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SOCIAL RECEPTION OF TV-SHOWS
AN INTERACTIONAL APPROACH VS, SOCIAL PSYCHOLOGY

In "Mass Entertaimment™ Harold Mendelsohn wrote extensively on
pleasures of parasocial mtonotion1. Mendelsohn referred %o the
ideas of D, Horton and A, Strause who had investigated this impor-
tant and unique aspest of mass ontortaixnontz. Agcording to these
authors both television and radio afford simulate face-to-face, ine
fornal oonversation with their unseen audiences. A TV-star tries
$o build up &n illusion of intimacy between himself and his eu-
dience., He makes himself the butt of a joke and builds up a sphere
of common experiences with his viewers. Sometimes over the months
and years the same star reveals many facete of hia persomality, so
that the spesotator is prepared to play his receptive -part sponta-
neously, The illusion of intimacy is sustained by the use of in-
formal mannerisms, costuming as well as gestures,  oconversationsl
language, mood and tone. The etar makea efforts to maintain a ho=-
me-like atmosphere throughout the show and the spectator comes to
believe that he "knows" the star better than anyone alge.

Yet parasocial interaction is distinguished from the real per~ -
sonal one in that, in the first instance, the viewer is free to
engage in, or withdraw from the relationship, In perasocial inte- -
raction performer controls interaction from start to finish and
the exchange of roles is not real.

* University of Lédé.

3 Ho Mendelson llau Entertainment, College and Uni-
versity Presa, New Haven 1§66, Pe 128-133. ‘ :

2p.Horto ng, A. S t r aue s, Interaction in Audience
Participation Shows, "American Journal of Sociology" 1956/1957,
vol. 62, p, 569-579; D. Horton, B, Ro Wo h Mass Communi=
cat%t;g g;g. Psrasocial Interaction, "Psychiatry® 195‘. vol., 19,
Pe - . 3 ' : ?
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dcoording to Mendelsohn there are two main pleasures deriving
from porasccial interaotion, First, 1% allows the audience to try
out a varlety of roles whioh it cannot achieve in real 1life; the
apectator can vee his fantasy. Second, for people who are out off
from a poselbllity of deep, real social interaction parasocial
interaction serves as a substitute for interpersonal partiocipation.

1t must be noted, however that Mendelsohn’s presentation of
the views of Horton and Strauss is one-sided. He contraste para=-
soclal interaction only with the real personal one. Nevertheless,
besides the real parsonal and parasocial interzction in their ana~
lyses of IV productions hoth quoted authors have alsc referred to
vicaricus experience, It im obvious that a televiewer may, at the
nosty, be a watcher of real personal interaction between people in
the TV-studio., In reality only two possibllities compete with each
other in the attitudes and experiences of spectator: the paraso~
cial interaction - a simulated conversation of actors with viewers,
and the vicarious experience ~ a reception of the show devold of
any simulation of two way contact between sender and receiver.

Vicarious experience appears when the televiewer receives pro-
ductions of complete, clomed dramaturgical structure. Such is the
character of substitute contacts provided by ell films, drama pro-
ductions and by all performances based on fiction, In ocommenting
thie dichotomle typology of all TV-productions we could sey mass
encartaimment originates from two sources only. One source is pro-
vided by the carnival tradition, soocial entertainment and all
forms of games with personal participation. Another source is the
tradition of art. It is a peradox that modern entertalmment combi-
neg these two traditions. Art serves for entertainment while en-
tertainment is esthetically stylized. Art and fabular fiction ca-
ter for the spectator in a way similar to that of a social gather=
ing; at the seme time in mase media presentations of social gati=
herings the atmosphers of spontanelity is replaced by artistio sty-
1ization. .

Je shall now return %o the oppositiont vicarious experience/
/oorasocisl interaction., In the first case the sender or the astar
are zbaent since the production doss not have the charascter of
personal encounter, Of crucial importance is here the experience
of fabular fiction or of dramaturgically stylized reality. Pro-
tagoniate in the show are fictitious; there is no illusion of role



Social Reception of TV-show 203

exchange bLetween sender and receiver, There are no slemenis of
active play. The spectator builde up an aesthetic attitude in hiwg
nind by entering into the spirit of fictitious events and charac~
ters. His participation in this pretended encounter with someons
who pretends to be visiting him ie different from his watching of
the vicissitudes of a screen character who does not notice him
Presence at all,

In the empirical study reported below reference was made not
only to H, Mendelsohn’s concapt of parascocial interaction, but al-
80 to the opposition of parasocial interaction and vicarious ex-
perience.

Our analysis of the problem was made on the basis of 180 in-
terviews with televiewers about santertainment programs and shows
forming & part of a monthly Saturday-night block of programming
known as "Studio 2", Its formula is very extensive and it includea
popularscience thrillera, sports shows, gosseip, appearances by
amateur singers, the news, westerns, revue, literary cabarets, who-
dunits and 8o on. ;

Some discrepancy has been found hatween the size of the au-
dience of some Studio 2 productions and its estimates by raspon-
dents. Films, sports, games had the largest sudience, However, pro-
grams which had the strongest impact on the viewers' ° imaginstion
and left the most vivid memories were all based on pargsocisl
encounters with big celebrities or stars. The symbolic interaction
theory, despite the intentions of its esuthors, doea not explain all
aspeots of this phenomenon, e should therefore make yet another
reference to the psycho-socisl, projection-identification theory
formulsted by Edgar Yorin3,

Out of many programs shown one Saturday-night three exzhibited
formal similarities end they were the ones which left the cleurest
impression . on the viewers’ imagination. All three: a broadcast
demonstration class for amateur eingers taught by a well-known
actor, an intimate interview (not & show) with & sroup of enter-
tainers and & personal encounter with a famous woman-journaliat
left the audience with the personal impressions of the pecpls pra-
dented, All three programs contained some psrsonal elements. In
this way they exemplified the parasocial formula of contact with
the viewer more clearly than the rest of productions of the night,

3

E., XMorin, Kino i wyobrafnia, PIW, Sarsgéua 1976.
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The celebrities in studio did not address televiewers directly,
they did not create an 1llusicn of conversation with the watchers.
Yot the lmprovised cheracter of their apsech and the subordination
of the course of encounters to the temperament, mood and intelli-
gence of the stars contributed to the impremsion of expertiase,
straightforwardnese aud intimacy of ccntact. The boldness of the
atars in presenting their weak points end in revealing their inti-
mate secrets eerved the same purpose,

The wide popularity of the broadcast demonstration olass for
singers was probably & result of something more than ite formel
etylization based on the principle of parasooial contact with the
viewer, In our present investigation it is necessary to combine
arguments from the field of interacticmal organization of ZTVepro-
ductions with references to psychological needs and motivations
of viewsrs, 4 televiewer may have a predilection for certain fore
nal trickes or forma stylized entertalnment but a production must
above &ll satisfy his overt or covert needs,

Identification with the amateur singers in studlio gave the
viswers aun impression of personal superiority, Despite the bane-
volent and tactful manners of the presenter the quality of amateur
productions was poor and the singers’ behavior awkward., The taot
and good-will of the teaching actor only partly succesasful in oo-
vering up the scmewhat dishonest intentions of the viewers. Their
hidden, semiconscious agression could be sustained only under the
sover of manifest loyalty towards performers who were taking the
risk of a public production. Had the agression dominated overtly
their attitudes toward the performing amateurs one of the main me-
chanisus of reception i.e. interchangeability of projected dreams
with ideational identifications would have been disturbed. Instead
the viewers’ attitudes exhibited a complex dialectiocs of Joyful
disdain and compassionate identification. dlthough 'many viewers
were convinced of their identification with the star alone, their
interview answers point o a greater complexity of their reception
procesges. The helpless, acrimoniously commented amateurs wers,
nevertheleas, another source of 1dcnt1tiout1¢n for vio-nr-."!ho
actor’s moralizing emplified in the viewers their projections of
aspirations and their need of superiority while the awkwardness of
amateurs triggered off compassionate identification. The opposi-
tions professor volunteer manifested in the program gave rise to a
curiously fluctusting synthesis in the viewer. '
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In the case discussed sbove two wides of the viewer's soul
found two sepsrate incarnations, It will be shown that more fre-
quently spectators locate their projections and identifications in
the seme person or in the image of one character. The cultural
audience is interested in strongly mythicised sooial protagoninata
but 1t also demands their prssentation in usual human dimensicns.
Entertainers, these representatives of wodern "high-life® are su-
per-hbumen tkrough the roles they imperscnate but at the same time
buman in their private lives. When a divinely talented star turns
out to be a provident house-wifs, a wife and a mother the myth
gets supported by debunking. The viewer is then given a mental come
fort which derives from his manipulation of dreams and identifi-
cation,

Under such humsn conditions the parssocial interaction between
screen characters and the viewer leaves & longer-lasting iumpres-
sion in hie memory than productions of closed structure, sspecial- .
ly those which fall ehort of artistic standars. Although the wi=-
carious experienoce productions had prime-time audiences it was the
intimate interviews which made the conversation on the following
day. Peychological analyses reveal that parasocial interaction #Ml-
led by projections (dreams) and identifications constitutes also
@ kind of subatitute experience. The interectional discrepanocy be-
tween parasocial interaction and vicarious experience ia cancelled
out by the psychologiocel analysis. In both ceses we deal with hu~
man needs and wotivations. It remsing to be detexmined which of
the two approachea is more useful. Is it more important to point
out the ccatradictions or the unity of human pature? It seema that
& holistio image of the world requires "stereoscopic® vision, E,
Cassirsr laid that wo should study both the causes and the forms
of: things + It follows that we should combine interactional ap~-
proach with social payohology.

1f we accept that & parasocial encounter is closer to the na-
ture of fagce~tc~faae intersotion than vicarious experience provi-
ded by a performance, then it is likely that the success of shows
utilizing the former formula is expressive of the yearning of cone
temporary man for forms of direaot partioipation, However, the re-
treat from & mpectacls to a heartfelt sncountar shows that the

19?1‘ B.Camssirer, BEsejocsiowieku, ciytélhik. Varssawa
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ocontemporary audience of entertainment feels anxiety and disen~
chantment, The soreen today separates actors and spectators muoh
more than the footlights in the past. It was the footlighte which
firet relieved some from responsibility for the course of play,
and deprived others of the spontaneous joy of non-professional pan-
ticipation in it. The fragmentation of the carnival into systema~
tically spaced-out Saturdays, &snd curbing of dissulute merry-ma=-
king to the extent of imposing a superficial rationality on 1it,
often leaves an aura of boredom over playtime. The eceptic who
distrusts ritusl and instead distractedly watoches others at play,
has no chance of cathartic experience, Having ocontributed no phy~
sical or spiritual effort to play-making he receives nothing but
commonplace dreams and identifications which he ashamedly consigns
to semi-oblivion,.

This invelvement in the semi-participant Tv play-meking . may
mean that the contemporary viewer atill does not know how to play
in accordance with the spirit of the industrial mass oculture, Only
half-consciously perhaps he turns to the sources of play, wanting
the slectronic TV-show to provide an illusion of the old holiday.

Bogustaw Surkowski

SPOZECZNA RECEPCJA WIDOWISK TELEWIZYJNYCH
PODEJSCIE INTERAKCYJNE A PSYCHOLOGIA SPOLECZNA

Autor posiugujge si¢ danimi z wiasnych badafi npad recepog; TV
zagtznawie 8i¢ nad mozliwodcisg rozpatrywania kontaktéw £ mediami
Jako zastgpczego 4rdédta kontaktdéw spoXecznych.



