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For the world’s television viewing public the
beginning of the 1980s was marked by a new and
spectacular phenomenon, Dallas. This American
dramatic serial about a rich Texan oil family has
achieved extraordinary popularity; no other TV
serial has ever attained such high worldwide
viewing figures.

But what is it about Dallas that makes it so
successiul as entertainment? What is its particular
fascination? Why does it appeal to women more
than to men? How do viewers from a non-
American culture deal with the appearance on
their screens of this privileged other culture?

These questions form the starting point for an
investigation of viewers' reactions to Dallas. The
study is based on letters received by the author in
response to an advertisement placed in a popular
magarine. Readers were asked to write and tell her
why they liked or disliked the programme, and
their responses are used as evidence to illustrate
and explain the conclusions she draws about the
popularity of Dallas. What emerges from an
analysis of the letters is the construction in Dallas
of a "tragic structure of feeling’ which seems to be
responsible for the viewers' experience of an
emotional realism in the drama. The relationship
between soap opera, fantasy and the place of
wolmmen in contemporary culture is also investi-
gated in the light of the viewers’ reactions.

Clearly presented and lively in style, the book
introduces the reader to insights from recent film
and television studies, and draws on theories of
culture and ideology in a concrete and accessible
way.
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Preface

When I wrote the original Dutch version of this book in 1982
I had several things in mind. I wanted first of all to intervene in
the heated debate on Dallas in the Dutch media, which, to my
mind, was characterized by a certain measure of ignorance,
whether deliberate or not, as to the cultural specificity of this
widely popular but highly controversial television serial from
the United States. I wanted to encourage serious reflection on
the phenomenon itself and, in order to do this, I deemed it
useful to introduce the interested Dutch reader to theoretical
perspectives on television and television serials, perspectives
which stem mainly from Anglo-Saxon media and cultural
studies. Dutch intellectual communities were largely un-
acquainted with these theories. The book, therefore, acquired a
somewhat ‘pedagogic’ character.

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. Thus, I also deal
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with issues which come to the fore as soon as one adopts a
position acknowledging that Dallas does matter, especially
bearing in mind its popularity: issues concerning pleasure and
its vicissitudes, its relations with ideology and cultural politics.
Parts of the original text were more or less extensively re-
written in order to overcome the difficulties arising from its
originally being written within a Dutch national context.
Dallas, however, matters internationally and it is my belief that
the Dutch experience is not altogether a unique one.

Of those who have made this translation possible, I should
especially like to thank Paul Willemen and Jessica Pickard.
There were many others who supported me in one way
or another in pursuing the project: Mieke Aerts, Tjitske
Akkerman, Jane Armstrong, William Boddy, Christine
Gledhill, Dick Hebdige, Johan Meijer, Antoine Verbij and, last
but not least, the readers of the women’s magazine Viva, who
so kindly wrote to me about the (dis)pleasure that Dallas had
afforded them. I am grateful to them all. N

LA.
Amsterdam, May 1985

Introduction

The moment of DALLAS

If we are to believe the plethora of studies, commentaries and
warnings from journalists, critics and even politicians, the
beginning of the 1980s was marked for the world’s television
viewing public by a new, spectacular phenomenon: Dallas.
This unique status is due first and foremost to the extraordi-
nary but undeniable popularity achieved by this American
dramatic serial about a rich Texan oil family. That popularity
has been wellnigh worldwide: in over ninety countries, ranging
from Turkey to Australia, from Hong Kong to Great Britain,
Dallas has become a national craze, with the proverbial empty
streets and a dramatic drop in water consumption when an
episode of the serial is going out. In the Netherlands, for
example, over half the population watched Dallas every week
in the spring of 1982, when its popularity reached its peak. No
other fictional programme, foreign or domestic, has ever
achieved such high viewing figures.

This almost inconceivable popularity has caused Dallas to
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television age. Euphoric articles were written, especially in the
serial’s country of origin, on the success of the Dallas phenom-
enon. Time, for example, asserted with satisfaction in a cover
story that ‘the program’s high gloss handsomeness brings a
touch of class to the ruck of commercial series TV'.! But this
American pride is countered in the rest of the world by quite
different preoccupations. Of course, the Western European
popular press was fascinated by the success story of Dallas and
eagerly contributed to the myth-making. In more serious
circles, however, its very success and popularity were fastened
on for renewed expressions of concern over the steadily grow-
ing influence of American consumer capitalism on popular
culture. Dallas was regarded as yet more evidence of the threat
posed by American-style commercial culture against ‘auth-
entic’ national cultures and identities. In February 1983; for
instance, Jack Lang, the French Minister for Culture, during a
conference in Paris to which he had invited a selection of
prominent intellectuals and artists ranging from Ettore Scola to
Susan Sontag, had even proclaimed Dallas as the ‘symbol of
American cultural imperialism’,

Of course, the problem raised here is real enough. On the eve
of a period in which the structure and organization of the world
of mass communications are about to undergo drastic changes,
through the advance of the so-called ‘new technologies’ (cable,
satellite), national governments and media institutions find
themselves compelled to reflect on the social, political and
cultural consequences involved and on the policy measures to
be taken at this level. If nothing is done, the assumption is, the
dominance of the American culture industries will just grow
and grow. In this context the Dallas phenomenon functions as
an alarming bogey. As Michéle Mattelart has put it, ‘It is not
for nothing that Dallas casts its ubiquitous shadow wherever
the future of culture is discussed: it has become the perfect
hate symbol, the cultural poverty [...] against which one
struggles.”
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But the mere idea of a threatened ‘cultural identity’ contains
elements which do more to conceal than to clarify the nature of
the phenomenon and the problems described. Mattelart ez al.
have pointed out how, in the name of its defence, policy
measures have been adopted which will not contribute to real
alternatives.’ It can, for example, lead to a misguided form of
protectionism, based on a static, exclusively territorial defi-
nition of ‘cultural identity’, such as the setting of a quota
system on imported films. For example, British television is
allowed to fill a maximum of 14 per cent of its programming
time with foreign programmes. But it can also lead to an
unoriginal and unimaginative copying of American success
formulae, so that viewers are served up a Dutch or French
version of Dallas, which will inevitably be of poorer quality
than the American original, for the very simple reason that
the Americans have far greater financial and organizational
means of production available. An average episode of Dallas
costs at least $700,000, which the television industry of a
small country like the Netherlands could not possibly
afford.

Moreover, a stubborn fixation on the threat of ‘American
cultural imperialism’ can lead one to lose sight of the fact that
since the 1950s the mass consumption of American popular
culture has been integrated to a greater or lesser degree into the
national ‘cultural identity” itself, especially in Western Europe.
As a result, the popularity of a programme such as Dallas
becomes a totally incomprehensible and elusive issue, a whim
of the ‘silent majority’. It becomes hard to understand, in other
words, why such a large section of the television audience en
masse watches Dallas. Often this position does not seem to get
beyond the somewhat rueful realization that non-American
peoples have a ‘disturbing susceptibility to American media
products’.* But this ‘disturbance’ probably looms only in the
ivory towers of the policy-makers and other guardians of the
‘national culture’. In the millions of living rooms where the TV
set is switched on to Dallas, the issue is rather one of pleasure,
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For we must accept one thing: Daila_sji popular because a lot of

and let ourselves be blmded by the fabulous popularity of
Dallas. The enormous fuss made of it can easily lead to a
mystification chntTlrgphenomenon, to consideting it a5 some-
thing unique. The temptation is great to reach for essentialist
explanations, which are both too general and too specific. For
example, the exceptional attraction of the villainous J. R.
Ewing, one of the main characters in Dallas, is often cited as an
explanation. Or, as the American television critic Horace
Newcomb has done, an essential narrative foundation is
sought that is assumed to express the Zeitgeist. According to
Newcomb, Dallas succeeds in an inspired way in transplanting
the old values of the Western into the new world of the
American West, the world of express highways and stunning
skyscrapers. He asserts: ‘Probably without knowing it, the
show’s creators pump nourishment into the audience’s veins.
Their timing is perfect. As a nation we are actually growing
older and developing the caution that comes with age. It is a
time of decline, of recession and restriction, a time of real
trouble. The grand old cities of the East and the Midwest are
burdened with financial failure and bitter winters. Small won-
der that the Sunbelt flourishes and Dallas leads the ratings.”
This is all well and good, but the ‘Americo-centricity’ of such
aspeculative explanation totally loses its force when the world-
wide success of the series is at issue. It is in any case somewhat
risky to trace the appeal of Dallas to one hidden message or
meaning, for it is not plausible that Moroccan, Italian or
English viewers are all just as open to such a ‘message’ as Ameri-
cans are —if indeed we could even lump all Americans together.
The oil industry, for example, does not have everywhere the
charged mythical significance that it has in American cultural
history. Furthermore, popularity is never the unique accom-
plishment of one isolated cultural product. It is also dependent
on and connects with the context in which it is consumed. In
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this connection we must not forget that people have become so
used to American television programmes — their production
values, their style and pace, their language — that merely the
expectations they arouse and their familiarity give any new
American product a certain advantage. None the less, this does
not get over the fact that Dallas, just like Michael Jackson or
E.T., has exercised a particular fascination exceeding the cul-
tural significance of the average popular cultural attraction.
On the contrary, Dallas appears in some way or other to have
appealed in an exceptional manner to the popular imagination,

although —justlike any fashion — this is now on the wane, Stuart
Hallfiasdescribedhow the popularity of DallasinBritain peaked
and declined: ‘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 involve-
ment 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. Thisisasecondarytype of popularity
whichithas nowcompletelylost Thesamenumberofpeoplestill
watch it, but it is no longer active in the collective cultural
consc10usness.’6 Dallas is nowadays, then, simply a_popular
television programme, Where viewing figures are concerned it
has even been beaten in several countries by one of its own
imitations, Dynasty.

In short, popularity is an extremely complex phenomenon.
No simple answer is possible on the question of why Dallas is
(was) so popular, just as it is not possible to explain fully how it
is that Michael Jackson or E.T. have exercised such mass
attraction. Very divergent factors, including historical ones,
contribute to this, and it seems_almost_pointless to_try to
examine the success of Dallas without ut taking into account the
wider social context of the postmodernist media culture This
book sets itself a more modest role, N g_g_tt_e_@_gg_wﬂl be made to
give the definitive answer to _the burning 5 question: why is
Daﬂas S0 popular’ Instead I want to concentrate my attention
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on a phenomenon, one aspect of popularity which is in itself
complex enough: pleasure.

“However, before turning to this topic, it is necessary to first
describe what viewers are offered when they watch Dallas, As
itis the way in which this programme is received and consumed
which will be the focus of this study, I will not go into its
production context here. I will confine myself to giving a short
and simple summary of the Dallas story line; a more structural
analysis of the programme will follow in the next chapters.

DALLAS: television fiction without an end

Dallas is a continuous fictional television serial which can, in
principle, go on ad infinitum. The story centres around the very
rich Ewing family who live in the luxurious Southfork Ranch,
situated a few miles outside the city of Dallas (Texas).

At the beginning of the story, seven members of the family
are living in the ranch: Jock and Ellie Ewing, the parents, their
sons John Ross (known as ‘J.R.”) and Bobby, with their respec-
tive wives Sue Ellen and Pamela, and Lucy, daughter of their
wayward son Gary.

The dramatic complications always revolve around the weal
and woe of this family. J.R. plays a central role in this; he runs
the family concern, Ewing Oil, in a villainous manner, treats
his wife like dirt and only shows respect for his parents when it
suits him. But it cannot be said that J.R. plays the main part: all
the other characters in principle are just as important. Jock is
the patriarch of the family who, around forty years ago, came
to seek his fortune with his friend Digger Barnes in the oilfields
of Texas. When success came he dropped Digger and set up
Ewing Oil, which has since developed into a powerful concern,
Furthermore, he also pinched Digger’s girl friend, Ellie South-
worth, daughter of the owner of Southfork Ranch. Ellie mar-
ried Jock but has continued to have a soft spot for Digger.
Meanwhile Digger has married another woman, Rebecca, and
had a son and a daughter: Cliff and Pamela Barnes. Fate (or the
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plot) wills that the beauteous Pamela marries Bobby Ewing,
Jock and Ellie’s youngest son. Thus Pamela finds herself in a
difficult predicament: on the one hand she belongs to the
Barnes family and is loyal to her father and brother, on the
other hand she is married to a scion of the Ewings, something
her brother Cliff in particular cannot stomach because he is
firmly resolved to avenge his father and destroy Ewing Oil.
Cliff Barnes and J. R. Ewing are arch enemies. Cliff tries to fight
J.R. through his work as lawyer and politician (something he
hardly ever succeeds in doing because J.R. always manages to
outwit him), but also by beginning an affair with J.R.’s wife Sue
Ellen. The latter lives on a war footing with J.R. but also
quickly gets fed up with Cliff. She is in a constant state of crisis:
she goes to a psychiatrist, takes to the bottle from time to time
and would like to leave J.R. but does not know how. Pamela
has had more luck with Bobby, although the fact that she
cannot have children (she has had a few miscarriages) casts a
shadow over the happiness of their marriage. Fortunately her
work for a fashion shop offers her some diversion. Meanwhile
Lucy, who is around twenty years old, lives her own life. Now
and then her father Gary comes back to Southfork Ranch with
his wife Valene. He had previously left because he wanted to
have nothing to do with the oil business of his father and J.R.
(Here Bobby occupies a middle position: he likes the cowboy
life on the ranch but is also fascinated by the modern business
life in the city.) Gary is the favourite son of Miss Ellie, who is
also suspicious of the oil business because it lays waste the
virgin land around the ranch, and she sees the disintegration
of the family with regret. The ranch is run by the cowboy
Ray Krebbs who, surprise, surprise, later turns out to be an
illegitimate son of Jock’s.

As can be seen, mutual relations are extremely complicated.
This is made even worse by the fact that from episode to episode
secondary figures keep coming and going. For example,
there is Kristin, Sue Ellen’s sister, who starts an affair with
J.R., but tries to shoot him when he deserts her; Alan Beam, a
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puppet of J.R., who is given the task of getting rid of Cliff
Barnes, makes up to Lucy in the hope of getting rich through an
advantageous marriage (which does not come off); Donna
Culver, an honest businesswoman and politician who, after a
short, unsuccessful affair with Cliff Barnes, marries Ray
Krebbs; Dusty Farlow, a rich cowboy who falls in love with Sue
Ellen, tries to get her out of J.R.’s grip but at the crucial moment
has a flying accident and becomes an invalid; and Mitch
Cooper, a poor medical student who gets hooked by Lucy.

This is only a brief summary, jotted down around half-way
through the second Dallas season (at the time when I began this
study). Since then relations and details have kept changing.
Jock dies, not long after his former friend Digger. Sue Ellen
divorces J.R. but not much later marries him again. Pamela and
Bobby’s marriage enters a crisis. Pamela finds her mother
Rebecca again, who appears to be very well-to-do and is the
head of Wentworth Industries, which are brought in by Cliff
Barnes as a new weapon against [.R. And so on and so on.

But the basic structure of every Dallas episode always re-
mains the same. In twenty to thirty short scenes the complica-
tions surrounding each of the characters are set out. In each
episode a main story:lincmcanhc_dis_tmgu_@?iimm@?{
of secondary stories. One main story, for example, is that Miss
Ellie discovers a tumour in her breast. In various scenes we get
her reactions to this: her fears, her visit to the doctor, the wait
for the diagnosis, her doubts about how she is to tell Jock about
it, and so on. Between these scenes there are others keeping us
up with the lives of the other characters — for example, how
Dusty and Sue Ellen are getting on, how J.R. pulls off his latest
tricks, how Pamela indulges her ‘mother instinct’ by looking
after Sue Ellen’s baby, and so on. The number of locations for
the action is limited: most scenes take place in recognizable
locations such as the various rooms in Southfork Ranch and in
the city of Dallas (the Ewing office, Cliff Barnes’ flat, various
restaurants, etc.). Nearly all the scenes consist of conversation;

what we see the characters doing mostly is just talking to one
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another. In these discussions problems and mutual conflicts are
expressed, generally of a psychological nature. Physical vio-
lence, and even milder forms of action, play a marginal part in
Dallas. And this continues endlessly, in one episode after
another. When one problem is still unsolved, another looms on
the horizon.

Although this ever continuing story may sound ridiculous
and terribly exaggerated to the disengaged reader, it is treated
in an entirely serious manner within the programme. All
themes and events are dramatized without any humorous
distancing devices,

As far as visual style is concerned, Dallas offers no surprises:
there-are hardly any unusual camera movements, no experi-

ments with lighting and so on; there are no diversions from the
nﬁmodﬁm rules of prime time
television programmes. In short, Dallas is in every respect an
expertly made sample of mainstream Hollywood television. |

Camk

Watching DALLAS: pleasure and ideclogy

Why do people watch Dallas? Clearly because they find it
enjoyable. Nobody is forced to watch television; at most,
people can be led to it by effective advertising. What then are
the determining factors of this enjoyment, this pleasure?
Sociologists often start with the premise that media-use is
determined by people’s needs and the gratifications they ex-
pect. However, the attention given to the socio-psychological
constitution of (individual) viewers implies a functionalist
conception of pleasure in which its essence is regarded as the
experience of satisfaction whenever a certain pre-existent need
is fulfilled. What is completely ignored in this conception are
the mechanisms by which pleasure is aroused, What are the
characteristics of Dallas that organize the viewer’s pleasure?
is question indicates that pleasure must be conceived of as
not so much the automatic result of some ‘satisfaction of

needs’, but rather as the effect of a certain productivity of a

—

———
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cultural artefact. Evidently, Dallas offers entertainment, but
what is it about Dallas that makes it a favourite item of enter-
tainment, and what precisely does its entertainment value con-
sist of? How, in short, does Dallas present itself as pleasurable>
_~""In order to answer such questions we should not inquire
what are the social, economic and psychological characteristics
of the public, but should rather ask ourselves what happens in
L _the process of watching Dallas. It is in the actual confrontation
between viewer and programme that pleasure is primarily
generated.

In order to obtain information on the way in which people
experience watching Dallas, I placed a small advertisementin a
Dutch women’s magazine called Viva, which read as follows:

I like watching the TV serial Dallas, but often get odd
reactions to it. Would anyone like to write and tell me why
you like watching it too, or dislike it? I should like to
assimilate these reactions in my university thesis. Please
write to . .

1 had forty-two replies to this advertisement. Letters, all
addressed personally to me, varying in length from a few lines
to around ten pages. All the letters except three were written by
individuals. One letter was written by two boys and two girls,
two letters by two girls. Only one letter was anonymous, all the
others were provided with the sender’s name and in most cases
the address too. From these names it emerges that only three
letters were from boys or men. The rest were written by girls or
women.

These letters form the empirical material on the basis of
which I shall be trying in the following chapters to say some-
thing about what it can mean to watch Dallas. Of course, these
letters cannot be regarded as representative of the way in which
Dallas is received in n general. Nor can we assume that they are
speaking for the way in which a specific social category
(women, for example) handles Dallas. Interest in this study,
however, is based not so much on the quantitative demo-
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graphic distribution of the different ways the programme is
received. Rather the central question is how these letter-writers
experience Dallas, what it means when they say they experi-
ence pleasure or even displeasure, how they relate to the way in
which Dallas is presented to the public.

It would, however, be wrong to regard the letters as a direct
and unproblematic reflection of the reasons why the writers

experiences, preferences hablts etc - cannot - be taken entirely

rational consciousness; they go unnonced as it were. They are
commonsensic:ﬂ:@'l—f-?vident; they require no further expla-
nations. This means that we cannot let the letters speak for
themselves, but that they should be read ‘symptomatically’: we
must search for what is behind the explicitly written, for the
presuppositions and accepted attitudes concealed within them.

discourses people produce when they want to express or have'

to account for their own preference fot, or aversion to, a highly—
controversial piece of popular culture like-Dallas. To do this
they will have to call on socially available ideologies and
images, which channel the way in which such a television serial
attains its meanings. It is by tracing these ideologies and images
in the letters that we can get to know something about what
experiencing pleasure (or otherwise) from Dallas implies for
these writers — what textual characteristics of Dallas organize
that experience and in which ideological context it acquires
social and cultural meanings. If one general theme is central in
this book, then it is the relation between pleasure and ideology.

But it is obvious that this book can never offer an all-
embracmg unravelling of that relation. There are many ways of
enjoying Dallas, based-on-various- understandings of what
Dallas is all about, but only a few ways will be dealt with here—
not last because I will be limiting myself to the evidence that can
be traced in the relatively small number of letters.

Moreover, any study always bears the traces of the subjec-
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tivity of the researcher. Doubtless for that reason my own .I
ambivalent relation to Dallas will also have its repercussions.
This ambivalence is on the one hand connected with vith my

identity as an intellectual and a feminist; and on the other hand

with the fact that I have always particularly liked watching D ALL AS
soap operas like Dallas. At one time I really belonged to the . ..
category of devoted Dallas fans. The admission of the reality of befwee n red l ﬂy an d fl ction

this pleasure also formed the starting pomtm
wanted in the first place to understand this pleasure, , without

having to pass judgement on whether Dallas is good or bad,
from a political, social or aestheric view. Quite the contrary; in

my opinion it is important to emphasize how difficult it is to

make such judgements — and hence to try to formulate the

terms for a progressive cultural politics — when pleasure is at

stake. ‘Any research is a sort of autobiography’, as the anthro-

pologist Georges Dévereux once said. It is for others to judge

whether the analyses and arguments presented here are also

recognizable and convincing in a more general sense.

Manipulation or fascination?

Some of the letter-writers dislike Dallas, others find it amusing
to watch — at least that is what they say. ‘Hating Dallas’ or
‘loving Dallas’ are only labels people stick on the way in which
they relate in general to the p pr%ramme. These are names for
the way in which they experience the programme — an experi-
ence which can go either in a negative or in a positive direction.
But what is hidden behind those apparently unambiguous
labels? In fact no single experience, certainly no experience of
something as complex as a long-running television serial, is
unambiguous: it is always ambivalent and Mctory The
‘totalizing’ labels of love and hate conceal this. It is not
therefore surprising that in various letters passages can be
found in which ambivalences come to the surface — mostly
implicit, but sometimes quite explicit, such as in these extracts:

pleasant or not, you are curious as to what is happening to
them. For me itis a cosy and sometimes exciting half hour (or
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how long does it last?) though sometimes I get really
annoyed. (Letter 11)

When I saw Dallas for the first time [ found it a very amusing
serial and decided to follow it. But after a few months it
became so tedious that I didn’t find it at all interesting any
more, But three weeks ago I just happened to watch it once
and now I just have to watch it, however boring I find it. It’s
strange because I don’t like watching TV much and so I find
this really ridiculous. (Letter 27)

These ambivalent feelings must make us realize that it is
difficult to determine what the letter-writers really think of

Dallas. Indeed, the search for a total and definitive explanation
for the way in which different groups of viewers experience the
programme would seem to be particularly frustrating because
at a certain moment we have to acknowledge that we are
chasing an illusion: such an all-embracing explanation is a
rationalistic fiction. We must keep this in mind when interpret-
ing the statements of the letter-writers. What they say about
Dallas is no more than a snapshot of their reception of the
programme, an attempt to put a diffuse viewing experience
into words. And when something is put into words there are
always things which remain unexpressed and implicit.

Nevertheless, one thing is certain. Not a single letter-writer is
indifferent to Dallas, And they all watch it. How otherwise
co'ﬁfg;hey give such detailed descriptions of it? In particular
for those who regard themselves as Dallas-haters, this is an
awkward absurdity. Letter-writer 31, for example, who de-
scribes herself as an ardent opponent of Dallas, nevertheless
betrays intense involvement in the vicissitudes of the Ewings. In
great detail she describes everything which in her opinion is
wrong with the Dallas characters, but paradoxically she even
fantasizes on possibilities for their future life. ‘But who knows,
perhaps Pamela will start an extramarital affair (I must admit
she’s really beautiful); that would be something to smack your
lips over’ (Letter 31).
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It is as though the attraction of Dallas is running counter
to her self-declared hatred. How can we explain this contra-
diction? Is-she perhaps being manipulated by the swanky
advertising business surrounding Dallas? She herself explicitly
refers to this: o ' -

In England, where 1 was in the summer, there was an
absolute craze. Besides badges, mugs, spoons, handker-
chiefs, teatowels, T-shirts, tablecloths, etc. of Charles and
Diana, you could also buy this stuff with J.R.’s head on and ‘I
love J.R.” or ‘Thate ].R.” written on it. I nearly bought a badge
with the latter on but I realized that I had nearly got caughtin
the Dallas net. (Letter 31)

It is true: the commercial machinery that has to sell Dallas is
going full blast. In the Netherlands too, week after week the
popular press writes about the ups and downs of the Dallas
stars. Dallas books are on sale everywhere. And there is even a
special monthly Dallas strip cartoon. But hadn’t this letter-
writer already been ‘caught in the Dallas net’, even without
coming into contact with the J.R. badges? Is it not really the
case that watching Dallas itself has caught her (in an un-

pleasant way), in spite of the resistance arising from her

commitment to the ideology of mass culture?’ ™~

It would be naive to suppose that the marketing practices of
the commercial culture industry have no effect whatever on the
involvement of the viewers. How great and what that effect is
cannot be established here, however, On the other hand it
would be far too easy to ascribe the popularity of Dallas totally

to advertising. We must make a distinction between the pro-l[
——— !

gramme itself as it can be seen week by week on television, and/
the advertising practices surrounding it, One letter-writer, who '
says that she likes Dallas, writes the following:

I had read quite a lot about Dallas in Privé, Story and other
such magazines.” In America millions watch it, and that
wasn’t expected over here. In short, an awful amount of fuss
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was made of it. In America there were ‘J.R. hats’, stickers,
buttons, posters, etc. And that seemed to me terribly over-
done. I don’t know if you ever read gossip magazines, but if
you do you know how it is. If you cut your finger, you put a
plaster on it, and that’s that. If Larry Hagman or Linda Gray
cut a finger, there are great headlines: ‘J.R. (or Sue Ellen)
temporarily laid up’ or something like that.

Altogether Dallas didn’t interest me much at first, and
when the serial began I didn’t watch it. From my colleagues
and other girl friends I did hear that it was amusing, but
people tend to say that easily. So for quite a time I didn’t
watch it. When it had been going for about half a year, one of
my colleagues suddenly said to me (the day after a Dallas
episode): ‘Hey, you really must watch Dallas, it’s really
fantastic.’ She is not the type to fall under the influence of a
serial either, so when she said that it had to be worth the
effort. (Letter 20)

After that, as she recounted, she was done for: after she had
seen the programme once, she didn’t miss a week. A tall story,
perhaps too tall. But in any case it makes us aware that the
advertising of one’s own_social group can be more effective
than that of the popular press. The popular press can perhaps
fasten the attention of (potential) viewers on the existence of a
programme or arouse curiosity for it, but it is improbable that
it can have a straightforward and direct influence on the way in
which viewing a programme is experienced.” As one letter-
writer says: ‘The women are really as beautiful as the gossip
magazines say they are and they have one simple recipe for it.
But that’s not the point here’ (Letter 7).

Relatively independent of the competing discourses revolv-
ing around Dallas — in the popular press, in advertising, but
also by television critics, journalists and other intellectuals —
the programme has made its way into the experiential worlds
of millions of viewers. There’s no doubt the programme does

exercise a certain fascination. Against the background of prev-
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alent notions of ‘good television’, this fascination is itself an
ambivalent experience: ‘I find the quality rather bad but it does
have a certain attraction’ (Letter 26, my italics), This attraction
appears to elude rational explanation. The pleasure of Dallas is
presented here as something incomprehensible and against the
grain: this is a case of what the German sociologist Dieter
Prokop has called ‘the nevertheless fascinating’.? In other
words, the pleasure of Dallas seems to be an enigma.

In this chapter and the next I want to try to unravel some-
thing of this enigma. But I do not claim to solve it fully — that
would conflict with my conviction that an all-embracing ex-
planation of the way in which viewers experience Dallas is
impossible. Instead, I want to use as a starting point the
statements the letter-writers who say they like Dallas make
about their attitude to the programme. For these statements
reveal, albeit obliquely, something about the way in which
Dallas is received by these viewers. I shall try to interpret these
statements and I shall indicate how they link up with the
pleasure these viewers experience from Dallas. But first it is
necessary to explain the theoretical perspective on the basis of
which I shall be tackling the problem of pleasure.

Consumpfion, use-value and pleasure

Placing emphasis on the pleasure that people experience from
Dallas is not a harmless theoretical (and political) choice. By so
doing we are acknowledging that people can have a positive
relationship with Dallas — a hedonistic attitude which is at
odds with the doctrine that mass culture primarily manipulates
the masses. According to Adorno and Horkheimer, for
example, the experience of pleasure in mass culture is a false
kind of pleasure, even part of the trick of manipulating the
masses more effectively in order to lock them in the eternal
status quo of exploitation and oppression. ‘Marxists, in par-
ticular, have interpreted the fact that people enjoy mass culture
as a reason for gloom’, Simon Frith® asserts in his book on rock
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music. Stuart Hall even talks of the stubborn refusal of the left
to consider pleasure. ‘The project of the left is directed at the
future, at the socialism that has still to come, and that is at odds
with the direct experience of pleasure here and now. That
causes all sorts of mental blocks when theorizing about the
problem.’®

Put simply, the current Marxist idea is as follows: because
the production of culture is subject to the laws of the capitalist
economy, cultural products.are.degraded into commodities to

make as much profit as possible on-the market. The exchange

value of those products is therefore essential for the producers,
leadmg to.a neglect of quality. The capitalist market economy

is only interested in the production of surplus value and as such
is indifferent to the specific characteristics of the goods: caring
only that they are sold and consumed. Mass culture is the
extreme embodiment of the subjection of culture to the econ-
omy; its most important characteristic is that it provides profit
for the producers:

But this is a one-sided presentation of the case. Marx himself
stated that ‘a commodity only has exchange value in so far as it
is at the same time a use-value, i.e., as an object of consump-
tion; it ceases to have an exchange value if it ceases to have a
use-value 3" In other words, one cannot succeed in §elhng a

1 here that the contradlctory character of the capltahst mode
of production lies. From the standpoint of production the
product only features as a commodity, but from the standpoint
of consumption the same product features as use-value.

The way in which a cultural product is consumed can
therefore not be directly deduced from the way in which it is
produced; it is also dependent on all sorts of socio-cultural and
psychological conditions. Terry Lovell has explained in a
simple and clear way how unmanageable the relation between
the commercial and the entertainment value of mass culture
can be: ‘There will be no guarantee that the use-value of the
cultural object for its purchaser will even be compatible with its
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utility to capitalism as bourgeois ideology |. . .] For example,
the utility of a television programme for a producer who buys
advertising time is the ability of that programme to enhance the
sale of the advertised product, by giving the producer access to
the audience which is watching the programme. But the viewer
will be watching the programme for its entertainment value
and there is some evidence that these two interests may conflict.
A programme which is a best seller and which its audience
rates very highly on entertainment value may actually be less
effective as a vehicle for impressing advertised products and
increasing their sales than a less entertaining programme.’®
But what is the entertainment value that Lovell is discussing
here? Both in common sense and in more theoretical ways of
thinking, entertainment is usually associated with simple, un-
complicated pleasure — hence the phrase, for example, ‘mere
entertainment’. This is to evade the obligation to investigate
which mechanisms lie at the basis of that pleasure, how that
pleasure is_produced and how it works — as though that
pleasure were something natural and automatic. Nothing is
less true, however. Any form of pleasure is constructed and
functions inn a specific social and historical context.
! How then is the pleasure of Dallas constructed? As a product

of the commercial culture i industry, Dallas is explicitly offered
to the public as an object for pleasurable consumption. The
promise of pleasure is the use-value by which the industry tries
to seduce viewers to watch Dallas on their television sets. Butto
achieve this aim the producers have to have a definite idea of
what the audience will find pleasurable; they must have a
certain self-confidence that their own definition of pleasure
will coincide with that of (large sections of) the public. There-
fore the strategy of the producers will be directed at the
elaboration of what they already know about popular
pleasures. Their previous experience in the business will be of
assistance to them in this, Hence it is not very likely that the
pleasure offered in Dallas will be structurally new, ex-
W provocative. It will keep within the guldehnes of
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existing and accepted definitions and routines of popular
pleasure. In order to attract a large audience the format of
Dallas will therefore tend to accord with easily accessible and
current patterns of what is pleasurable and entertaining. This
does not, however, mean that the producers will be fully aware
of the effectiveness of their product. As a matter of fact, it is
only necessary for them to know that the mechanisms work —
something they try to discover, for example, by audience
ratings and programme testing — not how and why they work.
From their pragmatic viewpoint they are not interested in
cultural theory.

We, however, do wish to know how and why the mechan-
isms of pleasure function — we have indeed set ourselves the
task, if not to solve the riddle of the pleasure of Dallas, then at
least to unravel it to some degree. In ‘The aristocracy of
culture’,” Pierre Bourdieu has explained that popular pleasure
is chamz_t;_(i by an immediate emotional or sensual involv: olve-
ment in the object of pleasure. What matters is the possibility of
1dent1§mg_-_uself with it in some way or other, to integrate it
into everyday life. In other words popular pleasure is first and
p. But what do Dallas-lovers
recognize in Dallas? This is now the main question confronting

us.

DALLAS as television entertainment

But is it really possible to isolate pleasure in Dallas from
pleasure in television in general? Could it not be said that
pleasure in Dallas is connected not so much with the specific
characteristics of the programme itself, as with the pleasure of
watching television as such? And would it not be nearer the
truth to say that the audience watches Dallas because it has
little choice, because television just is not offering anything
better?

The consumption of Dallas is not an isolated phenomenon,
but is embedded in a network of other activities and associ-
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ations which are connected with those activities. We should
not inflate the pleasure in Dallas into something unique and
therefore elusive. We have to take into account the socio-
cultural context in which Dallas is consumed. These conditions
of consumption are of course not the same for all social
categories and groups. Quite the contrary — an enquiry into the
different ways in which the television serial is received by
various population groups and subcultures could in fact yield
particularly useful insights and apply a corrective to the preva-
lent image of ‘passive consumption’.'® But this would demand
a wide-scale sociological examination and that is not my
intention. Instead I will confine myself here to describing some
general socio-cultural and ideological conditions of television
viewing.

For the great majority of the population, television viewing
is associated with entertainment: it means relaxation, resting
after the day’s work. Entertainment belongs to the domain of
leisure, and leisure is regarded in the everyday experiential
world as ‘time for yourself’, as liberation from the chafing
bonds of the official world of factory, school or office, or from
the worries of running the home.!! Entertainment has for most
people expressly positive associations; it is seen as a right, as
something earned. And if one thing is associated with watching
television as a cultural practice, then it is the right to be
entertained in one’s own living room. The fact then that Dallas
is presented as an entertainment programme already offers the
promise of pleasure. No one will regard watching Dallas as an
irksome duty One letter-writer described it like this: ‘a
programme it’s nice to sit/lie watching, intellect set at nil, the
rare luxury of doing sweet nothing’ (Letter 19). And another
letter-writer gives the following reason why she watches it: ‘It’s

“penny dreadful” but relaxing. You don’t have to strain
yourself to understand the story. Just the thing after a hard
day’s work’ (Letter 42).

Pleasure in Dallas is therefore associated with the pleasure of
the freedoms of entertainment, in which people feel released
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from the prohibitions and demands of society. Although many
leisure practices are organized socially, in the day-to-day
reality leisure time is experienced as an enclave to which one
can retreat, ‘be oneself’. And in this the weekend occupies a
special place; it has the most pleasant associations. ‘I just find it
a pity that it isn’t on Friday any more, because I found that a
really good evening for it. But never mind, I'll still watch it on
Tuesdays. This evening I'll be sitting there ready and waiting at
half past nine’ (Letter 2).

But why does it have to be Dallas? Isn’t this programme just
one of many entertainment programmes and is not its pleasure
merely something fortuitous? There are three lines of argument
which seem to suggest that the popularity of Dallas derives not
so_much from its own qualities a§7from "the faE:t that'it is a
television programme. .

In the first place, Dallas is usually televised at prime time. If
in addition the other television channels are broadcasting few
attractive popular programmes (which has certainly been the
case in the Netherlands for a season)’” it is not surprising that
large groups of viewers set to watching Dallas — apparently just
because they want to watch television, not because they are

partlcularly interested in it. Of course this situation will have

a positive influence on the size of the audience. But in spite
of that it cannot eXplam the extremely hlgh v1ew1ng figures

the popularity of the programime anyway).

The second argument points to the nature of television
viewing as such. According to Raymond Williams watching
television is strongly influenced by the ‘flow’ character of
programming: a coming and going of programmes without
their individuality leaving any especially deep impression,
because there is no time. Before one programme has finished,
another has begun. ‘(M]ost of us say, in describing the experi-
ence, that we have been watchmg television™, rather than that
we have watched “the news” or “a 1 play™or ‘rhe football on
telev151on . Certainly we sometimes say both, but the fact that
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we say the former at all is already significant’, Williams
states.'* Formally speaking, then, our contact with particular
programmes is shortlived, casual and superficial. Furthermore,
television viewing is one of the most obvious and easy-to-
realize forms of leisure activity: because the television set is
permanently available — it nearly always occupies a cential
place in the living room — television viewing has almost become
an extension of daily life and routine activity. All these socio-
cultural characteristics of television viewing as such do indeed
set limits on the unique nature of watching Dallas. But that
does not mean that the programme does not occupy a special
place within those limits: the very fact that so much has been
said and written about it proves that Dallas plays a promment
role in the cultural consciousness ¢ Mtleast or the time
being: even popular pleasures are subject to fashion to a large
degree).

Finally, there is yet a third argument about why we cannot
just take the pleasure of Dallas on its own terms. This has to do
with the authoritarian character of television programming; it
is the television networks which decide which programmes are
to be broadcast and which not. The audience can only wait and
see what menu it will be served-Tn this sense the television
audience is ‘passive’. It could then be reasoned that people
watch Dallas for lack of “anything better. But the remarkable
thing about television programming, certainly that of commer-
cially run networks, is that it is dominated by the idea of ‘giving
the public what it wants’.!* This self-image of the television
network is of great tinfluence in the selection of programmes to
be broadcast. Certainly where entertainment programmes are
concerned there is no doubt that those programmes are
selected which are thought likely to take the fancy of the public
atlarge. Of course such a programming policy does run the risk
that the law of the ‘greatest common denominator’ will come
to prevail. On the other hand, however, ironically enough, this
strategy also has the advantage that it does have to take
account of the general wishes and preferences of the public. A
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commercial television network, from the pointof view ofitsown
economic logic, cannot allow itself to become paternalistic;
quite the contrary, a populist attitude belongs as it were
‘spontaneously’ to the professional ideology of the commercial
culture industry. It is therefore undeniable that the principles
m}he wishes of the 3@1{&1—1" he fact that the
preferences and feelings of the audience are capricious and
unpredictable explains why the culture industry feels the
need to put so much money and energy into market research
— although the motives for this are dubious, being purely
pragmatic and egoistic. In short, to use Frith’s words, *“giving
the public what it wants”, the classic huckster’s phrase, de-
scribes in fact a complicated relationship between “‘supply”
and “demand”.'¢ T

The audience itself didn’t ask for Dallas: it got it ‘thrown
into its lap’, as it were, as a present from a distant uncle in
America. But once it had got it, it then started ‘playing’ with
that present — it was clearly happy with it, happier than with
most other ‘presents’ offered by television. This manifest pref-
erence of the audience is certainly limited by the range of what
is on offer, but this does not necessarily mean that Dallas is
consumed in a passive and resigned way. In fact, viewers put a
lot of emotional energy into it and-experience pleasure from it,
Once again, then, the question of pleasure confronts us.

DALLAS as text

In reading the letters we encounter an avalanche of self-given
‘reasons’ why lovers of Dallas like watching the programme.
The letter-writers extensively describe their viewing experi-
ences and state what does and does not appeal to them.

1 find Dallas a super TV programme. For me it means
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Belgian TV too. You have to switch over, but you quickly
pick it up again. I'm interested in the clothes, make-up and
hair-dos too. Sometimes it’s quite gripping too, for example
in Miss Ellie’s case. [. . .] And I think Ray Krebbs is wonder-
ful. But I think J.R. is a monster, a hypocrite, etc. (Letter 1)

The reason I like watching it is that you can easily get really

involved in their problems. Yet all the time you know it will
all turn out all right again. In fact it’s a flight from reality.

(Letter 5)

Why do I watch Dallas every Tuesday? Mainly because of
Pamela and that wonderful love between her and Bobby.
When I see those two I feel warmth radiating from them. [am
happily married myself too and perhaps 1 see myself in
Pamela. I find her very beautiful too (which I myself am not).
(Letter 8)

First of all it’s entertainment for me, part show, expensive
clothes, beautiful horses, something I can just do with by the
evening. (Letter 11)

I'think it’s marvellous to project myself into Dallas and in my
mind to give J.R. a good hiding when he’s just pulled off yet
another dirty trick, or admire Miss Ellie because she always
tries to see the best in everyone or to bring it out in them.
(Letter 13)

I find Dallas marvellous, though it isn’t an absolute ‘must’
for me. Reasons:

Everyone is so kind to one another (leaving aside J.R.) and
they form a real family, being sociable, having their meals
together, for exampleP

Fast, characteristic of an American product. (Letter 17)

My absorption in Dallas has to do with the fact that I follow
everything coming from America. | have been there once —
last year — and I started watching Dallas just to see the
American city scene: those beautiful apartment blocks (espe-
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cially the really beautiful one you see during the titles) and
the cars. (Letter 21)

I don’t find everything entertaining. The farm doesn’t in-
terest me much. Now and then you get a whole episode with
nothing but cowboys and cattle. I find that boring, I'm not
keen on Westerns. Too macho. Like the episode when the
Ewing men went hunting and were chased. Boring. After
that it got better again, fortunately. [. . .] I like the pictures of
the city too a lot. The office buildings in Dallas. The talks
about oil. I really enjoy that. (Letter 23; this letter is from a
man)

I find the situations always so well chosen and excellently
fitting to together and everything r runs so well from one thing

1% Then [ find the-milied)a rich oil family, etc.)
very well chos_eE_ (Letter 40, also from a man)

It is clear that there is not just one ‘reason’ for the pleasure of
Dallas, which apphes for everyone; each has his or her own
more or less umque relationship to the programme. What
appeals to us in such a television serial is connected - with our

individual life histories, with the social situation we are in, with

the aesthetic and cultural preferences we have developed, and
SO on.

But though the ideas of each of the letter-writers are of
course personal, they cannot be regarded as a direct expression
of their ‘motives’ or ‘reasons’ for watching Dallas. They can at
most be regarded as indications or symptoms of deeper psycho-
logical incentives and orientations. Furthermore, although
these ideas can appear to be strictly personal for the letter-
writers themselves, ultimately all these ideas are structured in a
specific socio-cultural manner. And so we must take a look
behind these ideas; we must subject them to a ‘symptomatic
reading’ to be able to say something about the pleasure of
Dallas that rises above the merely individual level.

It would be going too far to say that viewers are completely
free to handle Dallas as they want, as the possibilities of
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experiencing pleasure in it are not infinite. Dallas itself, as an
object of pleasure, sets its own limits on those possibilities.
From the letter excerpts I have just quoted it emerges that the
ideas expressed by these viewers contain many elements refer-

ring to what is to be seen in the pr prograrnme — to its_textual
characteristics, This fact makes it necessary to go into the
specific way in which Dallas, as a cultural object, is structured.

Dallas is a weekly television programme. A television prog-
ramme consists of a series of electronic images and sounds
which emerge from a television set. These images and sounds
represent something: people talking, walking, drinking, high-
rise apartment blocks, moving cars, and so on. From_ this
stand@mt a television programme can be looked on as @ text:>
as a system of representation consisting of a specific combina-
tion of (visual and audible) signs.!” The problem here, how-
ever, is that Dallas is a discontinuous text: it is a television
serial consisting of a large number of episodes, each more or
less forming a separate whole. Each episode can then in its turn
be called a textual unit. For the sake of clarity I shall view the
telews:WMa whole as an incomplete, ‘infinite’
text.!

A text functions only if it is ‘read’. Only in and through the
practice of reading does the text have meaning (or several
meanings) for the reader. In the confrontation between Dallas
and its viewers the reading activity of the latter is therefore the
connecting principle. And this reading does not occur just
anyhow. As David Morley says: ‘The activity of “getting
meaning” from [a] message is ... a problematic practice,
however transparent and “natural” it may seem.’!” A reader
has to know specific codes and conventions in order to be able
to have any grasp of what a text is about. So it is not by any
means a matter of course for viewers to know directly that in
Dallas they are dealing with a fictional text and not, for
example, with a documentary. A great deal of cultural know-
ledge is necessary to be able to recognize a text as fiction. In
Dallas — as is the custom in all television serials — certain hints
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are given for this, such as the titles, presenting the actors one
after another, the music, etc.

Any text. employs certain rhetorical strategies to arouse the
interest of the viewers, and _obviously Dallas_succeeds _in
attracting the attention of millions of people with very varied
social, cultural and psYchologlcal_B'ngrounds and maintain-
ing their involvement in the programme. Very general and
w1despread structural characteristics of television programmes
such as Dallas contribute to this.

The function of characters

How do viewers get involved in a television serial like Dallas,

and what does this involvement consist of? The Belgian media
theoretician Jean-Marie Piemme, in his book on the television
serial genre, 20 asserts that this involvement occurs because

*  This participation does not come of its own accord, but mi but must be
produced:

If, in the serial [...] participation can be brought about,
this is certainly because this activity has psychological
foundations, but it is also because these psychological
foundations are confronted by a type of discourse allowing
them to be activated. In other words, the structure of the
discourse which sustains the serial produces the participa-
tion as well as the psychological attitude.?!

The structure of the text itself therefore plays an essential

role'in stimulating the involvement of viewers. More import-
antly still, according to Piemme, it is impossible to watch a
television serial without some degree of personal involvement.

( “To watch a serial’, he states, ‘is much more than seeing it: it is

3 also involving oneself in it, letting oneself be held in suspense,
' sharing the feelings of the characters, discussing their psycho-

logical motivations and their conduct, deciding whether they
'~ are right or wrong, in other words living “their world”.”?? But
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what is there so particular about the textual structure of
television serials that makes them able to effect such profound
involvement?

In commonsense explanations of the attraction of television
serials, textual structure and its effects are generally ignored.
Often single elements of the story are held responsible for the
popularity of a serial. Commentary in the press about Dallas,
for example, shows a special preference for the striking role of
the ‘baddie’ J.R. One of the letter-writers, however, mentions
her preference for another Dallas character: ‘Sue Ellen is
definitely my favourite. She has a psychologically believable
character. As sheis, | am too to a lesser degree (“knocking one’s
head against a wall once too often”) and I want to be (attrac-
tive). Identification, then’ (Letter 17). But such identification
with one character does not take place in a vacuum. One does
not just recognize oneself in the ascribed characteristics of an
isolated fictional character. That character occupies a specific
position within the context of the narrative as a whole: only in
relation to other characters in the narrative is her or his
‘personality” brought out. In other words, identification with a
character only becomes possible within the framework of the
whole structure of the narrative.

Moreover, the involvement of viewers cannot be described
exclusively in terms of an imaginary identification with one or
more characters. Several other aspects of the text contribute to
this, such as the way in which the story is told, or the staging.
This does not mean, however, that the characters play a
subordinate role in the reallzatlon of participation. According
to Piemme, in a television serial the characters even function as
the pre-eminent narrative element which provides the point of
impact for the involvement of viewers. But it is not so much the
personalities ascribed to the characters in the story, as their
formal narrative status that matters. In a fictional text like the
television serial the characters are central. Through the charac-
ters the various elements of the text (situations, actions, loca-
tions, indications of time and so on) obtain a place and function
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subjects, those elements are stripped of their arbitrariness and
obtain meaning in the narrative. Furthermore, the ‘lifelike’
acting style ensures that the distance between actor and charac-
ter is minimalized, so that the illusion is created that we are
dealing with a ‘real person’. The character therefore appears
for the viewer as a person existing independently of the narra-
tive situations shown in the serial. The character becomes a
person appearing to lead an autonomous life outside the fiction
of the serial; she or he becomes a person of flesh and blood, one
of us. The popular press regularly plays on this illusion: the
names of actors and actresses and those of the characters are
often used interchangeably or merged — Larry ‘J.R.” Hagman.

Being able to imagine the characters as ‘real people’ thus
forms a necessary precondition for the involvement of viewers
and is an anchor for the pleasure of Dallas. This theorerical
assertion is reflected in the letters. When the letter-writers
comment on the characters, it is almost always in the same way
as we talk about people in daily life: in terms of character traits.
The characters are not so much judged for their position in the
Dallas narrative, as for how they are.

That at least is the case for the letter-writers who like Dallas.
Those who dislike Dallas appear to keep a little more distant
from the characters. Some of them even criticize their ‘unreal’
nature.

in the plot. Because the viewer imagines the characters as active

One of them (his name escapes me) is always the bastard
with his sneaky ideas and tricks, the other son is the goody
together with his wife, J.R.’s wife (found the name now) is
always ‘sloshed’ and going off alone to her room. (Letter 32)

When they can’t think up any more problems they send
Digger after Miss Ellie-and change Sue Ellen around a bit
again, while J.R. (over the top) is well away with Sue Ellen’s
sister. (Letter 36)

I find the characters appearing in the serial very caricatured
[...] J.R. with his crazy ideas: always the same teeth-
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gritting. He is also a very caricatured figure, that is obvious.
Oh, how bad he is. It’s really laid on thick. I find his wife the
most lifelike figure in the serial. I think because she was in
such a difficult position the writers had most chances with
her. What I really can’t stand though is the facial expression
she has on. Has on, I can’t call it anything else. It looks as
though her head is cast in plastic. (Letter 41)

What is striking in these reactions is not only a rejection of
the ‘personalities’ of the Dallas people, but also an indignation
over their constructedness. Those who like Dallas, on the other
hand, write much more sympathetically about them. In their
descriptions a much greater emotional involvement emerges in
the characters as people, even when they find them unsym-
pathetic. As one fan of Dallas writes:

Actually they are all a bit stupid. And oversensational,
Affected and genuinely American. [...] And yet [. . .] the
Ewings go through a lot more than I do. They seem to have a
richer emotional life. Everyone knows them in Dallas. Some-
times they run into trouble, but they have a beautiful house
and anything else they might want. (Letter 21)

The personalities of the characters are for some fans
apparently so important that they have spontaneously in-
cluded a whole list of characterizations and criticisms in their
letters. They make clear to us how central the characters are in
their viewing experience.

I don’t know whether it’s what you want but Ill write what I
myself think of the characters too.

Miss Ellie: a nice woman,

Jock: mean, doesn’t know himself exactly what he wants, 1
think.

Bobby: someone who has respect everywhere and for every-
one (except for J.R. but that’s understandable).

J.R.: Just a bastard. I personally can’t stand him but | must
say he plays his role well.
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Pamela: a nice girl (I find her a woman of character; she can
be nice, but nasty too).

Sue Ellen: has had bad luck with J.R., but she makes up for it
by being a flirt. I don’t like her much. And she’s too sharp-
tongued.

Lucy: she has rather too high an opinion of herself, other-
wise she’s quite nice (she’s made up too old).

I don’t know so much about the rest who take part in Dallas
so I won’t write about them. If you need what I’ve said here
about these characters then I hope you can use it. If not tear it
up. (Letter 3)

Now P’ll describe the main characters a little, perhaps that
might be useful for you too. Here we go then.

Jock: a well-meaning duffer, rather surly and hard-headed, a
very haughty man.

Miss Ellie: very nice, sensitive, understanding, courageous,
in other words a real mother.

J.R.: very egoistic, hard as nails, keen on power, but a man
with very little heart.

Sue Ellen: just fantastic, tremendous how that woman acts,
the movements of her mouth, hands, etc. That woman really
enters into her role, looking for love, snobbish, in short a real
woman.

Pamela: a Barbie doll with no feelings, comes over as false
and unsympathetic (a waxen robot).

Bobby: ditto.

Lucy: likeable, naive, a real adolescent. (Letter 12)

On the characters: Sue Ellen is definitely my favourite. She
has a psychologically believable character. [. . .] (Her friend,
Dusty, really loves her and for that reason, although the
cowboy business in the serial irritates me and so he does too a
bit, I do like him as far as I can judge.)

Miss Ellie is all right too. She looks good, always knows the
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right thing to do (conciliatory and firm) within the family
and her breast cancer gave her some depth.

Lucy has guts, but is a wicked little sod too.

The others don’t offer much as characters, I believe. Pamela
pouts, and is too sweet. I have absolutely nothing to say
about Jock and Bobby; J.R. is really incredible, so mean.
(Letter 17)

What is interesting in these extracts is not so much the
content of the character descriptions (although the difference
in sympathies in itself is worth some attention), but the fact that
‘genuineness’ forms the basis for evaluation. The more
‘genuine’ a character appears to_be, the more he or she is
valued. But what is even more remarkable is that even for the
severe critics ‘genuineness’ is the criterion by which they judge
the characters. The only difference is that the severe critics tend
to see them as ‘unreal’, whereas among the fans the opposite is
the case. Characters who are ‘caricatures’ or ‘improbable’ are
not esteemed, c}ig_ra"g"tg_r_s_w}g)ﬁg_‘r_g ‘lifelike” or “psychologically
believable’ are. Also, casually dropped remarks from fans
quoted above (‘I must say he plays his role well’, ‘she’s made up
too old’ and ‘tremendous how that woman acts, the move-
ments of her mouth, hands, etc.’) make clear that these letter-
writers are very well aware that they are only dealing with
fictional ‘real people’. Such remarks indicate that these viewers
would like that fictional element eliminated as far as possible.
In their eyes actor and character should merge:

. then I find that all the actors and actresses act very well.
So well even that, for example, [ really find J.R. a bastard, or
Sue Ellen a frustrated lady. (Letter 18)

. Because in my opinion they have chosen awfully good
actors. I mean suitable for the role they are playing. The
whole Ewing family is played so well that they are really
human. Sometimes you get a film or a play and you think:
God, if I really had to do that, I'd react quite differently.
Then it seems so unreal. But usually Dallas could really
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happen, and the actors and actresses make it credible. (Letter
20)

The people taking part in it act terribly well. (Letter 4)

The effect of ‘genuineness’ is then the most important thing
these v1ewers expect. Only when they experience the fiction of
the serial as ‘genuine’ can they feel involved in it. They have to
be able to believe that the characters constructed in the text are

‘real people’ whom they can find pleasant or unpleasant, with
whom they can feel affinity or otherwise, and so on. It could be
said that such involvement is a necessary condition for the

pleasure of Dallas.

The (un)realistic quality of DALLAS

But genuine-seeming people alone are not enough. According
to Piemme, the fictional world in which the characters live must
seem equally real. Buthow ‘real’ or ‘realistic’ is this world? This
rather vague concept of ‘realism’ also seems to play an im-
portant part in the letters. ‘Realism’ seems to_be a favourite
criterion among viewers for passing judgement on Dallas. And
here ‘realistic’ is always associated with ‘good’ and ‘unrealistic’
with ‘bad’ So it is not surprising that many haters of Dallas
express their dislike by referring to its — in their opinion —
‘unrealistic’ content. Here are some letter extracts:

| In Dallas no attention at all is paid to any realistic problems
in this world. The problems of ordinary people. (Letter 31)

... in my eyes the characters appearing in it are totally
unreal. (Letter 38)

It is a programme situated pretty far outside reality. The
mere fact that a whole family is living in one house comes
over as rather unreal. What happens in this serial you would
never run into in the street or in your circle of acquaintance:
very unreal events. The family relations that are so weirdly
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involved: this one’s married to the sister of the enemy of his
brother, etc., etc. (Letter 41)

1. Itis an improbable story because:

1.1 Such a rich family would scarcely live as three
families in one house (at least in a Western society),
so that privacy for each family is minimal:

1.1.1 They breakfast together, etc.

1.1.2 Other than the common rooms each family
only has one bedroom (no separate sitting
room or study, etc.).

1.1.3 The whole family concerns itself with every-
thing.

1.2 Too much happens in the short time and then it’s all
dramatic situations, not only for the main charac-
ters, but for the minor characters as well. This latter
makes things confusing.

1.3 The actors are rather clichéd types, i.e. they keep up
a certain role or attitude. Normal people are more
complex.

2. Thanks to the constant drama there is a certain tension
in the story, but this is exaggerated. Even in a more
realistic story there can be tension and I actually find
that nicer. (Letter 42)

In these extracts a number of things are striking. In the first
place these letter-writers find Dallas ‘unrealistic’ because in
their opinion the world and the events in the story do not
coincide with the world and events outside Dallas: reality “as it
is’. A text s called ‘realistic” here if the ‘reality’ standing outside
and independent of the text is reflected in an ‘adequate’ way.
But — and this is the second striking point — the letter-writers
each invest the notion of reahty with a dlfferent content, For

reality o of orclmary people’ (i.e. ‘real’ | problems such as un-

employment and housing shortages and not the ‘mock prob-
lems’ of the rich); for others that reality must be ‘recognizable’,
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i.e. comparable to one’s own environment; and for others
again the world presented must be ‘probable’, i.e. cohere, be
‘normal’. Finally, a text is also occasionally called ‘unrealistic’
if people find that it simplifies the ‘real’ reality (whatever that
may be), exaggerates it or reflects it in clichés.

As we can see, the significance of the notion ‘(un)realistic’
can assume different forms. Clearly there is no unambiguous
definition of what ‘realism’ contains. But in the way in which
the term is used by the letter-writers quoted, at least an essential
community of ideas can be discerned: they all call Dallas
‘unrealistic’ because in their opinion it gives a ‘distorted image
of reality’. This definition of realism, in which a comparison of
the realities ‘in’ and ‘outside’ a text is central, we can call
‘empiricist realism’.2” This empiricist concept of realism often
fulfils an ideological function in television criticism in so far as
its standards are used to furnish arguments for criticizing
programmes and to strengthen the concept itself. From this
point of view, a text which can be seen as an ‘unrealistic’
rendering of social reality (however that is defined) is ‘bad’.
And as we have seen, Dallas is often subjected to this judge-
ment.

But having said this, we are immediately confronted by an
apparently baffling contradiction. Contrary to the critics and
those who dislike Dallas, who regard it as particularly ‘un-
realistic’, many fans do find it ‘realistic’. Some letter-writers
even see the — in their eyes — realistic content of @zﬁ:g&a
reason for the pleasure they experience.

I find Dallas super and for this reason: they reflect the daily

life of a family (I find). (Letter 3) T

It is realistic (for me anyway), other people think I'm mad,

things happen in it we might well find happening to us later

(or have had). (Letter 12)

How should we interpret this contradiction? Should we ascribe
to these letter-writers a ‘false consciousness’ because their
judgement on the ‘realistic’ content of Dallas is totally wrong?
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Or is there more to it? Reasoning from an empiricist-realistic
standpoint, we can simply say these letter-writers are misled. In
Dallas, according to this reasoning, the “daily life of a family’ is
certainly not being reflected — for, as one letter-writer suggests:
‘Iwonder why these people in Heaven’s name carry on living in
the same house!” (Letter 36). Furthermore, it could be said that
the things that happen in it are certainly not things ‘we might
well find happening to us’, for it is clear that in Dallas there is
an improbable accumulation of sensational events, such as
airplane accidents, weird diseases, kidnappings, etc. In short, if
Dallas is regarded as a mirror of ‘the’ reality, then we should
recognize that it is a big distorting mirror, or more seriously, ‘a
twisted image of reality’. S

“But this empiricist conception of realism presents problems
for a number of reasons. I shall cite two difficulties here. First, it
is wrongly based on the assumption — and this is inherent in
empiricism — that a text can be a direct, immediate reproduc-
tion or reflection of an ‘outside world’. This is to ignore the fact
that everything that is processed in a text is the result of
selection and adaptation: elements of the ‘real world’ function
only as raw material for the production process of texts. The
empiricist conception denies the fact that each text is a cultural
product realized under specific ideological and social con-
ditions of production. And so there can never be any question
of an unproblematic mirror relation between text and social
reality: at most it can be said that a text constructs its own
version of ‘the real’. As Raymond Williams says: “The most
damaging consequence of any theory of art as reflection is that
[. . .] it succeeds in suppressing the actual work on material
[- . .] which is the making of any art work.’2*

The second difficulty is connected with this. The empiricist
conception of realism cannot do justice to the fact that a large
number of Dallas fans do seem to experience it as ‘realistic’,
Must we regard this experience merely as the result of incorrect
reading and must we, consequently, accuse the letter-writers
who read ‘wrongly’ of a lack of knowledge of reality? It is, to
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say the least, unsatisfactory just to dismiss this very prevalent
way of responding to the programme. A more structural
explanation must be possible.

DALLAS and the realistic illusion

In the empiricist conception of realism the thematic content of
the narrative becomes the guideline for the assessment of the
‘realistic’ nature of the text. Some hterarx and film theor-
eticians on the other hand make the way in which the story is
told fesponslble fo;_fv_ﬁat is called the reallstlglu_qgon ;IE
illusion that a text is a faithful reflection of an acmaﬂx existing
world emerges as a result of the fact that the constructedness of
thg;g_:gt,n,s_suppressed. Piemme states that it is this suppression
which fosters the involvement of viewers in the serial: ‘Parti-
cipation can only function by denying itself as product of
discourse. What produces it must suppress the marks of its
production in order that the illusion of the natural, the spon-
taneous, the inevitable, may function.” In other words, the
realistic illusion is not something to be blamed on the ignor-
ance or lack of knowledge of the viewers, but is generated by
the formal structure of the text itself; the thematic content
plays only a subordinate role here.

The film theoretician Colin MacCabe calls a (literary or film)
text which arouses such a realistic illusion a ‘classic realistic
text’.%® Characteristic of such a text, for which the nineteenth-
century realistic novel is the model, is the dominant role which
the story in itself plays.?” It is told in such a way that the viewer
or reader is unaware that the narrative has a narrator. In
a classic realistic text ‘narrative must deny the time of its
own telling — it must refuse its status as discourse [...] in
favour of its self-presentation as simple identity, complete
knowledge’.?® In short, the classic realistic text conceals its
own status as narrative and acts as though the story ‘speaks
for itself’.

With regard to film, in this connection the term ‘transparent
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narrative cinema’ is used: ‘transparent’ because the screen
appears to be a transparent window on the events taking place
in the film story. The classic-realistic method of narration is the
most common in the history of the cinema, but it is mainly in
classical Hollywood that the conventions of transparent narra-
tivity have been perfected to the utmost. What then are these
conventions?%?

A Hollywood-story is always about individual characters
who want or desire s somethmg_ “The characters perform actions
to ‘achieve their goals, but can encounter opposition to this
from other characters who have other wishes or desires. From
this schema flows a chain of events which are in a cause/effect
relationship with one another. This chain forms the framework
of the story.

This story must be told filmically, i.e. translated into a
concrete sequence of images and sounds. Countless technical
and aesthetic means are necessary to translate an abstract
narrative into a concrete film story: the narrative must be
divided into scenes, the sequence of the scenes and shots
determined, locations must be sought, actors selected and their
acting style defined, the camera must focus the mise-en-scéne
in a specific way and the individual shots must finally be
assembled together. It is characteristic of a transparent narra-
tive film that all these filmic operations are made subordinate
to the demands of the story. Everything we see or hear in the
film has a narrative function: ‘meaningless’ images and sounds
are deemed redundant and tend to be excluded. Through this
the illusion arises that the story is unrolling before our eyes
without any mediation: the narrating instance has been effec-
tively eliminated.

In Hollywood since the beginning of this century certain iron
rules of cinematography have been developed (such as con-
tinuity editing, classic montage, etc.) to create this suggestion
of narrative spontaneity. But we no longer experience these
rules as rules, because we have become so used to this dominant
American film language that we no longer even recognizeitas a
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language. This is the socio-cultural background of the realistic
illusion.

The television serial Dallas also uses the classical Hollywood
rules to a § great degree. The story concerns the members of the
Ewing family: it is their desires and wishes that propel the
narrative, their actions (and the mutual conflicts they have as a
result of these) fill the narrative. The whole construction of the
serial is also directed at showing those actions and their
consequences. All the elements in the film are at the service of
the narrative. Because the narrative wants the characters to be
rich a beautiful ranch is chosen as their house, they drive luxury
cars and the women wear expensive clothes. And the camera
only portrays what is necessary for understanding the story:
where something is happening, there stands the camera. A
scene is broken off the moment the dramatic action in it has
come to an end: there is no point in remaining at that place any
longer. Moreover, the successive scenes run smoothly into one
another: jumps in time and space must take place in such a way
that the viewer does not find them disturbing, for this can lead
to a loss of illusion of narrative continuity and coherence. This
illusion is strengthened even more by the strictly chronological
sequence in which the course of the narrative is set forth; what
first happens in the story we get to see before later events. (The
only exception to this is the ‘“flashback’, which is, however,
announced so explicitly as a retrospection of one of the charac-
ters that no misunderstandings can arise over it.)

According to MacCabe and others®® it is precisely this
constructed illusion of reality which is the basis for pleasure. It
is pleasurable to be able to deny the textlﬁlty and the fictional
nature of the film and forget it: it gives the viewers a comfort-
able and cosy feeling because they can ‘let the narrative flow
over them’ without any effort. The apparent ‘transparency’ of
the narrative produces a feeling of direct involvement, because
it ensures that the viewer can act exactly as though the story
really happened. In other words, according to this theory
pleasure in Dallas could be regarded as a pleasure in the
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obvious, apparently natural meaningfulness of the ups and
downs of the Ewing farmly and the people around them. It is
the ]M narrative which produces pleasure, not its
content.

Yet this explanation of pleasure is not totally satisfactory,
precisely because it abstracts from the concrete narrative-
content.*! Transparent narrativity alone is not enough to get
pleasure out of a text; not all transparent narrative texts are
experienced as equally pleasurable. On the contrary, the
thematic differences between such texts are of interest, as one
of the letter-writers states: ‘For me Dallas is comparable to
Dynasty. Other American series (Magnum, Hulk, Charlie’s
Angels, Starsky and Hutch, in short, violence) I can appreciate
less” (Letter 17). Thus the pleasure of Dallas is not only to do
with the illusion of reality which is produced by its transparent
narrativity — although it might be said that this illusion is a
general condition of pleasure as it is experienced by a lot of
viewers. What is told in the narrative must also play.a part-in

the producnon of pIeasure

—

DALLAS and ‘emotional realism’

\ththen do 50 many fans call Dallas reahsne” What do they

content of the Dallas narrative: the discussions between the
characters, their actions, their reactions to one another, and so
on. Is this literal content of the Dallas story experienced as
realistic by viewers? It does not look like it. Indeed, we can say
that the above-quoted letter-writers who dislike Dallas are
talking on this literal narrative-level when they dismiss the
programme as unrealistic. Let us repeat a letter extract:

It is a programme situated pretty far outside reality. The
mere fact that a whole family is living in one house comes
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over as rather unreal. What happens in this serial you would
never run into in the street or in your circle of acquaintance:
very unreal events. The family relationships that are so
weirdly involved: this one’s married to the sister of the
enemy of his brother, etc., etc. (Letter 41)

This indicates that the Dallas narrative at the level of denot-
ation is not exactly regarded-as realistic; literal resemblances
are scarcely seen between the fictional world as it is constructed
in Dallas and the ‘real’ world. Again the inadequacy of the
empiricist-realistic approach becomes clear here. It is only
sensitive to the denotative level of the narrative. Therefore it
can only see the fact that so many Dallas fans obviously do
experience the programme as realistic as a paradox.

A text can, however, also be read at another level, namely at
the connotative level.>> This level relates to the associative

meanings which can be attributed to elements of the text. The

same letter-writer we have just quoted also wrote the follow-
ing: ‘The nice thing about the serial is that it has a semblance of
humanity, it is not so unreal that you can’t relate to it any more.
There are recognizable things, recognizable people, recogniz-

~ able relations and situations in it’ (Letter 41).

It is striking; the same things, people, relations and situa-
tions which are regarded at the denotative level as unrealistic,
and unreal, are at connotative level apparently not seen at all as
unreal, but in fact as “recognizable’, Clearly, in the connotative
reading process the denotative level of the text is put in
brackets.

But what does make Dallas so ‘recognizable’ at that con-
notative level? What does that ‘semblance of humanity’ consist
of that this letter-writer is talking about?

In the letters we come across all kinds of descriptions which
can give us some indication of the associative meanings these
viewers ascribe to Dallas. From the heterogeneous stream of
signs with which viewers are confronted when they watch the
television serial, they pick up only certain things; they find only
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certain elements of the whole text relevant, striking — pleasur-
able. In other words, a text is never read in its totality; during
reading a selection process is always taking place. As Roland
Barthes has noted in The Pleasure of the Text, ‘it is the very
rhythm of what is read and what is not read that creates the
pleasure of the great narratives. [. . .] Thus, what I enjoy in a
narrative is not directly its content or even its structure, but
rather the abrasions | impose upon the fine surface: I read on, 1
skip, I look up, I dip again.”*? In a similar way, we could say
that the letter-writers only name those elements from Dallas
which are important for them in some way or other, which for
them make up the special and pleasurable quality of Dallas.>*
Many lovers of Dallas say that they find it pleasurable
because it is ‘realistic’. From their letters we can now get an
impression of how they reach that judgement, or more pre-
cisely, which elements of the text they select which lead to its
‘realism’ at a connotative level. Note the similarity between the
meanings which emerge in the following letter extracts,

1 find Dallas super and for this reason: [the characters] reflect
the daily life of a family (I find). You sometimes see serials
where everything runs smoothly. Never any rows or any-
thing. Not a damn thing wrong. Every family has rows
sometimes. It’s not always smooth sailing. In Dallas there
are rows, desperate situations. (Letter 3)

Do you know why I like watching it? I think it’s because
those problems and intrigues, the big and little pleasures and
troubles occur in our own lives too. You just don’t recognize
it and we are not so wealthy as they are. In real life too I know
a horror like J.R., but he’s just an ordinary builder. That’s
why I see so many aspects and phases of life, of your own life,
in it. Yes, it’s really ordinary daily problems more than
anything that occur in it and that you recognize. And thenit’s
so marvellous the way they solve them better than you’ve
solved your own problems. (Letter 4)

You have to see the reality of life, and reality occurs there the
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way it is in real life too, the intrigues, especially with people
living together in the same house. The wealth is the only
difference, 'm not rich (financially, materially speaking).
(Letter 6)

I'll tell you why I like watching Dallas and what I find so
disgusting about it. The good thing about it is that so many
different things in it are taken from life, so to speak. Such as
Miss Ellie’s illness, and Sue Ellen with her marital problems.
. The disgusting thing I find is the exaggeratedly difficult
life these people (in the serial) have, this one’s having a great
row with that one, and they keep climbing in and out of one
another’s beds. I get really fed up with that. But that’s life,
just look around you. There are so few people left living
happily and harmoniously with one another. (Letter 10)

I also find some elements true to life. Take the story of Sue
Ellen. (Letter 11)

But Dallas could really happen. . .. For example, I can sit
very happy and fascinated watching someone like Sue Ellen.
That woman can really get round us, with her problems and
troubles. She is really human. I could be someone like that
too. In a manner of speaking. (Letter 2)

Two things stand out in these extracts. The first is that the
writers find Dallas ‘taken from life’; what happens to the
Ewing family is in their own eyes not essentially different from
what they themselves (can) experience in life. The second point
is more important for us, for it reveals the mechanism used for
realizing this at first sight puzzling ‘experience of reality’: in
order to be able to experience Dallas as ‘taken from life’ these
letter-writers seem to abstract from the denotative level of the
text. In naming the ‘true to life’ elements of Dallas the concrete
living circumstances in which the characters are depicted (and
their wealth in particular springs to mind here) are, it is true,
striking but not of significance as regards content; the concrete
situations and complications are rather regarded as symbolic
representations of more general living experiences: rows, in-
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trigues, problems, happiness and misery. And it is precisely in
this sense that these letter-writers find Dallas ‘realistic’. In
other words, at a connotative level they ascribe cribe mainly emo-

wgmm In this sense the realism reailsm TDallas

can be called sm.
nd now it begins to become clear why the two previous

conceptions of realism discussed above, empiricist realism and
classical realism, are so unsatisfactory when we want to under-
stand the experience of realism of Dallas fans. For however
much the two approaches are opposed to one another — for the
former realism is a token for a ‘good’ text, and for the latter for

a ‘bad’ text — in both a cognitive-rationalistic idea dominates:
th&a&wmpnon_that a realistic text offers

afﬁlT:_sTGﬁ of knowledge. But the realism experience of the
Dallas fans quoted bears no relation to this cognitive level —itis
situated at the emotional level: what is recognized as real is not

knowledge of the world, but a . _subjective experience of the |

world: a ‘structure of feeling’.’ 33

It is emotions which count in a structure of feeling. Hence *

emotions form the point of impact for a recognition of a
certain type of structure of feeling in Dallas; the emotions
called up are apparently what remain with the letter-writers
most. Thus the following letter-writer describes Dallas as a
sequence of ever-changing emotions:

sl  emotions:

e

(' Now I'll tell you why I like watching Dallas. Here goes!

y 1. There is suspense in it.
2. It can also be romantic.
\ 3. There is sadness in it.
/ 4, And fear.
" 5. And happiness.
In short, there is simply everything in that film. (Letter 16)

1
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What we can deduce from this is the notion that in life emotions

are always being stirred up, i.e. that life is characterized by

an endless fluctuation between happiness and unhappiness,
that life is a question of falling down and getting up again. This
structure of feeling can be called the fragicstructure of feeling;
tragic because of the idea that happiness can never last for ever
but, quite the contrary, is precarious. In the tragic structure of
feeling emotional ups and downs occupy a central place: ‘All
that rowing and lovemaking I find marvellous to watch’ (Letter
9). Isn’t it precisely the radical contrast between the emotional
associations of quarrelling and lovemaking that is so fascinat-
ing for her?

Life presents a problem according to the tragic structure of
feeling, but that does not mean that life consists solely of
problems. On the contrary, problems are only regarded as
problems if there is a prospect of their solution, if, in other
words, there is hope for better times. Here too we are dealing
with a contrast between misery and happiness. So it is not
so odd that some letter-writers want to place emphasis on

‘happiness’:

Why do [ watch Dallas every Tuesday? Mainly because of
Pamela and that wonderful love between her and Bobby.
When I see those two I feel warmth radiating from them. . . .
I also find the relationship between Jock and Miss Ellie nice,
but I’m scarcely interested at all in J.R. and Sue Ellen and
certainly not in the Ewing empire. (Letter 8)

It seems as though the ‘wonderful love’ of Pamela and Bobby
takes on greater glory against the background of the loveless
relationship between J.R. and Sue Ellen. According to another
letter-writer, lovelessness is even the normal condition:
‘Mutual relationships and communications are often so cool
that it seems as though they are just wrapped up in themselves’
(Letter 7). Or, as expressed briefly but succinctly by one
letter-writer: ‘a bed of roses it is not’ (Letter 6).
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Let us summarize what has been said above. Many letter-
writers contend that the pleasure of Dallas comes from the
‘lifelike’ character of the serial. If we subject their statements to
closer analysis, then it appears that what is experienced as ‘real’
indicates above all a certain structure of feeling which is
aroused by the programme: the tragic structure of feeling. In
this many letter-writers who like Dallas seem to recognize

themselves, and therefore experience it as ‘real’. And precisely
this recognition arouses_pleasure: ‘I myself enjoy Dallas and
the tears start to flow when anything tragic happens (in nearly
every episode then)’ (Letter 14).

TlE:_rea]ism of Dallas is therefore  produced by the construc-
tion of a psychologicalreality, and is not related to its (illusory)
fit to an externally perceptible (social) reality. It could even be
said that in Dallas an ‘inner realism’ is combined with an
‘external unrealism’. The external manifestation of the fiction-
alworld of Dallas does also contribute to pleasure, not because

of its reality value though, but because of its stylization:

a bit of a show, expensive clothes, beautiful horses. (Letter
11)

the serial is very relaxing to watch: beautiful people, a
carefree life, restful surroundings. (Letter 19)

I also pay attention to the clothes, make-up and hair-dos.
(Letter 1)

Then it’s nice to see the clothes of the Dallas women. {Letter
9)

There are a few minor details(!) which make the serial
attractive, such as the splendid house and the beautiful
landscape. (Letter 2)

I'started watching Dallas just to see the American city scene:
the beautiful apartment blocks (especially the really beauti-
ful ones you see during the titles) and the cars. (Letter 21)
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It is probably the glamorous mise-en-scéne of Dallas referred
to in these letter extracts that is responsible for the fact that

viewers are well aware they are watching a fictional world. The

illusion of reality is therefore not total, Moreover, the fictional
world is not uncritically accepted either, Various letter-writers
show quite explicitly that they are aware that Dallas is a textual

construction.

You have to keep in mind the reality of life, and there’s
reality in it too the way it is in real life . . . Although now and
then [ do find things a bit over the top. (Letter 6)

The good thing about it, I think, is that lots of things happen
in it taken from life, so to speak. Such as . . . Sue Ellen with
her marital problems, though I do find that in the longer run
that is a bit overdone, she makes a game out of it. I think the
serial writers do that deliberately, because lots of men find it
terrific to watch her. And would even like to help her. Oh
well. Those gallant Don Juans. (Letter 10)

If they (the writers) write Pamela {(or Bobby) out of the serial
it will be over for me. The good relationship between those
two is my reason for watching. But then, I'still believe in ‘true
love’. (Letter 8)

All these remarks suggest a distance between the ‘real’ and the
fictional world. And precisely because the letter-writers are
aware of this, it appears, they can indulge in the excessive

emotions aroused in Dallas.

After a serial like that of poverty and misery, where spiritual
character is concerned, because financially nothing is lack-
ing, I often think with relief, now I can come back to my own
world and I'm very happy init. To have seen all those worries
gives me a nice feeling — you’re looking for it, you’re bringing
it on yourself. (Letter 10)

Yes, it’s actually ordinary daily problems that occur in it
mainly and that you recognize. And then it’s so marvellous
that they solve them better than you’ve solved your own
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problems. Perhaps for me it’s relativizing my own problems
and troubles or just escaping them. (Letter 4)

_Escape.’ This word definitely sounds familiar. It is a term with
anegative charge: it is generally not viewed as a sign of strength
or courage if people seek refuge in a non-existent fantasy
world. It is regarded as a lack of ‘sense of reality’. Furthermore,
the term often comes up in public discourses over mass enter-
tainment: it is their supposed ‘escapist’ character that 50 often

leads to a negative judgement of pop

_popular entertainment
U _entertainmel

forms.?® But precisely the fact that this view is so current
should ‘warn us to be cautious when we encounter it in the
letters. What is the term ‘escape’ actually referring to, what
does it mean for the letter-writers themselves? The term is
misleading, because it presupposes a strict division between
reality and fantasy, between ‘sense of reality’ and “flight from
reality’. But is it not rather the case that there is interaction
between the two? One of the letter-writers formulates it as
follows:

The reason I like warching it is that it’s nice to get dizzy on
their problems. And you know all along that everything will
turn out all right. In fact it’s a flight from reality. I myself am
a realistic person and I know that reality is different. Some-
times too I really enjoy having a good old cry with them. And
why not? In this way my other bottled-up emotions find an
outlet. (Letter )

‘And you know all along that everything will turn out all right.’ )
This is a key sentence, clearly defining the nature of the ‘flight’.
The “flight’ into a fictional fantasy world is not so much a denial
of reality as playing with it. A game that enables one to place /
the limitsof thefictionaland the real under discussion, to make
them fluid. And in that game an imaginary participation in the
fictional world isexperienced as pleasurable:

|
]

[ really like watching it, and especially Pamela and Bobby
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because it comes over (in the film) as real affection, although
it’s only a film. (Letter 6)

I try to find more and more in the various characters. After
each shocking event I try to imagine what they’ll do. . .. In
future there will be more sex in the serial. That is one aspect
of a further illustration of the characters. But there are many
more. It would be good too if the actors’ thoughts were put
in. (Letter 7)

1 find it’s marvellous to project myself into Dallas and in my
mind to give ].R. a good hiding when he’s just pulled off yet
another dirty trick, or admire Miss Ellie because she always
tries to see the best in everyone or to bring it out in them.
Also, I find it awfully nice to imagine myself in that world,
such as: “What would I do if Sue Ellen said that to me?’ Or to
see myself running round in a big city like Dallas. (Letter 13)

Thus, whatever there is to be said about the pleasure of Dallas,
the field of tension between the fictional and the real seems to
play an important partin it. Or, as a more theoretically minded
letter-writer put it: ‘It is easier and loads more pleasurable to
dash away a tear because Ma Dallas has cancer — because she’s
only acting — than because of whatever annoying things are in
your own life, and at least you have got rid of that tear’ (Letter
22). A constant to and fro movement between identification
with and distancing from the fictional world as constructed in
the text therefore characterizes the involvement of the letter-
writers who like Dallas. But one question still remains un-
answered. How does Dallas succeed in producing those tears,
that *dizziness’? In other words, how does Dallas construct the

tragic structure of feeling which is recognized by these viewers?

This is the subject of the next chapter.

2
DALLAS

and the melodramatic
imagination

DALLAS and genre

A television serial like Dallas is made according to certain rules
and conventions which belong to a specific genre. A genre is,
one might say, a complex of themes, narrative structures and
styles that groups of individual films or television programmes
have in common with one another.! Because we know these
rules and conventions, and have become_familiar with_them,
we often know quite quickly whether a film is a Western or a
thriller and we entertain certain expectations of the course of
the film, although each Western or thriller has its own idiosyn-
crasies. But the general characteristics of the genre set limits on
the individual genre film, which renders it simpler for the
audience to follow. A genre is in other words a formula and
each individual genre film is a specific ‘application’ of the rules
and conventions of the genre. This application can succeed to
greater or lesser degree, be more or less inventive, opening new
ground for the genre to a greater or lesser degree. In analysing a
genre film, then, one must constantly move between the general
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and the particular, between the established structures and the
specific application. In this chapter we shall be trying to do that
with Dallas.

In order to discover which television genre Dallas should be
classified under, we must take a look at the structural charac-
teristics of this serial. The first structural characteristic that
deserves our attention is its episodic character. For as we shall
see later on, this genre-characteristic plays an essential role in
the construction of the emotional realism stemming from the
tragic structure of feeling.

" The episodic character of television fiction can assume two
forms: that of the series, in which the individual episodes are
completely separate from one another from a narrative view-
point (only the hero(ine) of the series and the basic situation are
the connecting elements between the individual episodes), and
the serial, i.e. the continuous narrative. Programmes like Mag-
num and Charlie’s Angels are examples of series, while Dallas,
but also Hill Street Blues, are examples of the serial. The
separate episodes of a serial cannot in principle be watched in
any order, because the precise sequence of the episodes creates
a notion of the continuance of time, a continuance which is
linear and irreversible. Of course each episode is more or less a
separate whole: not only is there in each episode of Dallas one
more or less central narrative line, but each episode also gets its
own title and is divided off by recognizable beginning and end
credits.

But in contrast to a series, in which the time between two
episodes is of no narrative importance whatever, the time
between two episodes in a serial does play a role — though
merely an imaginary one — in the way in which viewers
experience the narrative. ‘The characters in a serial, when
abandoned at the end of an episode, pursue an “unrecorded
existence” until the next one begins’, states Christine
Geraghty, in a summary of the formal characteristics of the
television serial.? The television serial thus appeals to a histori-
cal sense of time: it constructs the feeling that the lives of the
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characters go on during our absence — i.e. between two
episodes. Thus the idea of ‘unchronicled growth’ is aroused
in viewers.

This feeling can, however, only arise if the end of an episode
offers the possibility for it. The end of an episode of a serial is
mostly in the shape of a so-called ‘cliffhanger’: the narrative is
b{?,kf&?ff_atj_ﬂlo_mcntnf,_‘aery__g:ga,t_,,_&u_sgﬂnse, so that the
viewers are encouraged to see the following episode if they
want to know how the story goes on. In earlier film serials the
cliffhanger consisted mainly in an abruptly broken off action:
or at the very moment the hero threatens to be pushed over the
cliff by his enemy, the words ‘to be continued’ appear — as if to
tease the audience — on the screen. The following episode then
takes up the thread at the same action, at the same moment in
the story. In such cases there is no question of an imaginary
passage of time between two episodes.

This type of ‘cliffhanger’ is, however, seldom used in tele-
vision serials,” although they do occur in fact, by way of excep-
tion, in Dallas. Just think of the episodes that ended with an
attempt on J.R.’s life or with the moment when Southfork is go-
ing up in flames. But in by far the majority of cases in Dallas a
psychological cliffhanger is used: an episode ends most often at
the“moment_when one_of the characters lands in a new,
psychologically conflictual situation. The last shot of an epi-
sode is then nearly always a close-up of the face of the character
concerned, which emphasizes the psychological conflict she or
he is in. In one of the following episodes — it does not necess-
arily need ro be the very next one— we are then shown how she
or he handles the conflict, but meanwhile time proceeds and life
goes on as normal. The very next episode usually begins with a
new day. Such a constructionoffers-viewers the-possibility of
having the feeling that time in Dallas more or less keeps pace

with the time in which the viewers themselves are living, This
fact i irself takes care of a specific-dimension of ‘everyday
realism’ — the life of the Ewings in Dallas flows on just like our
own life.
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But an even more important characteristic of Dallas that
helps to arouse this idea is the fact that there is no narrative
ending in sight. The structure of the Dallas narrative is radi-
cally different from that of a feature film or an episode of a
series such as Kojak or Lou Grant. In classic narrative theory
narrative is defined in terms of the schema: order/disturbance
of order/restoration of order. A narrative consists of ‘a move-
ment between equilibriums which are similar but not
identical’:* at_the end all the problems which have disturbed
the equilibrium of the opening situation have been resolved.
This narrative scheme, however, will not work for an endlessly

running television serial like Dallas. Although in each episode

problems are solved, at the same time new ones are created,
which form the point of departure for the following episodes,

and so on and so on.
The ‘endless’ character of a serial is typical for a special genre

of television fiction: the soap opera. Soap opera is a long-
standing radio genre which was ‘invented’ and developed at the
end of the 1920s by American, mainly female, radio pro-
gramme makers. The soap opera, which rapidly developed into
one of the most popular entertainment forms on radio, was
characterized by an accent on human relations, domesticity
and daily life; it is home, garden and kitchen problems which
are discussed and solved by the characters.® The ‘soaps’, so
called because it was mainly soap manufacturers who spon-
sored the programmes, shot up like mushrooms and built up a
faithful following, especially among housewives — not least
because they were broadcast almost every day. The soap opera
was alleged to be able to provide some (surrogate) company for
housewives living in isolation; they listened to their favourite
soaps while doing the ironing, cooking or other domestic
work.®

With the coming of television the soap opera finally dis-
appeared from the American radio stations, but the genre took
on a new and flourishing existence in the new medium.
Although soap opera is not an exclusively American phen-
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omenon — British, Australian and Brazilian television, for
example, are richly provided with home-grown soap operas —
the genre is almost totally unknown on Dutch television.
Peyton Place and Coronation Street could be seen at the
beginning of the 1970s on Dutch television, and they were
quite popular, but the American ‘daytime serials’, as they are
officially called, have never been screened in the Netherlands —
in contrast to the parodies of them: Mary Hartman! Mary
Hartman! and Soap! which are esteemed mainly by an intellec-
tual audience! Only with the arrival of Dallas on the screen did
the Dutch television audience get handed another American
soap opera.

But Dallas is not a daytime soap opera. Just like Peyton
Place, Dallas is made to be shown at prime time. Of course this
has its consequences. An important formal difference between
Dallas and the daytime soap opera is the much greater atten-
tion to visualization in Dallas. In contrast to daytime soaps,
which have always kept a radio-like character and it which the
visual element is kept to a minimum (very sparse locations,
very simple camera work, etc.), Dallas looks chic — because of
the high prodiiction values which generally apply for prime
time programimes — and it is made with filmic expertise. A lot of
attention is paid to the visual attractiveness of the locations, the
stars’ costumes, and so on. This is doubtless a background
which should not be neglected when accounting for its world-
wide popularity, The hegemony of American television (and
film) has habituated the world public to American production
values and American mises-en-scéne, such as the vast prairie or
the big cities, the huge houses with expensive interiors, lux-
urious and fast cars and, last but not least, the healthy- and
good-looking men and women, white, not too young, not too
old. Such images have become signs which no longer merely
indicate something like ‘Americanness’, but visual pleasure as
such. The television audience has, over the years, become
familiar with all this and tends to recognize it as pleasurable; it
is as though for large groups of people these American images
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fulfil a signal function, they imply the prqmise tha_t the story
will be suspenseful and exciting. As Simon frlth states:
‘America, as experienced in films and music, has 17tself become
the object of consumption, a symbol of pleasure.’

The fact that Dallas is a prime time programme also has
consequences for the structure of the narrative content. Prime
time is the time in which the whole family usually watches
television, in contrast to the morning or afternoon hours
(during which housewives, pensioners and the unemployed
form the largest group of viewers). A popular programme must
therefore, at least according to the commercial loglc_ of the
American television industry, appeal to the whole family. In a
certain sense this could explames from
other genres such as the Western are worked in, to attract the
interest of a broad mass audience. Similarly the fact that men
and masculine themes such as business life Rlay a much more
central part in Dallas than in the average daytime soap cogld be
connected to this.® Thiiiggggwml_mhe
trafi.lthrnal sense. |

—

DALLAS as prime time soap opera

But in spite of the differences we hav; cited between J’?a{las ?pd
the daytime soaps, there are sufficient structural sn_mlannes
between them to justify calling Dallas, as an Amerlcan, tele-
vision encyclopedia® has done, a ‘prime time soap opera’. The
similarities lie in the first place™in t e narrative structure
dictated by the endless character of the senal.l Each ep1§ode ofa
soap opera always consists of various narratives running para-
llel. In every episode one of these narratives gets t},w greatest
emphasis, but the other narratives lfeep ‘simmering’ as it were
in the background, to reach a climax in some subsequent
episode. As one letter-writer puts it:

I watch Dallas pretty regularly because 1 ﬁn;l ita frefa serial.
By that I mean that the writer can go in any direction in every
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episode. One time Bobby is the central figure, then it can be
J.R. or Sue Ellen or another member of that ‘immense’
family. (Letter 5)

In this sense a soap opera is therefore a continuous coming

and goifig of mini-narratives, in an uneven thythm. This
characteristic of the S6ap opera can explain why many letter-
writers who dislike Dallas find it longwinded: ‘Every time I
- watch it again I'm curious as to what has happened. But then
Dallas ends and even more questions have arisen. I find that
really stupid’ (Letter 37). But this ‘longwindedness’, this steady
continuance of the story, this ‘indefinitely expandable
middle’,° is essential for the soap opera as genre. Those who
like Dallas will therefore tacitly agree to this convention. They
are not expecting the definitive dénouement; quite the con-
trary, the (promise of) endlessness itself is a source of pleasure.
I can’t get enough of it’ (Letter 9), says one letter-writer.
According to Sheila Johnston, the primary source of involve-
ment in a soap opera is not situated in the suspense of the
narrative, as in many other popular television genres, but in
‘the creation and slow consolidation of a complex fictional
world’."! The repetitive character of Dallas can therefore be
very important for Dallas fans: T

It’s reassuring to see the same characters again and again.
Then you are far more involved in it. At least, I feel that.
When Isit down to watch, I always get the idea that I belong
to the family in a way too, because I have seen so much of
them. I can enter into all the characters, because they are so
familiar. I know them through and through. (Letter 20)

But there are other characteristics which are typical for the
structure of the soap opera and which also apply for Dallas.
Not only do different narratives exist side by side, sometimes to
touch and intersect one another, and sometimes to run com-
pletely parallel. The fact that not just one (or a few) but many
main characters are iinvolvedis also_an important aspect of
soap operas. Of none of the main characters in Dallas can it be
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said that he or she occupies the most important position from a
narrative viewpoint. (In the press, it is often assumed thé'lt J.R.
is the main character in Dallas. Although his actions do in fact
often play a central part in the propulsion of the narrative, to
reduce all the other characters to secondary roles shows a
misjudgement of the multi-dimensionality of the Dallas narra-
tive. Furthermore, considering J.R. as the main character only
results from a very specific reading, which may be charac-
terized by a masculine bias. For many letter—writefs the role gf
J.R. is not that important at all; they are not that interested in
him.)

In fact the unity of the soap opera is not created by all the

individual characters together, but by the community in which
they live. In that community (Dall‘as) they each occupy an
established position. This community also appears to deter-
mine which possibilities of action are open to the various
characters. Not a single one of the characters escapes t}}e ‘r.ules
of that community; in this sense the soap-community is an

enclosed community, like a village, a street, a hospital.
happens regularly: the soap opera steadily encroaches as it
were on its surroundings in the course of years —as soon as they
have made their entrance they are subjected to the laws and the
logic of the community.

In Dallas the Ewing family forms the centre of the commun-
ity. At the beginning of the serial Jock, Miss.Ellie, J.R., Sue
Ellen, Bobby, Pamela and Lucy have an established str,ufmra:l
position within the family, positions (‘father’, ‘mothe’r ; ‘son’,
‘daughter-in-law’, ‘husband’, ‘wife’, ‘granddaughter ) which
are pretty unalterable. Of course later on alterations do occur
in the status of the characters within the family: for ex_ample,
Sue Ellen first divorces J.R. and later marries him again; and
Ray Krebbs was initially not a member of the family then later
turns out to be an (illegitimate) son of Jock’s, so that suddpn}y
he does belong to the family. But the ,famemain&rha.&—vg{thm
the family itself the positions are established. The family is the
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central point of reference. Gillian Swanson, who has analysed
the narrative structure of Dallas, has shown that ‘it is their
identity as a family which is the central standard around which

relations are made and according to which characters are
defined and events are constructed>.'2 ~

The Ewing family is a community within the wider commun-
ity of Dallas, for other characters who do not belong to the
family belong to that larger community. Of these characters
Cliff Barnes is certainly the most important: he is the personi-
fication of the counter-forces within the larger community
which try to disrupt the Ewing family. The community as a
whole is therefore by no means a harmonious one — on the
contrary, conflict and strife are the order of the day.

This brings us to a third important characteristic of the soap
opera. This concerns the themes of the story. A soap opera
follows the individual lives of the characters of a community,
but it is not interested in their whole.lives. In other words, it
does not reveal all their doings, all their experiences. The soap
opera is selective; it tells us a lot about the different characters,
but it also leaves large parts of their life histories untold. A
familiar complaint levelled at soap operas is, for example, that
they lack social relevance: social problems and conflicts get
short shrift or are not dealt with in an adequate, that is,
structural way. But anyone expressing such a criticism over-
looks the fact that leaving out or cutting out questions which
are seen as important in the social reality is functional for the
soap opera as genre. In other words, the soap opera generally
ignores too concrete social or culfural references because it
concerns itself with a completely different aspect of life.

According to Charlotte Brunsdon the ideological problem-
atic of soap opera, that is, the perspective from which events in
the narrative take on meaning, is that of ‘personal life’. ‘More
particularly, personal life in its everyday realization through
personal relationships. This can be understood to be consti-
tuted primarily through the representation of romances, fami-
lies, and the attendant rituals — births, engagements, marriages,
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divorces and deaths.** However, this does not imply that only
the so-called private sphere of life is dealt w1th. Que‘stlons from
the public sphere have a place too. The way in which they a}x;e
handled and take on meaning is, howevser, always from t e
standpoint of the private sphere: ‘the action gf soap opera is
not restricted to the familial, or quasi-familial institutions, bL}t
as it were colonizes the public masculine spher_e, representlngllg
from the point of view of the persqnal’, writes Bruns@on. _
Thus in Dallas the business imbroglios to do with Ewing 0il
are always shown with an eye to their consequences for the
mutual relations of the family members. And the motives of
Cliff Barnes in his work — first as politician an@ lawyer, Ifiter as
owner and manager of a rival concern— areasitwere shrivelled
down to that one, all-prevailing motive: revenge on tht;
Ewings. In short, in the world of the soap opera all §ortsfo
events and situations from the public spherc'e occur iny in s];) ar
as they lead to problems and complications in the private sp EI’E;
The striking thing is, however, that these problems.faq
complications assume such grotesque shapes. Personal li }(; 1{:
soap operas is dominated by Eggﬂ_lgg and catastrophes, “f] ic
are blown up to improbable proportions. None of t‘he fo Icl)w:
ing sensational problems has not yet (_)ccurred in Dahasl :
murder, suspicion of murder, marital crisis, adultery:, alcohol-
ism, rare disease, miscarriage, rape, al}rplgne accident, caé
accident, kidnapping, corruption, ps.ychlatrlc treatment, an
so on. It is precisely this characteristic of the soap opera, this
endless piling up of appalling crises, w.h‘lch often gives rise to
incomprehension and ridicule from critics. For example, one
well-known Dutch doctor and writer has lamented of D{zllas: 1
find it admirable the things these people can put up w1tl}, fqr
.. . after a tenth of that stress  would be lying in the psychiatric
: »15
hozl;allnrime time soap, then, Dallas combines the ic.ieologmal
problematic and the narrative structure of the daytime soaps
with the visual style and glamour which are more usual for
| prime time programimes.
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DALLAS as melodrama

Until now we have been describing the most important formal
characteristics of Dallas as soap opera. Now I want to illustrate
how important this formal structure is for the construction of
the tragic structure of feeling — the complex of meanings which,
as indicated in the last chapter, viewers can read from Dallas.
Note: can read. The tragic structure of feeling as an umbrella
meaning of Dallas emerges from the level of connotation, and
not all viewers will ascribe the same connotative meanings to
the programme. In other words, an arousal of the tragic
structure of feeling is certainly made possible by the way in
which the soap opera text itself is formally and ideologically
structured, but whether this meaning is also actually ascribed
depends on the cultural orientations of the viewers concerned:

the expectations they have of the serial, their attitude towards

the genre and television in general, the place television viewing

occupies in their life, and so on. In the following chapter we

shall see that Dallas can also give rise to quite different
reactions; that the tragic structure of feeling suggested in it can

also provoke ridicule and irony. Moreover, the individual
viewer will probably not always make the same emotionial

associations when watching the programme; it is more plaus-
ible to assume that he or she can be gripped at one moment by
the tragic structure of feeling, and at another moment can
assume a more ironic attitude towards the text — identification
and distancing constantly alternate with one another. The
tragic structure of feeling is not therefore contained as it werein
the nature of Dallas. It is a complex of meanings which is
central for certain groups of Dallas fans, for whom a tragic
look into daily life is in principle logical and meaningful.
There is a name for cultural genres whose main effect is the
stirring up of the emotions:melodrama._ Melodramaisa drama
form which is not highly regarded in our culture and is mostly
dismissed as ‘a sentimental, artificially plotted drama that
sacrifices characterization to extravagant incident, makes sen-
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sational appeals to the emotions of its audience, and ends on a
happy or at least a morally assuring note.’'® Not all soap
operas or aspects of a soap opera can be regarded as melo-
dramatic. The English soap opera Coronation Street, for
example, has a more socio-realistic nature.!” Most American
soap operas, however, certainly are very melodramatic in
character. So is Dallas, as I shall illustrate below.

It is difficult to persuade people to take melodrama seriously
as a cultural form which is a significant expression of a lived
reality, because, according to current notions, it plays on the
emotions of the public in a false way: emotional straining after
effect is seen as its sole aim. It is also sometimes said that
melodrama is failed tragedy: the plot is so exaggerated and
overdone that the story becomes ridiculous and bereft of
any credibility and sensibility. The characters in a melodrama
seem to be so taken up with their own violent emotions that
there is no scope for reflection, intellectual distancing and
relativizing.

What is unsatisfactory with these attitudes is not so much
their descriptive value as the fusion of description and judge-
ment, Melodrama is a cultural form that has been popular
since the beginning of the nineteenth century, especially among
the ‘popular’ classes, and as such has also always had the status
of inferior culture. And indeed, in the eyes of the literary and
literate European culture of the established bourgeoisie, capit-
alizing on plot at the expense of giving greater depth to the
characters is a reason for rejecting melodrama as ‘cliché-
ridden’ and ‘banal’. But such a judgement is one-sided, not only
because it makes absolute the norms of the European literary
tradition, but also because it looks only at the surface, the

outward form of melodrama. For us this last point is of
particular interest. The application of literary norms to melo-
drama disregards the function of the heightened plot and the
exaggerated emotions, while it is this very function that can
reveal something of the attraction of melodrama. For what
comes over from outside as a simplistic and easy-going pen-
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chant for the sensational, can in its structure constitute the
strength of the genre.

Ip Dallas too we can perceive this penchant for the sen-
sational: the crises in the Ewings’ family life succeed one
anog_l_lg-;_’agia_n__ incredibly rapid speed, at least co—ngz;red;lt_h
‘rga_lj_ life. But although such a plot structure will be viewed by
outsiders as pure sensationalism, within the fictional world of
Dallas it is not sensational at all. On the contrary, such a plot
structure is quite normal for the soap opera. To put it more
strongly, soap opera would not be able to exist without
murders, legal battles, extramarital affairs or serious illness. So
it seems that the genre acquires its very strength from such

e)g{éjﬁjﬁ?é’d’ occurrences. This at least is the view advanced by
the American television critic Horace Newcomb. ‘The fact that
this story, in the technical reality of soap opera, is so unsensa-
tional gives us the clue to its real importance’, he states.!® In the
world of soap opera the characters go through all kinds of
galamities as though it were the most normal thing in life. The
mgniﬁcapce of such a plot structure is that through it *human
rgliscgfils.‘g}ggogd in a very emphatic manner. ‘Most of the
problems forming the centre of soap opera plots can be defined
best as being in the areas of psychical or emotional pain’, says
Newcomb,'® and it seems as though it is not possible to ex,press
that pgin other than by means of an overdramatizing of the
narrative,

Is this the result of a lack of creativity and subtlety? I do not
believe that such a personal reproach levelled at the writers of
melqdrgmatic soap operas gives us any insight into the cultural
specificity of the genre, as it ignores the structural function of
exaggerated plots in soap opera. Exaggerated plots can be
regarded as the symbolic lumping together of the diffuse and
h.ard~t.o—describe notion of ‘life’s torments’ which occur at
times in every individual life. They function as metaphors for
these ‘life’s torments’. And the fact that in soap operas the same
types of plots are reverted to, the same sorts of narrative situ-
ations occur, should not be blamed on a lack of originality, for
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at this level a soap opera certainly does not try to be originall.
(Originality on the basis of individual creativity is a bourgeois
literary value which cannot be applied to a popular genre such
as soap opera.) Rather I would suggest that such plots and
situations are dominant and generally current as metaphors'for
‘life’s torments’ in our culture, speaking directly to the im-
agination of the public. ' .

Within the framework of a popular fiction form like soap
opera, exaggerated events such as kidnappings, marital dramas
and chance meetings with great consequences should not be
regarded and assessed for their referential value, but as bearers
of the melodramatic effect. Melodrama does not seek to
dramatize the unique experience of a single human charaqer
(as is mostly the case in ‘serious’ drama). In a fascinating article
on American film melodrama of the 1950s Thomas E]saegser
points out that melodrama operates on a ‘non-psychological
conception of the dramatis personae, who figure less as auton-
omous individuals than to transmit the action and link the
various locales within a total constellation. In this respect,
melodramas have a myth-making function, in so far as their
significance lies in the structure and articulation of the action,
not in any psychologically motivated correspondence with
individualized experience.”® In other words, the ‘psychological
credibility’ of the characters in melodrama is subordinated

to the functioning of those characters in melodramatic situ-
ations, so that the emotional effect is pushed to extremes.
That effect can be achieved because these imagined situations
are socially and culturally surrounded by myths and fan-
tasies which endow them with a strongly emotional appeal.
That appeal draws less on the bare facts of those situations
than on the metaphorical role they play in the popular
imagination.

Alcoholism is one such metaphor which is often used in

e

melodrama_to_represent the impotence of a character. As
Elsaesser remarks:
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Although alcoholism is too common an emblem in films
[. . .] to deserve a close thematic analysis, drink does become
interesting in movies where its dynamic significance is de-
veloped and its qualities as a visual metaphor recognized:
wherever characters are seen swallowing and gulping their
drinks as if they were swallowing their humiliations along
with their pride, vitality and the life-force have become

palpably destructive and a phoney libido has turned into real
anxiety.*!

The symbolic effectiveness of drunkenness is employed not
only in films like John Huston’s Under the Volcano. Anyone
who has followed Dallas faithfully will know how Sue Ellen
took to drink and regularly appeared drunk on the screen. Her
alcoholic inclination was used as a visual externalizing of her
feelings of impotence in a life-situation in which she felt
fettered: to be married to a man whom she loathed and who
was unfaithful to her, but who at the same time had her
completely in his power. Sue Ellen’s alcoholism therefore has a
metaphorical function here: the intention is not so much that
viewers start worrying about the concrete drinking problem
(from a financial point of view, for example, it will never be any
problem for Sue Ellen to get a drink: pots of money), much
rather, the depiction of alcoholism should enable viewers to
have some idea of Sue malﬁg‘@ﬁtifﬁf, her
suffering, of the emotional conflicts she s battling with.

Such a metaphor derives its strength from a lack of origin-
ality and uniqueness: precisely because it constantly recurs in
all sorts of popular narratives, it takes on for viewers a direct
comprehensibility and recognizability. We could even say that
viewers must be ready to read all sorts of events and situations
in the narrative in a metaphorical way, in order to be able to
understand and evaluate their full implications. Insight into the
metaphorical value of the plot is the basis for the pleasure of
many faithful viewers of soap operas—an insight missed by the
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intellectual who only watches a soap opera now and then with
2 mistrustful attitude and seeks to evaluate the narrative only
on the basis of its literary value.

1 cannot go into the question here of why e%ﬁactly these events
and situations fulfil a metaphorical function and precisely
which common-sense meanings they contain. That would
require a separate cultural-historical essay. Why, for example,
in addition to murders, misfortunes or diseases are there so
many illegitimate children, unknown fathers or mothers (for
whom the adult children passionately and restlessly search), or
secret pasts (with fatal results for the present)? All these plot
elements are incorporated in Dallas too! In Dallas, however,
not only are existing metaphors adapted in thff narrative in an
ingenious way, but these metaphors are wmaed

\ as well, adapted to the sensibilities of T ent.

« —Anexample is the metaphor of illness. Tt is not surprising that
characters in melodramas and soap operas are so often ill, as
this can propel the narrative forward.in a marvellously melo-
dramatic way. As Susan Sontag has illustrated, the phgnom-
enon of illness is liberally surrounded by all sorts of emotional-
ly loaded associations and images. Beir}g ill means not onﬁy
physically being out of order but also being excluded from the
world of the healthy, being overcome by an unknown and
uncontrollable force, etc. And some illnesses, such as tubercg-
losis and cancer, have a uniquely terrifying aura. Be'lng ill
therefore has far-reaching cultural consequences extending far
beyond the biological fact of illness itself.z‘z '

In soap operas there are often cases of }llness for which Fhe
diagnosis remains unknown or the physical rfj-sults of which
remain invisible. For example, in Dallas Cliff Barnes and
Pamela Ewing at a certain moment are told the m.lpleasant
news by their doctor that they are suffering from an incurable
iliness inherited from their father Digger, cal!ed neurqﬁbro-
matosis’ — a mysterious illness which does exist acgord}ng to
the medical encyclopedia, but the symptoms of which in fact
are not such as they are shown in Dallas! But only a killjoy
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would point that out. It is not the illness itself that is relevant
for the narrative, but the dramatic consequences of it for the
sick person. In the case of Pamela the illness functions as a
metaphor for the drama that a powerful desire can never be
fulfilled: beyond her own control, she can never achieve what
she wants (to have children), for the illness prevents her. (Later
the plot becomes even more involved when it emerges that
Pamela is not Digger’s daughter at all. . . .)

In stark contrast to the vagueness of Pamela’s illness, how-
ever, is the hard realism of the illness that strikes Miss Ellie:
breast cancer. From a content-analysis it has emerged that the
diagnosis of cancer hardly ever occurs in soap operas:?* the
illness is apparently so terrifyingly real that it cannot be fitted
into the mythical world of soap opera. The fact that it does
occur in Dallas and in such an emphatic way (two episodes
were totally taken up by Miss Ellie’s illness), can be regarded as
‘modern’ or in any case as daring, the more so as Miss Ellie’s
breast cancer is dramatically mobilized as a_metaphor. for a
form of ‘life’s torment’ which certainly does not enjoy any
general social recognition: the sexual objectifying of the female
body by men. Miss Ellie realizes that a mastectomy has far-
reaching results for her attractiveness to men. She does not
believe what her husband Jock says: that it makes no difference
to him (for, she muses, ‘he has an eye for a pretty gitl’) and she
tells him that men cannot understand what she is feeling. From
other scenes it emerges how Miss Ellie’s mastectomy releases a
feeling of menace among the other female family members (Sue
Ellen, Pamela and Lucy) which has to do with their sexual
identity. In particular for Lucy the thought of such a mutilation
of the body is so unbearable that at first she refuses to see the
sick Miss Ellie and has to be persuaded by Pamela to visit her
grandmother in the hospital. For Miss Ellie herself too, the
illness leaves deep traces for years. Although initially she seems
to recover well from the illness and has been able apparently to
forget the torment, years later her mutilated body causes her to
shrink from entering a new marriage — with Clayton Farlow —a
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fear which she has to be argued out of by Donna Krebbs (‘He
loves you?”). In this way a theme which has been brought into
the open by feminists is recycled in Dallas!

As melodramatic soap opera therefore, Dallas, by means
of ‘a sentimental, artificially plotted drama that sacrifices
characterization to extravagant incident’ makes visible areas
of internal psychological disturbance. It is now time to go
into the nature of these disturbances in a little more detail.

DALLAS and family tragedy

“What is implausible in [television melodramas] is the con-
tinual necessity for emotional display by the characters. In real
life we are rarely called upon to feel so intensely, and never in
such neatly escalating sequences. But the emotions dramatized
by these improbable plots are not in themselves unreal, or at
least they need not be’, states David Thornburn in an article on
television melodrama.2* It is just as though, under the guise of
the sensational, something is brought to the surface which
otherwise would remain hidden. The sensational improbabil-
ity of the narrative must magnify the probability of the conflicts
expressed by it.

In most soap operas the conflicts forming the foundation of
the dramatic development of the narrative always have to do
with difficult family situations: it is the conflictual relations
between family members — husband/wife, parents/children,
brothers/sisters — which again and again give rise to tensions,
crises and emotional outbursts. We have indicated earlier that
the ideological problematic of the soap opera is personal life;
we can now add that, certainly in Dallas, the development of
personal life within the family s set up as the ideological norm.
The family is regarded as the ideal cradle for human happiness.
At [east, it should be.

This focusing on the area of the personal and on the problem
of psychological well-being distinguishes the soap opera in a
crucial way from other genres of popular television fiction,
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such as the police or adventure series. These genres are pre-
occupied with overcoming a danger or an enemy, and there is
usually little room there for emotional uncertainties or psycho-
logical conflicts relating to individual, personal existence. The
(glmost always male) hero is in this regard completely sure of
himself. Even more, precisely this certainty forms an important
ingredient of his invincibility: he never doubts, knows precisely
what he has to do and never dwells on his own insignificance.
He is invulnerable,

This type of popular fiction appeals to the public in a
radically different way from soap opera. Just as in film melo-
drama, ‘its excitement comes from conflict not between enem-
ies but between people tied by blood or love’.?* That is why
there is no invincibility in soap operas: as a value, invincibility
does not count in family relationships. Even J.R., who shrinks
from nothing and no one to get his way, from time to time has
to face the fact that he can lose. And that applies even more for
all the other characters. No one is invulnerable, however
heroic, powerful or strong he or she might be. Which is tragic.

Family life is not actually romanticized in soap operas; on
the contrary, the imaginary ideal of the family as safe havenin a
heartless world is constantly shattered. In Dallas this is done in
an extremely sophisticated way. In contrast to most traditional
soap operas Dallas concentrates totally on the ups and downs
of one family: the Ewings. All the actions in the narrative are
ultimately directed at the position of this family within the
Dallas_community. And for the characters it is of particularly
great significance whether they are inside or outside the family.
Any new marriage, such as that between Miss Ellie and
Clayton Farlow, any divorce, such as between Pamela and
Bobby, or the birth of a child also inevitably causes some
disturbance, because here the profile of the family is at stake.
The continuance of and harmony within the Ewing family is
paramount in Dallas. Whereas the characters of othér soap
operas can still find inner peace and happiness outside their
family life (such as in the intimacy and camaraderie between
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two women friends), the belief that one can feel at home in a
community not based on family relationships is doomed to
failure. Sue Ellen’s greatest defeat is that, after she has finally
divorced J.R. and tried to build up an independent existence,
she nevertheless remarries J.R. and thus — against her better
judgement — projects her personal happiness again within the
Ewing family. Pamela’s happiness too after her divorce from
Bobby is only temporary and therefore illusory: Mark, the new
man in her life (who is by the way merely a compensation for
Bobby, whom she still loves), turns out to be incurably ill and
soon dies.

The outside world, i.e. the world outside the family, is
presented in Dallas as a hotbed of activity threatening to the
family. The relationships the Ewing women enter into with
people (men) outside the family are, from the standpoint of the
family, a danger to the unity of the family. The business
contacts of the Ewing men in the Dallas community lead only
too often to instability in the family harmony, especially
through the continuing discord between J.R. and Bobby. Be-
cause the idea of personal happiness can only exist against the
background of the unity of the family, this unity must always
be safeguarded against attacks from outside and from inside. In
short, the conflict between family-strengthening and family-
undermining forces is, as Swanson’s structural analysis of the
Dallas narrative shows, the most important motor that propels
this soap opera forward.*®

Family harmony is also offered to the viewers as the norm for
the assessment of the situation of the Ewings. The way in which
the narrative is told scarcely allows for another point of view.
The central role that Southfork plays in each episode, as the
place — the haven — where family members sooner or later
always return, ensures that the ranch functions as a perma-
nent identification point. The scenes in which the whote family
is at home together, at breakfast or in the living room before
going to dinner, often form temporary respites in the endless
series of complications. One or two of such scenes are included
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in each episode.?” This was particularly true of the earlier
episodes. The slow disintegration of the original family makes
these _family gatherings less and less frequent. In one episode
then? is even a dramatic scene in which Miss Ellie, the mater
familias, is sitting quite alone at the head of a luxul’-iously laid
dinner table — her children have not turned up, and her
husbgnd Jock is dead. ... The viewers are thus ,invited to
1dent'1f‘y with the idea that the unity of the family is a livin
condition of prime importance. (Such an identification how%
ever, by no means need coincide with a real attachment,of the
;rlewer to Fhe ideology pf the family: it is a component of the
tﬁl;t:;i?;:gsegjime the viewer begins when he or she enters into
.But this norm of family harmony takes its toll. The indi-
wdqal family members are subjected to its demands. It is the
fam!ly structure which determines which rules each of the
family members must conform to; it is from the standpoint of
the family that each family member is, as it were, set in a
stereotyped role, such as the loving mother or the W(;rthy son
According to Swanson this subjection of the Ewing character;
to a stereotyped role forms a second important structural
source of conflict.?® They do not seem ce;p;l;fe of becomin
reconiciled to the shackles of the family ideal, or they activelg
try to escape from them, and this leads to new manifesyt
problems. For example, Sue Ellen’s attempts to get :;way from
J.R. cannot be reconciled with holding the family intact: she
has to lc?ave the family in order to fulfil her own desires .(and
staying in the family or returning to it means giving up her
desues!)‘. Also, her initial refusal to look after her ownFr)lew-
born child — a refusal of the traditional mother role — does not
exactly have a favourable effect on the family peace: it leads to
worry for Miss Ellie, to reproach from J.R. and to the (brief)
illusion for .Parnela that she can take over motherhood from
Sue Ellen with baby John Ross. Peace only returns when Sue
Ell(_en‘ accepts her duty as a mother. And above all the poisonous
activities of J.R., his countless extramarital relations and his
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business intrigues with Ewing Oil, can certainly not be recon-
ciled with the safeguarding of family harmony. But J.R. 1s
pre-eminently someone who is always consciously a.ban_domng
his role of son, brother and husband whenever it suits him, and
so puts the unity of the family chronically at risk.

Thus the most important characters move cgnstantly b?'
tween the two poles of a dilemma: either togo w in
search of personal happiness, or to submit to the social fe_tg:rs
of the family structure. The moments when these two options
are in harmony with one another are few. Just as in any soap
opera, no marriage in Dallas is proof against the ravages of
time, not even the almost idyllic marriage of Pamela and
Bobby. ‘ .

What is conveyed in this representation then is the eternal
contradiction, the insolubility of inner conflicts, the un-
bridgeability as it were of the antithesis between pleasure
principle and reality principle. _ As L.aura' Mulvgy puts 1ti
‘beyond or beneath the dramatic mainspring of ideologica
contradiction that melodrama plays on, lies ano_ther coptradlc-
tion: the impossibility of reconciling desire with reality. The
melodrama recognizes this gap by Wn
and recognizable, and offering a personal escape similar to that
of a daydream: a chance to work through inescapable frus-

{rations by positing an alternative ideal never seen as more
than a momentary illusion.”®” It is this cl1sturbmg truth’ over
personal life that viewers are confronted with. What could
provide better soil for the tragic structure of feeling?

Soap opera, melodrama and the tragic structure of feeling

But this tragic structure of feeling within Dallas Would impose
itself in a less forceful way on devoted viewers if the conf!u:ts
the characters have to go through were not pre'sented in a
specifically melodramatic way. ‘Characters caught in the world
of melodrama are not allowed transcendent awareness Or

DALLAS AND THE MELODRAMATIC IMAGINATION 73

knowledge’, says Mulvey.”” In other words, although the
problems of characters develop from a conflict set structurally
inthe narrative, the characters themselves are not aware of that
structure. They fight for a happier life in the direct immediacy
of existence and are not capable of sizing up their objective
position. ‘The melodramatic characters act out contradiction,
achieving actual confrontation to varying degrees and gradu-
ally facing impossible resolutions and probable defeats’,
according to Mulvey.?' And precisely this gradual facing of
one’s own impotence makes it the more tragic: illusions and
ideals are steadily undermined. ;

The dialogues in Dallas — dialogue is the narrative instru-
ment of soap opera — never contain any critical and conscious

(self) reflection. The characters never ponder on their position
in the world, they never philosophize from a detached point of
view on themselves and their relations to others. The conversa-
tions the characters have with one another, on the other hand,
always express the living through or digesting of a conflict, in
the here and now. There is never question of an intellectual
exposition and exchange of ideas; each spoken word reflects
the subjective inner world of a character — his or her desires,
fears, moral preferences, etc. But at the same time the dialogues
between the characters are not often examples of frank and
honest communication. Often they don’t say everything, or
don’t say what they mean, or mean more than they say. In this
sense the dialogues in Dallas are often elliptical. The status of
the spoken word is therefore relativized, as though there are
always things which cannot or may not be said. The essence of
a situation is not expressed, but lies as it were concealed behind
the facial expression of the character who at the end of a scene—
as so often in Dallas — is shown in close-up and held for a few
seconds, before the first shot of the following scene.>? This
melodramatic method produces an enlargement of the tragic
structure of feeling: the close-ups emphasize the fact that the
character ultimately does not have control of her or his own
life, not so much because of the machinations of some super-
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human divinity, but because of contradictions inherent in
human society itself.

The end of the narrative is always a problem for melodrama.

It is often pointed out that a melodrama is only effective whenit
has an ‘open’ end: at first sight there may be the possibility of a
happy ending, but so many future conflicts are already brewing
that the happy end itself is not credible. In fact the end of a
melodrama is not actually so important; the main thing is what
haﬁﬁéﬁsjb?fafa'}\?l\*/[ﬁﬁlg@ﬁgf‘Eh@@ﬁéﬁéﬂﬁf the melo-
dramatic form lies in the amount of dust the story raises along
the road, a cloud of over-determined irreconcilables which put
up a resistance to being neatly settled in the last five minutes.””

However, for the soap opera this problem of the last five
minutes is much less acute. It is inherent in the form of soap
opera that in principle it goes on endlessly.** The soap opera
can, therefore, because it is always going along the road, raise
an infinite amount of dust without worrying about clearing it
up. This lack of an end, this constant deferment of the ultimate
‘solution’, adds a new dimension to the tragic structure of
feeling. The endless repetition of the slogan at the end of each
episode of Soap!, that tragicomic parody of soap opera, is a
striking illustration of this: ‘Confused? You won’t be after the
next episode of . . . Soap!” But one is nevertheless confused yet
again.

Tania Modleski has pointed out in this connection that in
soap opera the so-called ‘hermeneutic code’ prevails.*® This
code consists of all those elements in a narrative which pose
a problem or effect a delay in the solution of a problem:
obstacles, errors, devious behaviour, deceptions, half-truths,
and so on. In a classic, linear narrative the hermeneutic code
is ultimately conquered by the final solution, the moment of
complete truth. But in a soap opera delay is the rule, the
normal course of affairs. And so the viewer is manoeuvred
into a position of permanent expectation which, in the words
of Roland Barthes, refers to ‘disorder: disorder is [. . .] what
is forever added on without solving anything, without
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finishing anything’.>® This position of eternal expectation
strengthens a feeling of aimlessness and directionlessness; it
‘Cf‘?ﬂt_‘mlini that things are constantly happening (be-
coming more | complicated) in the narrative, but that; at the
same time, nothing ever really happens’.”” The idea of pro-
gress, which is connected with the idea of a fundamental
difference between past and present, is absent. The characters
in Dallas live in the prison of an eternally conflictual present.
This places the viewer in a curious position. She knows that the
soap opera will never end and that the agony will never let up.
Whereas in other narratives the assurance and confirmation of
a happy end is a source of pleasure, in soap opera it is pre-
cisely the tragic knowledge of the holding off of an end satis-
factory to all the characters which is the basis for narrative
pleasure.

Furthermore, the viewer’s position towards the individual
cha‘racters is also ambiguous. As we have said, in a soap opera
various narratives always intersect one another. Whereas at
one moment we can sympathize with Sue Ellen’s marital woes
and get a glimpse of her having a good cry at her psychiatrist’s,
the next moment we are witness to Pamela’s dilemma about
whether to tell Bobby of her illness. All the characters live their
own lives without necessarily having anything to do with or
being in touch with the problems, actions and plans of the
thers. Thfay are wrapped up in their own preoccupations and
view any situation purely and simply from théir own subjective
standpoint. Viewers, however, know ‘everything’ about each
of them and thus find themselves in a powerful, omniscient
position. But strangely enough this power is based on a realiz-
ation of powerlessness, because they know that the relational
structure in which the life of all the characters is embedded is
immovable and leads to all kinds of tensions, without the
characters themselves being aware of them.

An example: Miss Ellie hesitates to tell Jock that she has
breast cancer, because she is afraid that then he will turn away
from her. (She experiences exactly the same fear, as we have
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noted, much later when Clayton has asked her to marry him.)
At the same time Jock does not know how he can tell Miss Ellie
that he was married before, because he is frightened of her
reaction. In both there is doubt and uncertainty, and therefore
mistrust, without their knowing it of one another, which leads
repeatedly to all kinds of irritations and misunderstandings.
Viewers, however, are informed of both secrets and must, in
order to be able to continue to follow the narrative, put
themselves in the position of both. This appeal to ‘multiple
identification’>® means that viewers cannot simply identify
with one character in order to understand and judge all the
developments from that character’s point of view, as is mostly
the case in an adventure story.
This floating viewer-position is strengthened even more by
the fact that the characters are sometimes particularly incon-
sistent in their behaviour and within a short period can com-
pletely change their attitude. An American television critic has
noted that a total instability of behavioural codes prevails in
Dallas,*® so that neither the characters themselves nor the
viewers know where they stand. For example, instead of
handing her over to the police, J.R. puts Sue Ellen’s sister
Kristin on the plane out of Dallas with a thick wad of bank-
notes, after he has learned that she was the one who had tried to
shoot him. And so Sue Ellen’s feelings for J.R. after the attempt
on his life veer right round: although she hated him before, she
suddenly realizes that she does in fact love him.. . . only to find
out some weeks later that J.R. does not deserve her love. There
is a lack of ‘any secure sense of what constitutes the status quo’,
says Sheila Johnston.** And Modleski comes to the conclusion
that soap operas implicitly announce a frightful truth about
life: ‘soaps continually insist on the insignificance of the indi-
vidual life’.4" The world of the soap opera is therefore totally
ambiguous. It is -s-world in which the area of the personal is
all-prevailing, but in which at the same time all personal lives
are perverted. For not a single individual in a soap opera is free
to construct his or her own life history. On the contrary, itis the
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structures and contradictions in which they are caught that
determine developments.

Ip I?al{as, however, one figure escapes these shackles: J.R
This villain constantly ignores the laws and rules of society a.nci
bend_ls developments to his own will, Through his dishonest
deallngs and intrigues he is the most important cause of miser
in Dallas. Modleski points out that the villain has an essentia}{

function in the soap opera narrative: ke or she is the one who
does not submit but resists. But paradoxically enough, J.R.s
actions tend to strengthen the tragic structure of feelil"lg' I-.Ie
fiemonstrates that power can only be coupled with badness'and
immorality, while those who want to live a ‘good’ life are
constantly bereft of power and doomed to suffer. But that does
not mean that the villain always wins. On the contrary, because
in the soap opera ambivalence and temporality are ’the rule
JR. has to keep on trying to get his way. According to some it i;
precisely this unremitting and indefatigable attempt to break
1czlut which expla‘ins the attraction of the villain. As Horace
: Ef;—vsvi;fg%fay& what we see in J.R. is a refusal to give up. He
But the villain fulfils a second function in the world of soa

opera. Not only is he not an outsider, set apart from ag
otherwise harmonious community; but-he also belongs to-the

ng&muyﬂifY;Moreover:Hé is the one who brings the commun-
ity to llffi and sees to it that things happen. The evil is therefore
woven into the order of the community itself, so that the
community by definition is conflictual because it l,)ears the core
of the conflict within itself: harmony only exists as unattain-
ab}e Utopia. Thus, the Ewing family and Dallas would cer-
tainly cease to exist if ].R. were put out of action: family life, in
the logic of Dailas, can only exist by the grace of the one Sihé
regglar]y jeopardizes the very survival of the family!

_Fmally, let us return to the meaning of the ;glamorous
mise-en-scéne which characterizes Dallas. The Ewings are ver
rich people and can afford everything material: luxury homesy
splendid clothes, exclusive dinners, expensive presents, etc?
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This wealth does not, however, seem to have many fun-
damental consequences for the general plot structure of Dallas
as soap opera: here money has more of an instrumental
function for the composition of contlict and agony. Money as
such is never the source of agony in Dallas: rather the ease with
which millions of dollars are thrown about gives an extra
sensational and bombastic dimension to the interpersonal
conflicts with which Dallas is preoccupied. It is therefore
questionable whether the glamorous mise-en-scéne does pri-
marily fulfil a narrative function, as expressed in the phrase
‘money can’t buy happiness’, which according to some critics is
the ideological message of programmes like Dallas. Such an
explanation ignores the fact that the visual excess of Dallas
can also produce meanings which are relatively independent of
the narrative. The sun-drenched prairie around Southfork, the
luxurious swimming pool, the tall, spacious office buildings,
the chic restaurants and the elegant women and handsome men
— they seem rather to belong to the optimistic image world of
advertising, an optimism that does not fit in with the pessi-
mistic world of soap opera, so that the mise-en-scéne in itself
produces a chronic contradiction. It intensifies in this way the
claustrophobic sphere of the closed community in which the
characters live, in which hysteria can break out any moment,
but is also curbed time and again. Forin Dallas life always goes

on normally, whatever happens.

The melodramatic imagination

It is thus the combination of melodramatic elements and the
narrative structure of soap opera that evokes a tragic structure
of feeling. This tragic structure of feeling does not, however,
consist of being bowed down by the Great Tragedy of Man, as
is expressed, for example, in classical Greek tragedy, burof a
half-conscious realization of the tragic side. of ordinary every-
day life. Not high-flown Weltschmerz, but a completely pedes-
trian form of suffering. In Newcomb’s words, it is a matter here
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of the simple idea that survival is ‘complicated by ambiguity

and blurred with pain even in its most sought-after

accomplishments’ 4?

But I have .said earlier that the tragic structure of feelin
which is .mscnbcd in the meaning-structure of Dallas, will ngg
agtomancally and obviously agree with the meaning; viewe
wa apply to Dallas. That will only happen if they are sensit': S
toit. In ther words, the tragic structure of feeling sug estedlbe
Pal!qs will only make sense if one can and will projecgt onesel}fr
Into, 1.e. recognize, a melodramatic imagination. Viewers must
thersf__(_)_r_g_l_‘la_ve_ a certain cultural competence or orientation ts
understand and evaluate Dallas in a melodramatic wa AO
Cfﬁffotte Brunsdon has so aptly put it: ‘Jﬁs};s aGoEé;g 'ﬁl ,
requires the possession of certain forms of cultural capital m
the part of the audience to “make sense” |. . .] so too doli: e
soap opera.”**In the case of Dallas, the melodramatic imz -
tion seems central to that cultural orientation. e

The melodramatic imagination is characterized b Peter
Brooks as a type of imagination in which a (svsmi—dcsy erate)
attempt is made ‘to bring into the drama of man’s ugt'd' y
existence the higher drama of moral forces’.** The mcielodl o
aticimagination should be regarded as a.psycholééfgaistr;;m-
to overcome the material meaninglessness of everyd_éy éxig
ence, in which routine and habit prevail ir; hmﬁi-rl—aﬁ"élatic;ﬁéi{i_ 8
as much as els‘ewhere. In other words it is a matter of makh}:
‘the world we inhabit one charged with meaning, one in whicl%
interpersonal relations are not merely contacts 01,? the flesh, but
encounters that must be carefully nurtured, judged handléd
if they matt;red’.‘“ The melodramatic imagination,is therefois
the > expression of a refusal, or inability, to accept insig _hTHéani
everyday life as banal and meaningless, and is born gfi‘\;af_‘k'
martl.culate dissatisfaction with existence here and now %E?’
then is the tragic structure of feeling: it is not about the. re;i
suffenng,'r which plays such a prominent role in the histof of
humagkmdandwhich isgenerally knownashumantraged —Yth
sufferings of war, concentration camps, famine, etc.g—)gut i:
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rather about what is usually not acknowledged as tragic ;ﬁ al(l3
and for that very reason is so dif_ﬁcult.tq communicate. e:l'e
are no words for the ordinary pain of living of ordinary peop t
in the modern welfare state, for the vague sense of los§, exce[.;

in half-ironic, half-resigned phrases sth as: “You win somi‘ai
you lose some.” By making that ordinariness something spec =
and meaningful in the imagination, that sense of loss can —

' least for a time — be removed. It is in this world of the

imagination that watching melodramatic soap operas like

' Dallas can be pleasurable: DgMgﬁﬁ}ﬂjLngpgmLﬁouhe

We may wonder about tmlmﬁfsto?icaTFooFs of thz
melodramatic imagination. No smgl-e form of 1r_nag1nat10n,azi(ses
way in which the everyday,' Rractlca] c_:onsc19u_snessfmmed
sense of and accounts for the living experiences 1t1s (1:0; igmal
with, just appears out of the blue. T(? v.vhlchl cul.turaf- is eal
ciccumstances does the melodramatic imagination form a fan-
tasmatic answer? Here we can only go into this questi
bﬂ;gt); Brooks connects the melodrar}]atic_imaglpitlon tpnt}i:
fragmented character of modern society, In Wh'l(: no ;; 1§ghe
system of values is capable any longer of funcggnmgssmns
binding element for the great variety of events and impre T a;
The melodramatic is, he says, ‘a form of t_he tragic [. . . ore
world in which there is no longer a tenableidea of :che sacre .ﬂ
1In a life in which every immanent meaning 1s Cf(;mSt;nl dy
‘questioned and in which traditions. no longer have a firm hold,
2 need exists for reassurance that life can in fa}ct havenmeanm%
land therefore life is worth the trouble, in spite of a appear
Jam:es to the contrary. According to Brooks the explanation cari
also be found here for the tendency to sentlm@ntal Exag%esﬁe
tion which is so characteristic of l'flelodrarpa. Itisast Eug z
melodramatic imagination must impress 1tse1f.so em([; : gtlcﬁ ty
because what it wants to express is so uncertain, so dl hcu ho
grasp, and therefore too so difficult to ]u‘sltlfy. \Yh :[r: 1&:,
meaning of life threatens to elude us, the ‘larger

melodramatic imagination, nourishes it, makes it concrete.

DALLAS AND THE MELODRAMATIC IMAGINATION 81

emotions of the melodramatic imagination offer an anchor.
Other authors have ascribed a specific function to the serial
as fiction form on the basis of such considerations. The French
semiologist Violette Morin points out, for example, that the
popularity of the television serial could derive from the fact
that the Tife depicted in it seems to proceed miore slowly than
real life. According to her this effect is achieved by cramming
‘each'scene with meaning, even when it is not directly of interest
for the continuance of the narrative: ‘People eat, talk, walk
about in a TV serial in tune with the rhythm of a constant
semantic “braking”; asif they were afraid to be happy at living,
as if they were more slow, more cautious than in real life and at
all events more healthy in their attitude to the pace of life than
everyday existence.”® According to Morin, this slow-motion
idea of life responds to a desire to slow down, to put the brakes
on the hasty nature of modern life. We could conclude from
this that the serial form is an extremely suitable vehicle for the
melodramatic imagination, because in itself it ascribes more
meaning to everyday things than is usual in real life.

But such explanations, in which the mielodramatic imagin-
ation is linked to the characteristics of modern society, are not
specific enough. They take into consideration solely some
general, formal characteristics of modern daily life, such as the
fragmenting of experience, the transitory- nature of time and
the break with tradition, and therefore abstract from the
socio-cultural differences between the living conditions of
different groups of people. It is, however, precisely the con-
crete, practical living situations of people which demand
psychological assimilation and which form the raw material
for imagination and fantasy. Not everyone living in an urban,
industrialized society will be equally sensitive to the melo-
dramatic imagination. The routes followed by people’s imagin-
ative strategies are formed during the course of their personal
and subcultural histories and slowly rub through, as it were,
into their practical consciousness.

If, as is said of soap opera, it is a ‘woman’s genre’ because it is
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mainly women who like watching it, then that would suggest
that it is mainly women who are susceptible to the melodra-
matic imagination, a type of imagination which appears to
express mainly a rather passive, fatalistic and individualistic
reaction to a vague feeling of powerlessness and unease. This
‘susceptibility’, however, has not so much to do with the
material social situation of women (housewives) — this would
imply a sociological reductionism — as with the way they have
become accustomed to facing situations psychologically and
emotionally. The ideologically dominant association of the
«women’s area’ with a concern for the private sphere and with
the caring function is an important determining factor in this,
for example.*’

Moreover, we must not overrate the role of the melodram-
atic imagination in everyday consciousness. Commonsense
thinking is not one-dimensional. On the contrary, it is of a very
heterogeneous nature.’® And there are many other ways in
which experiences can be lived and assimilated: a melodram-
atic manner of perceiving the world can alternate with a
humorous, romantic, rebellious or other imaginative strategy.
The sense of the melodramatic, the tragic structure of feeling,
surfaces only occasionally, often cutting in on a sober accept-
ance of daily existence. Mostly, too, people only experience
melodramatic moments. Such a moment can, for example,
occur when someone is watching Dallas. Then Dallas is
pleasurable because it makes the melodramatic imagination
present and palpable.

Of course this does not mean that there are no other ways of
experiencing pleasure from Dallas, Viewers can alsoread itin a
completely different way; they can attend to other aspects of
the text and respond to them: the ingenious way in which the
plots are intertwined, the mythical Wes tern-elements, the tech-
nical discussions on oil, J.R.’s venomous humour, and so on.
Dallas offers points of contact for many types of imagination.

In conclusion, then, we can say that the pleasure of Dallas

consists in the recognition of ideas that fit in with the viewers’
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imaginative world. They can ‘lose’ themselves in Dallas be-
cause the programme symbolizes a structure of feeling which
connects up with one of the ways in which they encounter life
And in so far as the imagination is an essential component b%
our psychological world, the pleasure of Dallas — as a histori-
cally specific symbolizing of that imagination — is not a com-
pensation for the presumed drabness of daily life, nor a flight
f{*om it, .but a dimension of it. For only through Ehe ima iia-
tion, which is always subjective, is the ‘objective reality’ asgim'

lated: a life without imagination does not exist. )

Pleasure and theory

But the abbove is a theoretical construction. And theoretical
constructions by definition never coincide with immediate
experience: they can only shed light on that experience in a
onesu.ied way. The capricious and contradictory nature of
exier}cnce is nullified by this.
Tk L e
L) 2 enjoys watching it, or
otherwise, in some way or other. Experiencing pleasure is not a
conscious, directed activity (although one can strive for it), but
sgmethlng that ‘happens’, something which comes over’ the
viewer according to his or her feelings. The experience is
dlffuse, bound to time and context, heterogeneous: so much i
going on in the viewer’s head. C e
In gnalysing the pleasure of Dallas we have started with the
premise t.hat the programme is a text with a specific structure
Pleasure is then connected with the way in which viewers reaci
the text from a specific subject-position. But generally viewers
do not approach Dallas as text. For them watching it is first and
foremf)st a practice. Certainly, in this practice the Dallas text
occupies a central place, but the practice itself comprises more
Fhan that. Therefore it is somewhat misleading — or at any rate
1nadequaFe —to deduce the pleasure of Dallas totally froym its
characteristics as text. Watching Dallas, just like watching
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television in general, is a cultural practice which has much of

__the nature of a habit: it is directly available, casual and free.
‘i:’ And a habit is always difficult to explain in intellectual terms,

because it feels so natural and self-evident. T

® “A theoretical construction has the character and the effect
here, then, of a rationalization. And is it not a fact that we can
talk of the experience of pleasure only by means of rationaliz-
ations? Pleasure eludes our rational consciousness. This ap-
plies not only for theoreticians who want to explain this
pleasure, but also for the ‘witnesses’ or ‘reporters’ of pleasure,
on which the theoreticians base their explanations. It seems as
though the letter-writers — my ‘reporters’ — realize that. Some
of them do their very best to express in words why they like
watching Dallas; they recite reason after reason, in order
ultimately, quite unexpectedly, to end their account with ex-

pressions of uncertainty such as:

I don’t know, but 1 like watching it. (Letter 4)

1 don’t know exactly what it is but Dallas really draws me,
there is, 1 find, a sort of charm radiating from the actors and
from the thing itself. I just really love watching it. (Letter 13)
In a word, there’s a bit of everything in that film. Perhaps it’s
crazy to think so but that’s what I see in it. (Letter 16)
Finally I must just say that, funnily enough, last year 1 just
couldn’t stand Dallas. Unfortunately I can’t say why. (Letter
17) !

I think Dallas is a serial for sensitive people, but of course |
could be completely wrong. (Letter 18)

I hope my story has been of some use to you, but I find it
really difficult to state exactly why I like Dallas. (Letter 20)
Looking into it more closely, I can imagine you haven’t got
much from my reaction because it’s a bit shallow as an
analysis, but I'll send it anyway. (Letter 22)

Here are some opinions from my brother and from a girl
living in our house. They like watching it, amusing and
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good-looking people are in it and it i

_ it is well produced.

ﬁccct))rdmg to them. My father just says it’s shit. I hope this
as been some use to you. Unfortunately there’s not much

you can say about it. (Letter 37) !

It is as though the pleasure of Dallas eludes the rational
consciousness of these letter-writers. They do their utmost to
give explanations for that pleasure, but somehow they know
that the explanations they can put into words are not the whole
story, or even perhaps the ‘right’ story.

Pleasure is_therefore obviously something uncertain and
precarious. ‘Everyone can testify that the pleasure of the text is
not certain: nothing says that this same text will please us a
Sf:cond time; it is a friable pleasure, split by mood, habit
circumstance, a precarious pleasure’, writes Roland Ba;-thes st
A theoretical (re)construction can therefore never full co;n
Rrehend pleasure, because theory makes it something sgbstan:
tial and presumes it to be permanent and static. Nor do we have
to agree with Barthes when he asserts that ‘we are scientific
becausp we lack subtlety*? (scientific subtlety may in fact exist
but this is of a different order from the subtlety of pleasure)’
to be ab‘lt? to conclide that any theoretical look at pleasure
by c!eﬁqltlon falls short. A conclusion which howevﬁr ara-
doxical it might sound, gives rise to optimism.’ P
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and the ideology of mass culture

DALLAS and boredom

In the preceding chapters we have seen that the lt:.ittc1i;!\£\f'ar1te(r)s]‘E
who like Dallas have difficulty in stating “:hy they %; ‘ _nzer-
them finally have to admit that thﬂd(lrf_lir?yl—ﬁ_ nis %!_r;in()t
tainty is Tiot surprising, as the experience g_,p_sg«iliures s not
rationally motivated. On the contrary, pleasulre a \;ayhen s
as a spontaneous feeling of well-being. You gee gbolo. wo exyla_
are watching Dallas and that makes it en;oyla e: nder \Erh
nation appears to be necessary. People rarely W?rtlhe T );
something is pleasurable to them. Plez?sure is orie 0 c (bl fzt
in life regarded as self-evident and which as a rule peop
th]II}Il:sfe(:uig order to say sorr}ething about the ;ietermlglzz:tz
and structurings of pleasure in Dallas one needs to m i
theoretical diversion. The letters c}qgg;g_t_1s"t_rg_e,7;§qr}}t_§£; 'athi
straightforward q;gplagggggs,ﬁp__thgy do descri ET v
letter-writers watch the programme, what aspects 0 lla:
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they find most important and most valuable, and what mean-
ings they ascribe to them. I have read the letters ‘symptomati-
cally’, as it were, to try to find out what it means when the
letter-writers say they like Dallas and I have reached the
conclusion that, at least for these fans, it is a sense of emotional
realism that appeals to them. More specifically, this realism
has to do with the recognition of a tragic structure of feeling,
which is felt as ‘real’ and which makes sense for these viewers.
Then by means of an analysis of Dallas as a melodramatic soap
opera I have set out how this tragic structure of feeling is
organized (concretized, made material) in the narrative struc-
ture of the serial: the ideological problematic of personal life;
the emphasis on the unavoidably contradictory and conflictual
character of interpersonal relations, etc., which is reinforced by
the fact that the narrative goes on indefinitely.

But what about the letter-writers who don’t like Dallas?
What is their attitude towards this construction of the tragic
structure of feeling? The following letter extracts illustrate
that the lack of narrative progress, which for Dallas fans
contributes so much to their pleasure, is for these letter-writers
a source of annoyance: '

The stupid thing about. the serial, I find, is that in every
episode it comes down to the same thing. . .. This serial
never changes, every episode is the same. (Letter 32)

{

There is absolutely no variation in it. (Letter 33)

It always revolves around the same thing. One of them has
been up to dirty tricks again and someone else is waiting for
something and then at the last moment something else
happens. Really funny. (Letter 34)

For Dallas you only have to read that little bit in the
programme guide and then you can dream up the rest.
Quarrels — tears — and it all turns out all right in the end, and
on to the next episode. (Letter 36)
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Every time I watch it again I'm curious to know what’s
happening. But then Dallas is over and even more questions
have arisen. 1 find that so stupid. ... And it’s much too
longwinded. (Letter 37)

The imagination of the tragic structure of feeling as presented
in Dallas would appear to be completely meaningless for these
particular letter-writers. Probably they expect something quite
different from a good television serial: their definition of what
is enjoyable does not scem to coincid with what Dallas hasto

offer them. One letter-writer states this quite explicitly: “Well,
personally I'd rather watch Roald Dahl, because when you
think “now such and such is going to happen” you know that
you're going to be wrong because you can never predict it’
(Letter 36). The ‘longwinded’ narrative structure of Dallas, its
‘indefinitely expandable middle’ and the consequent lack of
progress, is therefore not a source of enjoyment for these
letter-writers, but of boredom.

So even among the letter-writers who don’t like the pro-
gramme We encounter references to aspects of its textual
structure. But for them these references are markers to an
experience of irritation, not of pleasure. They don’t feel good
when they are watching Dallas. Boredom and irritation are

—

also feelings which arise quite spontaneously; for these experi-
ences oo we don't generally look for causal explanations.
Only if asked will one wonder what the reasons might be for
these negative feelings. Just as with the letter-writers who like
Dallas, then, it would not be surprising if its critics find it
diffcult to give a consistent and rational explanation for their
feelings of irritation. _

But, and this is striking, those who hate Dallas betray no
trace of the uncertainty we encounter among lovers of the
programme. Quite the contrary, they seem to take their dislike
so much as a matter of course that they confidently believe in
the rationality of their dislike. This confidence can be very
clearly read from the tone of the following letter extracts:
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I find very little style in it
_ and the story very bad, it is s
commercial success. (Letter 34, my iéllics? A itissimplya

It really makes me more and m
; ore angry. The aim is s/
to rake in money, loads of money. (Letter 35, id;?:] )15 stmg!y

3 a H.S't no content an.d
al vy 35 S tu[Ils out nﬁﬂ. (Lettel 33’ lderll)

And those women always |
ook ST .
course. (Letter 38, idemy} good and that is disgusting of

Wc?rds like ‘simply’, ‘just’ a.nd ‘of course’ in these statements
indicate that tl'.le:se letter-writers not only have no difficulty i

giving their opinion, but also that they are convinced th‘at?}{lm
areright. They feel they are on firm ground. Why then do thezz

Hating DALLAS

Zrlllle lle)tters of .t}'u)se who dislike Dallas are characterized not
me;(sug; a If)(;f]ltlve and self-assured tone, but also by a large
it o vo S DALty st ety e
it. Many of them also makeséonzg(d%i;gl:;r:l J “EOTkEd wikid
guage in judging the programme b o niphAS o
again the logic of theIi)r hgatred: ‘:v?)itt}l:lzgsg lgutgb?;?xl’)h‘amze Y'E(;
?enal s ‘the biggest nonsense’, ‘eyewash’ "d; S:ilg;’

annoying’, ‘ghastly’, ‘daft’, ‘ridiculous’, ‘disgusti,ng’ etca ’

Bu_t these letter-writers don’t just resort to emo,tio ‘l

Fressmns of anger and frustration. They often go t(;1 20?1)1{-
ength to supply a .rational explanation for their dislike Foi
example, some justify their aversion by denouncing the D'allas

story as ‘stereotypical’, especi
_ , especially where the i
women is concerned. ’ SRR ot

I"lr"l};e ideal life — big house, swimming pool, big cars, lots of
ney, etc., etc., occupy the centre of interest. (Letter 35 )
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| also find it so disgusting that there are those perfect,
beautiful women in it who are really servile too. Take Sue
Ellen. She acts as though she’s very brave and can put up a
fight, but she daren’t take the step of *divorce’. What I mean
is that in spite of her good intentions she lets people walk
over her, because (as J.R. wants) for the outside world they
have to form a perfect family.

Then that wife of Bobby’s. Recently I saw an episode in
which Bobby was busy in some (self-glorifying) political
campaign or other. A group of men (omniscient of course)
were on a visit to the Ewing office: Bobby asked whether
Pamela wouldn’t like to put some coffee on. It almost looked
as though she was going to refuse, but like a good little girl
she did as she was told. Of course the fact that she hesitated
was meant to make you think about it t0o, but just imagine
the shocked faces of the men if she had refused. Yuk, yuk.
But who knows? This Pamela may start an extramarital
affair (I must admit she’s very beautiful). That will be
something else to smack your lips over.

These are just two examples of the inferior role of the
women in Dallas. Then I still haven’t said anything about
that tubby little blonde and that mother who condemns lots
of things in her heart but never does anything about it. Love
is blind? Or aren’t you allowed to criticize your husband?

(Letter 31)

Now about Dallas. When the serial began I really disliked it
because in my eyes the characters in it are totally unreal,
certainly the women —in the whole of Dallas there’s not one
ugly woman, and these women always look good and that is
disgusting, of course. Then the men. They are one and all
successful businessmen and stinking rich. Women crawl to
them and act like that the whole time. (Letter 38)

My personal opinion of Dallas is that 1 find it a horribly
cheap serial. I do admire it, the way they can work it all out
every time, how they can set up the most crazy dramas in a
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series like that. Every instalmen i

. ’ t the family members all
bﬁwhng on non-stop (only the women, of course, men arer%gc
allowed to cry, apparently). (Letter 36)

Srchbconderbnna(tiions levelled at the content of Dallas can

also be combined with disa

: ’ pproval of the presumed insinc
ere

inttentloqs of the producers. Dallas is a kind of fraud, these

etter-writers find, because it is a commercial product: ’

1(::1 ;ﬂ\lf]rtotef [D [][ whe“tvher we wanted to write to you what we
of Dallas. Well, I want to write to

: you that I find

Dallas absolute nonsense. The whole serial is only concerned

with money. It’s just like Peyto
' n Place.
load of old rubbish. (Letter 3 g) ace. That was another

1 find very little style in it and the story very bad, it is simply a

commercial success, li : :
(Letter 34) » like lots of serials, not just Dallas.

It really makes me more and ]
_ more angry. The aim is simpl
Lo rake in money, loads pf money. And people try to do t}[:a};
y means of all these things — sex, beautiful people, wealth

And you always have :
_ people who fall :
viewing figures. (Letter 35) o fall for it. To get high

But the most compr i
prehensive and total condemnati
: . ; : nation
is expressed in this letter extract: obBidllas

My opinion of Dallas? Well, I'd be glad to give it to

you: WORTHLESS RUBBISH. I find i pi i
e - I find it a typical American
prograx E" simple and commercial, role-affirming, deceit-
arc;unde' thing so many American programmes revolve
rour is money an.d sensation. Money never seems to be a
];; aod enfl.dEyeryone is l1v1pg in luxury, has fantastic cars and
s of drink. The stories themselves are mostly not very

important. You never have to think for a moment: they think

foryou. (Letter 31)

i{Xll(l Ehese condem?ations have the same function, Categories
ike ‘stereotypical’ and ‘commercial’ are not only used in the
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descriptive sense, but invested with a moral status and emo-
tional charge: they serve as explanations for the writers’ dislike
of Dallas. These explanations sound extremely convincing.
But, we might ask, are they really as adequate and balanced as
they appear at first sight?

It is not my aim here to cast doubt on the sincerity of the
feminist and anticapitalist concerns of these letter-writers. But
what can be questioned is whether it is really so logical to
connect the experience of displeasure, which must in the first
instance be an emotional reaction to watching Dallas, so
directly with a rationalistic evaluation of it as a cultural
product. Even if someone does like watchingit, he or she can be
aware of the ‘commercial’ or ‘stereotypical’ character of the
programme. Thus, enjoying Dallas does not preclude a politic-
,aMa_tiBH “of its production context Or its

/ideological content. The fact that those who hate the serial do
| make such a connection indicates that categories like ‘commer-
" ial’ and ‘stereotypical’ exercise a certain attraction, because
 using them gives the letter-writers a feeling of security. These
| categories enable them to legitimize their dislike, make it
" credible and totally comprehensible. They seem to give these
| letter-writers the conviction that they are right and allow them
| an uninhibited display of anger.

And so these categories form a central component of an
ideological discourse in which the social significance of forms
of popular culture is determined in a particular way. This is the
ideology of mass culture. In order to understand the self-
confidence of those who hate Dallas we need now to investi-

gate this ideology more closely.

The ideology of mass culture

Dallas is not only widely watched, but also widely discussed: a
lot is said and written about the programme. These public
discourses about Dallas provide a framework within which
answers can be given to questions such as: what must I think

]
!
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abokut such a tlelevision serial? What arguments can I use to
}r;rzde n;yffoplmon plausible? How must I react to people who
a different opinion? Not all existing di
? existing discourses, h
are equally capable of fo i i “rs o such
rmulating satisfactor
' . answers to such
questions. Some discourses ar o
e more prestigious th h
they sound more logi inci : whosin
gical or convincing, and
: dr alo ; are more successful
in fetermlmng the social image of TV programmes like Dallas
n many European countries nowadays there is an official /

aversion o . American television series: they are regarded '
threat to cln_e’% own, national culture and as an ilndgrmi i 2;
Figlj_ %C‘PE@@ values in general.” Against 'ffii—lr;ljiriig(ag
tci)ésilcs . g?@;ﬂugd,,p{g@s_g}gnaf intellectuals (television cri- |
crgé_{ﬁjcgg;glg__cs;cgggnsts,_poéltliclag_s)__ put a lot of energy into
in onsistent and_e aborated ‘theogZ(?rl_ American
gl i heey whichproie kil sk
or the aver representative and revealing formulation of -
this theory comes from the sociology-of mass communications:

The_ﬂasl important characteristic of a TV series is that th
gl_inl_.gqntem_ls,dependem;omits,..ecouomic,, marketabilitye
: érrl_‘n_e%lggf“at&_ag_\{el:y.lb}:o.adJ:n_:n:ker_mc_ans,th__a__t_thg:i,,g‘opt;_ant must'
- reduced to universally consumable motifs. This applies i
particular to American series which in the UnitegPSte o
serve as ‘commercial’ packaging, [. . .] The commercial cli1 o
acgg_x;gﬂle TV series hinders the introduction of co it
social and political attitudes, because theyimight ‘r%l'cfi:e
controversies in various groups. {_:;f."f.]'_Th?ﬁTFn"ﬁpg*iir‘gr)lé"

=

_umyergal appeal’ character; it deals with familiar, broadl
institutionalized ingredients. The necessary in redl? o f )
successful series include romantic Iove [ 51g Taes
oﬁ'gaudanmg and the building-up of sus;.)ense climzt):ems
rei.lef. [...] This?ﬁﬁ&ﬁﬂ"fﬁ”ﬂiﬁ&ﬂiﬁhuim;;s ectanf
existence means that the content is recognizable forz 'itlo
audlen'ce, but it offers a stereotypical and schematized ivr:a e
oflreah.ty. [. . .] In this regard TV series succeed in fulfilli i
primarily economic functions, and thus in reproducinéni

\

f
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bourgeois ideology, without losing their attraction for dif-
ferent sectors of the audience.” :

As a description of the working method of the commercial,
American television industry this account certainly offers some
adequate insights, although one might wonder whether such a
direct connection exists between the economic conditions
under which TV series are produced and their aesthetic and
narrative structures. Such crude economic determinism is often
criticized in media studies circles. Nevertheless, the core of this
theory tends to be accepted as correct. What interests us here,
however, is not the correctness or adequacy of the theory itself,
but the way in which some of its elements carry over into the
way in which American TV series are evaluated. A theory fulfils
an ideological function if it fulfils an emotional function in
people’s heads, to which the assertions contained in the theory
are subordinated. As Terry Eagleton putsit, ‘what is important
to recognize is that the cognitive structure of an ideological
discourse is subordinated to its emotive structure — that such

cognitions or miscognitions as it contains are on the whole
articulated according to the demands [...] of the emotive
“intentionality” it embodies.”

Emotionally, then, the above-described theory on American
TV series leads to their total rejection and condemnation. They
become ‘bad objects’. These then are the contours of what I
would like to call the ‘ideology of mass culture’. In thisideology
some cultural forms — mostly very popular cultural products
and practices cast in an American mould — are fout court
labelled ‘bad mass culture’. ‘Mass culture’ is a denigrating
term, which arouses definitely negative associations.” In
opposition to ‘bad mass culture’ implicitly or explicitly some-
thing like ‘good culture’ is set up. One letter-writer expresses
this dichotomization of ‘bad’ and ‘good’ culture very clearly:

In Dallas no attention at all is paid to any realistic problems
in this world, the problems of ordinary people, whereas even
in America social equality is a long way off. [. . .] I mean, I'd
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;Ba.ther rf:ad a good book or watch a programme like Koot en
ie [a high-brow Dutch satirical programme]. (Letter 31)

So dormr.lant is this ideology of mass culture where the jud ing
of American TV series is concerned that the chairman ofg thg
Dutch B;oa_dcasting Foundation, Eric Jurgens, can say without
any hesitation: ‘The Dutch broadcasting organizations of
course 'don’lt exist primarily to broadcast Dallas. |. . .] No o
can maintain that these American series are of a hi.gi-n.standang
as regards content. They are at most cleverly. made,” Tll;
ideology of mass culture takes on here the status of Ai)sof—g
T@hj]hdggme@sp@ss_ed&q doubts alllowEd.ﬁ'_mMU?f
The emptlonal attraction of the ideology of mass culture
however, is not confined to the select circle of professionaf
intellectuals. As we have seen, the letter-writers who dislik
pallas also all too easily reach for its categories. Apparentl the
ideology of mass culture has such a monopoly on the jud ir}; ‘;
a phenomgnon like Dallas that it supplies rcady—mac{e ccg)ncgeo—
tions, as it were, which sound self-evident and can be u pd
without any strain or hesitation. The dominance of the idesoel- 1
ogy of mass culture apparently even extends to the commo f
sense of everyday thinking: for ordinary people too it appe o
to offer a credible framework of interpretation f 'pcIl) ing
cultural forms like Dallas. ' o Ineeny
It therefore looks as though the letter-writers who hat
Dal'las h:'we gdopted the ideology of mass cultyre as a guideli :
for its rejection. Because of this the border between ifdivid m;
experience and social ideology tends to become blurred: ;1}?
way in whlch these letter-writers watch Dallas is describt;d ir‘:
terms o,f the 1‘de010gically dominant status of Dallas as ‘mas
culture’. The ideology of mass culture therefore not onl;mffcrs
a (negative) Iil_)gﬁgr the progam but ;bbiservrc&as~ X
mould for the way in which a large number of haters of Dallai

gc‘z;)ucll'lt for Eb_egﬂ_@ajéa_s_uxﬁo put it briefly, their reasoning
oils down to this: ‘Dallas is obviously bad because it’s mass
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culture, and that’s why 1 dislike it. And so the ideology of mass
culture fulfils a comforting and reassuring role: it makes a
search for more detailed and personal explanations super-
fluous, because it provides a finished explanatory model that
convinces, sounds logical and radiates legitimacy.

Hating Dallas need not, however, necessarily coincide with
subscribing to the ideology of mass culture. Other factors may
be responsible for the fact that one is not attracted to the
television serial itself. The letters from those who dislike it,
however, are so structured by the schemas of this ideology that
they offer us little insight into the way in which they watch the
programme, which meanings they attach to it, etc. Hence,
despite the confidence 7Qf_,t,hc_irg,expr§§,5,§d_.99i_f_1i€11}§1riz_@mains
even more puzzling why some letter-writers don’t like Dallas

than why its fans do.——

The ironical viewing attitude
But not all letter-writers who have adopted the ideology of
mass culture seem to dislike Daflas: O the-contrary, some of
them state explicitly that they are fond of it, while at the same
time employing the norms and judgements the ideology pre-
scribes. How is this possible? It seems somewhat contradictory
to regard Dallas as a ‘bad object’ on the one hand, but on the
other to experience pleasure in watching it. But if we read the
relevant letters carefully, it emerges that this apparent contra-
diction is resolved in an ingenious manner. How? Let me give
an example.
Dallas. . . . God, don’t talk to me about it. P'm just hooked on
it! But you wouldn't believe the number of people who say to
me, ‘Oh, I thought you were against capitalism?’ I am, but
Dallas is just so tremendously exaggerated, it has nothing to
do with capitalists any more, it’s just sheer artistry to make
up such nonsense. (Letter 25)

It is clear how this letter-writer ‘solves’ the contradiction
between the moral of the ideology of mass culture and ex-
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periencing pleasure in Dallas: with mockery and irony. One
gro_up of letter-writers seems to make Dallas the oBﬁ;*ct of
erision. They assume an ironic stance when watching i
attitude they refer to in thei bvions
e Ay ! o in their letters at length and with obvious
f’ude 1l1re.h n important element of this ironical viewing atti-
L ;151 1: e supplying .of commentary. According to Michel
il l:ont]}rlnenggry is a type of discourse that has the aim of
e : i
i gfﬁ object: ‘by supplymg commentary to some-
. g n affirms a superior relation to that object. Thus Dallas
= is qmmated by the mocking commentary of these view-
sﬁ Eut in the corner’. Two ‘ardent Dallas watchers’, as the
call themselves, tell us how this can be done: ’ ’

We lll'leger miss this programme for asingle week and sit glued
to the box, like two ﬂles to a treacle-pot. At first we watched
K/lilt olf pure curiosity, now because we’re hooked on it
ostly we watch with a group of people and we lau h.
scream and roar. . . . We ourselves have given a bit of Eu;
own flavour (to this programme) such as changing th
izﬁzzs.SFor E:i(lample SPaénela = Memmela. Miss Ellie =gMis§
- Sue Ellen = So Ellen, etc. We e i
board in the house devoted to the Dallasvfl?ai‘l::tirz rﬁﬁf
%l;f ofus cag’t watgh, then a written report of it is dr:;wn u
is board is also richly illustrated. (Letter 28) .

(tjlommentmg on Dallas has here become a ritual. Apparentl

these ]ettel.:-wz_'Lters Fion’t enjoy Dallas itself ‘at all, what the;(

;eemdtq enjoy is the irony they bring to bear on it. According to
reud, irony is based on the mechanism of inversion:

:;.s ;jzex:zeti:es ";1 saying the opposite of what one intends to
: y to the other person, but in sparing him contradiction

y making I‘nm understand — by one’s tone of voice, by some
accompanying gesture, or (where writing is concémed) by

small stylistic indicatio
ns — that one means t i
what one says.” he opposie of
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We could add to this that the effect of irony. need not rcllec%ss;
arily arise through an inversion_of th(? meaning of wor s,f u
can also be realized through an inversion of the meaning 0 ari
object. Thus, through a mocking commentary Dallas is trar?s
formed from a seriously intended melgdrama to the revdgggge_. a
comedy to be laughed at. Ironizing viewers ther;fore fo noé
take the text as it presents itself, but invert its pre erch(e:1
meaning through their ironic commentary. This can provide
brilliant constructions:

In some sense this serial is a lot like Soap! but less satirical.
(Letter 29)

Dallas is sensitive and ludicrous. Another of our favourite
programmes is Soap! (Letter 30)

It is marvellous that these letter-writers connect up Dallas V;".ltg
Soap! of all things. Soap!isa com;dy serial which is an exp 1:31
parody of soap operas, exaggerating the melod}ramaftlc_gpp :
to emotionality and sentimentality to the point (1)1 ri lu:u i
Putting Dallas and Soap! in the same category, as these ettels
writers do, is certainly no accident; such a comparison re}r;a i
the functioning of and only makes sense from a certain i e?
logical position. The ideology of mass cqlture ]tf; extrem::h)é
suitable as a foundation for such a position, | ecause‘b y
ideology of mass culture reg_ar.:ds Dallas by deﬁmnfon asa k;
object’ and therefore turns it into an easy subject for mockery
angftai? i}guld be too simple to make that ideology the only
responsible determinant of an ironic stance towgrd;lDaHas.
Some forms of mass culture are more gasﬂy available to an
ironic attitude than others. Melodramatic soap _gp_q]@;gfglrle_;n
extremely vulnerable genre here:m elocf_rama stapds or da $ K-
the degree to which it can Whlp up passion, sentiment, ;sp:}nl
and drama and still carry the viewers algng. In other worc S[; he
melodramatic effect only works if the viewer identifies w1td the
excessive world of the soap opera. If that is not the case and the
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viewer feels an outsider to this world, then the melodramatic
enlargement of emotions becomes completely seriseless and
laughable. Melodramatic soap operas are therefore an easy
prey for irony: any relativizing is disastrous for melodrama.,
However, the ironic viewing attitude makes a reconciliation
possible between the rules of the ideology of mass culture (‘I
must find Dallas bad’) and the experiencing of pleasure (‘I find

Dallas amusing because it’s so bad’). As these letter-writers put

1t:
-
( gMy feelings are mostly very superior, such as: what a lot of

?

idiots. And I can laugh at it. Often too I find it over-

)

) sentimental. One thing in its favour: It’s never dull. (Letter
(_29)

As you may notice I watch it a lot, and (you may find this
sounds a bit big-headed) I find it amusing precisely because
it’s so ghastly (if you know what I mean). If, for example, I
had had to play Miss Ellie’s role, when her breast is ampu-
tated, I would really kill myself laughing, with that slobber-
ing Jock hanging over me full of good intentions. (Letter 36)

By ironizing commentary a distance is created from the reality
represented in Dallas. In this way those who subscribe to the
norms of the ideology of mass culture can like Dallas. Irony
then comes to lead its own life and this viewing attitude
becomes a necessary condition for experiencing pleasure in the
first place. Thus the conflict disappears betwéen the norms of
the ideology of mass culture and liking Dallas: ironizing, i.e.
creating a distance between oneself and Dallas as ‘bad object’,
is the-way in-whichrone likes Datlas. Thisis, for example, the
case for the ‘ardent Dallas watchers’ I quoted above. But the
viewing attitude of the following letter-writer is also deter-

mined to a large degree by the exorcizing power of the ironic
commentary:

Why does a person watch Dallas and in my case, why does a
serious, intelligent feminist like watching Dallas? It releases
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primitive feelings in me. 1 go dizzy, hate, love, loathe, feel
disgusted, condemn and often dash away a tear. Personally I
keep aloof from Mills and Boon, but I'm ready to play
truant from evening school for Dallas. . . . My leisure read-
ing consists 90 per cent of feminist books, but when I'm
watching Dallas with my girl friend and Pamela comes down
the stairs wearing a low-necked dress, then we shout wildly:
just look at that slut, the way she prances around, she ought
to be called Prancela. Bobby is a decent chap, like my eldest
brother, and Jock is like my father, so 1 can hate them
intensely too. I can stand Sue Ellen, neurotic as she is, and
J.R. laughs just like Wiegel [Dutch right-wing politician] and
that has me jumping with rage. Lucy is too beautiful to be
true and I don’t find Miss Ellie all that marvellous since her
breast operation. [. . .] I like to let it all hang out, a sort of
group therapy, mostly together with friends. (Letter 24)

The ironic viewing attitude places this viewer in a position to
get the better, in a sense, of Dallas, to be above it. And in this
way, as a ‘serious, intelligent feminist’, she can allow herself to
experience pleasure in Dallas. She says in fact: “‘Of course
Dallas is mass culture and therefore bad, but precisely because
I am so well aware of that T can really enjoy watching it and
poke fun atit.”

The following letter-writer presents her own viewing atti-
tude in the same sort of way:

I watch Dallas regularly and I lap it up. All my girl friends
watch it, and it’s great fun to slate the whole thing. I find the
quality rather bad, but it does have a certain attraction. Lots
of money, and beautiful people, good and bad clearly dis-
tinguished. It’s just as much fun to read a gossip magazine.
Nothing sticks. You don’t think any more about it, but it’s
fun.[. . .] The same improbable things happen as in romantic
fiction. Insidious illnesses, true love, etc. (Letter 26)
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And she ends her letter as follows: ‘It’s wonderful to watch it
but sometimes I do need a realistic book or a good film, not
fall into sentimental despair.’ POt
‘ Here again we have the well-known opposition between
good culture’ and ‘bad culture’: although this letter-writer
fioes not find ‘mass culture’ ‘bad’ in the sense that she dislikes it
indeed she can enjoy it, that enjoyment is in her view a:
completely different, less high-principled sort of enjo
than that of ‘good culture’. e
' ]L{sr_ as for the letter-writers who dislike Dallas, for these
ironizing fans the ideology of mass culture has bec’ome com-
mon sense: for them too it is self-evident that Dallas is ‘bad
mass culture’. But the very weapon of irony makes it unnecess-
ary for them to suppress the pleasure that watching Dallas can
nevertheless arouse; irony enables them to enjoy it without
fsuffermg pangs of conscience. The dismissive norms of the
1@@% mass culture are smoothly integrated in the ironic
viewing attitude.

We hav.e seen earlier that those who hate Dallas have little
difficulty in 'giving reasons for their dislike: they can always
draw on the instant judgements of the ideology of mass culture
However, the ironic fans are in a certain sense on even stron CI:
groupd. While liking Dallgs ironically leads to euphoria aid
merriment, as we have seen, disliking Dallas is accompanied b
anger and annoyance. And these are not nice feelings Hencz
Fhose‘who dislike Dallas run the risk of a conflict of fee.Iings if
in spite of this, they cannot escape its seduction, i.c. if the ;
continue to watch. This can lead to almost tragi-co’mic ups ang
downs, as this letter-writer relates: ’

When the serial started 1 disliked it intensely. [. . .] I myself
started watching the serial because I spent a lot of time irj: the
home of people, the husband of whom was from America
and the Sferial made him think a lot about home. So I watched
a few episodes because I was forced to in a way and that’s
now for me the only reason I watch it. I just want to see how
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it turns out. The fact is that every time the disastexjs overlap,
so 'm sitting in front of the box and now I never miss a single
episode. Fortunately it’s on late in the evening so before thaFI
can do some sport or something. I must also add that in
every episode there are some things that really annoy me.

(Letter 38)
So disliking Dallas is certainly not_an experience-witheut-its

ambivalences!

Loving DALLAS

But what about those who ‘really’ like Dallas? How do they
relate to the ideology of mass culture? .
Ideologies organize not only the ideas and images peoplf;
make of reality, they also enable people to forrp an image o
themselves and thus to occupy a position in the world.
Through ideologies people acquire an {dentlty, _they bf:come
subjects with their own convictior}s, tl'xelr own will, their own
preferences. So, an individual living in the 1deolo‘gy of mas?
culture may qualify him or herself as, for e?(ample, a person o
taste’, ‘a cultural expert’ or ‘someone Who is not seduceq by the
cheap tricks of the commercial cu!ture industry’. In add1t_1on to
an image of oneself, however, an 1deology also offers an image
of others. Not only does one’s own ident:lty takc:e on fprm in this
way, but the ideology serves also to ogthne Ehe 1d§nt1fty of othe:j'
people. As Goran Therborn puts it, ‘in one’s subjection to an !
qualification for a particular position, on_e:larc_z_co_qlia_\izir_e. o
the difference between oneself and others’.?* Thus a dividing
line is drawn by the ideology of mass culture between the
‘person of taste’, the ‘cultural expert’, etc. and those W'IEO,
according to this ideology, are not such. Or to be more speci 6
between those who do recognize Dallas as ‘bad mass culture

and those who do not. ‘
One Dallas-hater thus tries to distance herself from those

who like Dallas:
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1 don’t understand either why so many people watch it, as
there are lots of people who find it a serious matter if they
have to miss a week. At school you really notice it when you
turn up on Wednesday morning then it’s, ‘Did you See
Dallas, wasn’t it fabulous?” Now and then I get really
annoyed, because I find it just a waste of time watching it.
[ . .] Then you hear them saying that they had tears in their
eyes when something happened to someone in the film, and I
just can’t understand it. At home they usually turn it on too,
but then I always go off to bed. (Letter 33)

She outlines the identity of the others, those who like Dallas, in
a negative way, and with a particular degree of confidence:
lovers of Dallas are almost declared idiots by this letter-writer!
Roughly the same pattern, but in somewhat milder terms,
emerges in the following extract: ‘Reading through it [her own
letter], it’s a serial a normal persori shouldn’t watch, because
you feel someone else’s sorrow and difficulties. For me that’s
also the reason why so many people find the serial good’ (Letter
38). The image of the others, of those who do not recognize
Dallas as ‘bad mass culture’, can be summed up shortly but
forcefully from the viewpoint of the ideology of mass culture:
“The aim is simply to rake in money, lots of money. And people
try to do that by means of all these things — sex, beautiful
people, wealth. And you always have people who fall for ir
(Letter 35, my italics). The ideology of mass Culture therefore
definitely does not offer a flattering picture of those who like

_Qg@_‘l"l‘fey'&'re‘p‘fé‘séntédEﬁ%@mpemons of taste’,
‘cultural experts’ or ‘people who are not seduced by the cheap
tricks of the commercial culture industry’. How do lovers of
Dallas react to this? Do they know that this negative image
of them exists and does it worry them at all?

In the small advertisement which the letter-writers replied
to, I included the following clause: ‘I like watching the TV
serial Dallas but often get odd reactions to it.” It seems to me
that the phrase ‘odd reactions’ is vague at the very least: from
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the context of the advertisement there is no way of knowing
what | meant. Yet various lovers of Dallas go explicitly into this
clause in their letters: the words ‘odd reactions’ seem sufficient
to effect an ‘Aha!’ experience in some fans.

I have the same ‘problem’ as you! When I let drop in front of
my fellow students (political science) that I do my utmost to
be able to watch Dallas on Tuesday evenings, they look
incredulous. (Letter 19)

It always hits me too that people react ‘oddly’ when you say
you like watching Dallas. I think everyone L know watches it
but some of my friends get very worked up over this serial
and even go on about the dangerous effects on the average
TV viewer. I really don’t know what I should think of this.

(Letter 22)

These extracts lead one to suspect that the rules and judge-
ments of the ideology of mass culture are not unknown to
Dallas fans. What is more, they too seem to respond to this
ideology. But they tend to do so in a completely different way
from those who hate Dallas or who love it ironically. ‘Really’
loving Dallas (without irony) would seem to involve a strained
attitude toward the norms of the ideology of mass culture. And
it is this strained relationship which the fans have to try to
resolve.

In contrast to the haters and ironic lovers, who, as we have
seen, express their attitude to the ideology of mass culture in a
rather uniform and unconflicting way, the ‘real’ fans use very
divergent strategies to come to terms with its norms. One
strategy is to take over and internalize the judgements of the

ideology of mass culture itself:

I just wanted to react to your advertisement concerning
Dallas. 1 myself enjoy Dallas and the tears roll down when
something tragic happens in it (in nearly every episode, that
is). In my circle too people react dismissively to it, they find
it a typical commercial programme far beneath their
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stz‘mdards. I find you can relax best with a programme like
Fhls, although you just have to keep your eye on the kind of
fnﬂuence such. a programme can have, it is role-confirming
class-confirming’, etc., etc. And it’s useful too if y'ou,

ha k f Chea ntim t rea ly d()es et to y()u.
tlll]lk W t llld (0] p sentimen l

The_re Is a remarkable about-face in this letter. Instead of
stating vyhy she likes Dallas so much (which was the question I
had putin my advertisement), the letter-writer confines herself
to reiterating a reasoning which derives from the ideology of
mass culture in answer to the ‘dismissive reactions’ of her
milieu. She doesn’t adopt an independent attitude towards this
ideology but merely takes over its morals. But whom is she
addressing_ with these morals? Herself? Me (she knows from
my advertisement that I like watching Dallas)? All Dallas fans?
It is as though she wants to defend the fact that she enjoy:s
:Dc‘!llas’ by showing that she is in fact aware of its ‘dangers’ and
tricks’; aware, in other words, that Dallas is ‘bad mass cul-

;i o .
ture’. A similar reasoning can be read in the following letter
extract:

In fact it’s a flight from reality. I myself am a realistic person
anf:I [ knoyv that reality is different. Sometimes too I really
enjoy having a good old cry with them. And why not? In

this way my other bottled-up emotions fi
(Letter 5) p 5‘ nd an outlet.

In other words: watching Dallas is a&ri«ghti;.,}rouknow— thatit
is not realistic and therefore ‘bad’.
But a protective strategy can also be e
] i mployed by actuall
challenging the ideology of mass culture. ’ ¢

Iam rf:plying to your advertisement as I would like to speak
my n'nncl about Dallas. I've noticed too that you get funny
reactions when you like watching Dallas (and I like watching
1t): Mapy people find it worthless or without substance. But [
think it does have substance. Just think of the saying:
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‘Money can’t buy happiness’, you can certainly trace that in
Dallas. (Letter 13)

But what has been said here against the ideology' of mass
culture remains caught within the categories of t_hat ideology.
Against the opinion ‘no substance’ (= ‘bad’) is plac:ed the
alternative opinion ‘does have substance’ (=‘ good);,the
category ‘substance’ (and thus the differenf:e g’ood/l?ad) is
therefore upheld. This letter-writer ‘negotiates” as it were
within the discursive space created by the 1d_eology of mass
culture, she does not situate herself 01_1t::»ide it and does not
speak from an opposing ideological position.

But why do these Dallas lovers feel the need to defend

themselves againstthe ideology of mass culture? Thgy_@\ig_uusly
fecﬁﬁﬂéf}ﬁ?fm%_uéfﬂhey can’t get roupd its norms
and judgements, but must stand out against them in order to be
able to like Dallas and not to have to disavow that pleasun‘:..But
it is never pleasant to be manoeuvred into a defensive position:

it shows weakness. To have to defend oneself is nearly always
coupled with a feeling of unease.

You are right in saying that you often get these strange
reactions. Such as ‘So you like watching cheap mass enter-
tainment, eh?’ Yes, | watch it and ’'m not ashe}med ofit. Butl
do try to defend my motivation tooth and nail. (Letter 7)

“Tooth and nail’; the pent-up intensity of this expression
reveals the strong desire of this letter-writer to defend }zgrself
and to justify herself, in spite of her contention that she ‘is not
ashamed of it’.

And another letter-writer says:

Oh well, ’'m one of those people who sit in front of the box
every Tuesday for the Dallas programme, actually to my
own amazement. . . . | must honestly confess.that 1 do like
watching the serial now. By ‘confess’ I mean this: at first [ felt
a bit guilty about the fact that T had gone mad on such a
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cheap serial without any morals. Now I look at it rather
differently. (Letter 11)

‘To my own amazement’, she writes, in other words ‘I hadn’t
thought it possible’. Her feeling of guilt arises precisely because
she has not escaped the power of conviction of the ideology of
mass culture, from the branding of Dallas as a ‘cheap serial
without any morals’.

Finally, yet another defence mechanism against the ideol-
ogy of mass culture is possible. That s, strangely enough, irony
again. But in this case irony is not integrated so unproblemati-
cally in the experience of watching Dallas as in the case of the
ironic fans we encountered earlier. On the contrary, here irony
is an expression of a conflicting viewing experience. One
letter-writer has put this psychological conflict clearly into
words. In her account there is an uncomfortable mixture of
‘really’ liking Dallas and an ironic viewing attitude:

Just like you I often get odd reactions when I say that at the
moment Dallas is my favourite TV programme. [. ..] I get
carried along intensely with what is happening on TV. I find
most figures in the serial horrible, except Miss Ellie. The
worst thing I find is how they treat one another. I also find
them particularly ugly. Jock because he doesn’t have an
aesthetically justifiable head, Pamela because she has to seem
so smart, I find that ‘common’. I can’t stand it that everyone
(in the serial) finds her sexy when she looks like Dolly Parton
with those breasts. Sue Ellen is really pathetic, she looks
marvellously ravaged by all that drink. J.R. needs no ex-
planation. He keeps my interest because I always have the
feeling that one day that wooden mask is going to drop.
Bobby I find just a stupid drip, I always call him ‘Aqualung’
(his former role in a series). They are a sad lot, so honest,
stinking rich, they want to seem perfect but (fortunately for
us!) none of them is perfect (even Miss Ellie has breast
cancer, and that cowboy Ray, whom I’ve really fallen for, is
always running into trouble), (Letter 23)
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The distance from the Dallas characters is great for this
letter-writer — witness the annihilating judgement that she
passes so ironically on them. Nevertheless her account is
imbued with a kind of intimacy which betrays a great involve-
ment in the serial (‘I get carried along intensely’ . . ., ‘T can’t
stand it’ .. ., ‘I am interested in him’ .. ., ‘whom I've really
fallen for’). The detached irony on the one hand and the
intimate involvement on the other appear difficult to reconcile.
So it emerges from further on in her letter that irony gains the
upper hand when watching Dallas is a social occasion:

I notice that [ use Dallas as a peg for thinking about what I
find good and bad in my relations with others. I notice this in
particular when I'm watching with a group of people be-
cause then we usually can’t keep our mouths shut; we shout
disgraceful! and bastard! and bitch! (sorry, but emotions
really run high!). We also sometimes try to get an idea of how
the Ewings are all doing. Sue Ellen has postnatal depression
and that’s why she is so against her baby. Pamela is actually
very nice and suffers because of Sue Ellen’s jealousy. J.R. is
just a big scaredy-cat, you can see that from that uncertain
little laugh of his. (Letter 23, my italics)

The ironic commentaries are presented here as a social prac-

tice. This is confirmed by the sudden transition from the use of

“T to ‘we’ in this extract, Is it perhaps true to say that the need to
emphasize an ironic attitude to viewing, thereby creating a
distance from Dallas, is aroused in this letter-writer by the
social control emanating from an ideological climate in which
‘really’ liking the programme is almost taboo? In any case
intimacy returns further on in the letter as soon as she is talking
again in terms of ‘I’. And the irony then disappears into the
background.

Actually they are all a bit stupid. And oversensational.
Affected and genuinely American (money-appearance-
relationship-maniacs — family and nation! etc.). I know all
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this very well. And yet. . . . The Ewings go through a lot more
than I do. They seem to have a richer emotional life. Everyone
knows them in Dallas. Sometimes they run into trouble, but
they have a beautiful house and anything else they m,ight
want. | find it pleasant to watch. I do realize their ideals of
beauty‘. Ilook at how their hair is done. I'm very impressed
by thelr brilliant dialogues. Why can’t T ever think what to
say in a crisis? (Letter 23)

Real love and irony — both determine the way in which this
letter-writer relates to Dallas. It is clear that they are difficult
to reconcile: real love involves identification, whereas irony
creates distance. This ambivalent attitude to Dallas seems to
stem from the fact that on the one hand she accepts the
correctness of the ideology of mass culture (at least in a social
context), but on the other hand ‘really’ likes Dallas — which is
against the rules.of this }deology. The irony lies here then in the
social surfa‘ce’; it functions, in contrast to the ironizing lovers
for w_hom trony is interwoven with the way in which the;
experience pleasure in Dallas, as a sort of screen for ‘real’ love
In.other,,words,_imny-i&hete_adef_cﬂce mechanism with whicI;
Fhls_lggg_wug'_tg tries to_fulfil the social normaét—liy the
ideology of mass culture, while secretly she ‘really*Tikes Dallas.
‘We can draw two conclusions from these examples. First
the fans quoted seem spontaneously, of their own free wil]’
to take the ideology of mass culture into account: they comé
into contact with it and cannot apparently avoid it. Its norms
and prescriptions exert pressure on them, so that they feel the
necessity to defend themselves against it. Second. it emerges
from their letters that they use a very wide variet;/ of defence
strategies: one tries simply to internalize the ideology of mass
culture, another tries to negotiate within its discursive
framework, and yet another uses surface irony. And so it
would appear that there is not one obvious defence strategy
Dallas fans can use, that there is no clear-cut ideological
alternative which can be employed against the ideology of mass
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culture — at least no alternative that offsets the latter in power
of conviction and coherence. And so the letter-writers take
refuge in various discursive strategies, none of which, however,
is as well worked out and systematic as the discourses of the
ideology of mass culture. Fragmentary as they are, these
strategies are therefore much more liable to contradictions. In
short, these fans do not seem to be able to take up an effective
ideological position—armridentity— from which théy cansayina
positive way and independently of the ideology of mass cul-
ture: ‘Ilike Dallas because . . .".

But this weak position the fans are in, this lack of a positive
ideological basis for legitimizing their love of Dallas, has
tiresome consequences. Whereas those who hate the pro-
gramme can present their ‘opponents’ as, for example, ‘cul-
tural barbarians’, ‘people with no taste’ or ‘people who let
themselves be led astray by the tricks of the commercial culture
industry’ (thus implying that they themselves are #ot), the fans
do not have such a favourable representation to hand. They are
not in a position to hit back by forming in their turn an equally
negative image of those who dislike Dallas; they can only
offer resistance to the negative identities that others ascribe to
them.

According to Therborn, such a psychologically problematic
situation is characteristic for subject positions which get the
worst of it ideologically. From an ideologically dominant
subject position it is possible to stigmatize ‘the others’ as it
were. For the victims of this dominant ideology, however, no
such reassuring position is available: they find themselves in a
position which, ‘while also involving a perception and evalu-
ation of the differences between ego and alter, tends towards
resistance to the Other rather than towards forming him or her.
This difference is inscribed in the asymmetry of domination.”®
This situation can have disastrous consequences for Dallas
fans who feel pushed into a corner by the ideology of mass
culture. They can easily be reduced to silence because they can
literally find no words to defend themselves. The ground is cut
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from under them. As one of the letter-writers says: ‘1 personally
find it terrible when [ hear people saying they don’t like Dallas’
(Letter 2). As finding it ‘terrible’ is her only word of defence —
apparently nothing else occurred to her — isn’t that a form of
capitulation?

The ideology of populism

It is wrong, however, to pretend that the ideology of mass
culture exercises dictatorial powers. The discourses of this
ideology are very important, culturally legitimized organizers
of the way in which the social meaning of Dallas is constructed,
but alternative discourses do exist which offer alternative
points of identification for lovers of Dallas.

Not all letter-writers who like Dallas seem to be troubled by

the compelling judgements produced by the ideology of mass
culture-Sonie of them just seem to ignore the ‘odd reactions’
mentioned in the advertisement text, probably because they do
not even know what is meant by it, as this letter-writer
indicates: ‘I have never yet heard odd reactions — as you wrote
in Viva. People who didn’t watch it had no opinion, and people
who did watch it found it nice’ (Letter 20),——

Apparently this letter-writer lives in a cultural milieu in
which the ideology of mass culture has little effect on the way in
which people judge patterns of cultural consumption. Hating
Dallas and loving Dallas are in this context positions which are
relatively free of the associations evoked by the ideology of
mass culture. For this letter-writer, who apparently has no idea
of the constraint that the ideology of mass culture exercises on
so many other lovers of Dallas— ‘I am curious about your “odd
reactions”’, she writes — loving Dallas is a pretty carefree affair
because she does not seem to be surrounded by the taboo which
is created by the ideology of mass culture.

A few other letter-writers do seem to be subject to this
atmosphere of taboo, but take up an attitude towards it based
on deflating the standards of the ideology of mass culture itself.
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That can be achieved by simply refusing to let it bother them:
“When I say I like watching Dallas, T often get odd reactions
too, but I also like eating at MacDonalds and like poetry a lot,
things that get just as strange a reaction’ (Letter 24). This
letter-writer even flirts a bit with her love for ‘mass culture’
(MacDonalds!), so that a defence against ‘odd reactions’ is not
necessary.

Other letter-writers again try to undermine the ideology of
mass culture by not only resisting the negative identity forced
on them, but by retaliating to put the position of those who
hate Dallas in a negative light, Sometimes they do this in a
rudimentary way, for example by turning the tables on those
who pretend to loathe the programme: ‘I have noticed that
among people in my milieu they won’t honestly admit that they

like watching it, but I do, I really like watching it. [. . .] People

often find it sugary but they would like to have a taste of that
sugariness just as well, wouldn’t they?’ (Letter 6). -

I “Against the identity that the ideology of mass culture foists
on her, the following Dallas fan tries herself to construct an

elaborate counter-identity:

There is no time (in this society) for emotions, which is why
you and I often get negative reactions when you’re talking
about Dallas. So various people brand Dallas as “childish’,
‘too sentimental’ or ‘slimy’. Perhaps it’s also because there
are also people who only like action and violence. [...] |
think Dallas is a serial for people with feelings, but I could be
wrong of course. (Letter 18)

Another lover of Dallas goes even further. In her letter she tries
to indicate the social origin of the ideology of mass culture, in
order then to make her resistance to it known:

When I ask for an opinion at school I get the same reactions
as you. Does it perhaps have something to do with the fact
that I am at grammar school and have my final exams this
year? | think so. For you ‘have to’ follow current affairs

e -
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programmes and ‘good’ films, but who decides for me what |

find good? I myself of course. (Letter § )

Her use of language (‘I myself of course’) reveals a certain
degree pf pugnacity in her resistance to the norms and opinions
of the ideology of mass culture. Here she invokes something
like an ‘individual right of determination’ and betrays a certain
al’l_gggy_t_q,ae_sthenc:s.t,ani&@iie_tf_rglined from on high. So she
speaks from an ideological position which can be aptly
§ummed up in the well-known saying: “There’s no account-
ing for caste.” e
ljhis is the core of what we can call the ideology of populism
an ideology which is completely opposite to the idédlagj; ;1"
mass culture: it arrives at its norms and judgements in a
-radxcally opposite way. But it is not impossible for the two
ldef)_lggies to be united in one person. Thus o;g;o_riz’in—gl;ér
characterizes Dallas on the one hand as a ‘hideously cheap
serial’ (a statement which fits within the discursive repertoire of
the ideology of mass culture), while on the other hand she
judges those who dislike Dallas from a populist perspective: ‘I
find the people who react oddly rather ludicrous — they can’tdo
anything about someone’s taste. And anyway they might find
things pleasant that you just can’t stand seeing or listening to’
(Letter 36).
This statement clearly illustrates how the populist ideology

functi'ons. Itis, first and foremost, an_anti-ic eology: it supplies
a subject position from which any attempt to pass judgement

ek

on people’s aesthetic preferences is a priori and by definition
rejected, because it is regarded as an unjustified attack on
freedom, The populist ideology therefore postulgt?:g;;ﬁ;city
which is characterized by an appeal to total autonomy: ‘But
ther&’s just one thing I'd like to makeﬁt?gfégﬁ'ﬁléﬁdon’t
let yourself be sat on by other people with their own (0dd) ideas
(like me)’ (Letter 36).

Viewed in this  way, the populist position must be particu-
larly attractive for lovers of Dallas, because it provides an
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identity which can be forcefully employed against the codes of
the ideology of mass culture. Why is it then that we can trace so
little of this position in the letters written by fans?

One explanation lies in the difference in the way both
ideologies function. The populist ideology derives its attraction
from its direct mode of address, from its ability to produce
and ensure immediate certainty.'® Its discourses are anti-
intellectual and consist mainly of no more than short slogans,
as the saying ‘There’s no accounting for taste’ makes clear. The
populist ideology functions therefore mainly at a practical
level: it consists of common-sense ideas which are assumed
almost ‘spontaneously’ and unconsciously in people’s daily
lives. The ideology of mass culture on the other hand is mainly
of a theoretical nature: its discourses possess great consistency
and rationality, they take on the form of more or less elaborate
theories. The ideology of mass culture is therefore an intellec-
tual ideology: it tries to win people over by convincing them
that ‘mass culture is bad’."!

This difference can explain why in the letters the ideology of
mass culture is present in a much more pronounced way than
populist ideology. At a theoretical level the latter is the subser-
vientone. It hasliterally fewer words and less clear-cut ‘rational’
prescriptions available to defend and legitimize its general
attitude that ‘there’s no accounting for tastes’. For the opposite

attitude, namely that ‘mass culture is bad’, very many argu-
ments lie to hand. So it is not surprising that, if people have to
account for taste, for example when they have to give reasons
why they like or dislike Dallas, they cannot, or only with
difficulty, evade the discursive power of the ideology of mass
culture. This is why the ideology of mass culture succeeds in
ensuring that each category of letter-writers — haters, ironizing
lovers, ‘real’ lovers of Dallas — is alive to its norms and
judgements and why it seems to brush aside the populist

position.
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Popular culture, populism and the ideology of mass culture

But the power of the ideology of mass culture is certainly not
absqlute. Indeed, it is precisely the markedly ‘thvsoretical’y dis-
cursive nature of this ideology that reveals the limits <;f its
power. Its influence will be mainly restricted to people’s opin-
ions and rational consciousness, to the discourses people use
vfrhen talking about culture. These opinions and rationaliza-
tions peed not, however, necessarily prescribe people’s cultural
practices. It could even be that the dominance of the normative
discourses of the ideology of mass culture — as it is expressed in
al! sorts of social institutions such as education and cultural
criticism — has in fact a counter-productive effect on beo le’s
practical cultural preferences so that, not through ignorantl:)e or
lack of knowledge, but out of self-respect they refuse to subject
themselves to the prescriptions of the ideology of mass culture
or tp_let their preferences be determined by it.* The populist
position offers a direct justification for such a refusal beEause
:t rejects altogether any paternalistic distinction ,between
good’ and fbad’ and dismisses any fecling of guilt or shame

over a particular taste. There exists then a cynical dialectic

between the intellectual dominance of the ideology of mass

culturfa and the ‘spontaneous’, practical attraction of the

populist ideology. The stricter the standards of the ideology of

mass culture are, the more they will be felt as @pressiveg:):nd

the.rpore_ attractive the populist position will become. ] This
position offers the possibility, contrary to the morals of the
1deology of mass culture, of following one’s own preferences
and enjoying one’s own taste.

The commercial culture industry has understood this well. It
employs the populist ideology for its own ends by reinforcin
the c'ultural eclecticism underlying it and propagating the idef
that mf:leed there’s no accounting for taste, that in other words
no objective aesthetic judgements are possible. It sells its
pFoducts by propagating the idea that everyone has the right to
his or her own taste and has the freedom to enjoy pleasure in his
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or her own way. Perhaps it’s not so surprising that the most
striking description of the commercial application of the
populist position was recently given by Frankie Goes To
Hollywood: ‘One of the main jobs of the advertisers [. . .| isnot
so much to sell 'the product as to give moral permission to have
fun without guilt.’!?

"Bt the populist ideology is applicable not only for the aims
and interests of the commercial culture industry. It also links
up with what Bourdieu has called the popular ‘aesthetic’:'* an
aesthetic which is the exact opposite of the bourgeois aesthetic
disposition in which an art object is judged according to
extremely formal, universalized criteria which are totally de-
void of subjective passions and pleasures. In _the popular
‘aesthetic’ on the other hand, no ‘judgements of Solomon’ are
passed on the quality of cultural artefacts. This aesthetic is of
an essentially pluralist and conditional nature because it is
based on the premise that the significance of a cultural object
can differ from person to person and from situation to
situation. It is based on an affirmation of the continuity of
cultural forms and daily life, and on a deep-rooted desire for
participation, and on emotional involvement. In other words,
what matters for the popular aesthetic is the recognition of
pleasure, and that pleasure is a personal thing. According to
Bourdieu the popular aesthetic is deeply anchored in common
sense, in the way in which cultural forms in everyday life are

approached by ordinary people:
Pleasure, however, is the category that is igg_q_rgj_infthe

i eql 3 — iy
- ideology of mass culture. In its discourses pleasure seems to be

i non-existent. Instead it makes things like responsibility; critical

¢ distance or aesthetic purity central — moral categories that
make pleasure an irrelevant and illegitimate criterion. In this
way the ideology of mass culture places itself totally outside the
framework of the popular aesthetic, of the way in which
popular cultural practices take shape in the routines of daily
life. Thus it remains both literally and figuratively caught in the
ivory towers of ‘theory’.

4
DALLAS

and feminism

Women and DALLAS

As a prime time TV programme, Dallas is aimed at a widely
heterogeneous, general TV audience, which cannot be defined
in terms f)f a specific class, sex or age. On the contrary, from the
perspective of the programme’s producers, it is necessary in
prder to draw as many viewers as possible to make sure that the
interest of all members of the (American) family is aroused. In
thls: sense too Dallas differs from the daytime soap ope'ras
which are made with an eye to a specific social audjence

namely hpusewives. This production context inevitably has,
repercussions on the general narrative content of Dallas, be-
cause it has to address different spheres of interest and it cax’mot
be restricted to themes and plots which are only attractive for
one section of the general audience.

As a result, male characters occupy a much more important
place in the fictional world of Dallas than in daytime soaps;

themes and plots which are traditio

nally mainly appreciated by
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men, such as the business world, have a much larger part in the
narrative.! So it is doubtless no accident that the role of the
villain in Dallas is occupied by a man (J.R.), instead of a
woman, as is mostly the case in daytime soaps.? (But it is
equally striking that in other prime time soap operas, such as
Dynasty and Falcon Crest, female villains do play a main part.)
It is therefore not totally justified to regard Dallas as a pro-
gramme primarily aimed at women, whereas the traditional
soap operas in general can indeed be regarded as a ‘women’s
genre’.

None the less, there are indications that Dallas is in fact
watched and appreciated more by women than by men. For
example, in March 1982, when the popularity of Dallas had
more or less reached its peak in the Netherlands, an average of
52 per cent of the Dutch TV public watched Dallas weekly, 69
per cent of whom were women.> Moreover, data are available
which suggest that women watch Dallas in a different way
from men. Dutch women seem to be most interested in the
mutual relations within the Ewing family and in the love
complications in Dallas, while they respond much less to the
business relations and problems, the cowboy elements and the
power and wealth represented. It is not really surprising that
for male viewers exactly the opposite is the case.* In other
words, it is clear that Dallas in general means something
different for women than for men. And it is precisely those
themes that are always dealt with in soap operas that seem to
make up the pleasure of Dallas for women.

The widespread and continuing popularity of soap operas
among women has attracted a lot of attention from feminists.
How must the fact that so many women obviously get pleasure
from watching soap operas be judged politically from a femin-
ist perspective? Is Dallas good or bad for women?

Unfortunately, a lot of mainstream feminist criticism seems
to be inspired all too easily by the paternalism of the ideology of
mass culture. Especially in the case of the mass media, much
energy is spent in obsessively stressing how ‘stereotyped’,
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‘role-confirming’ and ‘anti-emancipatory’ the images of
women in the media are. This is usually as a result of a content
analysis that bears all the limitations of empiricist realism, so
that the firm conclusion is reached that such images refiect
sexist or patriarchal values. Combined with a mechanistic
conception of the effect of such representations on the be-
haviour and attitudes of women, this leads to a total con-
demnation of soap operas as reinforcers of 1 he patriarchal
status quo and the oppression of women. Women are therefore
seen as the passive victims of the deceptive message of soap
operas, just as the ideology of mass culture sees the audierice as
unwitting and pathetic victims of the commercial culture in-
dustry. In this context an ideological atmosphere arises con-
taining an almost total dismissal of and hostility towards
narrative genres which are very popular among womer.

Such a ‘monstrous alliance’ between feminist criticism and
the ideology of mass culture has ‘something self-destructive
about it. According to the normative parameters of the ideol-
ogy of mass culture, female’ forms of ‘mass culture’ such as
soap operas and popular romances are the lowest of the low
while ‘male’ genres such as detective and science fiction arf.:
considered able to.rise above the low level of ‘mass culture’. A
double standard which reveals a sexist inclination in the
ideology of mass culture itself!

But feminist criticism operating along these lines also has
more serious drawbacks. Not only is the specifically fictional
character of soap operas overlooked, and thus the specific
meanings produced in soap opera texts; but the pleasure that
fgmﬁlﬂm.ggt _from programmes like Dallas is totally
disregarded. As Tania Modleski puts it: ‘“feminist critics seem
to be strenuously disassociating themselves from the seductive-
ness of the feminine texts’,*

Fortunately, however, other views have emerged recently
t0o. The idea that the soap opera is an inherently conservative
genre that is not only culturally inferior but also harmful for
regular viewers, seems to be gradually losing its self-evident
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character and its legitimacy. Jane Feuer, for example, in an
article in which she analyses the ideological structuring of
continuing melodramatic serials like Dallas and Dynasty,®
comes to the conclusion that such programmes represent a

aﬂm_pk%(‘)j these prime time soap operas
do not allow for clear-cut ideological positions and construc-
tions. ‘Since no action is irreversible, every ideological position
may be countered by its opposite. Thus the family dynasty
sagas may be read either as critical of the dominant ideology of
capitalism or as belonging to it, depending upon the position
from which the reader comes at it.”” This relative optimism
with regard to the possibly progressive effect of prime time
soap operas is formulated even more explicitly by Ellen Seiter,
who reveals gentle feminist sympathy for the soap opera: ‘The
importance of small discontinuous narrative units which are
never organized by a single patriarchal discourse or main
narrative line, which do not build towards an ending or closure
of meaning, which in their very complexity cannot give a final
ideological word on anything, makes soap opera uniquely
“open” to feminist readings.”®

Both Feuer and Seiter therefore base their optimism on the
relative ‘openness’ of soap opera narratives, i.e. on the fact
that it is impossible to achieve an ideological consensus in soap
operas, for the very simple reason that the representation of
ambivalence and contradiction forms the very material sub-
stance of the genre. This continuing ideological uncertainty
creates a certain ‘freedom’ for viewers to construct their own
meanings. It is, then, the viewers and their readings of the text

that define the ultimate ideological stance of soap operas: In

bility that viewers will make use of the freedom offered to
them, so that the latent progressive potential contained in this
narrative form will actually be translated into the manifest
production of subversive, feminist meanings.

However, in the absence of any evidence about the way in
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which actual readings take place, this reasoning remains ab-
stract. Merely appealing to a progressive potential is a strictly
formal matter which is detached from any examination of the
concrete social and cultural context in which the programmes
function. In this connection it can be relevant to concentrate
for a moment on what the letter-writers — mainly women ~
have told us. As we have seen in previous chapters, the pleasure
of Dallas for many of them is linked with a tragic structure of
feeling that they read from Dallas. Such a reading does not
seem to be exactly subversive: on the contrary, it fits in totally
with the hegemonic consensus constructed in Dalias that
nothing exists but age-old and eternally insoluble contra-
diction. Little that is feminist is to be discovered in such an
ideological position. If we assume that the tragic structure of
feeling is the principal way in which female viewers experience -
pleasure in Dallas, does that mean that Feuer and Seiter’s hope
is unfounded because any ‘feminist potential’ of Dallas is, alas,
not taken up by viewers? Or have we jumped too quickly to this
conclusion?

Feminism and the tragic structure of feeling

As a political and cultural movement, feminism is sustained by
collective fantasies of a social future in which the oppression of
women will have ceased to exist, A future, in other words, in
which women’s lives will no longer be dominated and hindered
by patriarchal structures and sexist practices. All feminist
struggles into which women put so much energy in present-day
societies are always related in some way or other to this
(imaginary) Utopia. Feminist fighting spirit and solidarity to-
day are always motivated by a desire to achieve that distant
Utopia, however much that desire is repressed in concrete
situations and in the thick of the fight in the deeper layers of
day-to-day consciousness.

. As a narrative, then, feminist discourse tends to move in the
direction of an imagined happy ending, Itis the belief in and the
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commitment to the necessity for this happy end that keeps
feminists going. In this sense feminist discourse bears some
similarity to the striicture of popular romantic fiction, in which

the search for a happy ending — for that orgastic moment of

‘and they lived happily ever after’ —also forms the motor.of the
narrative. However, the feminist notion of the happy ending
has a totally different content from the happy ending of the
popular romantic novel, in which the heterosexual, mono-
gamous couple are eternally united in harmony. More strongly
still, the way in which this romantic Utopia is achieved is
generally deplored because it is seen to be in conflict with the
feminist ideal: the heroine of the popular romantic novel wins
happiness only after having given up her striving for indepen-
dence and her resistance to the arrogance and violence of the
male hero, and having subjected herself to his authority and
paternalist protection.” In this sense the narrative of popular
romantic fiction is one which asserts that the utopian situation
can be realized within the framework of existing, patriarchal
power relations between men and women — an imaginary
‘solution’ totally at odds with the feminist scenario.

But what about soap operas, with their total lack of any
sense of progress, a total absence of an outlook on any kind of
happy ending? In soap operas it is by definition impossible for
the characters to remain happy. A utopian moment is totally
absent in soap opera narratives: circumstances and events
continually throw up barriers to prevent the capture of that
little scrap of happiness for which all the characters are none
the less searching, Life is presented as inherently problematic.
Unhappiness is the norm, the rule and not the exception. This is
the core of the tragic structure of feeling.

As a consequence, women in soap opera can never be simply
happy with the positions they occupy. On the contrary, it is
often these positions themselves that give rise to many prob-
lems and conflicts. This holds pre-eminently for the traditional
positions which are ascribed to women in contemporary so-
ciety. So although motherhood is presented in soap opera as a
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feminine ideal, at the same time it is a source of constant care
and worry. And marriage is not shown to be the blissful region
of conjugal harmony but as subject to continual conflict. In a
certain sense, then, a tense relationship is expressed in soap
operas between the traditional destiny imposed on women by
patriarchy and the non-viability of that destiny for women
themselves. In other words, it would appear that some points
made in feminist analysis of women’s oppression are recog-
nized in an intuitive way in soap operas: the contradictions
which patriarchy generates are expressed time and again,

But it is precisely the lack of a prospect of a happy E_I_ldil’lg
which makes any solution of these contradictions inconceiv-
able. Women in . s0ap opera never rise above their own prob-

lematic positions. On the contrary, they completely identify
with them. In spite of all the miseries, they continue to believe
in the ideals of patriarchal ideology: whatever the cost, the
family must be held together (Miss Ellie); if your marriage
breaks down you try again with another man or you become
cynical (Sue Ellen); your happiness cannot be complete with-
out children (Pamela). Hence the problems in Dallas can never
be solved and are essentially cyclical: the patriarchal status quo
is non-viable but remains intact, . ————

Viewed in this way, the melodramatic sentimentality of
Dallas is ideologically motivated by a sense of the essential
impossibility of a fundamental alteration in the very structures
which should be held responsible for all the trouble and
unhappiness. This induces feelings of resignation and fatalism
— sentiments which are not exactly conducive to resistance to
those structures.- From a feminist point of view the Dallas
women therefore represent ‘bad’ positions: theirs are po-
sitions characterized by fatalism and passivity, while ‘good’
~ feminist — positions should be accompanied by a fighting
spirit and activity. It would seem, then, that the tragic struc-
ture of feeling is incompatible with a feminist sensibility.
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Sue Ellen versus Pamela

Two female positions in Dallas are particularly interesting in
this respect, because they appear at first sight to be mutually
conflicting: those occupied by Sue Ellen and Pamela. It is
striking in this context that the opinions of the letter-writers
are particularly divided over these two characters. Not all the
letter-writers speak about their sympathies and antipathies
towards the Dallas characters, but some letters indicate that
whoever likes Pamela doesn’t like Sue Ellen, and vice versa.

Pamela: a nice girl (I find her a woman of character: she can
be nice, but nasty too). Sue Ellen: has had bad luck with J.R.,
but she makes up for it by being a flirt. I don’t like her much.
And she’s too sharp-tongued. (Letter 3)

Why do I watch Dallas every Tuesday? Mainly because of
Pamela and that wonderful love between her and Bobby.
When I see those two | feel warmth radiating from them.
[. . .]Talso find the relationship between Miss Ellie and Jock
nice, but I'm scarcely interested at all in J.R. and Sue Ellen.
(Letter 8)

Sue Ellen: just fantastic, tremendous how that woman acts,
the movements of her mouth, hands, etc. That woman really
enters into her role, looking for love, snobbish, in short a real
woman. Pamela: a Barbie doll with no feelings, comes over
as false and unsympathetic (a waxen robot). (Letter 12)

Sue Ellen is definitely my favourite. She has a psychologically
believable character. As she is, | am myself to a lesser degree
(‘knocking one’s head against a wall once too often’) and I
want to be (attractive). [. . .] Pamela pouts, and is too sweet.
(Letter 17)

My main person is Sue Ellen (’m in love with Sue Ellen). She
is in fact the only normal person around, especially now
she’s gone mad. Perhaps that’s the secret of Dallas. You
never know exactly whether anyone is good or bad. Sue
Ellen, for example, is she really nice but now and then a bit
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disturbed so that she sometimes does something rotten?
Pamela, she’s always so terribly nice and sweet, 1 wouldn’t
trust her an inch. (Letter 23, from a man)

The problematic and conflicting character of Sue Ellen’s life
stand_s out most. She tries to compensate for her stormy
marriage with J.R. mainly by entering into extramarital
relations with other men (Cliff Barnes, Dusty Farlow), and
when these fail too she reaches for the bottle. The inner
conflicts this causes for her are explicitly expressed in the
scenes in which she pours out her heart to her psychiatrist
Doctor Ellby. This Doctor Ellby, by the way, disappeareci
without trace at a certain moment — he seemed simply not to
exist any longer from one episode to the next. But during his
presence in Dallas he functioned as it were as Sue Ellen’s alter
ego, he kept telling her that she must believe in her own
strength and must begin a new indépendent life, but Sue Ellen
herself does not feel up to this and continues to rely on the help
and guidance of a man (‘Dusty will get me out of here’).
Although she certainly is aware of what makes her unhappy —
her dependence on J.R. ~ she finds no possibility of finally
freeing herself from him: she remains with J.R. and at South-
fork because she can’t go anywhere else. -

Pamela’s position is different. Certainly at the beginning her
marriage to Bobby can definitely be called happy: they really
love one another and Bobby is a gentle, understanding man. Of
course there are problems: the fact that Pamela can’t have
ch}'ldren puts a damper on their marital bliss (she has a
miscarriage), and when both of them put a lot of energy into
their work for a while (Pamela in a fashion business, Bobby in
Ewing Oil), it threatens to weaken their marriage. But in
Pﬁmela’s case the hope remains that finally love will conquer
all.

Sue Ellen and Pamela are not close friends. They have little to
do with each other and don’t pay each other much attention:
the major part of their emotional energy is bestowed on the
men in their lives. Scenes dealing with the relations between the
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two women are, true to type, very infrequent in Dallas. Yet we
do get to see such scenes from time to time. It is, however,
striking that the subject of discussion in these scenes is nearly
always the same: their common position as Ewing wives.

In one of the scenes the discussion starts because of Miss
Ellie’s mastectomy. In an earlier scene Sue Ellen has told J.R.
that she finds what has happened to Miss Ellie appalling. ‘But
she will stay alive’, ].R. had said to her, as though to reassure
her, but she answers: ‘Sometimes that is not enough.’ In the
following dialogue with Pamela it becomes clear exactly what
she means by this:

Pamela: You can’t handle it, can you?

Sue Ellen: I don’t know what you’re talking about.

Pamela: 'm talking about Miss Ellie’s operation.

Sue Ellen: Can you? .

Pamela: 1 don’t know, and  hope I don’t ever have to know.

Sue Ellen: ].R. fell in love with me because I was a beauty
GHEET v o

Pamela: There are other things important to a woman
besides beauty.

Sue Ellen: What? Brain, charm, personality? You don’t
believe that for a minute, do you?

Pamela: Yes, 1 do.

Sue Ellen: Well, I've never met a man yet who thought of
brains when he first looked at a woman.

Pamela: Women don’t just exist for men, we exist for
ourselves first!

Sue Ellen: Not if you’re married to a Ewing.

Pamela: Well, ] am married to a Ewing.

Sue Ellen: Then open up your eyes! The Ewing men come
first, I would have thought you’ve learned that by now!
Pamela: I think you forget that I’'m married to Bobby not J.R.
Sue Ellen: Bobby, J.R., Jock, it doesn’t matter. In a couple of
years they’ll look at you in the same way: as property. And

you’d better be wrapped up in a pretty little package!
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In another scene in which the two women have a conversation
many months later, they each occupy roughly the same Standj
points, although Pamela’s marriage at that moment is suffering
severely from the fact that Bobby has thrown himself com-
pletely into his position as director of Ewing Oil and has
therefore alienated himself a little from her. Pamela feels
neglected and looks for compensation not only in her own
work, but also in a friend, a certain Alex Ward. This Alex
makes every attempt to seduce Pamela. Pamela definitely does
not appear impassive to this, but as yet she does not want to be
unfaithful to Bobby. The discussion with Sue Ellen takes place
after Sue Ellen has noticed Pamela in the company of Alex in
a restaurant. We are in the living room of Southfork Ranch,
where Pamela has just knocked back a stiff drink. At that
moment Sue Ellen comes in.

Sue Ellen: It looks like you needed that drink, Pam. | know
the difference between problem drinking and drinking for
pleasure!

Pamela: Hello, Sue Ellen.

Sue Ellen: Your secret is safe with me, Pam.

Pamela: 1 see Alex quite often. [. . .] It was a business lunch.

Sue Ellen: Well, 'm not the one to give you advice, but we’re
both married to Ewing men. It would be easier for you to
realize that Ewing women must make their own lives.

Pamela: Well, I’'ve made a life of my own, [ work.

Sue Ellen: 'm not talking about work, I'm talking about
total lives. The Ewing men are into power first, and -
affection second.

Pamela: 1 will never accept the fact that Bobby and J.R. are
the same,

Sue Ellen: How can you say that? What was your life like
when he was running Ewing Oil?

Sue Ellen: If ].R. seeks sex and affection somewhere else, so
why shouldn’t I? And why shouldn’t you?
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Pamela: Because it’s not that way!

Sue Ellen: Pam, I just want you to protect yourself. All Ewing
men are the same. [. ..] And for you to survive you have
two choices. You can either get out, or you can play by
their rules!

At this moment Bobby comes in. He steers towards Pamela and
embraces her tenderly. We see a close-up of Pamela, looking
over Bobby’s shoulder radiantly and triumphantly at Sue Ellen,
as though to say: “You can see we really love one another!’
But the last shot of the scene is a lingering close-up of Sue Ellen,
looking smilingly after the embracing couple with alook clearly
expressing her conviction of the inevitable decline of their love.

Sue Ellen and Pamela share a common social position — that
of a (Ewing) wife — but they have very different attitudes
towards it. Sue Ellen’s cynicism with regard to the male world
makes her subject herself recklessly to the norms and rules of
that very male world. Pamela on the other hand still believes in
the possibility of a harmonious, equal relationship with a man,
refuses to acknowledge that there are unbridgeable contradic-
tions and panics when she is actually confronted with them.
Sue Ellen’s position, then, fits into and expresses to an extreme
degree the tragic structure of feeling, while Pamela’s position is
based on an obstinate denial of it. Indeed, her continuing belief
in the Utopia of ‘true love’ reminds one rather of the structure
of feeling borne by the heroine of the popular romantic novel.
No wonder that some letter-writers affirm their sympathy for
Pamela by projecting on to her the fantasy of the romantic

happy ending:

I really like watching it, and especially Pamela and Bobby
because it comes across (in the film) like genuine love, even
though it’s only a film. (Letter 6)

If they (the writers) ever write Pamela and Bobby out of the
serial then it’s over for me. The good relationship between
those two is for me the reason for watching. But then, [ still
firmly believe in ‘true love’, (Letter 8)
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But within the framework of a melodramatic soap opera like
Dallas Pamela’s position is an impossible one. No happy
ending is ever achievable: her hopes will of necessity remain
unfulfilled. So it is not surprising that Sue Ellen’s certainty over
the futility of Pamela’s dream appears later to be verified. The
estrangement between Pamela and Bobby seems to have been
overcome when they adopt a child, Christopher, but not even
that can save their marriage. The tensions become so acute that
Pamela even decides at a certain moment to leave Bobby and
Southfork and live alone. She begins building up a new life: she
becomes her brother Cliff’s business partner and meets a new
man, Mark Graison, whom she does not really love, however.
Bobby continues to haunt her thoughts, although a divorce
seems inevitable. For Sue Ellen too the situation is changed,
although not fundamentally. She does, it is true, succeed in
divorcing J.R., goes to live alone, but quickly givesin to J.R.’s
skilful attempts to win her back. Against her berter judgement
she marries him again. This second marriage is an instant
fiasco: J.R.’s sole aim in fact is to ensure that he has an heir
(their little son John Ross) and he is otherwise completely
unchanged. Confronted with this situation, Sue Ellen decides
to abandon all attempts to be happy. . .. During a meeting
between the two women in a park, with happily playing
children in the background, the dilemmas are made clear yet
again.

Sue Ellen: 1 think it depends on what you want. . . .

Pamela: 1 want to wipe away the last year, and I want things
back the way they were.

Sue Ellen: 1f only we could wipe away the things that change
our lives. Of course, things are much simpler for me than
they are for you,

Pamela: Why? We’re both married to Ewings.

Sue Ellen: The difference is that you're a strong woman,
Pam. [ used to think I was, but I know differently now. I
need Southfork. On my own, I don’t amount to much. As
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much as I hate J.R., I really need to be Mrs J. R. Ewing.
And I need him to be the father of John Ross. So I guess |
just have to lead a married life without a husband.

Pamela: Sue Ellen, there are other ways.

Sue Ellen: Not for me, but for you. . . . You’ve made your
own way of life. Now you’re part of Wentworth Indus-
tries, you’re rich in your own right and you’ve got Mark
Graison out there waiting to marry you. You can never be
happy at Southfork again. . . .

Pamela: Sue Ellen, maybe everything you say is true. But
what do I do about the fact that I still love Bobby?

Sue Ellen: Sometimes love just isn’t enough, Pam. I'm living
proof of that.

Sue Ellen is the one who talks most, because she has found a
‘solution’ to surviving in her terrible situation. She knows that
there is no way out for her and accepts things as they are.
Pamela however still cannot and will not accept, but is power-
less before the overwhelming force of circumstances. She just
doesn’t know what to do. Which position is more tragic then:
the cynical fatalism of Sue Ellen, who has given up all her
desires, or the false hope of Pamela, who cannot find an outlet
for her desires, no matter how strong they are?

Sue Ellen and Pamela personify two feminine subject-
positions which are the result of being trapped in an all-
embracing —patriarchal —structure. Despite the apparent
differences between the two, then, in the end both share the
same fate. The contradictions of patriarchy are experienced at
first hand and even diagnosed, but there is no prospect of

change: feminist fantasies are totally absent in Dallas.

Pleasure, fantasy and cultural politics

What then about the ‘feminist potential’ of Dallas? What does
it mean to get pleasure from Dallas by recognizing and identi-
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fying with its tragic structure of feeling, as so many female
viewers seem to do?

Pleasure has so far not been discussed in this chapter. Yet
pleasure is something that concerns many feminists and that is
often seen as a problem for a feminist cultural politics. As part
of a broader political issue, two questions can be asked con-
cerning pleasure. First, what is the relevance of pleasure for a
political project such as feminism? And secondly: what is the
political and cultural meaning of the specific forms of pleasure
which women find attractive?

There are no simple answers to these questions, but feminists
certainly are convinced of the political importance of seeking
satisfactory answers. Thus Michéle Barrett wonders: ‘How can
we widen the purchase of feminist ideas if we cannot under-
stand why so many women read Woman and watch
Crossroads?’'° The relevance of pleasure is argued here by
Barrett in a quite specific way. The'understanding of women’s
existing pleasures, she appears to assert, can be useful for
developing a more effective way of spreading feminist con-
sciousness among the mass of women. Precisely how remains
unclear for the present, but one positive point of Barrett’s
argument is that the enormous popularity among women of
certain cultural forms is taken seriously. Thus she continues:
‘We need to know why the “women’s weepies” have an
apparently enduring appeal ... we need to examine much
more open-mindedly and sympathetically their basis in our
consciousness and subjectivity.’!? '

By presenting the problem in this way, Barrett avoids the
moralism of the ideology of mass culture in which pleasure in
‘mass culture’ is regarded as illicit. Women’s weepies and all
other forms of popular culture for women (such as fashion,
lyrical love songs and soap operas) must no longer be simply

condemned: we must recognize that they have a positive value
and meaning in women’s lives. At the same time, however,
Barrett does not attempt to fall into the opposite extreme; she

does not endorse the populist position in which any pleasure is
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by definition justified and is above all discussion, because for
her the understanding of these traditional pleasures of women
is explicitly linked with a feminist aim. It is certainly not the
aim to simply glorify those pleasures because they are popular
among women — which would be a form of deceptive, populist
solidarity — but to understand more thoroughly what concerns
women today, so that feminists can connect up with it more
efficiently. Women fortunately no longer need feel ashamed or
guilty if they watch Dallas, but at the same time feminists must
look for a way of making such pleasures politically productive
by situating them in a feminist plan of action.

But it remains unclear what conclusion we must draw from
Barrett’s argument. How, for example, can the fact that so

many women feel attracted to Dallas be made politically
useful? Does it mean that feminists must make ‘feminist soap
operas’ — whatever they might look like? Or is it a matter of
creating contexts in which subversive readings of Dallas are
promoted, so that the hope that Feuer and Seiter nourish in the
‘feminist potential’ of soap operas is realized after all?

A serious theoretical problem arises here. This has to do with
the danger of an overpolitic}_gigg_o,prlcasufﬁ. However much

Barrett, for example, tries to approach women’s weepies in an
open-minded and sympathetic way, her basic premise never-

theless remains that its enjoyment is ultimately politically bad
for women, because it does not lead to the adoption of feminist
ideas. A new antagonism is constructed here: that between the
fantasies of powerlessness inscribed in the tragic structure of
feeling, and the fantasies of protest and liberation inscribed in
the feminist imagination. But what does this antagonism
imply? Does experiencing pleasure in fantasies of powerless-
ness necessarily lead to political passivity, as the antagonism
suggests?

What is at stake here is the relationship between fantasy life,
pleasure and socio-political practice and consciousness. In this
context it is perhaps of less importance to wonder why
women'’s weepies have such enduring appeal, as Barrett would
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have it, than to ask what implications the sentimental pleasure
of identification with the tragic structure of feeling has for the
way in which women make sense of and evaluate their position
in society. And as the enduring popularity of women’s weepies
even among feminists would indicate, it is very doubtful
whether the two are as intimately interrelated as is sometimes
assumed. Must we see an imaginary identification with the
tragic and masochistic positions of Sue Ellen or Pamela as a
form of ‘oppression in ourselves’, a patriarchal ‘remnant’ that
unfortunately women still have to hark back to because femin-
ism has not yet developed any effective alternatives? Or can
such fantasmatic scenarios have a meaning for women which is
relatively independent of their political attitudes?

Although political activity certainly comprises a moment of
pleasure because it provides one with a sense of positive
identity, the project of feminism as a whole is not and never can
be based on pleasure alone, becatise the project itself is impel-
led by an angry rejection of the existing social order as essen-
tially unpleasurable, and by a projection of pleasure into a
(mythical) ideal future, For that reason many feminist fantasies
today are not pleasurable, but are linked with feelings of fury,
frustration and pain. Political struggle is directed towards
removing the distance between an ideal of the future and a
given reality, but the harsh conditions in which this struggle
must be waged inevitably create tensions in everyday life.
Frustrations are always lurking but, from a' political perspec-
tive, may not lead to giving up that ideal: the struggle must go
on. A feeling of discomfort therefore always underlies, and is
essential for, any political struggle for a better future, and for
two reasons: because of the realization that that future does
not yet exist, and because of the realization that a lot of energy
has to be invested to bring that future closer.

But itis impossible to live solely with a feeling of discomfort.
We cannot wait until the distant Utopia is finally achieved: here
and now we must be able to enjoy life — if only to survive. In
other words, any uneasiness with the present, with the social
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situation in which we now find ourselves, must be coupled with
an (at least partial) positive acceptance and affirmation of the
present. Life must be experienced as being worth the effort, not
just because a prospect exists for a better future, but also
because the present itself is a potential source of pleasure.

One dimension of life in which the distance between a
(pleasurable) absent and an (unpleasurable) present can be
eradicated is that of fantasy. Fantasies of the feminist Utopia,
for example, can remove the feeling of unease by making the
absent ideal present — in the imagination. Here it is not
primarily a matter of the content of the fantasy, but mainly of
the fact of fantasizing itself: producing and consuming fanta-
sies allows for a play with reality, which can be felt as ‘liberat-
ing’ because it is fictional, not real. In the play of fantasy we can
adopt positions and ‘try out’ those positions, without having to
worry about their ‘reality value’. In this sense then it is also little
to the point to assume that imaginary identifications with
the positions of ‘cynical fatalism’ (Sue Ellen) or ‘false hope’
(Pamela) would be politically bad because they would lead to
pessimism and resignation in real social life. At the level of
fantasy we can occupy those positions without having to
experience their actual consequences. It may well be, then, that
these identifications can be pleasurable, not because they im-
‘agine the Utopia to be present, but precisely because they create

'the possibility of being pessimistic, sentimental or despairing
' with impunity — feelings which we can scarcely allow ourselves
| in the battlefield of actual social, political and personal strug-
‘ gles, but which can offer a certain comfort if we are confronted
by the contradictions we are living in. It is in this sense that we
' can interpret Terry Lovell’s assertion that ‘Soap opera may be
[. . .] a context in which women can ambiguously express both

goodhumoured acceptance of their oppression and recognition

of that oppression, and some equally-goodhumoured protest
against_it.”** But, we must add, this acceptance (just like
protest) takes place within the world of fantasy, not outside it.
It says nothing about the positions and standpoints that the
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same women occupy in ‘real life’. After all, watching soap
operas is never the only thing they do. In other activities, other
positions will be (or have to be) assumed.

Fantasy is therefore a fictional area which is relatively cut off
and independent. It does not function in place of, but beside,
other dimensions of life (social practice, moral or political
consciousness). It is a dimension of subjectivity which is a
source of pleasure because it puts ‘reality’ in parentheses,
because it constructs imaginary solutions for real contradic-
tions which in their fictional simplicity and their simple
fictionality step outside the tedious complexity of the existing
social relations of dominance and subordination.

It seems therefore impossible to ascertain whether the
pleasure of Dallas that is based on a recognition of and
identification with the tragic structure of feeling is intrinsically
progressive or conservative, and therefore politically good or
bad — such a question would moreover contain an in-
strumentalist conception of pleasure, as though pleasure itself
doesn’t much matter — because that pleasure is first and
foremost connected with the fictional nature of the positions
and solutions which the tragic structure of feeling constructs,
not with their ideological content. In terms of content the
fantasy positions and solutions brought about by the tragic
structure of feeling and the melodramatic imagination do seem
indeed to incline to conservativism, and of course they can and
must also be criticized for this — i.e. in so far as they are
conservative representations. The politics of representation
does matter. But the fact that we can identify with these
positions and solutions when we watch Dallas or women’s
weepies and experience pleasure from them is a completely
different issue: it need not imply that we are also bound to take
up these positions and solutions in our relations to our loved
ones and friends, our work, our political ideals, and so on.

Fiction and fantasy, then, function by making life in the
present pleasurable, or at least livable, but this does not by any
means exclude radical political activity or consciousness. It
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does not follow that feminists must not persevere in trying to
produce new fantasies and fight for a place for them; at the level
of cultural production the main issue of struggle is clear, as
many feminist filmmakers, writers and artists have shown. It
does, however, mean that, where cultural consumption is
concerned, no fixed standard exists for gauging the ‘progres-
siveness’ of a fantasy. The personal may be political, but the
personal and the political do not always go hand in hand.
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