a plethora of repertoires of television drama, and in turn gain
hermeneutic pleasure in the interaction between text and audience. It attempts to go
beyond a dichotomy between active and passive audiences and a simplistic usage of
the term, ‘interpretative communities’, and to explore central issues of complexity
and consensus in drama reception. Three essential areas will be investigated: the
horizons of expectations —— a range of foreknowledge, as it were, which has been
constructed through experience of texts; the audience interpretative positions which
are connected with textual dimensions and social backgrounds, and textual



invitations and hermeneutic pleasure. To put it in another way, this research will
focus not only cultural/discursive modes of interpreting text, but also on complexity
in reception within domestic and social context, suggesting that meanings of text are
to some degree determined both through the audience’s given experiences and
social backgrounds and through textual elements and aesthetics. In addition, this
research will explore consensus and divergence in interpretations which are neither
completely homogeneous nor divergent.

Concerning the audience’s horizons of expectations, it can be said that the
constraints imposed by the audience are significant for understanding either shared
or divergent experiences or interpretations. Yet only a little is known of the role of
prior cultural and social knowledge and genre expectations. The horizon of
expectations as a mediated factor between text and audience has a crucial
implication, because it is a set of pre-given experiences which are not purely
subjective but intersubjective. Moreover, we can assume that the audience reads
television drama and gains pleasure through constituted knowledge which is socio-
culturally derived from its experiences of similar genres, narrative types and various
emotional and cognitive perceptions of what television drama seems to be.

The viewer’s interpretative position is another mediated factor. The audience’s
readings are framed by shared cultural formations. In previous studies, shared
interpretative positions tend to be derived from objective positions such as class,
subculture group and ethnicity, as has been seen in the term ‘interpretative
communities’. Though it is recognised that these conditions set limits on the
viewers’ interpretative positions, it is necessary, first of all, to identify their specific
sites as experiences of watching drama. Watching drama encourages its own
interpretative positions which differ considerably from those taken when watching
news, public affairs and documentaries. After finding the specific positions of a
drama viewer, it is necessary to relate them to objective social and cultural contexts.

Regarding dramatic invitations, this study will bring the power of text to
illuminate how audiences gain pleasures with reference to genres, narratives,
hermeneutic act and context, because we cannot dismiss these textual elements or
aesthetics in the process of reception. It is obvious that a specific genre or narrative
provides particular pleasure. More importantly, there is ‘gap filling’ in the reading
process, that is to say, a set of acts of reading in which the audience is invited to



speculate about future development and to reconstruct past events. This process of

reading contributes to creating hermeneutic pleasure.
In order to achieve its purpose, this study will analyse Korean television drama

as a whole. ¥ Most work on television drama has concentrated on studies of the
audiences reading either a particular serial or soap opera such as Dallas or an
episode from a popular senal, or on the context of television viewing. Such work
has been important for moving away from more abstract theories which ignored the
role of the audience towards more concrete audience readings and the relationship
between a serial and a subculture group.

However, if the audience has constructed its horizons of expectations and
interpretative positions, it cannot be said that this has been derived from only a
particular drama. Though a viewer enjoys watching a particular soap opera, it is
assumed that he or she will watch other dramas. For example, Korean audiences
regularly watch five or seven kinds of drama a week. This tendency would be
similar regardless of nationality, even though there are differences in frequency of
regularly watched dramas. This implies that the viewer’s reading position has been
concretised through viewing various dramas rather than through only one.

It is only by a more comprehensive understanding of television drama reception
that we can pursue different readings and pleasures in relation to different genres

and narratives. By doing this, we will be able to explain the complexity and variety
of reading and involvement; whether, for example, the male viewer makes sense of a

television drama which is generally regarded as a female genre and vice versa, or
how different genres contribute to different audience readings or positions.

1-2 Research Questions

The first part will suggest a new theoretical perspective to explore the
interaction between drama and audience, following the phenomenology of art or
German reception theories in literary cnticism. The study will examine some
theoretical and methodological premises of existing audience studies, investigating
their strong and weak points and the extent to which they may contribute to a new
problematics. This is not to imply that it is merely a superficial mixture of the text-
oriented perspective and the audience-oriented perspective. Though this study will



give more priority to the audience, it will attempt to seek alternative ways to
understand the interaction of text and audience, discussing the following two
questions: what are the theoretical and methodological problems of existing active
audience studies? How can a new problematics be built up which is comprehensive
enough to go beyond the blind-spot of both text and audience oriented studies?

The second part of the study will analyse the viewer’s horizon of expectations
which has been constructed in the encounter of the intention of text and the
intention of viewer. This is concerned with the viewer’s foreknowledge and
intersubjectivity established by cultural and social experiences. Some of the
questions to be addressed are; what kinds of horizons has the viewer constructed
and how are they interrelated? How is the viewer’s horizon related to his/her social
and cultural backgrounds and generic knowledge?

Based on the viewer’s horizon of expectations, the third area of inquiry will
focus on interpretative positions. This argues for the exploration of consensus and
divergence in interpretations within each distinct viewing position. Some of the
questions to be tackled are: what kinds of interpretative position is the viewer
located in? What are the relationships between the position, and social and cultural
backgrounds? How do viewers belonging to each interpretative position take up a
negotiated position concerning nearness to and distance from television drama?

The final part of this inquiry will be devoted to hermeneutic pleasure, genres
and context of reception. It is necessary to explore hermeneutic pleasure within the
conventional openness of television drama. The following three questions are posed:
how does the audience gain hermeneutic pleasures through protensions and
retentions? How does the audience become involved with different genres? How is
the audience’s pleasure related to the context of viewing and cultural exchange?

While answering these research questions, this study will stress the point of
balance between autonomy and determination, disregarding overemphasised
audience activity. There 1s no doubt that the activity of the audience can be far
better understood in terms of interrelated and negotiated positions. Though an
individual viewer either has a dominant horizon of expectations or takes an
interpretative position, his’her act of reading cannot be detached from other
horizons and positions. As a consequence, it is necessary to identify the viewer’s act

of reading through these complex relationships.



1-3 Qutlines of the Study

The chapters that follow are arranged thus: Chapter Two offers some critical
accounts of active audience studies including the feminist perspective. It asserts that
active audience studies are overly optimistic versions of reality over-emphasising the
role of pleasure, appealing to resistant readings, and overestimating the polysemy of
the text. Moreover, they tend mechanically to relate a reading position to a social
position such as class or subculture, as a result of which they seem, ironically, to fail
to explore complexity of reception and discursive power. Regarding methodology,
ethnography, in fact, refrains from sharing a broad focus on social process, since it
does not account for the relations between subculture and common culture. More
importantly, it relies on a researcher’s point of view rather than the point of view of

the audiences involved.
This chapter features an attempt to search for a new theoretical problematics,

so called ‘empirical reception aesthetics’ which deals with textual dimensions and
the concretization of the audience. To rephrase that, empirical reception aesthetics
may be an alternative way in which to identify the intersubjectivity of the audience’s
reading and interpretative positions without ignoring the power of the text.

Chapter Three outlines the research design and analytical procedures. It reveals
that this study conducts three analytical procedures: a pilot survey, the focused

family interviews and the final survey research. Employing both a quantitative and a
qualitative method, this research first assumes that neither qualitative method 1s

entirely satisfactory as a means of understanding audience reception, and, further,
asserts that the two methods are not incompatible. What must be achieved by their
convergence is a way to demonstrate a wider range of differences and specialities
within a scientifically generalised knowledge of audience interpretation of, and
involvement with the text.

It explains the survey sample (gender, job, class, interviewed families etc.), the
composition of the interview and the survey questionnaire, analytical methods of
interview and survey data, and the findings of the pilot study from which the
focused interviews are arranged. All interviews are conducted at each family home,
with most of the family members attending, and a stratified sampling method is

employed for survey research.



Chapter Four discusses four horizons of expectations, namely naturalistic
realism, imaginative realism, emotional escapism and distanceship which are found
through a factor analysis. Naturalistic realism is to do with the ways in which the
audience connects its experience with the text, so that it is referential in the sense
that the audience relates to characters or fictional worlds as real people or reality
itself. Imaginative realism is more connected with the poetic (emotional
/fimaginative) dimension which means indirect experiences or the associative process
of bringing the presented world vividly to life in mind. Emotional escapism is related
to psychological processes: identification, catharsis and avoidance, making the
audience more strongly involve itself in the fictional world and flight from reality.
Finally distanceship is bound up with incompatibility and moral judgement about the
world of drama.

What is central here is that there is an interrelation of these horizons. That is to
say, the audience is not determined by one horizon but overdetermined through a
complexity of various horizons. This chapter continues to explore these horizons in
relation to socio-cultural factors; gender, social backgrounds and cultural capital,
genre preference and context of viewing.

Chapter Five explains four interpretative positions of the audien<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>