
 

2015 
 

 

THE LAND OF T HE TELENOVELA  

IN THE AGE OF SOCIAL MEDIA  

 

A STUDY OF THE BRAZILIAN PRIME-TIME SOAP OPERA AND ITS ONLINE 

MEDIATIONS FROM A SOCIAL SEMIOTIC PERSPECTIVE FOR THE PURPOSES OF 

INFORMING COMMUNICATION THEORY AND CRITICAL LITERACY PRACTICES 

 

 

 

 

 

George Paszkiewicz Jr. 

 

 

 

 

Thesis submitted in partial fulfilment of the requirements of London Metropolitan University 

for  the degree of Doctor of Philosophy. 

 

 

 

 

 



The Land of the Telenovela in The Age of Social Media  George Paszkiewicz Jr. 2015 

2 
 

 

 

 

 

For the late Charles De Silva, whose transcendental support is most deeply 

appreciated. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



The Land of the Telenovela in The Age of Social Media  George Paszkiewicz Jr. 2015 

3 
 

ABSTRACT  

 

This thesis investigated communicational processes of text interaction between the so called novela 

das oito (lit.  eight oôclock soap opera) or the prime -time Brazilian soap opera ï also known as 

telenovela or simply novela ï and differen t groups of viewers, for the purposes of informing 

communication theory, on the one hand, and critical literacy  practices, on the other. The investigated 

groups of viewers continually consumed this highly popular  genre of serialised fiction, whilst also 

participating  in online communities about novelas from a  pioneering social network service called 

Orkut . Selected social theories of language and communication were used to investigate the primary 

text genre (i.e. the prime-time Brazilian telenovela) and the context where it originates, in relation the 

secondary communicational genres (i.e. selected Orkut communities  about telenovelas) and the 

respective context where they emerged out of these intertextual interactions .  

To conduct this investigation , specific notions of text and genre were established in terms of  their 

affordances and limitations,  as discussed in Kress and Van Leeuwen (2001) and in Kress (2003, 2010) 

with respect to textual  modes of representation, and as developed in English (2011) with respect to 

genre itself. As such, novelas and online discussions about novelas were analysed here in terms of the 

specific ways in which genre afforded as well as it limited not only the design, the production  and the 

distribution  of both primary and secondary texts, but also their reception (i.e. consumption ). For this, 

an adapted version of Englishôs analytical framework  (ibid.) was developed and employed, with  these 

multimodal texts and genres found to be oriented in specific terms with regard to their social aspects 

(contextually and discursively), on the one hand, and their material aspects (thematically and 

semiotically), on the other  hand. 

As a result, a detailed understanding was provided , not only in terms of the specific ways in which 

these popular texts and genres orient ed interacti ons, but also in terms of the specific ways in which 

these interactions orient ed these texts and genres in turn. As these crucial points were carefully laid 

out, this research was able to suggest that the secondary texts and genres arising in the form of 

spontaneous interactions with widely popular television programmes, such as novelas, appeared to 

demonstrate, in practical  terms, their  potential to foster critical literacy practices ï defined here as the 

progressive ability to interact with and make sense of different texts and contexts, discourses and 

genres, and their representational modes used through the means of different media. 

The research is therefore original at  two levels. Firstly, by providing  a detailed exploration of the 

prime -time Brazilian telenovela in relation to some dimensions of its reception  ï at the same time also 

seen as dimensions of (re)design and (re)production of secondary texts and genres from a multimodal 

social semiotic perspective ï it offers a multidisciplinary approach through an attempt at combining 

Media and Communications with Ap plied Language Studies. It is in this sense that the extension and 

subsequent employment of a multimodal analytical framework  inform  and contribute  to 

communication theory . Secondly, by considering the implications of this empi rical study in terms of 

how we learn and improve our abilities to communicate more effectively for a multitude  of purposes, 

this research promotes a wider notion of literacy in practical terms. This is also seen as representing 

an original contribution towards critica l approaches to pedagogy in specific terms. 
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1. INTRODUCTION  

 
De teoria, na verdade, precisamos nós. 

De teoria que implica uma inserção na realidade, num contato analítico com o existente, para 

comprová -lo, para vivê -lo e vivê-lo plenamente, praticamente.  

Neste sentido é que teorizar é contemplar.  

Não no sentido distorcido que lhe damos, de oposição à realidade (...) 

[Of theory , actually, we are in need . 

Of theory that  implies immersing ourselves in  reality, in an analytical contact with the existent, in 

order to verify it, to live it and live it entirely, practically.  

In this sense, to theorise is to contemplate. 

 Not in the distorted s ense we give it, as if in contrast to reality  (é)]1  

(Freire, 1979: 93) 

 

This is the product  of my research degree in Media and Communications, during which  I 

have studied contemporary processes of textual interaction between widely popular 

television programmes and their viewers in Brazil, where I come from. Because of its cultural 

significance, I have chosen to deal with the Brazilian variety of what has been, for decades, 

the most widely watched genre of television programme, not only in the country, but also in 

the whole of Latin America 2. Produced and broadcast by the most powerful TV network  in 

the country , Rede Globoôs prime-time telenovela is popularly known and widely referred to 

in Brazil as the novela das oito (e.g. Leal, 1986; Cardoso, 2008), literally meaning the  eight 

oôclock soap opera. It  is aired all year round, from Monday to Saturday, at  nine oôclock in the 

evening.3 

                                                           
1
 My translation 

2
 Cf. Audits & Surveys Worldwide Inc (1998) Los Medios y Mercados de Latino América [The Media and 

Markets of Latin America]. Available from https://www.askgfk.us/index.php (last accessed on 21.09.2014). 

3
 !ƭǘƘƻǳƎƘ ΨǘƘŜ ƴƻǾŜƭŀΩ ƻƴƭȅ ǎǘŀǊǘǎ ŀŦǘŜǊ Jornal Nacional όƛΦŜΦ ǘƘŜ ΨŜƛƎƘǘ ƻΩŎƭƻŎƪ ƴŜǿǎΩύΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƻƴƭȅ ǎǘŀǊǘǎ ŀǘ 

ΨŀǊƻǳƴŘΩ ŜƛƎƘǘ ŦƛŦǘŜŜƴΣ ǘƘŜ ŀŎǘǳŀƭ ǎǘŀǊǘƛƴƎ ǘƛƳŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƴƻǾŜƭŀ Ƙŀǎ ōŜŜƴ ΨŀǊƻǳƴŘΩ ŜƛƎƘǘ ŦƻǊǘȅ-five for as long as I 

can remember. This detail clearly reflects something that I only realised after moving to the UK, which is the 

ƴƻǘƻǊƛƻǳǎ ǿƛŘŜǎǇǊŜŀŘ [ŀǘƛƴ !ƳŜǊƛŎŀƴ ΨƭƛōŜǊŀƭΩ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘ ǘƻǿŀǊŘǎ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘ ƻŦ ǇǳƴŎǘǳŀƭƛǘȅΦ Lƴ ǊŜŎŜƴǘ ȅŜŀǊǎΣ 

however, such an approach appears to have been changing ever so slightly. Even Rede Globo has recently 

begun to advertise its prime-time telenovela as its novela das nove (litΦ ƴƛƴŜ ƻΩŎƭƻŎƪ novela), as I first noticed it 

ǿƘŜƴ ǾƛǎƛǘƛƴƎ .ǊŀȊƛƭ ƛƴ нлмлΦ bŜǾŜǊǘƘŜƭŜǎǎΣ ǾƛŜǿŜǊǎ ƘŀǾŜ ŎƻƴǘƛƴǳŜŘ ǘƻ ǊŜŦŜǊ ǘƻ ΨǘƘŜ ƴƻǾŜƭŀΩ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ άnovela das 

oitoέ ǿƘŜƴŜǾŜǊ ǘƘŜȅ ƴŜŜŘ ǘƻ ŘƛǎǘƛƴƎǳƛǎƘ ƛǘ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ǎƛȄ ƻΩŎƭƻŎƪ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǎŜǾŜƴ ƻΩŎƭƻŎƪ ǾŀǊƛŜǘƛŜǎΦ Lƴ нлммΣ ǘƘŜ 

(sub)genre in point became the source of inspiration for a film with the same name (i.e. Novela das Oito), 

translated to English as Prime Time SoapΦ {ŜŜ !ǇǇŜƴŘƛȄ мо όŦƛƎǳǊŜ суύ ŦƻǊ ŀƴ 9ƴƎƭƛǎƘ ǾŜǊǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŦƛƭƳΩǎ 

poster, also available on: http://www.imdb.com/title/tt1885344/  (last accessed on 21.09.2014). 

https://www.askgfk.us/index.php
http://www.imdb.com/title/tt1885344/


The Land of the Telenovela in The Age of Social Media  George Paszkiewicz Jr. 2015 

12 
 

1.1. Purpose and Objectives  

The ultimate purpose of this effort to contribute to  the knowledge on these particular 

semiotic relations is to inform critical literacy practices at different levels of education. This 

effort is primarily intended as a contribution  towards improving studentsô capacity for 

independent thinking and articulation of their thoughts and perspectives.  

It my belief that this can be achieved to an increased extent as learners grow aware of how 

language works through these processes of interaction between texts ï in the widest sense of 

the word ï and those who interact with  texts, whether as their designers, producers and 

distributors, or as their consumers ï who also happen to be text co-designers, particularly in 

the case of soap operas and telenovelas. 

Therefore, what this research has set out as its prime objectives to accomplish, are as follows: 

 

(1) To reveal the complexity of several aspects of this remarkably popular genre of TV 

programme from a social semiotic perspective, thus within the tradition of a social 

theory of language and communication, with particular focus on the process of text 

interaction and its respective interpersonal dimension. Rather than merely looking at 

Brazilian telenovelas as cultural products for textual analyses in isolation, their 

viewers and the secondary texts that emerge as viewers interact  are also seen here as 

an integral part of the textual fabric, whose pedagogical potential remains greatly 

underexplored, particularly in their  country of origin.  

(2) To suggest newly informed pedagogical strategies, also within the tradition of a social 

theory of language, for a more effective critical literacy  as defined below. Such 

strategies and practices are to offer students more opportunities to engage with a 

wider range of text genres in formal education, not only in ways which are as active, 

as reflective and even as critical as the way consumers already engage with texts of 

their own choice informally and somewhat unconsciously, but most importantly, in 

ways which attempt to foreground the social and the material aspects of dif ferent 

genres and their respective potential implications fo r the teaching and learnin g of 

topics and subjects more or less directly related with  language and communication . 

 

1.2.  Background to  the  Research  

Ever since I moved to the UK back in 2004 to pursue my specialist studies, I have had the 

opportunity to explore the social semiotics of Hodge and Kress (1988), which developed out 

of the social linguistics of Halliday (1978), and these theories have largely contrib uted to my 
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better understanding of many of the aspects of the aforementioned relations between texts 

and interlocutors, particularly  with respect to how we learn as we communicate. From the 

perspective of a social semiotic theory of learning, it can be said that the signs and the 

concepts ï which are constantly being formulated and reformulated as people interact with 

people and with all kinds of texts ï provide insights into stances in the world in relation to 

specific entities or phenomena (cf. Kress, 1997). These interactions take place in complex 

ways through a multitude of modes of communication and representation bearing varying 

affordances and limitations, as Kress and Van Leeuwen (2001) have discussed. 

For instance, in a particular sequence of the final episode of the telenovela América  (2005) , 

after so many ups and downs throughout the eight-month long narrative, one of the leading 

characters asks his romantic pair whether she loves him, to which she verbally replies that 

she does. To her interlocutor, howev er, additional modes of communication are at play, such 

as the womanôs facial expressions and her gestures and for some reason they do not seem 

exactly aligned with the affirmative reply  that has just been uttered. Further prosodic aspects 

such as her low voice pitch and flat intonation  also seem to provide a mild  degree of 

uncertainty  to the interlocutor. A t the same time, to the vast majority of those who were 

tuned in  to Rede Globo on that decisive evening, furthe r auditory and visual  modes also 

appear to be in contradict ion with the characterôs uttered words. The accompanying sound 

score, the lighting and the framing  appear to indicate with relative clarity that, contrary to 

what the character is saying, she does not really love him, at least in the sense that he is 

asking, as any viewer fairly acquainted with this particular use of such resources would have 

probably noticed.  

As texts are designed and produced through a combination of multiple semiotic resources, 

such as modes (e.g. images, sounds, gestures), media (e.g. paper and pen, television, 

computer) and other materials (e.g. lights, costumes, props) in specific ways, certain aspects 

may be seen as ótypicalô of a given genre such as the telenovela for instance, thus informing 

and communicating as well. Drawing  on Hallidayôs social interpretation of language and 

meaning (1978) and the multimodal theory of Kress and Van Leeuwen (2001) to analyse 

student writing in particular , English (2011) focuses on the social semiotic aspects of genre 

as a complex concept which comprises modes and media among other equally important 

elements, demonstrating the impact they  all have on communication  in specific ways. That is 

to say, for instance, that when genre itself is taken into account as a communicative entity, 

the scene described in the example above provides an even greater degree of certainty that 

the words of the character answering the sentimental question are, in fact, unequivocally 

untrue. This is because readers, viewers, listeners and so on have gradually built  a repertoire 

of experienced textual interactions ï the social ï which, in turn , inform their  expectations as 
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to how different events tend to unfold in terms of the way they are organised in relation to 

each other with regard to both content and form ï the material ( ibid , p. 4). 

Thus, whether considering genres as textual entities  (e.g. soap operas, musicals, novels, 

podcasts, travel magazine articles, horoscopes, social networking or dating websites, blogs, 

music albums, videogames, board games, academic essays, job application forms, interior 

designs of childrenôs bedrooms, national anthems, table cloth patterns, supermarket shelves, 

ónew worldô wine bottles and labels, pedestrian crossings and lights, mobile phone apps, etc, 

etc), or as activity sequences within social practices (e.g. job interviews, customer services 

phone calls, political debates, football matches, passport control at international borders, 

driving tests, train journeys, doctorôs appointments, etc, etc), it follows that when different 

genres of communication are perceived in terms of what they can do and what they cannot 

do, that is, in terms of their  respective affordances and limitations (ibid , p. 64), the effect of 

genres in shaping our ways of interacting, understanding and learning seems undeniable, 

just as well as the perhaps slightly more evident effects of the representational modes of 

communication (e.g. speech, sounds, writing, visuals, gestures, textures, etc), the media 

being employed (e.g. clay tablets and styluses, paper and ink, screen, mouse and keyboard, 

hands and fingers, etc) and the countless textual materials that  constitute  the textual fabric 

in one way or another (e.g. pronunciation, pitch and intonation;  orthography, calligraphy 

and typography; vocabulary and grammar;  photography and scenography; melody and 

rhythm , etc). 

As this research shall suggest in detail , because it is believed that genres, in conjunction with  

and encompassing modes, media and textual materials , have great potential to foster the 

teaching and learning of a more carefully and critically considered concept of literacy, both 

with óthe mediaô as well as about óthe mediaô, as an essentially ñdialectical and reflexiveò 

process (Buckingham, 1993: 297), such possibilities really should be explored. When this 

project effectively began, back in early 2007, as a follow-up to my Masterôs Degree 

dissertation ï which had briefly looked at some social semiotic aspects of the telenovela 

América  (2005) ï I had initially intended to  investigate empirically the full communicative 

cycle of design, production, distribution and consumption of Rede Globoôs prime-time 

telenovelas. However, as the logistics involved in contacting and interviewing  TV producers 

and broadcasters at Globo, whilst based in the UK, proved extremely difficult, not to say 

impossible, I had to consider concentrating  on the text genre and its consumers, thus 

(perhaps fortunately ) limit ing the scope of the research within the intriguing  gap between 

texts and their  readers and/ or viewers, that is, the acts or practices of 

reading/ viewing/receiving/consuming/etc.  and what appeared to emerge from them in 

terms of how viewers or text consumers learn to communicate in specific ways through these 

(inter)textual interactions . I t was during this process of exploring these texts and their 



The Land of the Telenovela in The Age of Social Media  George Paszkiewicz Jr. 2015 

15 
 

viewers that I  came across a great deal of data continually being generated by viewers of 

telenovelas in the form of secondary texts from an early social networking service, which had 

quickly become a sensation among millions of Brazil ian internet users. As thousands of 

viewers of Brazilian telenovelas interacted online in groups of tens or even hundreds, they 

produced their  texts about novelas in a óchaotically organisedô fashion (cf. Blommaert and 

Jie, 2010) across different communities  and topics. Perhaps inadvertently, this attractive 

virtual space had enabled people across fairly different ages and backgrounds to interact for 

a much more prolonged period of time than they might have done in óreal lifeô, or perhaps 

they did have certain things in  common nevertheless, or even perhaps they felt that they 

should interact in a more or less similar fashion in terms of the ways that they employed 

language whilst discussing topics more or less related to telenovelas. As I  attempted to make 

sense of these ongoing interactions  surrounding the primary text genre of the Brazilian 

telenovela, it became apparent that these online interlocutors  presented themselves and 

their predominantly written comments in specific ways according to certain aspects, as if 

there were different genres of communication. As these online participant observations  

continued,  it also became gradually more apparent that  a wide range of issues were in 

constant negotiation through the means of the common interest (favourable or otherwise) 

that these interlocutors  showed in the novelas they discussed, criticised, paid tribute to, 

mocked at, so on and so forth. 

Often, these online interactions between viewers of telenovelas would take place at the same 

time as the novela was broadcast, as it is increasingly more common these days with many 

other prime -time TV programmes and more prominent social networking services, such as 

Facebook and Twitter.4  

 

Figure 1: "How did we use to watch novelas before Twitter?"
5
 

                                                           
4
 E.g. Figures from the Braziliŀƴ LƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜ ƻŦ tǳōƭƛŎ hǇƛƴƛƻƴ όL.ht9ύ ǎƘƻǿ ǘƘŀǘ άрл ǇŜǊ ŎŜƴǘ ƻŦ ¢ǿƛǘǘŜǊ ǳǎŜǊǎ 

ŀŎŎŜǎǎ ǘƘŜ ǎƛǘŜ ǿƘƛƭŜ ǿŀǘŎƘƛƴƎ ¢±έΣ ǇǳōƭƛǎƘŜŘ ƻƴ моΦлтΦнлмоΦ !ǾŀƛƭŀōƭŜ ŀǘΥ http://www.ibope.com.br/pt-

br/noticias/Paginas/50-dos-usuarios-do-Twitter-acessam-a-rede-enquanto-assistem-a-TV.aspx  (last accessed 

on 21.09.2014). 

5
 Source: Twitter. Available at:  https://twitter.com/KNVasconcelos/status/226841603019530240 (idem). 

http://www.ibope.com.br/pt-br/noticias/Paginas/50-dos-usuarios-do-Twitter-acessam-a-rede-enquanto-assistem-a-TV.aspx
http://www.ibope.com.br/pt-br/noticias/Paginas/50-dos-usuarios-do-Twitter-acessam-a-rede-enquanto-assistem-a-TV.aspx
https://twitter.com/KNVasconcelos/status/226841603019530240
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Bearing in mind the fact that my initial  project was primarily intended as a form of 

contribution  to a better understanding of the various ways in which we develop our abilities 

to communicate, these secondary texts continually produced by a relatively  large number of 

viewers of novelas before they watched them, as they watched them, and after they watched 

them, were considered as a rather valuable and relevant corpus to be explored in conjunction 

with the novelas being watched. Moreover, as it will be seen, by incorporating and exploring 

in detail the relevant contents from this source of empirical data  about novelas in relation to 

different groups o f viewers, a secondary layer of equally meaningful textual interactions has 

emerged and informed this research to a large extent. Fundamentally , this has been an 

endeavour to pursue the possibility that language and communication can be studied 

through a different app roach in a number of different contexts and educational levels, so as 

to inform and promote critical literacy practices more widely.  

 

1.3.  The Approach of the Research  

From the works of educators such as Bernstein (1990; 2000), Buckingham (1993; 2003;  

2007), Cope and Kalantzis (1993; 2000), Fairclough (1995; 2003), Van Dijk (1998), Kress 

(1997; 2003; 2010), Kress and Van Leeuwen (1996, 2001), Kress et al. (2005) and Van 

Leeuwen (2005; 2008),  the importance of a critical approach to the teaching and learning of 

language and communication is clear and evident. What it entails is an examination of all the 

sources from which literacy is derived and which goes well beyond school grammar and 

literature classes, including the text genres to be found in popular media and their respective 

contexts and locations. 

Moreover, this examination should include text usersô own viewpoints as part of such 

contexts and locations while attempting to explore the complexities of different readings that 

emerge during the (re)design and (re)production of subsequent texts. Furthermore, such 

texts and their respective modes of representation and media have a much greater 

communicational p otential when actively used as social semiotic resources, as Kress has 

discussed (e.g. 2010). In that respect, English (2011) developed, and specifically applied to 

academic student writing, a rather elaborate and useful theorisation of genre as a social 

semiotic resource which demonstrates that the potential of pedagogical achievements can 

increase substantially when such social semiotic aspects of language and communication are 

taken into consideration.   

In Brazil, there has been substantial analysis of the telenovela as a media text and some 

aspects of its social uses (e.g. Leal, 1986; Mattelart and Mattelart, 1989; Araújo, 2000; 

Almeida, 2003; Andrade, 2003; Lopes et al., 2002, Lopes, 2004; Hamburger, 2005), and 
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some of the writing on the genre has appeared in English (e.g. Vink, 1988; Fadul, 1993; 

Oliveira, 1993; Porto, 1998 and 2005; La Pastina, 2001; La Pastina et al., 2003; Rêgo, 2003; 

Joyce, 2012). La Pastina et al. (2003) have also considered the uses of the genre in Brazil as a 

platform for didactic content along the lines of the work developed by Miguel Sabido in 

Mexico in the 1970s (cf. Nariman, 1993). However, only Baccegaôs ethnographic study 

(2003), followed by Orofinoôs publication (2006) have even begun to countenance the 

possibility that popular media offer texts that may be rich enough in meaning and narrative 

strategies to inform a critical pedagogy. Still, there is yet to be a more specific investigation 

attempting to look at the use of these texts and their respective social and material aspects in 

the ways that I attempt  here. 

Behind the approach of my research and my analyses lies a series of interrelated concepts 

such as recontextualisation and representation of information , as discussed in Bernstein 

(1990), transduction and transformation as discussed in Kress and Van Leeuwen (2001) and 

further developed in Kress (2010). Moreover, subsequent conceptualisations with regard to 

how texts and genres are seen as operating in terms of the affordances  and the limitations  of 

their constituting elements have exerted considerable influence in the ways in which I have 

approached the primary and secondary texts and genres that have served as objects of this 

study in relation to each other. In that particular sense, the processes of reconfiguration of 

information as studied  through Englishôs work on genre as a social semiotic resource (2011), 

have informed my approach to a great extent, not only in terms of approaching texts and 

genres in relation to what they can do and what can be done with them but also in terms of 

the fact that my approach draws on the multimodal terms of reference fr om Kress and Van 

Leeuwen (2001), which are seen as suitable and appropriate for dealing with multimodal 

texts and genres and the interactive practices that are explored here. 

The Brazilian prime -time telenovela is thus seen here as the primary text genre, which is 

appropriated by different viewers and consumers who engage with these popular texts on a 

regular and spontaneous basis. As they do so, some of these viewers and consumers 

collaboratively develop secondary texts thro ugh observed interactive practices 

simultaneously taking  place, continually and spontaneously, across different online 

communities about novelas. Both these intertextual and interpersonal interactions appear to 

function  in ways that are more or less similar in some regards whilst quite distinct in terms 

of other aspects. These observations are supported by my participant  observations of 

telenovela viewing practices in several different contexts. 

As far as the interrelation between these texts and genres go, Englishôs approach to genre has 

been specifically helpful in terms of providing a more robust structure  for the analyses of my 

observations. This is because of the dual perspective that it lends (the social and the 
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material) to the analysis of both the primary and  the secondary text genres that I have looked 

at in relation to each other . Besides, the ways in which these primary (i.e. the telenovelas 

themselves) and secondary (i.e. the online discussions about novelas) text genres relate can 

be better understood when the concept of orientation  is employed.  

According to English, ñgenres mediate between the social and the material in the process of 

communication and in so doing óorientô towards doing things in particular waysò (2011: 88). 

By making use of the concepts of contextual  orientation  and discursive  orientation  when 

discussing the social aspects of genres (e.g. the processes of design, production, distribution 

and the concepts of discursive identity and agency) on the one hand, and by making use of 

the concepts of thematic  orientation  and semiotic orientation  when discussing the material 

aspects of  genres (e.g. organisation, topics, representational modes, media, etc.) on the 

other hand, this approach has facilitated the identification of specific elements  of texts and 

genres ï such as the prime-time Brazilian telenovela, on the one hand, and social media 

interactions about telenovelas, on the other ï to be studied in terms of what they can (not) 

do and in terms of what can (not) be done with them for different purposes in different 

contexts. In other words, these specific concepts are useful tools for a detailed understanding 

as to why and how genres may or may not communicate more or less effectively in specific 

ways according to their  socially and materially oriented affordances  and limitations . 

In sum, this approach has enabled me to juxtapose the primary and the secondary texts and 

genres that I discuss here in a way that hopefully provides more than just a richer picture of 

this gap where meanings are negotiated and learning takes place. By looking at this process 

of text reading/viewing, negotiation/mediation and redesign through modes, media and the 

genres themselves in relation to conventions that affect and influence registers and codes 

across different contexts , discourses and domains, I would like to think that this study 

effectively contributes in some way towards a more inclusive conception of what counts as 

learning in terms of the uses and competencies of language and communication  in their  

countless spheres ï from (foreign) languages such as, say, English or Portuguese, adult 

literacy and academic writin g, to subject specific theory such as narrative and 

sociolinguistics, to copywriting, scriptwriting  and journalism , to customer services, business 

administration, law and even medicine, to name but a few. 

 

1.3.1. Media and Education  

The relationship between media and education is by no means a new one (cf. Bazalgette, 

1991; Alvarado and Boyd-Barrett, 1992) and neither has it been exclusive to the more 

technologically advanced parts of the world  (cf. Bazalgette et al., 1992; Nariman, 1993; 
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Singhal et al., 2003). Halloran and Jones (1968) and Masterman (1980), cited in 

Buckingham (2003: 7),  talk about the early approaches to media and education from the 

1930s and 1940s as being essentially discriminatory in the sense that their central mission 

was to preserve the literary heritage, the language and moral values, viewing the media as a 

corrup ting influence which offered superficial pleasures in place of the authentic values of 

great art and literature. Subsequent approaches from British Cultural Studies in the 1950s 

and 1960s (e.g. Hoggart, 1959; Williams, 1961; Hall and Whannel, 1964), according to 

Buckingham (2003: 8), aimed at challenging this traditional notion of culture as a privileged 

set of artefacts and promoted a more inclusive idea of culture by celebrating the popular 

culture of lived experience on the one hand, but on the other hand they ended up 

discriminating what was referred to as processed culture, in particular that which came from 

Hollywood. Towards the 1970s and 1980s, media education shifted from a paradigm of 

discrimination to one of demystification, with the journal Screen Education and the works of 

Len Masterman (1980, 1985) suggesting ways of applying new developments in 

structuralism and semiotics, psychoanalysis, post-structuralism and Marxist theories of 

ideology to classrooms in schools in order to expose the óhiddenô ideologies of the media so 

that students could óliberateô themselves from their bad influences (Buckingham, 2003: 9). 

The one thing in common about the approaches outlined above, and which still remains 

influential to some extent, is the false notion tha t readers or viewers of a text, or students in a 

classroom for that matter, are passive recipients of knowledge. Despite the emergence of 

reader-response theorisations in the 1970s discussing the active role of readers (cf. Iser, 

1974, 1978) and the influence of interpretive communities ( cf. Fish, 1980), it is only with the 

substantial empirical work of reception studies and media studies through the 1980s and 

1990s, demonstrating in many ways the varying levels of criticality of readers and viewers 

based on a variety of aspects of their social backgrounds (e.g. Morley, 1980; Hobson, 1982; 

Ang, 1984, 1991, 1996; Radway, 1984; Buckingham, 1987; Seiter et al., 1989; Lull, 1990; 

Gray, 1992; Liebes and Katz, 1993; Gillespie, 1995; Hermes, 1995; Nightingale, 1996), that a 

new paradigm in media education began to emerge. This eventually more widespread notion 

that people were much more autonomous and critical as consumers of texts than they are 

conventionally assumed to be, paired with (and probably also as a result of) more relaxed 

attitudes from educators born and raised in the age of electronic media (cf. Buckingham, 

1998) have gradually led to the emergence of a more student-centred perspective. As 

opposed to protecting  them, many have pointed out, such a perspective aims to develop 

peopleôs understanding  and participation  in a mediatic landscape which has become 

considerably more diverse both in terms of content and form in recent decades (cf. Fraser 

and Wardle, 2011). It is in this context that the notion of óliteracyô in relation to a wider range 

of media is seen to be invoked more often. 
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1.3.2.  Media and Literacy  

The term óliteracyô, as widely applied as it is today, is far from unproblematic and, by the 

same token, the notion of ómedia literacyô is also seen and utilised in different ways, thus 

being far from straightforward, not to mention the different uses of the term ómediaô itself. 

óMediaô here will be generally used to refer to every medium used to record, store and 

transmit, share or  publish texts of all kinds in their various forms. Although this is 

considered to be common knowledge, it is probably worth pointing out, for the sake of 

clarity, that óthe mediaô tends to be used as an umbrella term for all forms of making 

information widely and publicly available, including óthe pressô, óelectronic and broadcast 

mediaô and, of course, online ódigital mediaô. 

Some scholars of literacy have cautioned against the rather loose and metaphorical use of the 

term óliteracyô, arguing that it blurs necessary distinctions between written language and 

other modes of communication ( cf. Barton, 1994; Kress, 1997). However, Kress and Van 

Leeuwen (1996, 2001) are happy to employ metaphorically terms such as óreading imagesô, 

óvisual grammarô and óvisual textô, which, it could also be argued, might blur such distinctions 

as well. In the current absence of technical terms to describe specific aspects of different 

forms of communication, as well as communicational knowledge, skills and competencies, 

my view is that it does not seem illogical to borrow from linguistic terminology. So long as 

definitions are laid out as clearly as possible, which is never an easy task, metaphorical use of 

existing terms is always open to negotiation, as language as a whole has always been. Thus, 

óliteracyô here is seen as the progressive ability to interact with and make sense of different 

texts and contexts, discourses and genres, and their representational modes used through 

the means of different media. 

As for the notion of ómedia literacyô in particular, broadly speaking, two main strands of 

activity seem to have developed as a result of the ways in which people communicate and 

interact with different kinds of texts and media:  

In the USA, a more óappliedô version is found, with emphasis given to the development of 

creativity through the active uses of media from a liberal arts perspective, with the New 

Media Literacies of Henry Jenkins ( cf. Jenkins, 2006; Jenkins et al ., 2006) and th e Mediated 

Cultures of Michael Wesch (cf. Wesch, 2009) as two major exponents in their own ways. 

In the European context, as well as in Australia and New Zealand, more emphasis has been 

put on developing awareness in terms of a number of  aspects concerning the ómediasphereô. 

Cope and Kalantzis (2000a), for instance, have been actively involved in interrelated 

discussions over social futures and their implications regarding  language teaching (e.g. 

Kalantzis and Cope, 2000; Kress, 2000; Cope and Kalantzis, 2000b), multilingualism and 
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cultural diversity (e.g. Lo Bianco, 2000; Nakata, 2000), as well as the effects of technological 

change in this sense (e.g. Gee, 2000; Luke, 2000) . Roger Silverstone (1999) discusses a more 

comprehensive form of media literacy, which not only entails óa capacity to decipher, 

appreciate, criticise and composeô, but which also takes into account a broader 

understanding of the social, economic and historical contexts in which texts are designed, 

produced, distributed and used by audiences in various ways (p. 37). Elaborating on this, 

Buckingham has looked at the possibilities of developing different forms of  media literacy 

attempting to combine critical analysis and creative production whilst paying particular 

attention to pedagogical aspects (e.g. 2003; 2007). Meanwhile, Sonia Livingstone has taken 

a more socio-political stance in the sense that rather than investigating language and 

communication, she has prioritised the actual implementation of policies to enable the 

teaching and learning of media literacy for all in order to effect change and citizenship in 

society (cf. Livingstone, 2002; 2003; Couldry et al., 2007; Lunt and Livingstone, 2 012; 

Livingstone et al., 2012). 

Conversely, in the Latin-American context, with its ódeveloping-worldô problems, effective 

dialogue between academia and policy makers has been more difficult to take place, with the 

latter favouring a more technocratic approach so to speak. In that  sense, perhaps 

understandably, the development of the so called basic skills in order to enable a larger 

number of the population to gain access to the different forms of media and communication 

has been the basic priority for policy makers (cf. Frau-Meigs, 2006). By contrast, academics 

have attempted to devise strategies for a so-called media literacy with liberating purposes ( cf. 

Martín -Barbero, 1997). Inevitably influenced by the celebrated anti-imperialist writings of 

Eduardo Galeano (1973) and the critical pedagogy of Paulo Freire (1970; 1985; 1989), Latin-

American studies of media and communication, when applied to the classroom context, also 

hope to increase knowledge and awareness of the sociocultural and mediatic landscape and 

their  respective wonders and dangers (e.g. Martín-Barbero, 2003; Baccega, 2003), with 

more recent publications being influenced by the more nuanced pedagogical views of 

Buckingham and the increasingly popular work of Jenkins (e.g. Orofino, 2006). So far, 

however, to the best of my knowledge, there has been no exploration around the id ea of a 

theory of literacy based on social theories of language and communication in Brazil , let alone 

any attempt to consider popular media text genres, such as the telenovela, as a social 

semiotic resource for this particular purpose , as I suggest here. 

 

1.4.  The Focus of the Research  

It is, of course, not a new thing to study processes of textual interaction and  the relationships 

between texts, viewers, or communities of viewers, and their  respective environments. 
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Research originating in the British Cultural Studies tradition , for instance, argued for the 

importance of viewing conditions (cf.  Morley, 1989), with  Hobson (1989) and Geraghty 

(1991) discussing how, for many women who watch soap operas at home, viewing is 

embedded in the activities of cooking and feeding their families.  Meanwhile, Ang (1985) had 

shown how much more attention is devoted to this genre by the elderly at home, as they tend 

to be considerably more socially isolated than busy mothers for instance. Many others have 

also emphasised the importance of taking into account the context of the situation while 

readers or viewers engage with or consume texts (e.g. Radway, 1984; Liebes and Katz, 1989; 

Brown, 1994, etc). 

However, few studies seem to have foregrounded the interpersonal dimension of the 

simultaneous processes of interaction among viewers while interacting with popular media 

texts such as soap operas (e.g. Harrington and Bielby, 1995; Baym 2000). In addition, b oth 

these latter studies ï as well as, among others, Boyd and Ellison (2007), Liu (2007), and in 

Brazil, Recuero (2005) and Fragoso (2006) ï have also looked at the obvious impact the 

internet has had on viewersô interactions and, more importantly, how the social dimensions 

take over from the textual ones as viewers develop a sense of community. Unlike  these 

studies, however, my primary focus here is on what appears to emerge from both these 

intertextual and interpersonal interactions, particular ly for the purposes of informing critical 

approaches to the teaching and learning of language and communication . 

 

1.4.1.  Research Question  

By approaching the purpose and objectives of this research as described above, the following 

question summarises what I have attempt ed to better understand here, serving as a point of 

reference as my investigation develops: 

What are the relations that can be traced between the development of knowledge 

through formal textual interactions and the development of knowledge through 

informal textual interactions, and how can these inter relations be used in a way 

that can impact the teaching and learning of language and communication more 

positively?  

What I  hope to be able to suggest in the end is that the teaching and learning of language and 

communication in their multiple  spheres, and the respective production and exchange of 

knowledge arising from these practices, can benefit from these interactions through the use 

of contemporary text genres ï such as those found in popular media ï as social semiotic 

resources. Such benefits, I believe, are not only perceptible in terms of how effective the 
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teaching and learning of language and communication in particular can be, but also in terms 

of how enjoyable the experience can be, which in turn should reflect upon the levels of 

effectiveness. 

 

1.5. Methodology: Sources of  Data, Limitations and Validity  

This research arose out of a perceived need to explore an intriguing contradiction between 

two issues. On the one hand, there is this extraordinary fascination caused by popular media 

text genres, such as Brazilian telenovelas. On the other hand, there is the customary 

dismissal of their  relevance, not only in cultural te rms, but mainly in terms of  their potential 

as additional, more palpable resources for the teaching and learning of language and 

communication  from a more critical perspective. In other words, widely popular texts, 

despite being so widely popular, tend to be readily dismissed by most educational 

institutions and education professionals, particularly in the Brazilian context where this 

research has taken place. In this attempt to explore informal instances of textual interactions 

with popular media texts in order to relate them with the more formal textual interactions, 

the data that I have occupied myself with is in the form of  

(1)  samples of the primary text genre itself  (i.e. prime-time Brazilian telenovelas) ; 

(2) samples of secondary text genres generated by those who collectively engage with the 

pr imary text genre, in the form of  

a. online discussions surrounding the primary text genre  taking place among 

different groups of people on virtual communities from a social network 

service and 

b. participant  observations of telenovela viewing practices from several different 

contexts. 

The primary texts themselves paired with the online interactions comprise the ma in data, 

while the less numerous participant observations provide additional insights into different 

contextual dimensions. 

One major challenge here was to establish a way of working with what I am calling  the 

ósecondaryô texts (i.e. those which are generated by the viewers of novelas) without losing 

sight of the distinctions between what could be seen as potential and what could be seen as 

limitation. In that sense, a  useful way of looking at these sets of data is through what 

Alasuutari (1995) calls the specimen perspective, as opposed to a factist perspective , 

according to which, the pieces of collected data, written or recorded, are seen as instances of 
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thought, and "truthfulness and honesty are not relevant notions within which to approach 

the material, because it is scrutinised in its own right" (p.  63). As he explains further , 

Unlike data seen from the factist perspective, a specimen as a form of research 

material is not treated as either a statement about  or a reflection of  reality; 

instead, a specimen is seen as part of  the reality being studied. Therefore, 

honesty is an irrelevant concept to be used in assessing the material. A 

specimen may be badly representative of the whole, or it may be technically 

bad, but it cannot lie.  

(Ibid, authorôs emphases) 

This is an important notion if one is to look at the interpersonal aspects of engagement with 

popular TV programmes such as telenovelas in a way which is less obtrusive and therefore 

more natural and authentic than the somewhat intimidating presence of an interviewer 

would allow in this case. Such a notion is also relevant considering the fact that this research 

is primarily concerned with exploring potential implications of  the choices that are made by 

interlocutors as they communicate, and the further  imp lications for  the teaching and 

learning of language and communication. That is to say, rather than the actual opinions and 

their respective veracity, the relevance of the content I analyse is much greater in terms of 

the ways in which participants  choose to present and express themselves, even though these 

cannot (and should not) be dissociated. 

 

1.5.1. The Web as a source of data  

There is still considerable resistance to using the internet, obviously not as a tool for social 

research in academia, but rather, as a source of data in itself because, it is argued, there are 

major issues concerning data reliability ( cf. Wallace and Wray 2006). Yet, the number of 

published academic researches which rely on data from internet sources primarily has only 

but in creased in the last decade or so (e.g. Jones, 1999; Mann, 2000; Hine, 2005; Liu , 2007; 

Baym, 2010, etc.), some of which specifically dealing with methodologies for internet inquiry 

(e.g. Markham and Baym, 2009; Kozinets, 2010). 

The public spaces that have been created with the advent of the internet and the subsequent 

development of the social networking services offer countless opportunities for people to 

interact and engage in all sorts of debates, arguably giving more 'voice' to many previously 

'voiceless' people. As these spontaneous interactions and debates take place in these virtual 

public spaces, more autonomous processes of identity formation seem to take place through 

the various possibilities of social grouping, as Castells had predicted more than a decade ago 

(2000; 2002). It is within these relatively autonomous groups or communities and through 
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this wealth of interactive data that interesting and useful snapshots of perceived realities are 

found. These should not be dismissed by any means on the basis that online interactions are 

seen by some as unreliable data. 

As for the argument that this microcosm may not be an accurate representation of the 

Brazilian reality given the vast numbers of people with no access to the internet, if one looks 

at how rapidly this picture has changed over the last ten years, paying particular attention to 

the exponential increase in the figures of the last five years of so, the undeniable value of this 

type of data perhaps becomes more evident. 

According to the figures from the World Bank 6, although virtually every single household in 

Brazil will have a TV set, as of 2013, 51.6 per cent of the countryôs population were accessing 

the internet on a regular basis. This may not seem like a great deal, but when put in 

perspective, these figures show that not only is Brazil within the top-five nations in terms of 

both absolute and relative numbers of regular internet users, but also in terms of the sharp 

rate at which these numbers have been increasing and are set to continue to increase.  

 

Figure 2: Internet users as percentage of Brazilian population
7
 

                                                           
6
 Available at: http://data.worldbank.org/indicator/IT.NET.USER.P2?cid=GPD_44 (idem). 

7
 Image Source: Google Public Data Explorer. Available at: 

http://www.google.co.uk/publicdata/explore?ds=d5bncppjof8f9_&ctype=l&strail=false&bcs=d&nselm=h&met

http://data.worldbank.org/indicator/IT.NET.USER.P2?cid=GPD_44
http://www.google.co.uk/publicdata/explore?ds=d5bncppjof8f9_&ctype=l&strail=false&bcs=d&nselm=h&met_y=it_net_user_p2&scale_y=lin&ind_y=false&rdim=region&idim=country:BRA&ifdim=region&hl=en&dl=en&ind=false&q=number+of+internet+users+brazil
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Indeed, according to IBOPE as well ï the Brazilian Institute of Public Opinion ï since July 

2013 the number of people regularly accessing the internet has crossed the threshold of over 

100 million, or just over half of the countryôs population.8 

Back in 2006 , when this research project was still beginning to take shape, the idea of 

making use of countless online discussions, spontaneously taking place on a daily basis 

across several dozens of virtual communities about Brazilian telenovelas hosted by a fairly 

unknown social networking service, seemed like a rather risky business. Years on, however, 

with relatively substantial academic writing on the so called social media in particular (e.g. 

Newgarden, 2009; Burnett et al ., 2010; Markham and Baym, 2009; Baym, 2010; Kozinets, 

2010; Al-Deen and Hendricks, 2012; Mjøs, 2012, etc.) and the increasingly pervasive use of 

these services to inform different  areas such as market research (cf. Qualman 2009, Solis 

2010) and data journalism (cf. Bradshaw and Rohumaa, 2011), among others, to continue to 

ignore the importance of such a wealth of readily available data would be, without a doubt, to 

miss a significant opportunity.  

Furthermore, it is arguable that the potential of this type of newly acknowledged source of 

data is also quite considerable in terms of its authenticity, given the favourable conditions 

under which online interactions take place. In o ther words, it would appear as though this 

somewhat paradoxical combination of privacy (through physical distance) and intimacy 

(through regular exchanges and mutual disclosure of personal opinions, preferences, etc.) 

offers enough comfort and security to participants  thus encouraging them to act in ways 

which are comparable to the social interactions that take place óin real lifeô (cf. Kamvar and 

Harris, 2009).  

In  fact, Rheingold  had already discussed the óvirtual communitiesô from the early days of the 

internet (1993), while Baym had more specifically looked at one of these communities in 

particular , showing the importance of online interactions for the construction and 

negotiation of meanings amongst a group of US daytime soap opera fans (2000). According 

to her, previously disconnected individuals take their shared interest in pop culture texts and 

transform them into "a rich and meaningful interpersonal world" in thes e communit ies (p. 

21). Baym has also highlighted the authenticity and the naturalness of the interactions in 

virtual forums, in relation to focus groups interviews, by pointing out some o f the 

weaknesses of the latter. As she puts it, 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
_y=it_net_user_p2&scale_y=lin&ind_y=false&rdim=region&idim=country:BRA&ifdim=region&hl=en&dl=en&in

d=false&q=number+of+internet+users+brazil (last accessed on 21.09.2014). 

8
 Brazilian Institute of Public Opinion (IBOPE). Available at: http://www.ibope.com.br/pt-

br/noticias/paginas/numero-de-pessoas-com-acesso-a-internet-passa-de-100-milhoes.aspx  (idem). 

http://www.google.co.uk/publicdata/explore?ds=d5bncppjof8f9_&ctype=l&strail=false&bcs=d&nselm=h&met_y=it_net_user_p2&scale_y=lin&ind_y=false&rdim=region&idim=country:BRA&ifdim=region&hl=en&dl=en&ind=false&q=number+of+internet+users+brazil
http://www.google.co.uk/publicdata/explore?ds=d5bncppjof8f9_&ctype=l&strail=false&bcs=d&nselm=h&met_y=it_net_user_p2&scale_y=lin&ind_y=false&rdim=region&idim=country:BRA&ifdim=region&hl=en&dl=en&ind=false&q=number+of+internet+users+brazil
http://www.ibope.com.br/pt-br/noticias/paginas/numero-de-pessoas-com-acesso-a-internet-passa-de-100-milhoes.aspx
http://www.ibope.com.br/pt-br/noticias/paginas/numero-de-pessoas-com-acesso-a-internet-passa-de-100-milhoes.aspx
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Interviews can lead audience members to reproduce stereotypical beliefs in 

place of their understandings of their own experience. After all, they are 

performing for researchers within a cultural context, and research 

participants have access to cultural scripts about what they should say just as 

researchers have access to schematic ideas about what they should ask. 

Furthermore, people are not aware enough of the nuances of their behaviour 

to explain them. 

(Ibid , p. 20) 

Nevertheless, rather than a macroscopic study, the nature of the work  I describe below can, 

at least in part, be referred to as ónetnographicô, to use Kozinetsôs term (cf. 2010: 55-56). It  

has provided rich, authentic and insightful material, but of course, that is not to say that 

interviews would not have offered a source of insight into partic ipantsô perspectives as well, 

or that interviews  would not have been a form of discourse worthy of examination in this 

context. On the contrary, interviews  should just not be taken as complete explanations of 

practice, just as well as observations of participants' interactions in online communities 

should not either  (cf. Hammersley, 2006 ; Kozinets, 2010). 

 

1.5.2.  Methodological Procedures  

The work I describe below is thus a version of ónetnographyô, to a certain extent, though with 

a rather clear vision and substantial inside knowledge, so to speak, in relation to both 

primary and  secondary texts which I have thoroughly engaged with for a considerably long 

period of time,  recreationally at first, as a telenovela viewer and social media user, and 

subsequently in a formal capacity, as an observer and researcher. In that sense, one may 

wish to argue that some of my conceptions are thus bound to be biased (cf. Nightingal e, 

1996). Nevertheless, growing up immersed in the culture of Brazilian telenovelas , and having 

made regular use of the social networking service in point since its very early days back in 

2004,  have provided me with invaluable background knowledge. I see this as an advantage 

in the sense that the inevitable gap of cultural differences between the researcher and the 

researched has undoubtedly become much narrower in this case than it would have been if  I 

had not óbelongedô to this particular cultural matrix.  In addition, t he fact that thi s research 

degree was taken óabroadô arguably complements my originally  emic perspective with an 

eventually acquired and developed etic lens, to use Pikeôs terms (1967).  

The study presented here rests upon a two-year period of viewing and observation of three 

distinct prime -time Rede Globo telenovelas, broadcast between June 2008  and May 2010, 

each lasting eight months on average. Perhaps more importantly , this research has relied on 
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thousands of naturally occurring messages, exchanged on a daily basis between viewers of 

telenovelas from ten selected telenovela-related online communitie s observed during the 

same period of time. These observations are supplemented by a subsequent return to the 

field  a couple of years later (2012-2013) which further informs my analyses and 

interpretation s in relation to  the dynamics and the more recent developments in the land  of 

the novela, as well as the world of social media and the ten observed communities in terms of 

how they appear to have evolved in different ways, together with society, technology and 

culture .  

Moreover, I should stress that  this is a study that looks at redesign, that is, a study of how a 

given text genre (novela) is constantly (re)designed and (re)produced, to be appropriated 

and reworked by its viewers, who, in this process, develop new ways of interacting and 

communicating . Such distinct ways of interacting and communicating can be seen and 

described in detail as different genres ï encompassing representational modes and media, 

registers and dialectal variatio ns, among other textual materials, in addition to a number of 

social aspects. These communicational genres that seem to emerge are chosen, avoided, 

adapted and transformed into articulated tools or resources for processing and exchanging, 

as well as producing new meanings, new information  and new knowledge, no matter how 

trivial  they may be considered by those who come to engage with these redesigned texts. As I 

take into account the social and the material aspects of this popular television text genre by 

juxtaposing some of these primary texts with spontaneous online texts from viewers and 

observations of viewing practices, I attempt to build a detailed picture  of the dynamic 

communicative cycle through the processes of design and production, distribution and 

consumption of novelas. 

In spite of the core of my participant observations of telenovela interactive viewing or 

consumption practices ï as well as the viewers or consumers themselves ï being computer 

mediated social interactions, the theoretical perspective of the methodological approach 

employed here is essentially ethnographic. This is because I have adapted common 

participant observation ethnogra phic procedures to the online environment , as I discuss in 

detail in chapter 4 . Such procedures are grounded in what is normally referred to as the 

practice approach (cf. Jankowski, 1991; Lang and Lang, 1991; Green, 1991; Hanks, 1996). 

This is because what I have attempted to do is, first of all, to provide a better understanding 

of phenomena arising as a result of these spontaneous interactive practices surrounding the 

pr ime-time Brazilian telenovela  as it is continually  designed, produced and distributed by 

Rede Globo and consumed by these  observed groups interacting with the text and with each 

other online.  
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1.5.2.1.  Handling the Secondary Texts  

Rather than testing previously formulated hypotheses, this study has evolved as it developed 

through a continuous dia lectical relationship with both data sets (i.e. the novelas being my 

primary texts and the viewersô online commentary being my secondary texts).  

I began with a set of research questions aware that as I moved from theory and observation 

to data collection, analysis, interpretation and theorisation, I was likely to end up taking 

paths which I had not quite anticipated, as I recounted above. As far as research methods go, 

(online) participant observation became my primary method for data collection . 

I had joined the social network service Orkut  in 2004, shortly before moving  from São Paulo 

to London, and about four years later I began to look at it as a source of empirical data for 

this research. I had been using Orkut regularly, not only to keep in touch with my frie nds in 

Brazil, but also to explore the (then) attractive and innovative interface which offered a 

whole new world of possibilities as the service as a whole quickly  expanded. Virtual 

communities  about all kinds of topics and subjects could be found there, including several 

communities of Brazilians living in London,  where I spent quite a few hours a day not only  

exchanging ideas and tips that improved our way of life in a foreign culture and eventually 

making órealô friends who remain good friends to this day. 

The background knowledge and understanding of the dynamics involved in these online 

interactions, informally developed through these informal practices , have been crucial to 

guide this process of formal investigation over the subsequent years when I began to explore 

the online communities of  fans and critics of telenovelas, mostly as an observer, whilst also 

constantly drawing on the dynamics of the discussions from the communities where I 

continued to participate  more actively. As an active participant, I continuously sought to 

remain sensitive to how my status as a researcher could influence patterns of interaction  in 

these communities (cf. Kozinets, 2010: 74-94), doing my best to avoid influencing practice in 

any way that would differ from my partic ipation before I began my research by refraining  

from expressing any evaluations of behaviour, attitudes, and so on, even during certain 

metalinguistic discussions that I would instigate at times.  

I was also aware that although my position withi n the communities  gave me greater access to 

social meanings and participants than I might have otherwise had, as a community member 

I was no more able to articulate the inner workings of these communities than were other 

members. For this, I would need data. Thus, the initial problem I faced was how to collect 

the types of additional  materials that would allow me to describe these communities 

thorough ly and with a minimal amount of bias.  
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As several practice theorists have pointed out (e.g. Lang and Lang, 1991; Silverman, 2001; 

Denzin and Lincoln, 2008; Blommaert and Jie, 2010) , one major potential problem when 

trying to draw a picture of the presuppositions and meanings that constitute the cultural 

world of which the textual material is a specimen, is to select only cases that confirm the 

researcher beliefs, creating a reflection of researcher assumptions, rather than, in this case, a 

valid analysis of these online interactions . In that sense, this ethnography-inspired, or 

ónetnographicô work, as Kozinets has called it (2010), attempts to address the issue through 

the selection of a relatively wide sample of so called ónaturally occurring dataô (the 

communities I observed). In addition , a small number of óresearcher-instigated dataô sets in 

the form of metalinguistic discussions about these interactions effectively working as 

informal focus grou ps have been useful to provide additional insights.  

Added to this, four  separate instances of viewing practices have been observed and 

annotated óin  personô. In the process, I chose to interact with viewers on two of these four 

occasions, effectively turning those  observations into informal f ocus groups as well. By 

combining these data sets, I believe to have been successful in terms of understanding both 

researcher-instigated data and naturall y occurring data as a continuum rather than as a 

dichotomy (Peräkylä 2008: 352) . 

As masses of data were gradually collated in the order of thousands of messages a day spread 

through hundreds of separate topics across dozens of very active online communities 

discussing the parallel reality of the ongoing narrative on prime -time televisi on, it became 

clear that my sample for close analysis would have to be narrowed down somehow. Yet, this 

large amount of raw data served well to provide a more accurate picture in terms of the 

demographics of these communities. 

Although it soon became evident that analysing so many samples of texts and text genres 

thoroughly  would be physically impossible, it took some time to find the best ways to select a 

balanced, expressive, yet workable sample, particularly because every new message posted 

on each topic of each community seemed interesting and relevant in some aspect. As I 

continued to observe the various discussions across different communities, I was struck by 

the apparent notion that they formed different genres , both in terms of  their social aspects 

(i.e. the context, the interactions themselves, the relation s between participants and 

practices, so on and so forth), as well as in terms of their material aspects (i.e. their content 

and form, so to speak, such as the topics, the themes, the organisation, representational 

modes, media and so on). 

My pragmatic choice then was to focus on the top ten communities in terms of the number of 

active participants , selecting as representative samples for analysis the most active topics of 

each community, that is, those which had most entries as the novelas progressed from 
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beginning to end. The selected topics ranged from  around fifty  to around five thousand 

exchanged messages or ópostsô, to employ the terminology adopted by the medium  (i.e. 

Googleôs social networking service, Orkut) .9 

 

1.5.2.2.  Handling the Primary Texts  

Once I had worked out the sample of secondary texts I would be working with , the selection 

of novela episodes for analysis in conjunction with the se viewersô interactions followed a 

straightforward set of criteria.  

They were the ones which: 

(1) happened to be on air whenever I had the opportunity to perform my partici pant 

observations in person (i.e. each instance I visited Brazil in 2008/ 9 and 2009/ 10, in 

addition to one instance when a group of three Brazilians watched the novela online 

in London , the day after it had been broadcast on TV); 

(2) happened to be the subject of the ongoing discussions and interactions in the online 

communities observed. 

In total there  were over six hundred episodes between the three distinct novelas10, namely, A 

Favorita ï literally translated overseas as The Favorite  (sic) ï broadcast between June 2008 

and January 2009;  Caminho das Índias ï translated overseas as India, a Love Story ï 

broadcast between January and September 2009; and Viver a Vid a ï translated overseas as 

Live the Life ï broadcast between September 2009 and May 2010. 

Virtually  every single one of the episodes was watched, albeit mostly online,  apart from the 

two occasions when I was in Brazil. During the first occasion, I had the opportunity to 

experience the last few weeks of A Favorita , followed by the first few weeks of Caminho das 

Indias . On the second opportunity, I was able to catch a few weeks of Viver a Vida around 

halfway through the narrative. Altogether, this meant about  thir ty episodes on each of these 

two occasions, or about sixty hours of novela watched on traditional television so to speak, 

with the remainder, as I said, being watched online, as a subscriber to Globo.com.11 

                                                           
9
 See AǇǇŜƴŘƛȄŜǎ ŦƻǊ ŀ ǎŜƭŜŎǘƛƻƴ Ŧǳƭƭ άǘƻǇƛŎǎέ ŀƴŘ άǇƻǎǘǎέ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ƻōǎŜǊǾŜŘ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘƛŜǎΦ ¢ƘŜ Ŧǳƭƭ ǎŜǘǎ ƻŦ Ǌŀǿ 

data are publicly available online via the Orkut website as all the communities used here are public. All web 

links are provided as I discuss each commuƴƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǎŜƭŜŎǘŜŘ άǘƻǇƛŎǎέ ŀƴŘ άǇƻǎǘǎέ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ǘƘŜǎƛǎ 

ǿƛǘƘ ƳǳƭǘƛǇƭŜ ƛƴ ƭƛƴŜ ΨǎŎǊŜŜƴ ǎƘƻǘǎΩ of the excerpts that are relevant for each discussion. 

10
 {ŜŜ !ǇǇŜƴŘƛȄ мо ŦƻǊ ΨǎŎǊŜŜƴ ǎƘƻǘǎΩ ŀƴŘ ǎƻƳŜ ŘŜǘŀƛƭǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƻŦŦƛŎƛŀƭ ƘƻƳŜǇŀƎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜǎŜ ƴƻǾŜƭŀǎΦ ¢Ƙese also 

include a small selection of images of some of the leading characters and snapshots of episode scenes for 

illustrative purposes. 

11
 http://www.globo.com/ (last accessed on 21.09.2014) 

http://www.globo.com/
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Worth reemphasising here is the fact that, for this thesis, more importa nt than the novelas 

themselves, are the indissociable viewing practices that have been observed and the 

subsequent textual interactions that emerge  from them  in their various forms. As Blommaert 

points out, rather than having an isolated existence, texts are ñfirmly locked into a wider 

complex of human contextualised activitiesò (2008: 24) , which are not only connected to the, 

perhaps more obvious practices of design, production and distribution, but also to the 

interactive consumption practices  (e.g. viewing and reviewing, discussing, sharing, 

reproducing,  etc.) that cause secondary texts to be generated in various ways. 

In this respect, one final disclaimer is needed here. I am aware that I treat these so called 

primary texts from a certain distance in the sense that, as mentioned above, I have not been 

able to meet or conduct interviews with any of their authors, producers  or broadcasters. 

Nevertheless, since texts as material products can only come into existence through practices 

(e.g. writing, filming,  editing , broadcasting, viewing, etc.), these texts will inevitably contain 

traces of such practices, whose nature can be disclosed through careful ethnographic 

interpretation ( ibid , p. 25). In addition, besides coming into existence through practices, the 

novelas that I have looked at also yield practices of consumption, which in turn yield the 

secondary texts (i.e. online discussions) through the subsequent social and material practices 

that I have also looked at (e.g. reading and writing, ente rtain ing and performing, sharing and 

informing , connecting and interact ing, engaging and reflecting, contending, evaluating, 

learning, creating, distract ing, etc.). 

It is my hope that , by the end of this long reading exercise, those who took it will be 

convinced that the texts and genres that I have examined and the analytical perspective 

employed here have shed some light on the wider issues of language and communication 

that I have been concerned with for a number of years. 

 

1.6.  Overview of the Thesis  

Chapter 2 looks at the theoretical perspectives which have gradually informed my own 

óreading formationsô (Bennett, 1987b) over the course of this long journey in preparation for 

this thesis. By looking at a varied selection of text genres and contexts as concrete examples, 

whilst considering some producers and consumersô perspectives in relation to each other, 

selected sociological theories and theories of language and communication  are reviewed and 

discussed. In this chapter, a wider selection of textual genres and textual interactions is 

explored in order to set the sociocultural scene and provide the theoretical context where the 

textual complexes of telenovelas and social media will find themselves coinciding over the 

course of the following chapters. 
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Chapter 3 presents the parallel universes of soap operas and telenovelas in relation  to both 

popular and academic views presented in distinct text genres that have been produced by 

ordinary viewers on the one hand and academics on the other. Because the defining features 

of a given genre clearly vary across different groups, the crucial point which appears to have 

been missing from most studies of media and communications concerned with specific 

genres may be quietl y lying in the process of interaction with  texts and genres and the ways 

in which they are redesigned and transformed . As the relevant theories of genre are 

reviewed, the possibility and the potential of looking at genre as a social semiotic resource 

are taken into consideration. 

Chapter 4 provides an explanation of the methodological approach and its associated 

research methods. Starting from a brief reflection  on ethnography as a theoretical 

perspective, I discuss the ways in which it can inform a blended approach for dealing with 

mediated textual interactions and online data referred to as ónetnographyô (Kozinets, 2010). 

This so called blended netnography is then discussed in terms of each stage of the process, 

from data collection through data anal ysis and interpretation with an important section on 

the ethical dilemmas that were encountered and the procedures that were considered 

appropriate to be followed. 

Chapter 5  briefly reviews the relevant internet research while contextualising and exploring  

the world of social media and online communities , where thousands of viewers of novelas are 

to be found eagerly interacting with the text , the medium and with each other. Essentially, 

this chapter is a critical reflection upon both theoretical and practical forms  of knowledge 

and understanding of the online environment as a source of empirical data from the evolving  

perspective of a novice internet and social media user towards the perspective of an informed  

researcher in media and communications . 

In Chapter 6 I begin my attempt to bridge  the two main fields of research which tend to be 

studied separately and whose main aspects were reviewed and discussed in the previous 

chapters (i.e. media and communications, on the one hand, and applied language studies, on 

the other). Here, a theorised description of my empirical data from viewers of novelas 

interacting online  is provided. The basis for adapting the analytical framework to be 

employed in the following chapters is then discussed. 

Chapter 7 first presents and discusses in detail my adapted version of the analytical 

framework developed by English (2011) which provides the necessary structure for my 

analysis of the telenovela as a text and as a genre in the context of several social and material 

practices. I look at the dynamics of these practices from the dual perspective of the producers 

who aim to please the diverse interests of advertisers on the one hand and viewers on the 
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other. As I provide a detailed analysis of the genre with concrete examples of both social and 

material aspects, their respective orientations  and how they appear to function, I focus on the 

novela A Favorita . 

More than a telenovela reception study, chapter 8  is a detailed analysis of not only the 

viewing practices that surround the televisual text genre in question, but also the interactive 

practices themselves and the specific ways in which the genre is appropriated by different 

groups of people distinctively interacting and producing different texts through this 

fascinating social semiotic engagement. Perhaps most important, however, is the fact that 

these communicative practices show in concrete terms that they offer great potential to be 

explored as resources to foster critical literacy practices  in a variety of contexts. 

To conclude, chapter  9  begins by pulling  together the main themes that have emerged 

throughout  the research. Here I revisit what I believe  to have been accomplished with this 

effort to equate and combine the field of media and communications on the one hand and 

applied language studies on the other. The implications of this effort are then discussed in 

relation to what has turned out to be my professional field for the last fifteen years (i.e. not 

only the teaching and learning of language and communication in different contexts but , 

perhaps above all, education), with number of suggestions left for future consideration.  
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2.  THEORETICAL PERSPECTIVES : REVIEW ING  SELECTED 

SOCIOLOGICAL THEORIES AND THEORIES OF LANGUAGE AND 

COMMUNICATION  

 

Que no hablan idiomas, sino dialectos  

Que no profesan religions, sino supersticiones 

Que no hacen arte, sino artesanía 

Que no pratican cultura, sino folklore  

[They do not speak languages, but dialects 

They do not practise religions, but superstitions  

They do not make art, but handicrafts  

They do not have culture, but folklore ]12 

(Galeano, 1989: 59) 

 

2.1.  Introduction  

Whilst, on the one hand, I have chosen to deal with the quintessential Brazilia n television 

text genre and its respective mediations in the contemporary Brazilian context , on the other 

hand, I have pursued my specialist studies and my research in the UK context. Nevertheless, 

although the Brazil ian mediatic landscape certainly has a degree of uniqueness, it finds itself 

very much within the long Western tradition of storytelling , given its known history of 

European colonisation and subsequent North American subordination. A s such, it is no 

surprise that not only Brazil, but Latin America as a whole has been heavily influenced by 

North American and British popular culture . 

Thus, before I can move on to consider the land of the novela in its own right , this chapter 

first provides a relevant review of some useful social theories of language and 

communication which I have had the opportunity to come into contact with , here in the UK, 

and which have come to form the basis for my thoughts and analyses. In addition, it is  

important to bear in mind the fact that  the world of telenovelas does not exist in isolation 

from other media text genres and cultural  products. Therefore, as I attempt to illustrate the 

points that I make whilst  I lay out this review, I  make deliberate use of a wider range of 

textual examples that go beyond the act of watching television.  

I  begin the theoretical explorations of this chapter by looking at the words taken from the 

front cover of a widely read Brazilian weekly newsmagazine, which captured my attention  

immediately, probably not for the same reasons as those its editors had in mind.  

                                                           
12

 My translation 
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ñPegou geral!ò O filme Tropa de Elite  é o maior sucesso do cinema brasileiro 

porque trata bandido como bandido e mostra usuários de drogas como sócios 

dos traficantes. 

[ñOwned!ò The film Elite Squad is the biggest success in Brazilian cinema 

because it treats gangsters as it should and portrays drug users as the dealersô 

partners.]  

(Revista Veja, issue 2030, 17 October 2007) 13 

Revista Veja, [ lit.  See Magazine] (Figure 3) is a conservative news outlet  which has enjoyed 

the largest circulation among all Brazil ian magazines for more than four decades.14 The 

headline refers to the independent film Tropa de Elite [Elite Squad]  (2007) , which had been 

released a couple of weeks before, and which went on to become a huge phenomenon as I 

could see a few months later while I was there in Brazil  for a few weeks observing the viewing 

practices surrounding the telenovela A Favorita . 

In the same fashion as Cidade de Deus [City of God] (2002), Tropa de Elite  also explored the 

violent underworld of drug dealing and the harsh reality of life in  the slums or favelas of Rio 

de Janeiro. However, unlike its famous predecessor, whose leading character is a drug dealer 

in the story narrated by another dweller of the same favela and the police only features in the 

background, in Tropa de Elite, the police forces are brought to the forefront of the narrative.  

Its  main character and narrator is Capitão Nascimento, a senior member of the special 

operations battalion (BOPE) who is there to tell us viewers óthe real storyô behind the scenes 

of the ówar on drugsô in Rio, which is, in his own view, excessively violent and often unfair, 

but nevertheless, unavoidably necessary. 

Next to the words quoted above, Vejaôs front cover features the picture of an actual officer 

from the special operations battalion, as opposed to the film character Capitão Nascimento, 

in what could be seen as a deliberate editorial  choice intending to combine fiction and reality 

more explicitly, in congruence with the accompanying words  and, one might say, in 

accordance with the magazine genre, i.e. news, as opposed to entertainment. 

The rhetorical statement in question seems to suggest to its readers that not only is Tropa de 

Elite  a good film because it is faithful to reality, but also because it deals with it in the órightô 

way. This is because, on the one hand, it handles drug dealers violently and mercilessly, 

whilst, on the other hand, it treats drug users as equally bad and deserving of punishment. 
                                                           
13

 My translation. Original available at: http://veja.abril.com.br/busca/resultado-capas.shtml?Vyear=2007# 

(last accessed on 21.09.2014). 

14
 Source: Instituto Verificador de Circulação (IVC). Available at: 

http://www.ivcbrasil.org.br/conteudos/pesquisas_estudos/Consumer%20Magazines%20Study%20-

%202000%20to%202010.pdf (idem). 

http://veja.abril.com.br/busca/resultado-capas.shtml?Vyear=2007
http://www.ivcbrasil.org.br/conteudos/pesquisas_estudos/Consumer%20Magazines%20Study%20-%202000%20to%202010.pdf
http://www.ivcbrasil.org.br/conteudos/pesquisas_estudos/Consumer%20Magazines%20Study%20-%202000%20to%202010.pdf
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Figure 3Υ άhǿƴŜŘΗέ ¢ƘŜ ŦƛƭƳ 9ƭƛǘŜ {ǉǳŀŘ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ōƛƎƎŜǎǘ ǎǳŎŎŜǎǎ ƛƴ .ǊŀȊƛƭƛŀƴ ŎƛƴŜƳŀ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƛǘ ǘǊŜŀǘǎ 

ƎŀƴƎǎǘŜǊǎ ŀǎ ƛǘ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ŀƴŘ ǇƻǊǘǊŀȅǎ ŘǊǳƎ ǳǎŜǊǎ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ŘŜŀƭŜǊǎΩ ǇŀǊǘƴŜǊǎΦ15 

                                                           
15

 Revista Veja, issue 2030, 17 October 2007. Available at: http://veja.abril.com.br/busca/resultado-

capas.shtml?Vyear=2007#  (last accessed on 21.09.2014). 

http://veja.abril.com.br/busca/resultado-capas.shtml?Vyear=2007
http://veja.abril.com.br/busca/resultado-capas.shtml?Vyear=2007
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All in all,  this is a perfectly feasible reading of the film, as many viewers of the same opinion 

have passionately confirm ed in several online debates.16 Alternatively, h owever, many others 

have also argued that the film is very  good because it is indeed faithful to reality, though not 

exactly for ñtreating drug dealers as it shouldò, but rather, for accurately portraying the 

police as a hopelessly discriminatory, corrupt  and inhumanely brutal institution. 17  That is to 

say, whilst, on the one hand, the mindless cruelty of the police is seen by some viewers as a 

form of  criticism , on the other hand, the portrayed acts of brutality are seen by others as 

completely appropriate and  justified.  Interestingly enough, in this particular example, the 

former view was the one intended by the film director  ï as he has stated publicly on more 

than one occasion18 ï whereas the latter is the one promoted by the secondary text produced 

by Revista Veja in the multimodal composition of its front cover  and the corroborating  film 

review that the newsmagazine brings inside.  

As far as processes of textual interaction go , there are several important points to be noted 

here, not onl y in relation to the  example above, whose intensity had immediately caught my 

attention  as it unfolded in many ways while I was in Brazil, but with texts and genres in 

general, whether verbal narratives or visuals, whether fictional or not , or even a combination 

of both. First ly, there is the inevitable dialogic nature of the text  itself to be considered, with 

the interplay between different  voices such as those of given characters, that of the narrator 

and that of the author  of the text, as noted by Bakhtin  many decades ago (1935/1981). 

Secondly, there are the processes of interaction between texts and agents to be considered as 

linguistic processes in sociocultural practices, as described by Bakhtinôs collaborator, 

Voloġinov (1929/1973), with the subsequent appropriation of discourses and ideologies by 

these interpreting  parts and their respective reading formations , in conjunction with their 

interests and preferences, intentions  and purposes, so on and so forth, as many scholars 

have also debated for decades (cf. Cobley, 1996, or 2006, vol. IV ). Thirdly, as these intricate 

interactions between texts and agents take place, secondary texts and meanings inevitably 

emerge, followed by tertiary ones and so on, in a continual production  of socially 

(re)contextualised materials ( cf. Hodge and Kress, 1988; Jensen, 1995) which are continually 

(re)designed, (re)produced and (re)distributed , received and (re)designed and so on by 

different groups of users in different roles, with different interests and preferences, for 

different purposes in different contexts  (cf. Kress and Van Leeuwen, 2001). Last, but not 

                                                           
16

 {ŜŜ !ǇǇŜƴŘƛȄ мо ŦƻǊ ŀ ΨǎŎǊŜŜƴ ǎƘƻǘΩ ƻŦ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŘŜōŀǘŜǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ŦƛƭƳ όŦƛƎǳǊŜ спύΣ ǇǳōƭƛŎƭȅ ŀǾŀƛƭŀōƭŜ ŀǘΥ 

http://www.orkut.com/Main#CommMsgs?cmm=38200&tid=2583807341947312024 (last accessed on 

21.09.2014). 

17
 Ibid. 

18
 Interview with the film director, Rolling Stone Brasil, issue 48, September 2010. Available at: 

http://rollingstone.uol.com.br/edicao/48/jose-padilha (idem) 

http://www.orkut.com/Main#CommMsgs?cmm=38200&tid=2583807341947312024
http://rollingstone.uol.com.br/edicao/48/jose-padilha
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least, there are the sociocultural  dimensions themselves, including political and economic 

ones, and the dynamic power relations between these engaging parts, in conjunction with  the 

respective forces that surround these texts, genres and contexts. This complex system of 

sociocultural variables directly reflects upon opinio ns, tastes and judgements, as observed by 

Bakhtin (1965/1984) in relation to  Europe at different points in history , as observed by 

Galeano (1973) in relation to (post)colonial Latin America, and as discussed at length by 

Bennett et al. (2009)  in relation to contemporary  Britain,  in the light of Bourdieuôs seminal 

work on cultural practices  and society in 1960ôs France (1979/1984) and its subsequent 

criticisms by  Boltanski and Thevenot (1991/2006) and Lahire (2001/2011 , 2002/2004 ). 

I would like to address in more detail each of these four points in the sections below in an 

attempt to show more clearly the interrelation between a fairly wide variety of linguistic 

theories and social theories which have, in varied ways, thoroughly informed my 

interpretative line of thought , or my own reading formations , to use Bennettôs term, as I 

developed my research on social semiotic aspects of textual interactions in relation to the 

prime-time Brazilian telenovela . 

 

2.2.  The Question of Meaning  

Because of the dynamic nature of language and communication as an integral part of society 

and culture, i f meanings are to be communicated with an acceptable degree of clarity, it is 

inevitable that more or less time and space be spent on attempting to clarify as well as to 

understand what is said and what is heard, what is written and what is read, so on and so 

forth. In that sense, questions regarding the nature of the meanings of texts have intrigued 

scholars for decades as to whether meanings would reside within the realm of t ext and 

context, or whether the reader or viewer, listener, etc. would be the one inferring and 

constructing the meanings out of the signs available in texts and respective contexts. 

Many communicational models such as the ones developed and influenced by the Frankfurt 

School (e.g. Adorno, 1953; 1954; Horkheimer, 1974)  have tried to describe the process as an 

isolated, finite chain of events from the creation and prod uction of a text to its distribution  

and subsequent consumption as an unproblematic process, with readers or viewers passively 

absorbing any content as intended. Subsequent approaches such as the ones from the journal 

Screen Education  attempt ed ways of revealing the óhiddenô ideologies within texts, also 

treating readers and viewers in the same fashion (cf. Alvarado et al., 1993). Reader-response 

theory began to speculate on the varying extents to which the active role of the reader can 

produce different interpretations for a text with Wolfgang Iser (1974, 1978) arguing, on the 

one hand, that readers fill gaps of indeterminacy in the texts they interact w ith only to some 
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extent, for an author has produced a particular text with a particular reader in mind (implied 

reader) and therefore there will be readings that are ómore correctô. Stanley Fish (1980), on 

the other hand, maintains that there is a pluralit y of potential meanings that only tend to be 

similar because of the fact that people belong to certain interpretive communities sharing 

similar experiences and therefore perceiving the world in similar ways.  

Taking the insights of reader-response theory into account, as I mentioned in 1.2.1, empirical 

studies of reception attempt ing to investigate real readers and viewers and their respective 

readings and views have provided the vast field of media and communications with rather 

useful findings which  demonstrate the major role that peopleôs social backgrounds (age, 

gender, occupation, education, language, class, ethnicity, religion, etc.) play in the way texts 

are read, viewed and understood. This reasoning that meanings of texts are constructed with 

reference to readers and viewersô pre-existing values, attitudes and experiences is certainly a 

crucial one, but the fact that the reading and viewing processes can only take place through 

the interaction with an actual text must not be downplayed.  

 

2.3.  On Tex t Interaction  

If one approaches texts and genres from a dialogic perspective as I attempt here, that is, with 

signs operating in relation to one another, the competing relations or voices and their 

respective interests routinely found in the social world can also be clearly identified within 

the textual realm of genres such as the telenovela or police films like Tropa de Elite , as well 

as within online discussions such as the ones I look at, or film reviews such as the one from 

Veja above. As Hodge and Kress point out, from the perspective of a social theory of 

language and communication, ñit becomes impossible to see an ideology as a unitary set of 

meanings or texts, imposed from above in an absolute take-it -or-leave-it kind of wayò (1988: 

19). This is clearly noticeable, for instance, in the case of Tropa de Elite . 

Throughout the film, different situations orient the aggressive voices of police officers who 

constantly undermine and subjugate the dwellers of favelas, which include, but are obviously 

not limited to drug de alers. This is largely compensated by the narrating voice of Capitão 

Nascimento, who is adamant that it is justifiable to act so violently for the greater good. 

However, the action sequences ï masterfully executed by the internationally acclaimed 

productio n team of Black Hawk Down  (2001) ï are so intensely packed with mindless acts 

of violence such as tortures and executions that over half of the professional critics from 
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renowned film review website Rotten Tomatoes19 have reviewed Tropa de Elite negatively, 

deeming it gratuitously violent and immoral 20. Interesting ly, the other nearly half of these 

professional criticsô reviews were positive, albeit in rather contrasting  ways. Whilst most of 

them interpreted the explicitly violent scenes as a clear condemnation of such tactics 

routinely employed by the police without any thoughts of compassion for the innocent lives 

of most of those who live in the favelas, there was also a minority of these professional critics 

who, like the magazine Veja, saw in this portrayal, a ófresh and innovativeô perspective, in 

contrast to that of Cidade de Deus and many other gangster films, which, according to them, 

counterproductively glamorise crimina ls instead of giving them the treatment they deserve.  

Drawing on Bakhtinôs terms of reference (1981), Cobley (2001a) analyses the narrative of  

Conradôs Heart of Darkness  (1899/2007 ) and its subsequent transplantation in Coppolaôs 

Apocalypse Now (1979), discussing the interplay of voices between the different characters 

and narrators within these narratives (pp. 129-132). Likewise, in Tropa de Elite  it can also be 

said that Capitão Nascimento and his squad are acting in good faith as the main characters 

dominate the narrative with their voices in the foreground justifying their tough actions 

against crime. And by the same token, this story would not be possible without the existence 

of those poor and deprived communities from the favelas constantly suffering the ócollateral 

violenceô from the police forces. The simple fact that those people óare just thereô in the 

background merely trying to cope with their daily  lives, automatically lends them a voice 

and, in turn, ultimately renders the narrative as dialogic.  Now, it is, of course, down to 

readers and viewers to want and/or be able to notice or ignore these voices. 

Perhaps more interesting than the interplay of voices within  a film , a novel, a cartoon, or a 

telenovela for that matter , is this idea that these often conflicting voices are seen more or less 

positively or negatively by different  viewers or groups of viewers, depending on their 

ñreading formationsò as Bennett puts it ( 1987a) or their ñmembersô resourcesò as Fairclough 

refers to what seems to be the same phenomenon (1989), that is, this complex combination 

between sociocultural background and textual repertoire  which progressively inform s 

generic perceptions and expectations of readers, viewers and so on. As such, the process of 

text interaction sta rts before a reader or viewer comes into direct contact with, say, todayôs 

edition of the Daily Mail or tonightôs episode of EastEnders in the form of previously 

constructed expectations, and it continues after their actual reading or viewing in the form of 

                                                           
19

 Rotten Tomatoes hosts film reviews and rates under two major categories, namely critics and audience. The 

critics are in fact professionals employed as such either in recognised print, broadcast or online outlets. Cf. 

http://www.rottentomatoes.com/help_desk/critics/  (last accessed on 21.09.2014) 

20
 {ŜŜ !ǇǇŜƴŘƛȄ мо ŦƻǊ ŀ ΨǎŎǊŜŜƴ ǎƘƻǘΩ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǾƛŜǿ ǎǳƳƳŀǊȅ όŦƛƎǳǊŜ срύΦ ¢ƘŜ Ŧǳƭƭ ǊŜǾƛŜǿǎ ŀǊŜ ŀǾŀƛƭŀōƭŜ ƻƴΥ 

http://www.rottentomatoes.com/m/elite_squad/ (idem). 

http://www.rottentomatoes.com/help_desk/critics/
http://www.rottentomatoes.com/m/elite_squad/
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subsequently constructed memories, which will in turn  contribute to the form ation of further 

expectations in future reading , listenin g and viewing acts or experiences and so on.  

In Narrative , Cobley (2001a) also refers to the useful concept of óthree-fold-presentô, first 

introduced in the Early Middle Age by St. Augustine , as he comments on ñone of the most 

influential discussions of the nature of time, both in contemporary philosoph y and in literary 

theoryò (p. 16), that of the French thinker Paul Ricoeur in Time and Narrative (1984-6), 

according to which, among other points, 

(é) history is as shot through with emplotment as fiction, based as it is on a 

conception of time as óexpectation-attention -memoryô rather than simple 

linear sequence. (é) historical narrative, like fictional narrative, strongly 

seems to invite the ónarrative-timeô conceptions of readers in which movement 

through the narrative is guided by anticipation, focus and retrospection.  

(Cobley, 2001a: 20) 

St. Augustineôs interpretative triad of óexpectation-attention -memoryô is a very interesting 

way to put forward the process of text interaction both from the viewerôs perspective, as well 

as from the perspective of the ñdesign-production -distribution ò (cf. Kress and Van Leeuwen, 

2001) side of the ótextual equationô so to speak, particularly with regard  to audiovisual texts 

such as film and TV programmes whose production tend to rely on the interactive and 

collaborative work of a larger number of people. The interactive cycle of design-production -

distribution -reception of text genres, such as serialised fiction, works with mutual 

cooperation from all parts inform ing each other as episodes are cyclically written, recorded, 

edited, broadcast, viewed, commented, written, recorded,  so on and so forth.  

Given the commercial nature of their work, p roducers of these popular text genres, similarly 

to best-selling book publishers, tabloid news editors, pop music producers and so on, tend to 

put considerable emphasis upon óproductsô which are more likely to attract the attention of 

as many readers or viewers as possible. In order to be able to óget it rightô, though, they have 

to be informed in terms of what seems to work or not in d ifferent genres, how, why, when 

and so on.  

In that  sense, with constant  audience and market surveys taking place for the purposes of 

improving viewing figures in order to increase the value of advertising slots in commercial 

TV channels (cf. Filho, 2001) , viewers of telenovelas are, to a certain degree, co-designers of 

these popular texts, particularly when it comes to the Brazilian variety , whose episodes are 

gradually written as they go along with the basic plot, as I discuss in the next chapter. 
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Viewers talking to each other about the episode showing on the TV hanging on the wall of a 

padaria 21 as they share a bottle of cold beer after work, as well as viewers watching it at 

home whilst they interact with  each other through predominantly written messages via their 

laptops, tablets and smartphones, making use of social networking services such as Orkut , 

Facebook, Twitter and so on continually  refer to the previous episodes and wonder about 

what will happen next.  They discuss the looks of the stars, their clothes and their houses; 

they go on about the harmfu l effects of Rede Globo and its novelas on society, or highlight 

the beneficial impacts of the beautiful stories and their happy endings. Alternat ively they 

may just play an online game with some creative puns on the catchphrases repeatedly 

utter ed by certain characters, or perhaps they may further digress  to more or less (in)directly 

related current affairs.  Whichever way, it is through these interactive practices surrounding 

the primary text genre that  viewers are seen as actively transform ing their viewing 

formations  and, in turn, increasing  their  interpretative resources in ways which I attempt to 

account for in chapters 6, 7 and 8. 

The schematic diagram below illustrates the process of textual interaction that surrounds a 

given primary text  such as a novel, a film or an episode of a prime-time telenovela, with 

eventual secondary texts emerging as a result of this interactive process, for instance, in the 

form of a spoken remark about the novel at the table of a pub or over the phone, a film 

review from a weekly newsmagazine or a website, or even, an online discussion about a 

murder  in the telenovela, taking place in a community about the novela in point on a given 

social networking service, with participants acting as if they were the actual characters from 

the novela. As agents or participants interact in this dual/dialogic  process (i.e. with the text 

on the one hand, and with each other on the other), secondary texts emerge and inform the 

design and the production, the distribution and the r eception of further texts, also informing 

the genre whilst being informed by the genre as I begin to discuss in the next section.  

                                                           
21

 LitΦ ΨōŀƪŜǊȅΩΣ ŀ padaria is a typical Brazilian eatery which not only bakes its own bread and serves fresh 

sandwiches, juices, and hot meals, but also works as a kind of pub and off licence altogether at the same time. 

There are very few of these without a TV set hanging on the wall, tuned in on Rede Globo mainly for the 

sports, news and, of course, telenovelas. 
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Figure 4: The cycle of textual interaction, information and transformation 

 

2.4.  On Text Transformation  

As Kress and Van Leeuwen have discussed, when texts are seen as semiotic products or 

events, they are ñboth articulated or produced and interpreted or usedò (2001: 20, their 

emphasis). At the risk of sounding slightly self-indulgent, I believe it is relevant to include 

here the example that follows in order to make an important point which is directly related 

to what I see as my principal  intention with this academic exercise as a research student on 

the one hand and as a teacher on the other (i.e. to be able to contribute towards improving 

studentsô capacity for independent thinking and articulation of their thoughts and 

perspectives). It is in that sense that my own informed reading of Cobleyôs Narrative  and its 

subsequent reconfiguration and re-presentation, in the form of lectures ï with the aid of 

supplementary modes of representation, media and materials such as presentation slides, 

images and excerpts of some of the poems, novels, films and TV programmes that are 
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discussed throughout the book, added to the choices I had to make in terms of what to 

include and what to leave out ï followed by my studentsô reception of each lecture, their 

subsequent re-design and reconfiguration ï first in the form of each seminar activity and 

eventually in the form of academic essays ï followed, in turn, by my marking and written 

feedback, and their subsequent double marking by Cobley before the essays were finally 

returned to the students, was altogether a rather enlightening metalinguistic experience on 

several levels. As multiple processes of textual interaction, reconfiguration, representation, 

further interaction, reconfiguration and representation took place each week, learning and 

teaching were negotiated, informed each other and were seen as analogous to the social 

semiotic processes of textual interaction and transformation that I have set out to investigate 

in detail here. 

Similar ly, studentsô academic learning experiences have been explored at length by English 

in Student Writing and Genre: Reconfiguring Academic Knowledge  (2011) where, among 

other aspects which I discuss in more detail later, examples of interaction that occur around 

assessment are carefully examined and issues concerning textual re-design and re-

presentation are thoroughly discussed, with particular emphasis on the importance of this 

mysterious gap of indeterminacy  between ñwhat goes inò and ñwhat comes outò (p. 46) for 

learning to take place. As communication and u nderstanding is negotiated between the 

lecturer who designs the assignment and the student who reinterprets it, the discursive 

identity  and the positioning of each party in the interaction is also adjusted, albeit not always 

successfully.  

By the same token, in the context of more informal practices of textual interaction  such as 

reading novels, watching movies, novelas and so on, as communication is mediated through 

these texts between their designers, producers and distributors  on the one hand, and their 

receivers or consumers on the other, different participants holding varying degrees of power 

and agency will position and adjust themselves differently, not always successfully or 

harmoniously  either. 

As Voloġinov (1976) asserts in óDiscourse in Life and Discourse in Artô: 

The fact of the matter is that no conscious act of any degree of distinctness can 

do without inner speech, without words and intonations ï without 

evaluations, and, consequently, every conscious act is already a social act, an 

act of communication. Even the most self-awareness is an attempt to translate 

oneself into the common code, to take stock of anotherôs point of view, and 

consequently, entails orientation toward a possible listener. This listener may 

only be the bearer of the value judgements of the social group to which the 
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ñconsciousò person belongs. In this regard, consciousness, provided that we do 

not lose sight of its content, is not just a psychological phenomenon , but also, 

and above all, an ideological phenomenon, a product of social intercourse .    

(Ibid , pp. 114-5, his emphases) 

While Voloġinov is primarily providing a Marxist critique of psychoanalysis in Freudianism  

(1927/1976), ï where the excerpt from the aforementioned essay found as an appendix 

added by the editors and translators Matejka and  Titunik ï what stands out, as many have 

observed posthumously, is the broader significance of understanding the social governance 

of speech acts (cf. Titunik, 1973),  perhaps more explicitly outlined in  this subsequent passage 

of Marxism and the Philosophy of Language  (1929/1973): 

No utterance can be put together without value judgement. Every utterance is 

above all an evaluative orientation. Therefore, each element in a living 

utterance, not only has a meaning but also has a value. (é) Referential 

meaning is moulded by evaluation; it is evaluation, after all, which determines 

that a particular referential meaning may enter the purview of speak ers ï 

both the immediate purview and the broader social purview of the particular 

social group. Furthermore, with respect to changes of meaning, it is precisely 

evaluation that plays the creative role. A change in meaning is, essentially, 

always a revaluat ion: the transposition of some particular word from 

evaluative context to another. 

(Voloġinov, 1973:105; his emphases) 

These thoughts not only informed a new literary theory alo ngside the Bakhtinian dialogic  

perspective, but also foreshadowed major sociolinguistic studies such as Bernstein (1971) 

and Labov (1972), which deal, respectively, with the variations of (in)accessibility  to culture 

based on oneôs (lack of) knowledge of semiotic systems and with the functionality of the 

variations in the linguistic system to express social status and roles (or orientations , to use 

Voloġinovôs term). Combining these in his Language as Social Semiotic, Halliday (1978) 

sums up: 

Variation in language is in a quite direct sense the expression of fundamental 

attributes of the social system; dialect variation expresses the diversity of 

social structures (social hierarchies of all kinds), while register variation 

expresses the diversity of social processes. And since the two are 

interconnected ï what we do is affected by who we are: in other words, the 

division of labour is social ï dialects become entangled with registers. The 
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registers a person has access to are a function of his place in the social 

structure; and a switch of register may entail a switch of dialect. 

This is how we try to account for the emergency of standard dialects, the 

correlation of dialects and registers, and the whole complex ideology of 

language attitudes and value judgements. 

(Ibid , pp. 2-3; his emphases) 

By looking at contemporary texts and social structure, this is also how Hodge and Kress 

attempt to account for the multiplicity of accents of language systems in Social Semiotics 

(1988), and by the same token, as new textual forms emerge, this is how Kress and Van 

Leeuwen (2001) attempt to further account for the correlation of modes, media and genres 

in their theory of Multimodality , which in turn, as I mentioned  before, have ultimately 

informed the analytical framework developed by English (2011) to look at the process of text 

re-presentation and the subsequent transformation s that emerge with particular focus on 

genre and their respective affordances and limitations, that is , what different genres allow 

writers  (in this case) to do and how they are oriented materially and socially in complex 

ways. 

Specifically talking about the contrast between academic assignments as envisaged by 

lecturers and by students, English discusses the fascinating process of negotiation between 

these two parties towards some kind of common understanding of what is expected as 

evidence that learning has taken place, pointing  out that  students can never fully grasp what 

lecturers want without struggle because they are students in the first place (ibid , p. 62). As I 

see it, such a subordination  of roles in itself  impacts directly upon the confidence of both 

parties as writers and knowers to varying degrees, usually more positively than negatively, 

for  it is expected that a lecturer will have greater knowledge in order to guide  students 

throughout the learning process. However, in those rare instances when the person in the 

subordinate role has a deeper knowledge of a particular subject in relation to the person who 

happens to be in a position  of authority , it is possible that this may not be acknowledged by 

the superior, much to the frustration of the  subordinate. Despite the varying levels of 

subordination, certain relationships are, of course,  more flexible than others, or  perhaps less 

risky so to speak, particularly those that are less formal or institutionalised . For instance, 

whereas students and workers may end up failing their degrees or losing their jobs for  

choosing to ignore or challenge the recommendations made by their superiors, book readers, 

film viewers or music listeners are most unlikely to suffer any serious consequences for 

ignoring or challenging  recommendations of ócritically acclaimedô texts or for insisting on  

consuming texts which have been deemed as mediocre by experts. 
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Thus, to go back to Tropa de Elite  and its reviews on Rotten Tomatoes for the last time, as 

these reviews are sorted into two large groups on the website, namely critics and audience, it 

becomes easy to notice that there is a stark contrast between the largely negative reviews 

written by most of the accredited critics on the website in relation to the largely positive 

reviews written by  most ordinary viewers,  or óthe audienceô, as it is often the case with the so 

called blockbusters, as well as with other popular narrative genres such as soap operas and 

telenovelas. Clearly, there is a conflict of opinions there between the group of experts and the 

group of laypersons. Yet, they all appear to express their thoughts with equal levels of 

confidence in their reviews  and comments, possibly because of the fact that these two groups 

were offered equal platforms ï despite the two distinct labels. Interestingly enough, though, 

being in the position of a professional critic or an ordinary viewer is no guarantee of having 

oneôs opinion more or less aligned with that of the film di rector, the author of a novel, the 

writer of a song, or even the creators of an advertisement or the author and the producers of 

any given novela das oito. 

 

2.5.  Social Dimensions of Texts and Genres  

Similar contrasts have been observed in many other cultural areas besides the arts and 

entertainment , such as sports, fashion, gastronomy, architecture and even calligraphy or 

typography, to name but a few. These are usually attributed to the (not so) simple fact that 

different groups of people have got different tastes and opinions about tastes. As with 

languages, dialects and registers, different texts and genres are more or less highly regarded 

by different groups of people, perhaps not so much with more or less knowledge of semiotic 

systems, but more importantly, with more or less power and influence in society. As a result, 

texts and genres move up and down the ladder, becoming part of or excluded from what is 

perceived as legitimate culture and even after being seen as legitimised, they may or not 

belong to a particular ógeneric canonô, as Cobley puts it (2000: 15). At different points in time 

and in different sociocultural domains , texts and genres may be seen as ócoolô, ótrendyô, 

ópopularô, ótackyô, ócultô, óbad-tastedô, ógrotesqueô, órefinedô, óextravagantô, ótediousô, óimmoralô, 

ódatedô, óoverratedô, the list goes on. 

Along with other Russian scholars such as Jakobson (cf. 1985) and Propp (cf. 1984), Bakhtin  

(1965/1984) talks about this separation between óCulturesô and óculturesô,  though at different 

points in time (i.e. the transition from the Middle Ages towards Renaissance in the face of an 

emerging Absolutism in counterpoint to that of  Tsarist Russia towards Communist  Russia in 

the face of Stalinism) with the former óCultureô being legitimis ed by official instances of 

recognition such as the church, the aristocracy, the state, the academies, the schools, etc. 

and, as such, regarded as superior in relatio n to the latter ócultureô, merely regarded by these 
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influential powers of legitimisation as a manifestation of the spirits of the neighbourhoods of 

a city, with  its intrinsic vulgarity and dubious  taste so to speak. Bakhtinôs reflections on the 

medieval society and its respective cultures as described in the stories of French Renaissance 

writer Rabelais have been highly acclaimed for offering a  fresh perspective in the context of 

1930ôs dominant formalism of both literary criticism and linguistics ( cf. Pomorska, 1984) by 

taking into account the voice of the author speaking from the context of a historical period of 

substantial transformations which is seen as analogous to the period in which Bakhtin 

himself writes his own words , seemingly very much aware of both political and 

socioeconomic aspects and their direct relation to the different cultural manifestations with  

their respective aesthetic aspects and the varying levels of legitimacy. 

A few decades later, following  his large-scale empirical study of French society, Pierre 

Bourdieu (1979/1984) claimed that  society was characterised by a systematic process 

whereby those schooled in forms of so called legitimate culture enjoyed advantages over the 

working classes who stood outside of it. According to him, this knowledge of the legitimised 

forms of culture , which he refers to as cultural capital, works like financial capital in terms of 

how it is accumulated by the educated classes both physically and intellectually as they are 

socialised into appreciating its  various forms.  

Moreover, Bourdieu adds, the practical knowledge of the social world, which is presupposed 

by reasonable behaviour and attitudes, implements classificatory schemes of perception and 

appreciation which  are determined socioeconomically. These socioeconomically determined 

classificatory schemes of perception enable, in turn, the production of a common sense of 

taste and opinion about these cultural practices (1984: 470). 

 As it follows, 

All the agents in a given social formation share a set of basic perpetual 

schemes, which receive the beginnings of objectification in the pairs of 

antagonistic adjectives commonly used to classify and qualify persons or 

objects in the most varied areas of practice. The network of oppositions 

between high (sublime, elevated, pure) and low (vulgar, low, modest), 

spiritual and material, fine (refined, elegant) and coarse (heavy, fat, crude, 

brutal), light (subtle, lively, sharp, adroit)  and heavy (slow, thick, blunt, 

laborious, clumsy), free and forced, broad and narrow, or, in another 

dimension, between unique (rare, different, distinguished, exclusive, 

exceptional, singular, novel) and common (ordinary, banal, commonplace, 

trivial, routine), brilliant (intelligent) and dull (obscure, grey, mediocre), is 
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the matrix of all the commonplaces which find such ready acceptance 

because behind them lies the whole social order. 

(Ibid, p. 471) 

Meanwhile, Foucault (1980) had examined how various forms of knowledges are implicated 

in the organisati on and exercise of power, opening up approaches to the relations between 

aesthetics and power, which led to different ways of analysing the relation between 

aesthetics and cultural institutions, generating multidimensional approaches to the ways in 

which aesthetic discourses are inscribed in relations of power (cf. Mills, 2003: 67 -79), and 

since then, other theorists aimed at elaborating more fluid accounts of cultural values which 

related them to forms of social mobilisations and political action, as Bennett recounts 

(2009: 9 -23), with Bolta nski and Thévenot, for instance, accounting for competing 

economies of worth whilst relativising explanations based on such power relations (2006: 

20) , and with Lahire  emphatically challenging social determinisms whilst emphasising the 

need to recognise more heterogeneous forms of both individual and collective personhood 

(2004; 2011).  

In his own words , 

Because we do not occupy identical or similar positions in such social 

contexts (we can be and have variously been óson or daughterô, óschool pupilô, 

óschoolfriendô, ófather or motherô, óhusband or wifeô, ó lover or mistressô, 

ócolleague at workô, ógoalkeeperô, ómember of an associationô, óattendant at a 

churchô, óworkerô, and so on), we live experiences that are varied, different 

and sometimes contradictory. A plural actor is thus the product of an ï often 

precocious ï experience of socialisation in the course of their trajectory, or 

simultaneously in the course of the same period of time in a number of social 

worlds and occupying different positions.  

(Lahire, 2011: 31)  

This is a particularly  useful notion to bear in mind, which is, in my view, analogous to the 

Hallidayan interpersonal level in his complex functional systemic linguistics (cf. 1985), 

where different discursive identities manifest themselves in a variety of modes of 

representation, whilst moulded by as well as moulding the rules or the style, that is, the 

predominant features of  a given genre, as elaborated by Hodge and Kress in (1988), further 

developed in Kress and Van Leeuwen (2001) and in Kress (2003; 2010), and as extended in 

English (2011). That is to say, although subordinate cultural manifestations such as, say, 

certain musical genres, TV programmes or even dialects may be partially shaped by the 
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ways in which they are framed by the dominant forms of cultural classification (i.e. reviews, 

criticism, school disciplines, academies, etc.), there are counter-systems of value formation 

through which members of a given subordinate group may assert themselves positively 

against officially validated cultural hierarchies, as Thornton (1995) discusses in relation to 

the so called UK club cultures and rave music, Jenkins (1992) in relation to popular TV 

programmes and fandom, and Halliday (1978) in relation to the so called antilanguages. 

The fascinating aspect of these latter studies is that they show in their own ways how 

elaborate these subordinate codes and conventions are in analogous ways to the legitimised 

forms of culture and also how their  members value their own specific forms of knowledge 

which can be seen as a form of exclusive subcultural capital. At times, these different types 

of texts and genres may reach the point when they become ómainstreamô, thus losing their 

relative value to their members who may or may not react in order to protect or reclaim 

these texts. One example in particular which springs to mind is graffiti, these days also 

known as ñstreet artò, which until a few decades ago was not acknowledged by the 

mainstream as a genre in the visual arts. With Bansksy as the obvious British representative 

and the Brazilian duo Gêmeos [ lit.  Twins] , they rose from the outskirts of Bristol and São 

Paulo respectively to inhabit major international art galleries and exhibitions . As a result, 

this form of expression has acquired a considerable degree of legitimacy on the one hand. 

However, a considerable portion of their own counterparts dismissed their mainstream 

success as a óbetrayal to the movementô, which was visually expressed through the so called 

ógraffiti warsô that took place in Bristol and London in particular,22 with more extreme forms 

of such interventions taking place in São Paulo, such as, among others, the hijacking of 

street art exhibi tions in galleries to the horror of most visitors , who saw the works they had 

come to appreciate, being radically transformed or vandalised right  before their incredulous 

eyes with graffiti which re ad ñwe are the streetò and the like. Although most of these radical 

interventionists were arrested and prosecuted for criminal damage, the duo Gêmeos, who 

had their own pieces on display completely damaged, stated that they did not see these 

actions as acts of vandalism, but rather , as part of what they had always fought for, which is 

that  óthe street must be heardô23. Meanwhil e, several other representatives of the so called 

street culture in São Paulo, such as rappers Criolo and Emicida have risen to prominence in 

recent years, with similar reactions and counter reactions coming from both sides of the 

rather isolated social circles of that city. On the one hand there were those from the middle 

classes who came into contact with their music and their lyrics and appreciated this ómore 

                                                           
22

 ŎŦΦ WŀƴŜ tǊŜǎǘƻƴΩǎ Graffiti Wars (2011). Available at: http://vimeo.com/39575088 (last accessed on 

21.09.2014) 

23
 cf. Wƻńƻ ²ŀƛƴŜǊΩǎ Pixo Brazil (2010). Available at: https://vimeo.com/29691112 (idem).  

http://vimeo.com/39575088
https://vimeo.com/29691112
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palatableô hybrid of rap,  samba and rock with hints of  other stuff , while others from the 

same social circle continued to dismiss the genre altogether. On the other hand there were 

those from the working  classes who were rather pleased with the fact that the voice of the 

streets was being heard more widely, while others from the same social circle, unimpressed 

by the spreading popularity of their own cultural  manifestations, blamed the musicians for 

selling out to the mainstream.24 

Elaborating  on a set of equivalent contradictions,  in Social Semiotics, Hodge and Kress 

(1988) suggest that    

In all these examples, and many more, we have the same phenomenon: 

oppositional discourse which constructs various kinds of inversion, and a 

process by which the availability of these oppositional practices is mapped on 

to social time and space, organised into a system of domains. If we use 

Hallidayôs term antilanguage in an extended sense, to cover all semiotic 

codes, including codes of action and behaviour as well as expressive codes 

like speech and writing, we can summarise how the domains and 

antilanguages typically function.  

(Ibid , p. 78)  

In that sense, according to them, in the exercise of distinction or differentiation, 

antilanguages and anticultures emerge, deliberately excluding and mystifying others or each 

other and, 

Since metasigns are normally pervasive in the production of texts, an 

accumulation of transparent metasigns of group identity will normally lead 

to forms of language and text whose mimetic meanings seem impenetrable, 

inexplicable and opaque to outsiders. Incomprehensibility, that is,  is never 

an accident. 

(Ibid , p. 90) 

                                                           
24

 There is a wealth of debates where all these opinions are repeatedly voiced and registered on Orkut within 

various communities. See for instance the contrast between the predominantly conservative opinions of the 

ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅ ά{ńƻ tŀǳƭƻέ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǘƻǇƛŎ ά[ƻōńƻ ŎƘǳǘŀ ƻ ōŀƭŘŜ ǎƻōǊŜ ƻ ŎŜƴłǊƛƻ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ ƴƻ .Ǌŀǎƛƭέ ώǘǊΦ [ƻōńƻ ǎƭŀƎǎ ƻŦŦ 

the Brazilian cultural scene], available at: 

http://www.orkut.com/Main#CommMsgs?cmm=106311131&tid=5873350241147976560 in relation to the 

ǘƻǇƛŎ ά9ƳƛŎƛŘŀΣ /Ǌƛƻƭƻ Ŝ aŀƴƻ .Ǌƻǿƴέ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƳƻǊŜ Ψŀƴǘƛ-ŜǎǘŀōƭƛǎƘƳŜƴǘΩ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅ ά/ŀǊǘƻƭŀ C/έΣ ŀǾŀƛƭŀōƭŜ ŀǘΥ 

http://www.orkut.com/Main#CommMsgs?cmm=110751696&tid=5898563739736618877 (both links last 

ŀŎŎŜǎǎŜŘ ƻƴ нмΦлфΦнлмпύΦ {ŜŜ ŀƭǎƻ !ǇǇŜƴŘƛȄ мо ŦƻǊ ΨǎŎǊŜŜƴ ǎƘƻǘǎΩ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŀŦƻǊŜƳŜƴtioned (figures 66 and 67). 

http://www.orkut.com/Main#CommMsgs?cmm=106311131&tid=5873350241147976560
http://www.orkut.com/Main#CommMsgs?cmm=110751696&tid=5898563739736618877
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Thus, as Thornton concludes in her ethnographic study of club subcultures that both high 

and low forms of contemporary cultures are ñriddled with dynamics of distinctionò (1995: 

163), it seems fair to say that, whether with the visual language and the music from the 

streets permeating the high domains of art galleries, colleges and upmarket music festivals, 

or with theoretical quantum physics turned into prime -time documentaries ï to the dismay 

of some scientists who disagree with what they see as oversimplified representations ï with 

colourful three-dimensional visuals accompanied by moving sound scores on BBC25, óit cuts 

both waysô nonetheless. Although these genres as evolving forms and conventions are 

perceived as a positive force by some, they are inevitably seen as degradation (e.g. ómore 

palatableô, ódumbed downô, etc.) by others. 

Following their recent large -scale empirical study of contemporary British society in the light 

of all of the above, Bennett et al. (2009) point out that ñit is dangerous to define cultural 

capital purely in terms of its role within education, rather than in terms of its relationship to 

cultural practi ces and valuesò (p. 23). According to them, in the UK context today, ñfew 

people make a positive stand for the superiority of particular forms, and few draw parallels 

between cultural and social worthò (ibid, p. 259). In a developing country with a rather more 

contrasting sociocultural reality, such as Brazil, however, it would appear that many still  do 

precisely that (i.e. draw parallels between cultural and social worth) , as it can be seen across 

a wide range of TV programmes including telenovelas as well as across online discussions 

from news and entertainment websites to social networking services. Nevertheless, Bennett 

et al. also add that, in Britain, ñpossession of cultural capital is still a route to personal 

advancement and distinctionò (ibid.). Analysing Brazilian telenovelas as a partial 

representation of Brazilian society and culture , in relation to the different perspectives of 

different groups of viewers who belong to this society and culture, is what now I  begin to 

attempt over course of the next chapters. 

 

2.6.  Conclusion  

What I have tried to show in some more detail in this chapter is the interrelation between a 

variety of social theories and theories of language which have, in varied ways, informed my 

interpretative line of thought  outlined in the intro duction  of this thesis. I have used a variety 

of examples of textual interaction and/or reading/viewing/listening/interpreting/ etc. 

practices, other than watching novelas and discussing them online, with the deliberate 

intention of inserting the discussion I develop in the following chapters in the wider context 

of sociocultural semiotics. 
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 9ΦƎΦ tǊƻŦ .Ǌƛŀƴ /ƻȄΩǎ Wonders of Life: http://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/b01rgjt0 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/b01rgjt0
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First, with respect to the question of meaning, I have shown how a variety of intrigued 

commentators offered their insights and understandings informing further elaborations and 

ultimately sparking a series of empirical studies which foreground the importance of both 

the role of the reader and their respective reading formations in extracting, negotiating and 

making meanings out of texts and genres. 

Second, I have looked at the process of text interaction itself,  from a dialogic perspective, in 

the light of a few practi cal examples in order to highlight the two sides of th e same coin, or 

rather, the multiple  sides of the polyhedron also known as text. I have tried to show the 

inadvertent contradiction that is likely to emerge between the different voices within a given 

text as they are ultimately ófilteredô through the eyes of the beholder who has the power to 

overrule the designerôs intentions to varying degrees and with varying consequences. 

Third, as texts are reworked through the eyes and ears of readers, listeners, viewers, 

receivers or consumers in general, within a given community of viewers, etc. with their 

respective viewing formations, secondary texts emerge, also with more or less powerful 

voices and varied orientations. It is with in this more or less peaceful battlefield that learning 

takes place as knowledge is produced and exchanged. 

Finally, with respect to the social dimensions of textual interactions and transformations, I 

have looked at the potential power that the various forms of institutionalised óhigh culturesô 

offer to those who are part of it, to the detriment of those who are excluded. In that sense, 

narrative genres, as well as other genres of communication continue to be more or less highly 

regarded in different circles or communities with more or less power and influence. Such 

notions are, however, more complex and dynamic today than they may have been in the past. 

The evident pluralisation, diversification and fragmentation of cultural taste ï perhaps still 

not so pronounced in developing countries such as Brazil as it appears to be the case in 

present-day Britain according to Bennett et al. (2009) ï appears to allow for innovative, 

more inclusive ways of looking at the teaching and learning of language and communication 

from a critical perspective. In this context, technological change and the dramatic rise of 

mediatised forms of communication are seen as an opportunity for popular genres to be used 

as semiotic resources to foster such forms of teaching and learning. 

With these theoretical foundation s in mind, let us now move on to the contextual 

explorations of soap opera and telenovela research before discussing the genre(s) and the 

generic perspective employed in this research. 
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3.  THE LAND OF T HE TELE NOVELA : REVIEW ING THE MEDIATIC 

CONTEXT, THE GENRE AND GENRE ITSELF  

 

It is a bit like ornithologists, taxidermists, and bird watchers from a dozen  different countries all 

talking about birds, but in one country there are only eagles; in another pigeons and chickens, but 

no eagles; in another macaws and pigeons, but no eagles or chickens; and so on. 

(Allen, 1989: 45) 

 

3.1.  Introduction  

As with Allenôs soap opera analogy quoted above, in this chapter I begin to comment on 

some of these óbirdsô and the respective commentary from  some of these óbird expertsô. I look  

at these texts in terms of their  origins,  how they have been perceived by their fans and their 

critics , and how they have been thoroughly described, discussed and classified by different 

commentators. Interestingly , by doing so, these commentators appear to collectively confirm  

that , rather than thorough  textual entities, genres are, in effect, sets of expectations (Cobley, 

2001b: 487). 

Indeed, there are important points to be made about genre, ways of seeing genre and the way 

I attempt to look at  genre here as a social semiotic resource in the light of the writings of 

Kress (2003; 2010) and English (2011), so much so that there is an extended section towards 

the end of the chapter (3.6), especially dedicated to this important discussion. First, 

however, let us embark upon this (somewhat) epic journey of exploration across the (not so) 

legendary world of soap operas and the (fairly ) fabulous land of the novelas through the eyes 

and words of some of their most dedicated commentators. As I review some of their 

descriptions, definitions and arguments, I also offer what I believe to be a balanced 

panorama of the Brazilian texts and contexts, highlighting idiosyncrasies and similarities in 

relation to their counterparts  from the world of  serial dramas (Allen, 1995) and commenting 

on some relevant intercultural aspects. 

For this particular sociosemiotic endeavour to make sense of ñthe compound of individual, 

society, sign systems, and sociocultural realityò (Cobley and Randviir, 2009: 22)  then, there 

are several aspects to be accounted for whilst looking at these texts. As time goes by, people 

grow and change, thinking, reflecting, acting, interacting, learning, etc. As a result, society 

changes, at different paces and in different directions at different times in history and in 

different parts of the world. Such changes reflect upon the dynamic sign systems developed 

by society so that individuals are able to interact and make meanings, producing in turn a 

sociocultural reality, which is also dynamic and influences both individual and social 
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perceptions as the world goes round and time passes by, and society changes, at different 

paces, in different directions and so on. It  is not an exaggeration, then, to affirm that the 

same the same goes for soap operas and telenovelas, for they are mere popular texts in the 

context of linguistic processes in sociocultural practices . Thus in this sense, the prime-time 

Brazilian telenovela, as it is today, has changed continually, suffering multiple influences, as 

well as, without a doubt, exerting its influence upon people, society and culture. Figuratively 

speaking then, the novela das oito can be seen as the resulting fermentation,  distillation and 

maturation of a complex combination of ingredients which constitute a rather powerful 

spirit, masterfully blended, carefully bottled, effectively sold and largely consumed, in their 

millions.  It has its unique character which is promptly realised by its consumers, who never 

hesitate to attest that they are, without a doubt, óproperô eight oôclock soaps, as opposed to, 

say, the seven oôclock ones or certain series, even if, at times, they may ólookô like something 

eslse for certain apparent reasons. I begin to explore some of these impressions and 

characteristics in the light of both t he texts themselves and the more or less óinformedô and 

subjective views of of those who interact with these texts ultimately and inevitably designing 

and producing texts of their own.  

 

3.1.1.  A Brief Note on Terminology  

Before I go into the details and intricacies of the genre(s) and the term genre itself, it may 

be helpful  to attempt to clarify some of the generic terms that I have been employing here. 

The issue is primarily a sociolinguistic one, but it is also aesthetic and cultural. Perhaps in 

the eyes of Europeans and North Americans, Latin American soap operas  or telenovelas 

may all seem the same. However, as a Brazilian, I do not seem to be the exception in 

thinking that Spanish speaking soap operas or telenovelas are considerably different from 

their Portuguese speaking Brazilian counterparts, not just linguistically, but mainly 

aesthetically, with our version being, to our eyes, substantially more exciting, adventurous 

and, dare I say, less melodramatic. I shall go into these aesthetic and generic subtleties later 

on in this chapter. The term used by Spanish speakers to refer to óall of themô, whether 

Ameri can, British, Australian, Venezuelan, Mexican or Brazilian,  is telenovela, whereas 

Brazilian s across all domains use novela, with the exception of Brazilian academia, which 

favours telenovela. There is a reason for that, which is the fact that novela is used in 

academia as a technical term for a specific literary form, which is in fact the same in 

English, though spelled with one extra l, that is, novella . 

When communicating in English, b oth Spanish and Portuguese speakers will invariably 

translate both terms, telenovela and novela, to soap opera, adding its nationality when 

wishing to distinguish between varieties. However, telenovela has become a very widely 
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used term across the world to refer to the vast numbers of Latin American stories that are 

exported. As it appears, telenovelas and novelas are generally seen by non-Latin  Americans 

as something other than soap operas, pretty much in the same way that prime-time North 

American soaps are not seen or referred to by Latin Americans as soaps, but rather, as 

serials (in English) or séries (in Spanish and Portuguese), not to be confused with the 

English term series, which is usually translated to Spanish and Portuguese as seriado. 

In addition, telenovela is also a term which is commonly used by both viewers and 

broadcasters in Brazil to refer to the imported (to Brazil) Spanish speaking variety, as 

opposed to the Brazilian variety,  referred to as novela by both viewers and broadcasters. 

Novela also has an added layer of prominence, employed with the preceding definite article  

(i.e. the novela) as a synonym to the most prominent variety of soap opera in Brazil: Rede 

Globoôs prime-time soap or telenovela, or novela.  

Finally, the phrase prime time  is never used in Portuguese in conjunction with the word 

novela. Instead of prime time, the actual time is used (i.e. eight oôclock), which is in fact not 

the actual time. Again, here my urge to sometimes employ the Portuguese for ñeight oôclockò 

instead of prime-time, together with novela, instead of telenovela, as in novela das oito, is 

simply based on the actual term that is actually used pretty much by every single Brazilian 

on Earth , including academics at home.    

I have been using the aforementioned terms somewhat interchangeably as a deliberate 

choice. My intention, however, is by no means to be unclear. Rather, what I have been doing 

somewhat inadvertently , is trying to preserve a sense of naturalness in relation to the 

terminology which has been widely adopted by both viewers and broadcasters in Brazil (i.e. 

novela), albeit not by academia (i.e. telenovela). 

 

3.2.  Rede Globo: T he King of the Land  

When people ask each other ñdid you watch the novela last night?ò there is no need to be any 

more precise than this, although Rede Globo alone offers four distinct options of daily 

programmes which would generally fit in the definitions and descriptions of soaps and 

novelas outlined and discussed below. Other major TV channels such as Record, SBT, Rede 

TV and Bandeirantes also have their own soaps and novelas, imported or otherwise, 

broadcast daily as well and yet there is absolutely no need at all to ever ask which novela one 

might be referring to. óThe novelaô, everyone knows, refers to Rede Globoôs novela das oito. 

Watching the eight oôclock soap opera is part of virtually anyoneôs daily routine in Brazil. 

People watch it even if they are not actually watching it because there will be a TV set tuned 

in to Globo, perhaps in the kitchen, perhaps in the living room, in the bedroom upstairs, in 
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the bar, at the gym, the supermarket or the petrol station. óThe novelaô is there, everywhere. 

People comment on the latest developments at school, at work, home and the street. Some 

will even act like certain characters, acquiring  their slang, dressing like them, looking up to 

them to the extent of naming their children after their favourite character  (cf. Andrade, 

2003; Lopes et al., 2002). The magnitude of the power of influence of Globoôs prime-time 

soap opera is hard to ignore, hence my writing on this.  It has served to create a ñtelevisual 

nationalò, as Lopez (1995) puts it, in which the imagined community rallies arou nd specific 

images of itself. As she recounts, 

 Following the footsteps of radio and cinema, television increasingly 

makes ñlivingò the nation a tangible and daily possibility. I n other words, the 

otherwiseinvisible unity of the (political) idea of the nation becomes a part of 

everyday daily life. In this mode, the telenovela has become a privileged site for 

the translation of cultural, geographical, economic, and even political 

differences into the discourse of nationeness. 

(Ibid , p. 262) 

It is in th is context that Globo emerges as the dominant force superceeding TV-Tupi  at a 

time, Lopez goes on, when Brazil was governed by a strict military regime, whose need to 

rally a ñnewò nation coincided with Globoôs desire to interpellate the nation through the 

airwaves of its network and as potential consumers in a way which was in fact not so 

naturally coincidental ( ibid ). 

Ever since, Brazilian television has been undisputedly dominated by Rede Globo. Part of 

Marinho familyôs media conglomerate, Organiza»es Globo, the giant TV network is not far 

behind Murdochôs News Corporation or Azc§rragasôs Televisa (Allen, 1995: 3; Martín -

Barbero, 1995: 276). The economic power and the political influence that Rede Globo has 

had over Brazil can be best summarised by the events that took place in Brazil following the 

production and broadcast of Hartogôs documentary Beyond Citizen Kane (1993)26 for  

Channel 4. Centering around Rede Globo and its owner Roberto Marinho, the documentary 

uncovered obscure political connections, substantial allegations of illicit lobbying and the 

like, causing the course of the countryôs history  to change on several occasions. In a quick 

move, Globo managed to buy the exhibition rights and kept the story in the dark. The 

                                                           
26

 ¢ƘŜ ǘƛǘƭŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŘƻŎǳƳŜƴǘŀǊȅ ƛǎ ŀƴ ƻōǾƛƻǳǎ ŀƭƭǳǎƛƻƴ ǘƻ ²ŜƭƭǎΩǎ Mogul, Charles Foster Kane from Citizen Kane 

(1941). Although it has not been released on sale, multiple copies of the full-length documentary are widely 

available on the internet (e.g. http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=049U7TjOjSA ς 21.09.2014). Its full 

transcript has been translated to Portuguese and published in Mello (1994) and more recently the case has 

been discussed from a Peircean Semeiotic perspective in Santos (2010). 

 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=049U7TjOjSA
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Museum of Image and Sound in São Paulo eventually managed to organise a couple of 

special screening sessions, but, to everyoneôs surprise, its second screening was prevented by 

the culture secretary of the state, under the allegation of copyright issues (Mello, 1994). In 

that sense, whilst studying soap operas, I believe it is important to continue to bear in mind 

something that  appears to have been gone from academic debates about television serial 

dramas in general ever since the discourse of the Frankfurt School went out of fashion (cf. 

Gripsrud, 1995), which is the fact that there are indeed multiple interests involved in the 

fabric of the design, the production and  the distribution of these attractive texts. 

The appeal of Globoôs prime-time soaps stem in part from the fact that, since censorship 

began to fade in the mid-1980s, they have become more órealistô by touching on still 

controversial political and social themes such as agrarian reform, racism, abortion, drug 

abuse, environmental degradation, homosexuality, corruption, cloning, immigration, the list 

goes on (Hamburger, 2005) , in conjunction with  its typical themes of passionate romance, 

intrigue and betrayal, with justice and love always triumphing in the end , like in any classic 

melodrama (Sadek, 2008). This offers the opportunity for viewers to debate and reflect on 

many relevant contemporary issues, which may or may not be framed in certain ways, 

perhaps with some didactic purpose or interest in mind , which may be commercial, political, 

moral, etc. (cf. Rêgo, 2003; La Pastina et al., 2003).  

Whichever way, whilst watching the novela, people are on the one hand forgetting about 

their worries and their own realities to a certain extent, and on the other, they are engaging 

in a common fictional reality , collectively designed, produced, distributed and consumed, 

albeit in rather distinct  ways. Nevertheless, for different reasons, the prevailing sense 

appears to be that not only soap operas, but TV in general, together with video games do 

more harm than good (Bennett et al., 2009: 150). 

 

3.3.  The Origin of a Genre  

Discovering the exact origin of the soap opera as a genre, from which the telenovela is 

apparently derived, is an undertaking that almost nearly rivals  attempting to discover  the 

exact origin of mankind  as such, except telenovelas are more recent phenomena than 

humans. My point bein g, of course, the fact that both apes and soaps have evolved from 

something else and continue to evolve, together with culture, society, time, space and 

contextual factors. Therefore, to make sense of them, one would have to go back all the way 

to the dawn of time and attempt to retrace the steps of the fascinating practices of 

representation and storytelling that humans have gradually developed, perfected and 

diversified in so many ways over the course of millennia, from oral narratives to handwritten 
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ones and their respective devices, all the way until the invention of the printing press and the 

subsequent rise of the realist novel, followed by the invention of the radio, the television and 

the rise of the soap opera, without forgetting fi lm, cinema and video, obviously ï not to 

mention  the rise and rise of the interconnected, multimodal, multi media, virtual world s on 

the internet , heaving with interactive gaming, forums, podcasts, animated gifs, blogs, tweets, 

youtubes, vines, to name but a very few.  

Thankfully, however, a few very accomplished scholars have been taking care of that (cf. 

Havelock, 1986; Ricoeur, 1984-6 and Wiliams, 1974; see also Cobley, 2001a). Whereas they 

have shown the commonalities of the process through their anatomies of textual forms, 

identifying integral mechanisms through their thorough  archaeologies of linguistically and 

visually based narrative genres, I shall attempt to identify and comment on ñthe specificiti es 

of the genre in questionò (ibid , p. 29), despite its equally open, dynamic and dialogic 

potential.  

Allen, who has written and edited a great deal specifically on soap opera (e.g. 1985; 1989) 

and its various forms around the world (e.g. 1995), asserts that the genre soap opera 

originated in US commercial radio of the early 1930ôs when it was referred to as ódaytime 

(dramatic) serialsô, with the actual term ósoap operaô probably appearing for the first time in 

the late 1930ôs in the entertainment trade press, with ósoapô referring to the sponsors of these 

serials, manufacturers of household cleaning products like Procter and Gamble and Colgate-

Palmolive, and óoperaô probably alluding to perceived similarities between the two forms, 

such as their emphasis on emotions and ómatters of the heartô, and a leaning towards 

hyperbole or the excessive (ibid , 1985: 8-10), also probably amplified by the dramatic music 

in the absence of any visuals. Cantor and Pingree (1983), cited in Hobson (2003) , talk about 

the influence of commercial interests as well, writing that  

The story of the soap opera (and of all other programming) after radio 

became a ómass mediumô in 1930 is the story of American manufacturersô 

need to find nation -wide consumers for their products, and of a few 

individualsô applied creativity and imagination in response to that need.  

(Cantor and Pingree, 1983: 34, quoted in Hobson, 2003: 8 )  

Years later, down south in Latin America , the commercial logic employed was pretty much 

the same, despite a few peculiarities, as Fernandes (1987), Ortiz et al. (1989) and Távola 

(1996) among others recount, with things apparently having kicked off in Cuba. According 

to Cuban telenovela writer Délia Fiallo, the genre had a peculiar precedent in Cuba, with the 

widespread lectores de tabaquerí a (lit. tobacconistôs readers), who would read out romantic 
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novels in order to entertain the workers who spent long hours rolling hundreds of cigars day 

after day (Fiallo, 1995: 16). This might have potentially  contributed to keep ing attendance 

levels high, with readers perhaps calling it a day with a skilful cliff -hanger, or perhaps more 

likely, t his would actually motivate the  poor workers to continue to roll  a few extra dozens 

of cigars for another two or three hours into the night until the end of the written chapter, 

who knows. Either way, the fact of the matter is that these readers were doomed to be 

substituted by fewer lucky ones with the advent of the radio . Following that, though, t his 

practice continued with programmes such as La Novela del Aire  (lit. The Novel on Air), 

which now offered not only a wider variety of semiotic modes in the form of enacted 

dialogues, sounds effects and music, but also previously unpublished stories such as Chan 

Li Po, La Serpiente Roja and El Derecho de Nacer, written by Félix B. Caignet, which were 

to become major successes, as Fiallo recounts (ibid, p. 17). 

Interestingly enough, Baccega (1998) adds that scripts of unpublished stories such as these 

ones, among many others, were brought to Brazil, translated and adapted, without their 

authorsô consent, by this woman called Maria Magdalena Iturrioz, who worked for Colgate-

Palmolive in Cuba as a óscript selectorô and who, upon her arrival in Brazil, becomes Gl·ria 

Magadan, a successful new talent who ówroteô novelas for the radio, sponsored by Colgate-

Palmolive, as well as, eventually, the so called telenovelas, which were adaptations of these 

same stories for this new weekly programme called A Novela na Televisão (lit. The Novela 

on Television), also sponsored by Colgate-Palmolive (ibid , pp. 42-46), broadcast live on this 

new incredible technological marvel, which very few people could afford, albeit not for very 

long. 

Within a few decades, following the so called óeconomic miracleô (cf. Hamburger, 2005: 22), 

also known as óthe horrors of the dictatorshipô, Brazil27 would become, for many years to 

come, the country where there were more homes with TV sets than refrigerators28, only 

losing such a position in 201229. 

 

                                                           
27

 See Castro (1992) and Morais (1995) for extremely detailed historical accounts of 20
th
 century Brazil in the 

form of biographical narratives of two major Brazilian figures from the world of media and communications, 

respectively, iconic journalist, playwright and novelist Nelson Rodrigues, and media mogul Assis 

Chateaubriand, also known as Chatô, who kick-started television in Brazil.   

28
 Source: Brazilian Institute of Geography and Statistics. The complete publications of the latest census are 

publicly available at: http://www.censo2010.ibge.gov.br/en/resultados (last accessed on 21.09.2014). 

29
 Following the 2010 census where the percentage of homes with TV sets was 95.1 per cent and the 

percentage of homes with refrigerators was 93.7 per cent, the IBGE projected that these figures would be 

close to equal by 2012. 

http://www.censo2010.ibge.gov.br/en/resultados
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Figure 5: Distribution of permanent households according to existing consumer durables, Brasil 1960-2000.
30

 

Since then, not only has the television programme in question experienced considerable 

changes in terms of its material aspects such as its form and content, but so too have its 

social aspects, including the TV network business model (perhaps the most probable reason 

why the programme has changed in the first place), as well as the viewers or consumers. 

In addition,  academic studies as an intrinsic part of society and culture seem to have also 

gradually changed from being, at times, somewhat reluctant to acknowledge the importance 

of new forms of semiosis as they emerge, towards a more open-minded attitude so to speak, 

with online gaming (cf. Perron and Wolf, 2009)  and social media (cf. Baym, 2010) as the 

most recent examples. In a way, this comes as no surprise, considering the fact that 

academic institutions are to relatively varying degrees subject to external forces such as 

poli tics and the economy, and thus tend to facilitate the availability of  fundin g for research 

in more established or highly regarded areas than in those which are beginning to emerge 

or are regarded as unimportant by the establishment. This has certainly been the case with 

soap operas and telenovelas, with specific research on them first published only in the 

1980s (e.g. Hobson, 1982; Cantor and Pingree, 1983; Allen, 1985; Leal, 1986; Mattelart and 

Mattelart, 1989).  
                                                           
30

 Source: Brazilian Institute of Geography and Statistics. Full publication available at: 

http://biblioteca.ibge.gov.br/visualizacao/livros/liv3124.pdf last accessed on 21.09.2014). 

http://biblioteca.ibge.gov.br/visualizacao/livros/liv3124.pdf
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3.4.  Popular Perceptions of a Genre  

As one of the founding members and former coordinator of the Centre for Telenovela 

Studies31 at the University of São Paulo, Baccega has discussed the struggle to turn the 

telenovela into an authentic object of academic study until 1992 due to, among other 

factors, the prejudice against the genre (1998: 50). According to her, despite the hard-

earned support from the universityôs board of governors, with substantial research being 

carried out, a considerable portion of the prejudice  still remained six years down the line, 

with stereotypes such as óalienating trash for womenô still prevailing among academics 

(ibid .). Fast-forward a decade and opinion polls conducted and published on a weekly basis 

by the Brazilian Institute of Public Opinion (IBOPE) 32 show a dramatic change in the 

demographics of novela viewers, particularly in the large urban centres, with a consistently 

more diverse audience33, not only in terms of gender but also income and education levels. 

This is also partly due to the fact that the genre has also changed as I discuss below. 

The people I interact with in daily life in the UK ï colleagues, students, neighbours, and 

friends ï have often found it ópeculiarô, óamusingô or óexoticô that my research looks at 

telenovelas, whereas those who I interact with in Brazil ï mostly online these days ï have 

tended to consider it  ópointlessô at its worst to óperplexingô at its best. As one of my relatives 

recently put it, ñIf they have become the object of your academic studies, I suppose the 

novelas must be getting betterò. Without dwelling on  the correlations  between academic 

study and the need for its object to have a certain level of óqualityô, however that might be 

defined, although his comment remotely acknowledges the possibility that óit might be 

worth checking them outô, such a remark, as well as those of the others, still  indicate a 

pervasive cultural stereotype that soap operas and telenovelas are ólameô and, conversely, so 

too are those who watch them, as I have heard and read repeatedly.34  

The topic below, for instance, created in the Orkut  community ñI Donôt Watch Novelasò, 

posted by someone who is either a fan of novelas or just a ótrollô ï as social media users refer 

                                                           
31

 http://www.cca.eca.usp.br/nucleos/cetvn (last accessed on 21.09.2014) 

32
 http://www.ibope.com.br/pt-br/conhecimento/TabelasMidia/Paginas/default.aspx (last accessed on 

21.09.2014). 

33
 cf. Figures from the Brazilian Institute of Public OǇƛƴƛƻƴ όL.ht9ύ ά!ŘǳƭǘǎΣ ƳŀǊǊƛŜŘ ŀƴŘ ǎƛƴƎƭŜέ ǎƘƻǿƛƴƎ 

demographic details, published on 18 April 2012. Available at: http://www.ibope.com.br/pt-

br/noticias/Paginas/Adultos%20solteiros%20e%20casados.aspx (idem). 

34
 See Appendixes 3a, 3b, 3c and 7. Selected from Orkut communities such as Eu Odeio a Rede Globo (lit. I Hate 

Rede Globo) with over 60,000 members, and Eu Não Vejo Novela (lit.L 5ƻƴΩǘ ²ŀǘŎƘ bƻǾŜƭŀύ with over 50,000 

members. Available respectively at:  http://www.orkut.com/Main#Community?cmm=44944  and at: 

http://www.or kut.com/Main#Community?cmm=49796 (idem).  

http://www.cca.eca.usp.br/nucleos/cetvn
http://www.ibope.com.br/pt-br/conhecimento/TabelasMidia/Paginas/default.aspx
http://www.ibope.com.br/pt-br/noticias/Paginas/Adultos%20solteiros%20e%20casados.aspx
http://www.ibope.com.br/pt-br/noticias/Paginas/Adultos%20solteiros%20e%20casados.aspx
http://www.orkut.com/Main#Community?cmm=44944
http://www.orkut.com/Main#Community?cmm=49796
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to those who interact with the sole purpose of winding people up, often in rather nasty ways 

(cf. Bishop, 2013) ï is an ironic contradiction in terms, for it  provides a list of adjectives 

routinely used by the members of that community to account for the stereotypes of those 

who do watch novelas, as opposed to the members of this community :  

Topic: Women who hate novela   

Every woman who hates novela is :  

1.  A nerd  
2.  Fat  
3. Ugly  
4. Unloved 
5. Daft  
6. Unwanted  
7. Butch 
8. Boring  
9. Lonely  
10. Weird  
11. Dull  
12. Despicable 
13. Unsympathetic  
14. Grumpy  
15. Moody  
16. Unhappy  

 

Figure 6: άWomen who hate novelaέ
35

 

                                                           
35

 Source: Orkut. Available at: 

http://www.orkut.com/Main#CommMsgs?cmm=49796&tid=5408456924910795159 (last accessed on 

21.09.2014). 

http://www.orkut.com/Main#CommMsgs?cmm=49796&tid=5408456924910795159
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In the replies that followed, the community members continued to mock at themselves in 

the same ironic spirit, until a slightly earnest young woman added: 

Now, seriously, these people who watch novela are manipulated and have 

such a weak mind that they donôt even realiseé You go out in the streets and 

everybody is wearing the same clothes, talking the same slang and you 

donôt even need to ask where all these fads came fromé Janete Clair 

[author] and the likeé lolé They dictate the fashion, social behaviours; itôs 

a terrible thingé I am really sorryé I personally believe, and say this 

without the intention to offend anyone, th at those who watch novelas are:  

Gullible , weak-minded, sad, lifeless, lonely, lacking culture, needy, 

miserable and easily manipulatedé I could carry on, but my boy is waking 

upé lolé kiss.  

 

Figure 7: άPeople who watch novelaέ
36

 

This negative perception of a majority of telenovela viewers by a minority of telenovela 

haters37 can be seen as grounded in the aforementioned division between highly regarded 

cultural manifestations and refined taste in relation to low cultural forms, bad tast e, 

                                                           
36

 Ibid. 

37
 Brazilian Institute of Public Opinion (IBOPE), http://www.ibope.com.br/pt-

br/conhecimento/TabelasMidia/Paginas/default.aspx (last accessed on 21.09.2014) ς This is arguably echoed 

by the number of Orkut communities celebrating novelas in relation to the number of counterparts attacking 

them (see Appendixes 7 and 8). 

http://www.ibope.com.br/pt-br/conhecimento/TabelasMidia/Paginas/default.aspx
http://www.ibope.com.br/pt-br/conhecimento/TabelasMidia/Paginas/default.aspx
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judgement, etc, with high -taste culture seen as promoting rationality and low -taste culture 

taken to promote emotionality  (Jenkins, 1992: 15), often  suggesting for instance that ñthese 

peopleò cannot think or act rationally and independently, whereas ñweò can because we are 

a distinct group or class of people who do not watch this ñharmful trashò. Interestingly 

enough, those who criticise the genre and ridicule its viewers generally seem to know quite a 

lot about the goings on of each new story and their always popular stars, although, in 

fairness, it is virtually impossible to remain oblivious  to all the reactions and counter 

reactions that the novela das oito sparks as each ónewô plot gradually unfolds, semester after 

semester, so much so that on that Friday evening when that  (not so) long-awaited last 

episode is finally on, the whole country  stops, pretty much like during every FIFAÊ World 

Cup match when Brazil are playing (no matter how humiliating it might be ). There is barely 

any traffic in  the streets, appointments and commitments are either cancelled or postponed; 

anything can ï and will ï wait. Even those who despise novelas, like those who despise 

football, will voluntarily choose to put up with it  ï probably enjoying it in secrecy whilst 

making the occasional parodic remark (Sconce, 1995 in Bennett et al., 2009: 134) ï for all 

their friends and family will be watching it  wholeheartedly anyway. 

As I discuss in detai l over the next chapters, there is much more to the viewing practices 

themselves than to the telenovelas themselves, so much so that , in a way, this is almost like 

talking  about the weather in Britain: It does not matter how invariably dull  it might be, 

people will passionately discuss each shade of grey, wind speed and direction, humidity 

percentages, pollen levels, atmospheric pressure, and if a weather warning happens to be 

issued, then, brace yourselves for the extensive coverage across all TV channels, radio 

stations and websites! Despite the ironic tone of this last remark, the point  I am trying to 

make is a serious one, albeit pretty straightforward. Y et, it is not always prevalent in theory, 

although it is undoubtedly  so in practice. It  has been taken into account in fairly different 

ways by some theorists while it has been deliberately brushed aside by others too, and it has 

been very well summarised by Kress:  

Meaning arises in social environments and in social interactions. That makes 

the social into the source, the origin and the generator of meaning. óThe 

socialô is generative of meaning, of semiotic processes and forms. 

(2010: 54) 

Let us then turn to the  commentators who have been occupying themselves with studying 

what I am referring to as the primary text  genre of this research which sets out to look at it 

from a social semiotic perspective. 
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3.5.  Academic Perceptions of (a )  Genre  

Speaking of novelas, Baccega (1998), rather than attempting to come up with a clear-cut 

definition, points out that the NPTN ï Núcleo de Pesquisa de Telenovela (lit. Centre for 

Research on Telenovelas) at USP, the University of São Paulo, currently divides the social 

history of the Brazilian telenovela into two main eras, namely traditional  and sociocultural : 

The first telenovelas, which we refer to as telenovelas trad icionais , the world 

view was essentially Manichean, with the characters divided into good guys and 

bad guys, with no possibility for change. The dialogues were poor and the 

situations were based on conservative and sexist social stereotypes: men 

rationalis e and make decisions whereas women are emotional and dependent; 

there are exclusively masculine professions and exclusively feminine professions; 

doctors are always self-sacrificing and the politicians are corrupt; the family is 

nuclear based, with the father, the mother, the son, the daughter, etc. By 

contrast, in the subsequent so called telenovelas socioculturais , we begin to 

notice the presence of social complexity across all spheres: characters develop 

multiple facets and become the masters of their own ódestiniesô, whilst 

interacting with the socioeconomic and cultural context which is shared with the 

viewer. New, contemporary issues are addressed and the melodramatic structure 

and the episode structure change. The family also receives new multiple 

configurations, which reflect the changes in society; corruption and evil deeds 

are not necessarily punished; there are no longer strictly good or bad characters 

and, perhaps above all, a number of subplots is created and become an 

important part for the proc ess development of the story, generating the 

possibility for multiple debates about a wide range of issues. The central love 

story does not disappear, but becomes complex and multifaceted. This is the 

Brazilian telenovela. 

(Ibid , p. 48)38  

Almeida (2002) el aborates on this ever growing diversity of cultural content and lifestyles 

which allow for a wide range of readings and understandings of the textual fabric by its 

viewers and consumers, though in a highly structured manner . How diverse are these 

readings and understandings, she questions (ibid , p. 257), or to use Allenôs phrase, how far 

does óperspectival opennessô actually go (1985: 174). 

According to Robert Allen, what makes a soap opera a soap opera is its distinctive narrative 

structure: its segmentation interrupts the óreading processô (1995: 1), that is, the narrative is 

                                                           
38

 My translation. 
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segmented into various episodes sequentially broadcast a number of times per week for a 

certain period of time, which, depending on the case, lasts from months to years or even 

decades, while its óstoryô goes on. His updated all-encompassing definition for  the 

introduction of To be Continuedé Soap Operas Around the World certainly suits, at least in 

part, the Brazilian variety, which perhaps would not have been the case according to his ófour 

elementsô whose combination would render  ñany given text legible to its readers as soap 

operaò (Allen, 1985: 137). These can be summarised as:  

1. absolutely resistance to narrative closure; 

2. contemporary setting and ódomesticô concerns; 

3. didactic discourse promoting a commercial logic with moral values;  

4. designed for and enjoyed by women at home. 

Since Brazilian telenovelas (1) will definitely  come to a closure within up to eight months, 

(2) their settings can be but are not necessarily contemporary and their concerns certainly 

go beyond the domestic realm; ï although, on second thought, they are actually 

predominantly domestic in nature if what Allen means by this is a recurrence of thematics 

surrounding home and family, parentage and romance (ibid , p. 138) ï since (3) the didactic 

discourse has been considerably watered down, particularly in relation to moral values, 

albeit there are indeed undeniable reminiscences, and since (4) they are undoubtedly 

designed to be enjoyed, not only by Brazilians of any gender, but by most adults across at 

least 100 different countries in the world ( cf. Allen, 1995; Filho, 2001) , there is little doubt 

that Brazilian novelas do not sit very comfortably within this definition .  

In her updated ñdefinition of soap opera in its purest senseò, Dorothy Hobson describes the 

genre as 

a radio or television drama in series form, which has a core set of characters 

and locations. It is transmitted at least three times a week, for fifty -two weeks 

a year. The drama creates the illusion that life continues in the fictional 

world even when viewers are not watching. The narrative progresses in a 

linear form through peaks and troughs of action and emotions. It is a 

continuous form with recurring catast asis as its dominant narrative 

structure. It is based on fictional realism and explores and celebrates the 

domestic, personal and everyday in all its guises. It works because the 

audience has intimate familiarity with the characters and their lives. Throug h 

its characters the soap opera must connect with the experience of its 

audience, and its content must be stories of the ordinary. 

(Hobson, 2003: 35)  
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The Brazilian telenovela generally has a core set of characters and locations, is broadcast six 

times a week throughout the year, although it will invariably  last less the 52 weeks, in fact 

seldom any longer than 36 weeks, possibly creating the illusion that life continues in the 

fictional  world, though not necessarily. The narrative does not necessarily progress linearly 

either, with both peaks and troughs sometimes taking place in the form of flashbacks, and 

catastasis only takes place once, roughly at about two-thirds towards its invariable  closure, 

which may be slightly delayed if the ratings are spectacularly high, but not for much longer 

than five or six weeks. It is not based on fictional realism and it only explores the domestic, 

personal and everyday to a limited extent, dedicating most of its time to adventurous 

passions and melodramatic scenarios, with some especially dedicated space to the good old 

product placement and, more recently, the incorporation of one or two social causes into 

the plot.  I t does work due to the impression of intimate familiarity between the viewers, the 

characters and their daily lives, although most charactersô lives will tend to be considerably 

more exciting and glamorous. The telenovela certainly connects with aspects of the 

experience of its viewers thorough a vast cast of characters and a wide range of plots and 

subplots. However, its content invariably goes much beyond stories of the ordinary, to the 

delight of many and the disgust of others, as evidenced in coming chapters. 

Because the British variety of soap opera has a considerable degree of uniqueness, Hobsonôs 

definition of what a soap opera is ñin its purest senseò applies only marginally to the 

Brazilian variety  which is roughly more in line with the North American (pri me-time) 

model, albeit the latter is shot on film, which is in itself  an extremely relevant aspect for the 

distinction between what is and what is not perceived to be soap opera in Brazil, together 

with its finite format , which is, in turn,  precisely one of the defining features of what is not 

soap opera both in the UK and in the US. Incidentally, the powerful impact that  the use of 

either film or video has on Brazilian viewersô perception of what is and what is not soap 

opera appears to have been completely overlooked in soap opera academic literature, with 

commentators who have touched upon this only discussing the higher-quality images effect 

in terms of adding a touch of gloss to the glamorous settings of, say, Dallas , Dynasty , or 

Falcon Crest, thus not picking up on the impact of this on genre. Gripsrud (1995), for 

instance, in his analysis of Dynasty , points out that  

Unlike daytime soaps, prime-time soaps come in weekly episodes, not daily, 

take summer breaks and are shot on film. However, the fact that they are still 

called soap operas points to a perception of them as a variation within the 

genre, not a transcendence of it. 

(Ibid , p. 166)   
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By the same token, Ang (1985) refers to the special attention given to the visuals of Dallas , 

in contrast to daytime soaps. According to her, Dallas  ñlooks chicò because of the high 

production values, which generally apply to prime -time programmes, and it is made with 

ñfilmic expertiseò (ibid , p.55). Yet, despite its premium aesthetic characteristics, there are 

ñsufficient structural similarities ò between Dallas and its daytime counterparts  to justify 

calling it a prime -time soap opera (ibid , p. 56). She goes on to point out that one of the 

defining features of the genre is its narrative structure which is ñdictated by the endless 

character of the serialò (ibid .). In addition, there is the melodramatic dimension of the 

genre with personal life in soap operas being dominated by conflicts and catastrophes, 

which are blown to improbable proportions : 

None of the following sensational problems has not yet occurred in Dallas : 

murder, suspicion of murder, marital crisis, adultery, alcoholism, rare 

disease, miscarriage, rape, airplane accident, car accident, kidnapping, 

corruption, psychiatric treatment, and  so on. 

(Ibid , p. 60) 

Ang sums up by saying that as prime-time soap, then, Dallas combines the ideological 

problematic and the narrative structure of the daytime soaps with the visual style and 

glamour which is typical to the prime -time programmes. 

Meanwhile, in Brazil, although the so called ideological problematic described above is 

present in its entirety across all varieties of the genre, both Dynasty  and Dallas , as well as 

Falcon Crest were not perceived as soap operas at all, for the simple fact that they didnôt 

ñlook likeò soap operas. They ñlooked like seriesò as some Orkut users make it loud and clear 

while complaining about the fact that Dallas , ñthe old American seriesò would be back on 

soap opera channel Viva, which should be showing soap operas instead, for there is a 

dedicated channel for series, where Dallas  should be aired instead: 

I think itôs wrong to show these American series instead of soaps, especially 

considering t hat there is plenty of stuff in the archives of Globo which suit 

much better the purpose of the channel. Weôve already got TCM for that. 

There was no need for Dallas to be on Viva (é) Itôs just typical to prioritise 

these series because of the quality standards(é) 
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Figure 8: Dallas, a 'series' that should not be there.
39

 

It is true, however, that prior to viewers in Brazil having the opportunity of óseeing for 

themselvesô, Dallas , as well as Dynasty and Falcon Crest had all been labelled by Globo as 

series. Yet, it was left to the viewers to decide what  made these series instead of soaps. 

By the same token, British and American soaps are quite different from each other, 

particularly due to the typical social realisti c character of the British variety and yet, they 

are both perceived as soaps in relation to Allenôs criteria above, i.e. they are marked by 

absolute resistance to narrative closure and concentrate on domestic concerns. 

Likewise, there is a óprogrammeô called Malhação  (lit . Workout) on Rede Globo, which is 

broadcast daily, from Monday to Fri day at five oôclock. Unlike the novelas which come to an 

end every six odd months, Malhação  has been on air since 1995. It has got a core set of 

characters and locations such as a school, a gym and a café and the stories revolve around 

the daily lives of these young boys and girls. Despite all the similarities with all the features 

of soap operas discussed above, Malhação  has been labelled by Globo as a óteenage seriesô, 

for the key defining feature of a soap opera in Brazil is that sooner or later it has got to come 

to an apotheotic end. It is common knowledge that this is what is expected from a novela. 

People long for its last episode. It has got to be there, and Malhação  does not provide that, 

so therefore it is not a soap opera in the Brazilian sense, which is probably one of the 

reasons for non-Latin  Americans to distinguish them from soap operas usually referring to 

them as telenovelas instead. 

In the case of Malhação , it is interesting to notice for instance that  there is plenty of online 

debate showing that the vast majority of those who watch it agree that although Malhação  

is not a novela (because it has no end or because Globo says so?), ñit looks like oneò: 

                                                           
39

 Source: Orkut. Available at: 

http://www.orkut.com/Main#CommMsgs?cmm=45517&tid=5730986798561207605&na=3&npn=6&nid=4551

7-5730986798561207605-5732114583733434625 (last accessed on 21.09.2014). 

http://www.orkut.com/Main#CommMsgs?cmm=45517&tid=5730986798561207605&na=3&npn=6&nid=45517-5730986798561207605-5732114583733434625
http://www.orkut.com/Main#CommMsgs?cmm=45517&tid=5730986798561207605&na=3&npn=6&nid=45517-5730986798561207605-5732114583733434625
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[Malhação] does look like a soap [novela] but it is in fact a teenage series 

which depicts the daily dramas which teenagers go through in such a way 

so that teenagers identify themselves with the series because they are the 

target audience of this story.  

In a subsequent reply another community member expresses his concerns that Malhação 

may be turning in to a kind of Rebelde (Rebel), (a notorious Mexican teenage soap which 

also ran for two years): 

ñIt looks promisingò, yeah, right. A bunch of kids living in a massive houseé 

all it needs is a band and there you have a Rebeldeé 

 

Figure 9: MalhaçãoΣ ŀ ΨǎŜǊƛŜǎΩ ǘƘŀǘ άƭƻƻƪǎ ƭƛƪŜ ŀ ǎƻŀǇέ
40
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 Source: Orkut. Available at: 

http://www.orkut.com/Main#CommMsgs?cmm=30292155&tid=5898541581866972403&na=3&npn=2&nid=3

0292155-5898541581866972403-5898585476467986303 (last accessed on 21.09.2014). 

http://www.orkut.com/Main#CommMsgs?cmm=30292155&tid=5898541581866972403&na=3&npn=2&nid=30292155-5898541581866972403-5898585476467986303
http://www.orkut.com/Main#CommMsgs?cmm=30292155&tid=5898541581866972403&na=3&npn=2&nid=30292155-5898541581866972403-5898585476467986303
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The comments from these viewers about Dallas and Malhação in relation to the academic 

descriptions and definitions, on the one hand, and the generic labels employed by Rede 

Globo, on the other hand, clearly point to the dialogic nature of these genres. What is more is 

that these genres afford these possibilities through different orientations in complex 

juxtaposing ways. It is here, when attempting to understand these characteristics and how 

they appear to be working together to consist a whole in the form of a particular genre ï or 

perhaps, a predominant perception of a genre ï that a framework for analysis, which is 

dialogical in nature , is required. As I discuss in detail in chapter 7, it is in th at sense that I 

attempt to adapt and employ the analytical framework developed by English to analyse genre 

in academic writing  (2011), for it provides a robust structure encompassing these different 

aspects working together  dialogically . 

In the case of Dallas , for instance, it is clearly seen as a prime-time soap opera both in the US 

and in Europe, but not quite in Brazil, whether by Rede Globo which does not label the 

programme as a soap, or by its viewers who do not perceive it as a soap either (inevitably  

influenced to a certain degree by the actual fact that Globo authoritatively declares it a series 

as opposed to a soap since the outset). Yet, in this exercise of design and redesign which feeds 

perceptions and reading formations, Globo may or may not realise Dallas as a series instead 

of a soap for different reasons than those of its viewers. These include a wide range of 

elements whose aspects may be of predominantly social or material nature, and depending 

on which they are, their different orientations manifest in different ways through a series of 

employed and perceived elements. 

The same goes for Malhação , although the details of the case are slightly different. In spite of 

Malhação  being Globoôs own production, as opposed to Dallas , which is an import, the 

dialogical issues here are pretty much the same. There is an authoritative voice asserting in 

advance that what will be watched is not a soap opera. That assertion may or may not be 

disputed for various reasons by different viewers interacting wit h the text and with each 

other, naturally discussing social and material aspects of this text and its respective 

orientations through a variety of elements which will afford as well as limit perceptions in 

such a way that may lead to the conclusion that, for instance, this is indeed a soap opera 

although it is not branded as such, or perhaps that this is not really a soap opera although it 

does look like one, and so on. 

I shall go back to this discussion later in the light of the  analytical formu lations of chapter 6 

and the adapted framework  described detail in  chapter 7, but for now, what I hope to have 

been able to show thus far is that: 

1. taking genres for granted as mere textual phenomena can be problematic in many 

ways; 
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2. this is by no means a new realisation (e.g. Bakhtin, 1981; Titunik, 1973 ; Altman, 

1984); 

3. yet, is not difficult to inadvertently fall into analytical imbroglios  such as the ones 

above; 

4. one possible way of avoiding this  when studying textual interactions  and genres in 

order to better understand communication  and the realisation of meanings through a 

variety of forms  is to attempt a structured analysis which thoroughly accounts for  the 

inescapable dialogic nature of this process in terms of:  

a. the social aspects of text genres and their respective contextual and discursive 

orientations;  

b. the material aspects of text genres and their respective thematic and semiotic 

orientations.  

As English explains, genres mediate between the social and the material in the process of 

communication and in so doing óorientô towards doing thi ngs in particular ways (2011: 88).  

Before going into this, however, it is important  to clarify a few points in relation to the ever so 

slippery concept of genre itself  and how I attempt to employ it he re. Drawing on Kress (2010) 

and English (2011), more than a category based on patterns and expectations, genre is seen 

here as a social semiotic resource in the sense that it can also be appropriated and employed 

for the design and production , as well as the consumption of texts, like mode and medium. 

That is to say, as texts are designed, produced, distributed and received, genre also 

communicates through its inherent affordances and limitations, that is, through  the 

possibilities that are available to be chosen and combined in specific ways, as well as around 

the possibilities which are not available. I discuss this perspective in more detail  throughout 

the next section. 

 

3.6.  Genres of Genres  

It would not seem like an exaggeration to state that from the very early stages of humanity 

and the emergence of consciousness, there has been a major concern with the classification 

and/or categorisation of all sorts of things and phenomena, probably because of our likely 

unique capacity of abstraction to develop concepts. As English (2011) points out, the work of 

Vygotsky and Luria  focused precisely on how things are conceptualised as ótypesô of things. 

As she recounts 

Their work suggests that human concept formation involves classification 

and that classification depends on what we pay attention to, the specific 

aspects or features of things that are most salient to us. This, they argued, is 
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strongly influenced by the experience, social, cultural, educational, of 

whoever is doing the classification. In other words, the decision to classify 

this way or that is contextually determined depending on what is most 

relevant to the classifier at the time. 

(Ibid , p. 68) 

That is to say, ordering and classifying both concrete and abstract phenomena is inevitably 

relative to those who classify and the context of the classification, thus rendering definitions 

and classifications as only relatively safe and clear.  

As an example of concrete phenomena, take an apple for instance, or a pipe, or a hat for that 

matter.  Incidentally, t he fact that I have just picked these objects to exemplify what I am 

talking about here is already in itself saying something about my sociocultural references, 

although they could well have been a random coincidence which means something more in 

the eyes of the reader of these words that I am writing because of your  sociocultural 

references lead you make such a connection. Or perhaps the other way around, that is, I 

know what I am talking about but you d o not quite follow what I mean ; or maybe both, that 

is, you know what I mean and I know that you know what I mean. Anyhow, whether an apple, 

a pipe or a hat, each of these objects can be classified according to different criteria for 

different purposes. The apple then might be classified as a type of food, a type of fruit, or even 

as a mythological symbol. The pipe might be classified as a type of smoking apparatus, a 

collectorôs object, or even as part of a group of objects associated with Sherlock Holmes. 

Likewise, the hat may also fall into the category of objects associated with Sherlock Holmes 

(particularly if the hat you and I have in mind happens to be a bowler hat), but it may be seen 

just as a fashion accessory or as part of a uniform . Because apples are found almost 

everywhere in the world, it is difficult to conceive of someone who does not know what an 

apple is, apart from perhaps a child coming across it for the first time. I n principle , everyone 

knows what an apple is and what it is not; what it does and what it does not; what is done 

with it and what is not done with it; what should and should not be done with it . However, 

this apple may be conceived differently in terms of i ts colour, texture, flavour , smell, uses, 

benefits, harms, etc. Over the course of time, apples may become more or less popular, 

cultivated in different ways, with extended uses and so on. It may develop differing 

connotations meaning for instance that presenting a teacher or tutor with an apple is seen as 

a sign of respect and admiration in some places, whereas elsewhere it might be seen as 

offensive and disrespectful. 

Similarly, more abstract and elaborate concepts and definitions will be  even more relative 

and dynamic, with increased potential disagreements upon definitions, usages and so on. 

Unsurprisingly, ógenreô is one of those terms which has been the subject of extensive debate 
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amongst theorists who have inevitably altered the meanings of the term as they attempted to 

clarify their understandings through such debates. And likewise, the various names and 

terms attributed to the different types of genres are just as relative and dynamic, although 

they are often seen as definite and stable. As English points out, 

There is a sense of stability that a genre name gives to a text which can be 

helpful in that it provides a reference point but at the same time it can be 

misleading because it implies a kind of fixed solidity, suggesting that a genre 

actually exists as an entity. However, they donôt actually exist, they 

communicate. They communicate a chain of expectations based on the 

participantsô knowledge and experience of what that kind of text is. 

 (2011: 68) 

 In th at sense, certain texts may or may not be seen as óbelongingô to a certain genre according 

to certain characteristics. However, if the reading or viewing process is to be understood as 

dialogic, then such features are not all to be found within the material realm of texts, but so 

too in their  social realms. 

Whilst discussing ñthe limits of genreò in relation to the soap opera, Allen asserts that genre 

ñdescribes not so much a group of texts or textual features as it does a dynamic relationship 

between texts and interpretative communitiesò (1989: 45). On this basis, he suggests that 

ósoap operaô as a text is appropriated within several discursive systems which also vary from 

one culture to another and, furthermore, the term ósoap operaô, or its translation is also 

applied to distinct ranges of texts across different countries/cultures. Therefore, in the eyes 

of different cultures or interpretative communities, perceived distinctions between different 

types of soaps may give birth to subcategorisations such as telenovelas and novelas, prime-

time telenovelas, historical or period telenovelas, sociocultural telenovelas and so forth, 

which are, of course, far from stable or solid definitions as discussed before, but which 

nevertheless may be of some help in order to predict what to expect or not to expect, thus 

guiding viewers ï or listeners in the case of, say, radio stations, readers in the case of, say, 

magazines, etc. ï towards deciding whether they wish to engage with a particular text or not  

according to their  individual tastes  (i.e. buying a political thriller at the airport, watch ing a 

romantic comedy starting as you turn on the TV, accepting a friendôs invitation for a gig of an 

unknown band, etc.). Likewise, this can be of some help towards designing and producin g 

texts for particular purposes, for instance, in order to decide whether one wishes to conform 

or transgress certain features or patterns that are ótypicalô of particular genres or subgenres 

within a particular context (e.g.  writing an  academic essay, or a PhD thesis for that matter; 

shooting a documentary or an action scene of a superhero blockbuster, composing a folk 

song or a mobile phone ringtone, delivering a wedding speech or a university lecture, etc.). 
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In his discussion of genres, Todorov, refers to them as ñnothing other than the codification of 

discursive propertiesò (1978: 18), adding, in the case of literary genres, that 

It is because genres exist as an institution that they function as ñhorizons of 

expectationò for readers and as ñmodels of writingò for authors. 

(Ibid .)  

Although Todorovôs choice of words may provide the impression that he sees genres as fixed 

entities, particularly in terms of the so called models of writing, he at least in part 

acknowledges the readerôs role in  contemplati ng this horizon of expectations.  

Discussing the inherent dialogism of narrative genres with emphasis on the forces acting on 

the reader, Cobley (2001b) points out that 

Generic meaning is derived partly from competence in reading other 

narrativ es in the genre but also from a more diffuse set of knowledges, 

attitudes, values and experiences brought to the reading of a specific 

narrative , all of which are in a complex interplay. As such, then, genre is 

properly an ñideaò or an ñexpectationò harboured by readers. 

(Ibid , p. 486) 

Such a complex interplay, Cobley suggests, can be accounted for through the pursuit of a 

theory which incorporates crucial  aspects highlighted and discussed in the work of, among 

others, Altman (1984, 1987, and 1999) and Bennett (1987b, 1990). They concern, Cobley goes 

on, (1) ñreading formationsò (as mentioned above), (2) ñverisimilitudeò (i.e. what seems 

coherent to what is expected within a given genre), (3) ñsyntactic/semantic aspects of genreò 

(i.e. the compound of structural elements on the one hand and ways of depicting and 

realising textual elements on the other), (4) the ñdominantò (i.e. what is perceived to be 

predominant  within a given ósceneô, given that genres and perceptions tend to overlap) and 

(5) the foreshortening of generic production in history  through a seemingly unjust , albeit 

inevitable process of canonisation whereby texts are selected as representatives of a given 

genre to the detriment of the hundreds ï  if not thousands ï of other texts which are not 

picked as representatives by decision makers (2001b: 487-498). 

These are, without a doubt, rather helpful notions which I have incorporated in to my analysis 

even if indirectly through my own reading formation . Yet, there is more to it  if I am to expand 

the concept of genre in order to be able to unpack and make sense of my online empirical 

data about telenovelas, which is seen as textual and communicational genres with which and 

in which viewers of telenovelas interact. 
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3.6.1.  Genre Enhanced   

As stated before, I want to look at telenovelas and the process of textual interaction with this 

popular genre from the perspective of a social theory of language and communication. From 

such a perspective, genres are seen more broadly as linguistic categories consisting of 

patterns of sequences of interactions so to speak. This crucial noti on developed by Halliday 

and Hasan (1989) is neatly summarised by English (2011) in her thorough  review of genre 

theories. As she recounts, in their work 

Genre emerges out of everyday social interactions and becomes an 

established set of textual everyday exchanges such as the óservice encounterô. 

In the same volume, Hasan develops the idea of ócontextual configurationô, 

which comprises a series of linked utterances that together enact a 

recognisable communicative event. Genre, in this case, is the social framing 

of the ócontextual configurationô. It is what makes participants make  their 

text in the way they do . 

(Ibid , p. 69, my emphasis) 

In that sense, within the textual level of a given novela, there are the everyday genres of 

interactions between different actors which may or may not reflect varying levels of 

verisimilitude in conjunction with other semantic/syntactic aspects of the text and its 

dominant according to varying viewing formations for instance. These aspects and conditions 

will offer a number of (limited) possibilities for the episodes to be written, recorded, edited 

and broadcast in specific ways. 

Furthermore, as the episodes are written, recorded, edited and broadcast, there is a large 

number of fairly diverse viewers with access to technology also interacting with  each other 

through the medium of online communities within the Orkut platform. Such interactions also 

take place in certain ways which are governed by the options that the medium offers on the 

one hand and by the choices of modes and genre that these viewers and writers make as they 

communicate. Over the course of time, people enter and leave different Orkut communities 

about telenovelas until they find themselves óat homeô, at least temporarily. When seen as 

genres, these online interactions in these communities that I have studied also seem to, sort 

of organically nurt ure different expectations as to how one participates or is expected to 

participate, rather similarly , I believe, to person to person interactions in a particular place 

such as, say, a church or a temple, a poolside or a public park in the summer, a librar y or an 

academic conference, a street market or an underground train, etc., except this is done 

through the dominant of the written mode of a multimedia platform.  As English puts it, 
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The framing which the genre provides prepares the participants for the 

communicative event itself and certain óverbal phrasesô (or motifs, or 

gestures, etc.) come to be associated with it and serve as a key to the 

communicative event that is being enacted. This prepares the participants for 

their participation. It puts everyone in the órightô frame of mind. It gives a 

sense of either reassurance if the genre key is familiar or  confusion if the key 

is unfamiliar.  

(Ibid , p. 70, her emphasis)  

This social linguistic perspective in relation to genres is a crucial one which clearly relates to 

the ideas of cultural and subcultural capital, prestige, distinction, inclusion, exclusion, etc. 

For instance, in certain contexts such as work and school environments, those who are able 

to óspeak the genreô may be one step ahead of those who are unable to make it out for various 

reasons. As I look and attempt to unpack the mechanics of these online interactions across 

these communities from a social semiotic perspective, it becomes apparent how important 

the structures and functions of genres are ñin establishing, maintaining and challenging 

power through literacy practicesò (ibid , p. 77).  

More importantly, however, as I briefly discussed in the introduction  of this thesis, looking at 

the primary and secondary genres that I have been dealing with (i.e. novelas and online 

discussions about novelas) as social semiotic resources in the light of the work of Kr ess 

(2010) and English (2011) has been crucial not only for my own understanding of these 

intricate processes, but also for the originality of this research. 

 

3.6.1.1.  Genre as a Social Semiotic Resource  

In Social Semiotics, Hodge and Kress define textual genres as ñtypical forms of texts which 

link kinds of producer, consumer, topic, medium, manner and occasionò (1988: 7) and point 

out that textual genres ñcontrol the behaviour of producers of such texts, and the 

expectations of potential consumersò (ibid .). This idea of óbehaviour controlô is more carefully 

developed in Kress and Van Leeuwenôs multimodal framework for textual analysis (2001) 

which considers the design, the production and the distribution of text genres in r elation to 

the affordances and limitations of different modes of representation (e.g. spoken, written, 

visual, etc.) and media (e.g. paper, screen, telephone, etc.). Hodge and Kressôs assertion that 

textual genres have a direct impact on the behaviours and expectations of text producers and 

consumers, implicitly  point s towards the existence of specific affordances and limitations of 

genres in addition to the affordances and limitations of representational modes and media  as 

they discuss. English (2011) elaborates on this asserting more explicitly that ñgenres are 
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chosen because they frame a text in particular ways that both shape and are shaped by that 

frame and this is what identifies a particular genreò (p. 78). 

Of course that, depending on certain factors, genre as a semiotic resource for textual design, 

production and distribution may not  be available as an actual óchoiceô, just like different 

media (e.g. a magazine) will both afford  and limit different possibilities in terms of the 

availability of  representational modes (e.g. words and pictures but no sound). Nevertheless, 

when it comes to genres and their respective affordances and limitations, certain levels of 

ótransgressionô of certain ógeneric lawsô, so to speak, may be more or less accepted or tolerated 

(Todorov, 1976, cited in English, 2011: 97), depending on contextual factors such as, for 

instance, the level of control that is normally exercised in the particular  environment where a 

given process of textual development and/or consumption takes place. In order to illustrate 

this further, let us look at two rather distinct examples of textual genres from two rather 

distinct contexts. 

Take the final óproductô of doctoral research and assessment as the first example of a textual 

genre. In cont rast the concise conventional theses from the first half of the 20 th Century, a 

PhD thesis as it is today, will afford  vast, albeit limited,  amounts of linear  space for ideas and 

arguments to be thoroughly developed and laid out (Kress, 2012: 249-250). Requirements 

might vary depending on the field (e.g. sciences vs. humanities), with some allowing a slightly 

higher degree of flexibility than others. In certain cases such as arts and practice-based 

doctorates, different forms of text ï in the broadest sense of the term ï are expected as the 

final product of the research. If a conventional PhD thesis were to transgress certain aspects 

of its semiotic materiality,  new affordances might emerge through the uses of additional 

modes and media, which could in turn  have an arguably positive impact upon the genre in 

the course of time. Someone doing doctoral research in media and communications and 

looking at multimodal communicative  acts surrounding a popular genre of television 

programme from a social semiotic perspective, for example, might consider a digital space 

such as a blog or a website as one very suitable option  for dealing with the data on the one 

hand, as well as for presenting the work and the analyses in a convenient multidimensional 

way, with hyperlinks directly connecting each mention and reference to the actual sources 

such as authors, publications and institutions, as well as to all the raw data in i ts real form, 

location and so on. Things might turn out  in different  ï though no less interesting ï ways 

with both direct and indirect  implications , not only for the curren t ways in which a student 

could be assessed for his knowledge, ability, competence and so on to become a Doctor of 

Philosophy, but also for other important aspects, such as accessibility of the research, access 

to the research, generic issues, representational issues, ethical issues, so on and so forth (cf. 

Andrews et al., 2012). Commenting on the potential implications  of similar aspects at a time 

that feels quite transitional , Kress (2012) óprovisionallyô concludes that 
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Every aspect of what the PhD was securely óaboutô, even some twenty years 

ago, is now a matter of careful positioning: socially, medially and modally. All 

this, while the very status of the award itself is subject to constant challenge. 

(Ibid , p. 257) 

In another  less metalinguistic example from a considerably less tightly regulated context, 

avant-garde cinematic movements such as the Danish Dogme Manifesto will afford new 

communicative possibilities, precisely through  the limitations that it imp oses upon those who 

adhere to the manifesto, ultima tely rendering their  films into what could be perceived as a 

new genre that aims at foregrounding the story and the acting by doing away with virtually  

everything else. According to the idealisers of the movement, Lars von Trier and Thomas 

Vinterberg, great stories and acting often tend to dissipate in current mainstream cinema 

which has been inundated by all sorts of distractions ranging from music and special effects 

to editing and even filming itself  (cf. Hatfiel d, 2006) . As with the PhD thesis example, what is 

at stake here too, is the effect of genre in terms of how texts are designed, produced and 

distributed with the resources that are made available for different reasons, on the one hand. 

Equally important , on the other hand, is how generic affordances and limitations such as 

these directly affect the designers and producers themselves, not only in the process of 

textual development, but also over the course of interactive practices of text consumption 

such as reading, viewing, listening and so on. 

In the context of soap opera production, Nochimson also illustrates this point  somewhat 

inadvertently  while commenting on some generic perceptions in relation to her own 

experiences as a developer of this parti cular narrative genre: 

Unfortunately, the people who make soap operas do not themselves have 

easy access to language that allows them to conceptualise what they are 

doing. This is a situation common to all marginalised endeavours and 

peoples. People who do not fit the mainstream categories are óstuckô trying to 

express their own desires and to organise their experience with a set of 

categories that pointedly exclude them. In the soap opera community, the 

result has been that the inordinate power of groundless mainstream ideas 

has riddled that community with cynicism and self -deprecation, obstructing 

self-knowledge among the majority of soap opera professionals, even those 

who are excellent at what they do. 

(Nochimson, 1992: 4, quoted in Gripsrud, 1995: 169) 

As a former producer of soap operas herself, it would appear that Nochimsonôs justifications 

for the genre to be seen as repressed and marginalised lie precisely on the limitations of 

certain resources which cease to afford the desired possibilities and, in turn , not only reflect  
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upon the design and production of the texts but also on the designers and producers 

themselves ï rather negatively, it seems, in this particular case ï through a specific 

combination of elements. 

Likewise, when it comes to the considerably less tightly regulated and more spontaneously 

developed collective textual productions from viewers of telenovelas, according to my 

empirical observations of both the novelas themselves and the predominantly written 

interactions surrounding th ese novelas, genre is seen and understood as a social semiotic 

resource. As such, novelas appear to be used by online community members for various 

purposes besides merely chatting about novelas. The dynamics and intricacies of the 

environment  where these texts ï which I refer to as my secondary texts ï are produced and 

consumed are discussed in detail in the next chapter. 

 

3.7.  Conclusion  

This chapter presented a compact historical and contextual panorama of the narrative genre 

which is at the heart of this research and which has been studied at length from a variety of 

perspectives. A brief review of these research perspectives is thus provided together with a 

discussion about how the genre might be perceived as such by researchers as well as by 

viewers. 

The diverse and, at times, contradictory views that emerge with regard to the genre in 

question point towards what might  be seen as a somewhat misguided perception of the 

concept of genre itself. Therefore, a broader discussion on how genre as a concept might be 

understood and applied more effectively is provided in the light of some helpful theories 

which I have come across through Cobley (2001b) and English (2011) in particular. 

As the main points of these relevant theories of genre are reviewed, a discussion on the 

impact of genre upon our choices in conjunction with  the impact of our choices upon genre is 

provided through a fairly wide range of examples looking at genre both from a 

reader/viewerôs perspective as well as from a writer/designer/producerôs perspective. It is 

this dialogic perspective on genre as a social semiotic resource which enables me to look at 

some of the intricate ways in which the Brazilian telenovela is used by both their p roducers 

and consumers. 

Before moving on to explore some important developmental aspects of my empirical work , a 

full and rigorous explanation of the methodological approach and its associated research 

methods is necessary. The next chapter serves for this particular purpose. 
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4.  METHODOLOGICAL APPROACH AND RESEARCH METHODS:  

THE CASE FOR TEXTUAL ETHNOGRAPHIES AND NETNOGRAPHY  

 

A specimen may be badly representative of the whole, or it may be technically bad, but 

it cannot lie.  

(Alasuutari, 1995: 63) 

 

 

 

This chapter provides a detailed explanation of the combined methodological perspectives 

that were adopted in this research. In order to enable the reader of this thesis to see the 

subsequent accounts and theorised descriptions of the following chapters as an integral part 

of this exercise, this chapter also details and justifies the methodological procedures that 

were carried out at each stage of the process. By the end of this chapter, the primary concern 

of this thesis as an exploration of the social and the material aspects of communication 

involving pro cesses of more formal textual interactions in relation to more informal textual 

interactions should have become clear. It will also have become clear that the Brazilian 

telenovela is seen here as the vehicle through which the discussion concerning the nature of 

the production and the reception of communicational genres is evidenced, ultimately 

pointing to important issues in the broader relationship between language use, 

communication, teaching and learning.  

 

4.1.  Introduction  

As outlined in the first chapter, t his research deals with textual interactions from a social 

semiotic perspective. The core data for this thesis consists of two sets of texts, which I refer 

to as my primary (i.e. telenovelas) and secondary (i.e. online interactions about telenovelas) 

texts. As far as the core data for my research goes, it is important to emphasise here that I 

have not been able to meet or conduct interviews with any of the individuals involved in the 

production of the telenovelas themselves. I have not been able to observe them while they 

were writing, filming or editing any of the four texts which I have occupied myself with 

either. Likewise, neither have I been able to meet, interview or observe in person any of the 

hundreds of viewers of telenovelas whilst they interacted with the then current novela and 

with each other online, day after day. Although a very large proportion of these online 

interactions was observed at the same time and in the same place or (virtual) environment 

ówhereô they took place, day after day, for a prolonged period of time lasting longer than two 
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years, so called computer-mediated observation is not considered fieldwork -based research. 

This, it would appear, disqualifies this type of research as ethnographic. Nevertheless, like 

Blommaert (2008), I am also of the opinion that this is a misguided view for the reasons that 

follow.  

As Blommaert points out,  

(é) reducing ethnography to fieldwork yielding a particular kind of data reduces 

ethnography to a collection of methods and techniques. It so discards most of 

what is valuable about ethnography: the fact, for instance, that it is (and always 

has been) a theoretical perspective  on human behaviour. 

(2008: 24, his emphases) 

In addition, he goes on 

[Texts] appear often to be seen as just the accidental outcome of a far more 

interesting ópracticeô. Therefore, when the practice is not observable, analysis is 

thrown back to formal description and cannot be ethnographic. This line of 

argument rests on a prima facie  distinction between processes and products 

which denies a rather elementary set of observations: that ópracticesô always 

yield óproductsô, that such óproductsô therefore contain traces of practices and 

can disclose the nature of such practices, and that the óproductsô themselves 

yield practices. The whole idea of text is so deeply connected to ideas we have 

about cultural transmission and social reproduction that extracting them from 

that complex of practices amounts to the de-materialisation of such processes. 

It also leads to a view which is even less sustainable: that of the ócontext-lessô 

text. There are no ócontext-lessô texts: every text displays features of its unique 

context-of-production as well as of the potential it has to move across contexts. 

Thus, even a text of which we have no ócontextualô information will be 

analytically contextualised. The fact that we donôt know its authors, the 

language in which it was cast, its original function and audience, its uptake by 

that audience ï all of that does not mean that the text has no context; it means 

that we have to contextualise it, fill in these contextual blanks by means of 

rigorous ethnographic interpretation.  

(Ibid , p.25) 

Evidently, both the primary and the secondary text genres that I have dealt with are rather 

different from the ones to which Blommaert is referring. For one, my television and 

computer mediated multimodal texts are collectively and continually produced and  
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consumed. Yet, the reasons stated above are equally valid to argue for the ethnographic 

nature of my work  as I shall attempt to demonstrate more explicitly below. In addition, there 

is a substantial amount of academic literature, including ethnographic re search on both the 

production and the reception of soap operas and telenovelas, to which I refer throughout this 

thesis. These have been instrumental in the development my academic formation, which, 

paired with my own background knowledge of the sociocultural contexts in point, have 

enabled me to fill in these aforementioned contextual blanks by means of rigorous 

ethnographic interpretation. The questions that have guided my analyses, as well as their 

purposes and objectives outlined in the introductory cha pter of this thesis, undoubtedly 

conform to the theoretical position described above, even if the core of my data consists of 

mediated texts and my analytical perspective is social semiotic. 

As for the methodological procedures and the associated research methods themselves, if the 

ethnographic approach is to be considered purely ethnographic only when containing face-

to-face interactions as the core of its data, then it may be useful, instead, to refer to the set of 

methodological procedures and associated research methods employed here as 

predominantly ónetnographicô (cf. Kozinets, 2010). The following sections present a detailed 

account of such procedures discussing the reasoning behind my choices, as well as issues 

concerning their appropriacy for this ópredominantly netnographicô study of the Brazilian 

prime-time telenovela and its online mediations from a social semiotic perspective for the 

purposes of informing communication theory and critical literacy practices.  

 

4.2.  A óBlended Netnographyô 

According to Hine (2000), the so called óvirtual ethnographerô inhabits a kind of middle 

world, where one is simultaneously an outsider and a native, having to sufficiently acquire 

the culture being studied to understand its dynamics, whilst also having to sufficiently  

distance oneself to be able to conduct research. In this particular sense, the next chapter of 

this thesis provides a detailed account of what I see as my own development as a óvirtual 

ethnographerô, also known as ódigital ethnographerô, ówebnographerô or ónetnographerô 

(Kozinets, 201o: 5). Choosing ónetnographyô as his preferred neologism, Kozinets defines it as 

(é) participant-observational research based in online fieldwork, using computer-

mediated communications as a source of data to arrive at the ethnographic 

understanding and representation of a cultural or communal phenomenon.  

(2010: 60)  



The Land of the Telenovela in The Age of Social Media  George Paszkiewicz Jr. 2015 

86 
 

However, since I combine computer-mediated communications as a source of data (e.g. the 

core of my secondary texts) with other sets of data here (e.g. my primary texts, i.e. the 

telenovelas themselves), employing the term ónetnographyô mainly indicates my 

acknowledgement of the increasing prevalence of online social communication in the lives of 

many Brazilians who, voluntarily or not, almost invariably engage with t elenovelas more 

often than not.  

Because I look at the telenovela itself from a social semiotic perspective, in conjunction with 

my online participant -observations of different groups of viewers interacting with the 

primary text genre and with each other, also from a social semiotic perspective, this would 

then be considered a óblended netnographyô, according to Kozinets (ibid , p. 67). In addition, 

as I mentioned in the introductory chapter of this thesis, these procedures are grounded in 

the so-called practice approach (e.g. Jankowski, 1991). This is because my research is an 

attempt to provide a better understanding of phenomena arising as a result of these 

spontaneous communicative practices that revolve around this highly popular and culturally 

significant media text genre, which is continually designed, produced and distributed by a 

highly powerful and culturally significant organisation. Finally, before moving on to the 

details of each individual stage of this process, it is also worth reemphasising that all my 

online empirical data has been approached from a so-called specimen perspective, as 

opposed to a factist perspective (cf. Alasuutari, 1995). This means that I have looked at my 

online participant observations as instances of thought, scrutinising t he data in its own right, 

thus rendering truthfulness and honesty as irrelevant notions here. This is due to the fact 

that this research is primarily concerned with exploring potential implications of different 

communicational genres as different groups of people interact with the telenovela and with 

each other, in addition to the further implications for the teaching and learning of language 

and communication discussed in the last chapter of this thesis. 

The following subsections aim at clarifying and detailing three fundamental aspects of this 

blended methodology, namely (1) data collection, (2) data analysis and (3) ethical 

procedures. 

 

4.2.1.  On  Data Collection   

Both the primary and secondary texts which have been the object of study of this research, 

and which eventually became part of this thesis, were simultaneously collected and 

organised for analysis in relation to each other following a prolonged period of observation, 

as briefly described in the first chapter. Before I proceed, however, it is important to 

emphasise here that the processes of data collection and analysis were inevitably intertwined 
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as I struggled continually to understand these textual intera ctions from a dual perspective of 

a native viewer of Brazilian telenovelas with decades of experience, as well as a regular user 

of social media with years of experience as an active member, owner and manager of 

multiple online communities, on the one hand , and a scientific observer attempting 

objectifying precision, on the other hand.  

It is in this sense that I felt it was crucial to include in this thesis a largely autobiographical 

personal reflection on online community membership, interaction and manage ment, as 

captured in a multitude of subjective recordings of online experience. This has been referred 

to as óauto-netnographyô by Kedzior and Kozinets (2009) and is the subject of the next 

chapter of this thesis as I mentioned above. As they suggest, this practice can be very useful 

in terms of deepening oneôs understanding of ñthe subjective experience of óbeingô an avatar 

in a virtual world environmentò (ibid , cited in Kozinets, 2010: 97). From a social semiotic 

perspective, these relate directly to issues of discursive identity and agency that are discussed 

in detail in chapters 7 and 8.  

For the purposes of this section, I shall refer to these informative sets self-referential 

óreflective field notesô (cf. Kozinets, 2010: 113) as my ótertiary textsô. These are complemented 

with respective sets of both archival and elicited data in the form of early online 

communities, topics and postings that are used as illustrative examples in the contextual 

discussions of the next chapter, as displayed below in Table 1. 

In addition, reflective field notes were also kept as I engaged with the primary text genre (i.e. 

the telenovela on TV) on my own, on multiple occasions, as well as together with other 

viewers in person, on four separate occasions, as also displayed in Table 1 below. Added to 

these, reflective and descriptive notes combining what I saw on both primary and secondary 

screens (i.e. TV and computer) with what I experienced as a researcher in Brazil (abroad?) 

and in the UK (abroad?) were also continually kept to be used in the theorised accounts and 

descriptions that follow in chapter s 5 and 6, as well as in the subsequent analytical chapters 7 

and 8. 

Although they inevitably overlap, the table below attempts to account for and display these 

reflective observational notes in an orderly fashion in relation to what refer to as the primary 

and secondary texts that form the core of my data and which have been the direct object of 

study for this research. 
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Reflective/Observational 

Field Notes  

Naturally -Occurring/ 

Archival Data  

Instigated/Elicited 

Data  

Primary Texts  

(i.e. telenovelas) 

Telenovela viewing notes: 

¶ Own viewing  

¶ Obs. 1 (nuclear family) 

¶ Obs. 2 (extended family) 

¶ Obs. 3  (friends abroad) 

¶ Obs. 4 (public place) 

 

Telenovela episodes: 

¶ A Favorita (2008 -9) 

¶ Caminho das Indias  

(2009)  

¶ Viver a Vida (2009 -10) 

Telenovela informal 
discussions: 

¶ Observation 2. 

¶ Observation 3. 

Secondary 

Texts (i.e. 

telenovela-

related online 

communities)  

Community interaction 
observational notes: 

¶ Com. 1 

¶ Com. 2 

¶ Com. 3 

¶ Com. 4 

¶ Com. 5 

¶ Com. 6 

¶ Com. 7 

¶ Com. 8 

¶ Com. 9 

¶ Com. 10 
 

Community topics and 
postings: 

¶ Com. 1 

¶ Com. 2 

¶ Com. 3 

¶ Com. 4 

¶ Com. 5 

¶ Com. 6 

¶ Com. 7 

¶ Com. 8 

¶ Com. 9 

¶ Com. 10 

Community topics, 
postings and polls: 

¶ Com. 1 

¶ Com. 2 

¶ Com. 3 

¶ Com. 5 

¶ Com. 7 
 

Tertiary Texts 

(i.e. telenovela-

unrelated online 

interactions)  

Self-reflective contextual and 
discursive notes on: 

¶ intercultural perspectives  

¶ the perceived role and 
importance of media 
conglomerates and the 
narratives, fictional or 
otherwise, that they 
design, produce and 
distribute  

¶ the rise of social media 

¶ the development and 
transformation of 
language and 
communication,  etc. 
 
 

Relevant  online social 
communications:  

¶ Email groups of friends 
and acquaintances 

¶ More recent online 
community interactions 
of personally known 
members  

¶ More recent online 
community interactions 
with both known and 
unknown individuals 
across different 
platforms or óservicesô  

¶ Own created and 
managed online 
communities  

¶  Own topics and 
postings 

¶ Online informal 
discussions on 
online behaviour, 
attitudes, practices, 
etc. 

¶ Offline 
metadiscussions 

Table 1: A summary of the relevant collected data as discussed above 

As I mentioned in the introductory chapter of this thesis, the vast majority of both these 

primary and secondary texts consist of naturally-occurring data in the form of (1) three 

continually designed, produced, distributed and viewed or consumed television texts, and (2) 

predominantly written interactions about these television texts also continually and 

collectively designed, produced, distributed and read or consumed across ten telenovela-

related online communities created by different types of viewers on the social networking 
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service Orkut. In order to provide further depth and detail to both my theorised descriptions 

and the subsequent analyses of these complex textual interactions, a small amount of 

researcher-instigated data was also collected as listed above. 

 

4.2.2.  On Data Analysis  

This section provides an explanation as to how my data analysis was carried out and how the 

different types of data listed above were related to one another during this analysis. At the 

risk of sounding repetitive, I believe it is worth reemphasising that, given the nature of the 

highly interactive textual productions investigated here, the processes of data collection, 

analysis and interpretation are inevitably intertwined.  

More than just analysing media texts as many have done, and more than just analysing the 

reception of media texts as many have done too, this research has attempted to understand 

these communicative practices in relation to each other from a social semiotic perspective, 

with the ambition to inform, not only co mmunication theory, but also critical literacy 

practices. In order to do that, the initial step was to attempt a theorised description of the 

core of my empirical data, which I refer to as my secondary texts, that is, the different views 

of viewers of telenovelas and, more importantly, the different ways in which they interacted 

both with the primary text genre of the telenovela and with each other on a regular basis, 

thus collectively producing the secondary texts described in detail in chapter 6. 

Such description, it can be argued, is indeed partial and contains analytical commentary 

which is both disperse and superficial. This is because, on the one hand, I wanted to be able 

to present a rich overview of the multitude of social and material aspects taken into account 

in the detailed analyses of the subsequent chapters. On the other hand, though, as I provided 

a theorised description of this data in conjunction with these initial analytical remarks, what 

chapter 6 clearly does is to further contribute to th e reflective depiction of my own struggle 

as I attempted to combine objectivity and subjectivity so to speak. This was eventually 

achieved through the development of an adapted version of Englishôs analytical framework 

(2011), as discussed in detail and employed in the demonstrative analyses of chapters 7 and 8 

respectively discussing the primary and the secondary text genres in turn. 

With the framework adequately adapted to fully accommodate these text genres accounting 

for the further dimension of their c onsumption or reception, data analysis could be carried 

out more systematically. Each one of the three selected telenovelas representing the primary 

text genre was then analysed from a social semiotic perspective looking at the genre as a 

social semiotic resource continually appropriated by those who interacted with them across 

different contexts including online social interaction across the ten communities selected for 
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observation. These, in turn, had their most active topics, that is, those with most entries or 

postings, selected for analysis in relation to any of the three selected telenovelas they would 

be relating to as the theorised descriptions from chapter 6 indicate. More importantly, 

through this analysis, different social and material aspects of these genres were 

foregrounded providing a detailed picture of these dynamic textual and generic interactions 

in terms of the different ways in which they appeared to orient each other as these texts were 

continually produced and consumed whilst also conti nually informing each other in the 

process. 

For the purposes of presenting the analysis in the thesis itself, some choices had to be made 

in relation to the order of the things, as well as in relation to the level of detail and the 

number and the variety of illustrative examples. In order to present a fully detailed analysis, 

my decision was to focus on A Favorita  as the main example for a thorough discussion of the 

different aspects of a telenovela with concrete examples of each aspect, and the respective 

online community that was more prolific in relation to this particular novela as the main 

example for an equally thorough discussion of the different aspects of the reception or 

consumption of this genre and the subsequent redesign and production of secondary text 

genres. As I presented this analysis in detail, however, parallels were traced and additional 

remarks made regarding the other observed telenovelas and online communities also 

selected for analysis as listed in Table 1 above. 

As for the choices of data presented in the main body of the thesis and how these relate to the 

data in the appendixes, as well as what was (and what was not) included in the appendixes, 

choices also had to be made. I believe that presenting selected excerpts in the main body of 

the thesis in order to illustrate a particular point being discussed makes for a more 

comfortable reading. More often than not, however, the selected topics from the selected 

online communities were rather lengthy, ranging from arou nd fifty postings or messages up 

to more than four  thousand of them. Therefore, whenever specific excerpts are discussed, 

they appear in line, with an extended excerpt of the topic in question in the appendixes. 

When data was still being collected, some of these selected topics were still active, so any 

subsequent postings were obviously excluded. When the selected topics were rather long, 

with hundreds or even thousands of postings, not all postings could be included in the 

appendixes for reasons of space. The solution found was to include in the appendixes, longer 

illustrative translated excerpts of the topics from the ten communities discussed in chapter 6 

(appendixes 1 to 10), and then the two full topics that corresponded to the last two episodes 

of A Favorita  as selected for the detailed analytical discussions of chapter 7 and 8. These 

have been included (appendixes 11 and 12, respectively), not only in their entirety, totalling 
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over five thousand postings, but also in their original language, with thei r long relevant 

excerpts discussed in the analytical chapters, evidently translated, presented in line.  

In addition to this, together with each one of the transcribed and translated excerpts 

presented in the main body of the thesis, an accompanying screen print of the excerpt or part 

of it in its original language is also presented together in most cases. By doing so, an added 

visual dimension is provided to the reader of this thesis and, perhaps more importantly, an 

additional level of authenticity is als o lent to each passage. On the other hand, though, this is 

one of several ethical dilemmas which have had to be considered. These are discussed in the 

next section. 

 

4.2.3.  On Ethical Procedures  

This project has endeavoured to consider the recommendations from the Economic and 

Social Research Council (ESRC)ôs Framework for Research Ethics (2010) where possible, but 

not without its challenges, particularly with regard to the treatment of online data. For the 

purposes of a more careful consideration of this particular type of data, the updated version 

of the recommendations from the Association of Internet Researchers (AoIR) Ethics 

Working Committee (Markham and Buchanan, 2012) has been particularly useful. As they 

suggest in their óprocess approachô, when pondering upon ethical dilemmas such as the ones 

I have faced here (i.e. the capturing of community membersô postings and whether these so 

called ópublicô communities are effectively public),    

(é) the uniqueness and almost endless range of specific situations defy attempts 

to universalise experience or define in advance what might constitute harmful 

research practice. We take the position that internet research involves a number 

of dialectical tensions that are best addressed and resolved at the stages they 

arise in the course of a research study. In saying so, we reiterate the value of a 

casuistic or case-based approach. 

(ibid , p. 7) 

By reflecting upon these ethical dilemmas more explicitly, I now attempt to elucidate some 

important points.  

As far as privacy is concerned, on the one hand, the telenovela related online communities 

that I have observed can be seen as virtual public spaces in the sense that whoever wishes 

join any of them can do so with the click of a couple of buttons without the need of any 

permissions, and even if one does not wish to join the community, s/he can still visit each of 

these spaces freely, accessing any of the topics, reading all the previous postings as well as 
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observing the ongoing interactions taking place. On the other hand, these virtual spaces can 

also be seen as collective textual fabrics, or even as a collection of individual messages 

belonging to individual participants posting them through the use of their individual virtual 

profiles. Either way, that is, whether they are seen as conversations in a space or texts 

authored by individuals, they are publicly available data gathered in a publicly accessible 

site. Nevertheless, two questions arise to be considered here.  

Firstly, those interacting in any of these observed communities may have varying degrees of 

concern regarding their own privacy. Often , this is partially dealt with by the community 

members themselves through the use of a pseudonym and an alternative avatar. In any case, 

though, in order to ensure anonymisation, for e ach interaction described and discussed, 

participants are always renamed as User 1, User 2 and so on, with their names and avatars 

always respectively crossed out and covered on the screenshots that accompany each 

translated excerpt in the main body of the thesis. However, in order to provide direct 

reference to the entirety of each publicly available topic described and discussed in this 

thesis, links to each publicly available page are provided as footnotes. 

Secondly, it is worth pointing out that Googleôs Orkut, the social networking service where 

these online communities are found, is obviously a commercial website. Generally speaking, 

Orkut provides a free service as a means of attracting audiences to their advertisers. In order 

to gain access to these pages, however, users are required to accept the companyôs óterms of 

service41ô. Unsurprisingly, there are multiple limitations outlined in these agreements, 

particularly with regard to copying its content, distributing, reproducing, republishing, 

downloading, scraping, displaying, posting, transmitting, the list goes on. Upon a brief 

examination of these policies, it is clear that any other use of the contents from the service 

for other unspecified purposes, such as a PhD research for instance, would be prohibited 

unless prior permission is obtained or its use is permitted by law. Fortunately, in UK 

copyright law, there are exceptions that allow fair use and dealing of this type of data for 

non-commercial research and private study42. Likewise, Brazilian copyright law also offers 

similar exceptions43, and the same goes for the USA44, where Googleôs Orkut was originally 

based. 

                                                           
41

 Cf.: http://www.google.com/intl/en-GB/policies/terms/ (last updated on 14 April 2014). 

42
 Cf.: https://www.gov.uk/guidance/exceptions-to-copyright#fair-dealing 

43
 Cf.: https://www.planalto.gov.br/ccivil_03/Leis/L9610.htm (Portuguese). 

44
 Cf. http://infojustice.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/03/band-and-gerafi-2013.pdf  

http://www.google.com/intl/en-GB/policies/terms/
https://www.gov.uk/guidance/exceptions-to-copyright#fair-dealing
https://www.planalto.gov.br/ccivil_03/Leis/L9610.htm
http://infojustice.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/03/band-and-gerafi-2013.pdf
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Finally, it is also worth mentioning in this discussion the fact that concerns with regard any 

form of potential harms or risks associated with this linguistic and communicational study 

have been considered carefully. By adopting a specimen approach, as previously mentioned, 

this already considered harmless piece of research is seen to involve even fewer risks, for 

besides dealing with typical daily routine activities such as televisual and online text 

interactions, this predominantly observational research has not directly involved the 

collection of identities in association with response data. 

 

4.2.4.  On Interpretation/Extrapolation  

As stated earlier in this chapter, the Brazilian prime -time telenovela as the primary text 

genre of this research was chosen as such, not only due to its popularity beyond comparison, 

but also, as described in the previous chapter, because of its background, its history and it 

cultural influence. As such, this primary text genre is appropriated by viewers and 

manipulated as a social semiotic resource for different purposes in different contexts. In 

other words, the Brazilian telenovela is seen in this research as the vehicle through which the 

discussion of the nature of the reception and production of genres in particular contexts is 

evidenced. Moreover, the detailed descriptions and the subsequent analysis from the 

upcoming chapters point to important issues in the broad er relationship between learning 

and language. These are treated in the last chapter, which attempts to illustrate the potential 

implications of this research into online groups, and their interactions with a popular text 

genre of such magnitude in the informal realm, for more formal educational contexts dealing 

more or less directly with language and communication. 

As I hope it will become clear, it is not claimed here that this research provides the basis for 

the development of a new teaching method. Rather, what it does is to contribute to a social 

semiotic approach to the teaching and learning of language and communication related 

subjects. In addition to further informing communication theory, this research suggests that 

multiple forms of more or less d irect critical literacy practices across different contexts can 

benefit from a thoroughly informed use of these resources for such practices.  

 

4.3.  Conclusion  

This chapter presented an account of the methodological approach and the respective 

research methods adopted in this research. It began by presenting an informed view of 

ethnography as a theoretical perspective, which has informed the combined research 

methods that are employed here, referred to as a óblended netnographyô (e.g. Kozinets, 

2010). This is subsequently described in detail with a discussion of all the stages of data 
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collection, including what types of data were collected, followed by an explanation of how the 

data analysis was carried out and how different data types are related to one another in the 

theorised descriptions of the next two chapters and the subsequent analyses in chapters 7 

and 8. In addition, this chapter also presented an important discussion about the ethical 

dilemmas that were considered, the ethical procedures that were followed, and their 

respective justifications. Further to these justifications, I then reminded reader s of the 

underlying reasons for these explorations arising from their perceived importance in the 

broader relationship between language and learning. The next section moves on, then, to a 

more detailed account of my online explorations prior to this research effort, but which 

became an informative part of it as the aforementioned tertiary text s of my data outlined in 

Table 1.  
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5.  THE AGE OF SOCIAL MEDIA : REVIEWING INTERNET  RESEARCH 

AND REFLECTING ON MY KNOWLEDGE AND  UNDERSTANDI NG  OF 

THE ONLINE ENVIRONMENT AS A SOURCE OF EMPIRICAL  DATA  

 

Ele morrerá e eu morrerei.  

Ele deixará a tabuleta, eu deixarei os versos. 

A certa altura morrerá a tabuleta também, e os versos também. 

Depois de certa altura morrerá a rua onde esteve a tabuleta,  

E a língua em que foram escritos os versos. 

Morrerá depois o planeta girante em que tudo isto se deu.  

Em outros satélites de outros sistemas, qualquer coisa como gente 

Continuará fazendo coisas como versos e vivendo por baixo de coisas como tabuletas. 

[He shall die and I shall die.  

He shall leave his signboard and I shall leave my poems.  

Eventually his sign will die and so will my poems.  

After that, the street  where the sign was will die.  

And so will the language in which the poems were written.  

Then the whirling planet where all of this happened will die.  

On other satellites of other systems, something like people 

Will continue to do things like writing poems and living under things like sign board s.]45 

(Campos, 1928/1997) 

 

 

5.1. Intro duction  

This chapter provides a reflective account of some of some of the most relevant episodes for 

the development and formation of my compound emic and etic perspectives, so to speak. Its 

primary purpose is  to disclose what is seen as a very useful, if not essential, critical reflection 

upon my evolving knowledge and understanding of the dynamics of the online environment 

where my empirical data was taken from. Incidentally, this chapt er also functions as a link 

between the predominantly theoretical first part of this thesis  and the more descriptive and 

analytical second part that follows. 

Although I understand that some readers of this thesis may take issue with the anecdotal 

tone of some of the passages that follow , it is my belief that the relevance of these particular 

segments is justified in the sense that they document and preserve what I see as important 

aspects of the contemporary socio-political and cultural context out of which my research 

developed. 

                                                           
45

 My translation 
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As I drafted the introductory  lines of this chapter at the British Library in  the óhotô Summer 

of 2013, I felt surrounded by an avalanche of both home and foreign affairs46, which might 

soon be forgotten, but which, nevertheless, felt  strangely historic. The G8 summit had just 

taken place in Northern Ireland amidst embarrassingly substantiated revelations that British 

intelligence had spied on delegates at two G20 summits in order to gain an advantage at 

negotiations. The source, American whistleblower Edward Snowden, had also revealed a few 

weeks before that the US National Security Agency had been developing a massive 

surveillance program of global electronic communications known as PRISM. According to 

the confidentia l documents released by Snowden and published on The Guardian 

newspaper, this program, in cooperation with, among other foreign intelligence agencies, the 

UK Government Communications Headquarters (GCHQ), obtained data from major so 

called tech companies, such as Google, Microsoft, Facebook and Apple, with the deliberate 

intention of circumvent ing national laws on personal privacy in ways that seem very much 

analogous to Orwellôs seminal dystopia. More unsettling, how ever, was the minute coverage 

that t his specific affair received in the media. As Jenkins wrote on The Guardian , this was 

due to the issuing of a so called D-notice (a warning against publishing anything that could 

damage national security) by the government, which was clear and evident, for instance, 

during a rather peculiar interview with the foreign secretary, William Hague, on BBC1, where 

there were no questions asked or any mention of the affair at all.47 

Meanwhile, in a season of mass protests in several of the developing capitals of the world, 

Brazilians suddenly decided to take to the streets as well in order to voice their long -lasting 

manifold dis satisfactions. As it turned out , perhaps unsurprisingly , the three largest TV 

networks in the country, namely Globo, Record and Bandeirantes, appeared to exercise 

considerable caution in an apparent effort to  play down the unfolding events for as long as 

they could. For nearly two weeks, viewers continued to be presented with rather  modest 

accounts of isolated incidents repeatedly dismissed as plain acts of vandalism until when it 

became impossible not to report the whole affair  as a national phenomenon whose intensity 

continued to grow by the day. In one of several pathetic episodes of what could be mildly 

referred to as a complete disregard for their viewersô intellect, TV presenter José Luiz Datena 

overtly condemned the protests which his programme Brasil Urgente  was broadcasting live, 

promptly dismissing them as ñpointless, unnecessary, disruptive behaviour displayed by 

                                                           
46

 bƻ ƳŀǘǘŜǊ ǿƘŀǘ ŜȄŀŎǘƭȅ ΨƘƻƳŜΩ ƻǊ ΨŦƻǊŜƛƎƴΩ Ƴŀȅ ƻǊ Ƴŀȅ ƴƻǘ ƛƳǇƭȅ ǘƻ ŀ .ǊŀȊƛƭƛŀƴ ǿƘƻ Ƙŀǎ ƭƛǾŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ¦Y ŦƻǊ 

nearly a decade. 

47
 Ψ.ǊƛǘŀƛƴΩǎ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ b{! ǎǘƻǊȅΚ .ŀŎƪ ƻŦŦ ŀƴŘ ǎƘǳǘ ǳǇΩΣ The Guardian, 19.06.2013. Available on: 

http://www.guardian.co.uk/commentisfree/2013/jun/19/uk-response-to-nsa-story-back-off-shut-up (last 

accessed on 21.09.2014). 

http://www.guardian.co.uk/commentisfree/2013/jun/19/uk-response-to-nsa-story-back-off-shut-up


The Land of the Telenovela in The Age of Social Media  George Paszkiewicz Jr. 2015 

97 
 

groups of inconsiderate peopleò, seconds before launching an interactive opinion poll about 

these very protests. The naïve poll deceivingly asked viewers whether they were for or against 

ñthis type of disruptive attitudeò. The subsequent combination of rocketing real-time figures 

in favour of the protests shown at the bottom of the screen and a an increasingly discredited 

presenter, desperately persisting with his rhetoric in the blind hope that those figures might 

ever revert, was not his finest hour.  Furthermore,  as it is often the case these days, the 

presenterôs unfolding drama was recorded and uploaded onto YouTube, and within a couple 

of days it had ñgone viralò, being viewed and shared over a million times across all major 

social media services. 

 

 

Figure 10: José Luiz Datena trying hard to persuade his viewers that protesting is wrong.
48 

As it is also often the case these days, public interactive reactions such as this one are 

substantially intensified not just thanks to the advent of the internet  but, more specifically, 

through the uses of social media and their acknowledged potential to enable ócrowdsô, 

ócommunitiesô, ótribesô and so on (cf. Adams and Smith, 2008) to organise themselves much 

                                                           
48

 Brasil Urgente, Rede Bandeirantes, 13.06.2013, available at: 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7cxOK7SOI2k (last accessed on 21.09.2014). 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7cxOK7SOI2k
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more quickly and unexpectedly than they would have done without this facilitating tool and 

for a much wider range of purposes. 

As I continue to witness the power and the scale of such a wide range of spontaneous popular 

engagements through social media across the globe, I inevitably recall a pre-internet episode 

of popular mobilisation which I proudly took part in back in 1992 in the naïve belief that it 

was a grassroots movement, when in fact it had been incited all along by the same TV 

network giants that these days seem to put so much effort into containing actual grassroots 

movements that are so swiftly mobilised through social media. Certain that I was helping to 

change the future of my home country as a high-school student at seventeen, together with 

most of my classmates and encouraged by our History teacher, on that memorable Tuesday 

morning of the 25 th of August, we happily bunked off school and eagerly joined the so called 

ópainted-faces revolution (cf. Gohn, 2008). Marching alongside hundreds of thousands in 

Avenida Paulista, we chanted slogans calling for the impeachment of Fernando Collor de 

Mello ï Brazilôs first democratically elected president following three decades of military 

dictatorship , who had turned out to be a crook beyond belief ï from the bottom of our hearts.  

Later on in the evening, from the comfort of our living rooms, we all tuned in to Rede Globo 

with our hearts pounding with excitement and wait ed for Jornal Nacional to show the images 

from the nationwide protests it had carefully announced the day before in an arguably 

deliberate effort to ensure such huge turnouts (cf. Mello, 1994; Santos, 2010).  

Twenty years on, with t he economy in a relatively  solid state, extremely high levels of taxation 

and possibly even higher levels of corruption, very little improvement in the countryôs 

infrastructure and social changes which are only but superficial, these more recent and 

seemingly more authentic protests indeed came as no surprise. What seemed remarkable, 

however, was not just the fact that both the government and the media conglomerates 

appeared to be taken by surprise on that occasion, but rather, the crucial role that  these 

relatively new decentralised forms of communication , usually referred to as social media, 

appear to be playing to an ever increasingly wider extent, year after year. 

As Olaniran explains, 

Online connectivity via CMC [computer -mediated communication] is 

replacing the bimodal model with multimodal (many -to-many) 

communication networks. Virtual communities of interest groups (i.e. e -

tribes) establish forums where the intensity of their influence can be 

exponentially incr eased as organisations dealing these groups are compelled 

to work with them.  

(2008:  50) 
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From the most trivial and frivolous mass ótrollingô of celebrities and óflash-mobsô (cf. Baym, 

2010: 96), to the most earnest and dramatic demonstrations, protests and revolutions (cf. 

Mason, 2013), to the ever more prevalent practices of ósecond-screenô media interactions such 

as ólive-tweetingô TV programmes in general increasingly encouraged by broadcasters (cf. 

Ericsson, 2013), this rapidly evolving dynamics of interactive communication , whose 

complexities have only just begun to be explored at more length (e.g. Adams and Smith, 

2008; Markham and Baym, 2009; Kozinets, 2010; Baym, 2010; Al-Deen and Hendricks, 

2012), is bound to receive more attention  from researchers, as for instance Kress (2012) has 

suggested.  

By exploring in detail certain corners of cyberspace where, among an infinity of things, 

people avidly discuss and actively engage with popular TV programmes such as novelas, this 

research is also seen as a relevant and original contribution  to studies that are more 

specifically concerned with the so called online digital media . This is because, to the best of 

my knowledge, this research is the first attempt to look at these specific spaces from a 

multimodal s ocial semiotic perspective, not only aiming at providing a better understanding 

of communicational phenomena but also hoping to contribute towards improving the 

teaching and learning of certain aspects of critical literacy as defined here. 

 

5.2.  About Virtual Communities  

According to Kozinets (2010), the term óvirtual communityô was developed by Internet 

pioneer Howard Rheingold, who defined virtual communities as ñsocial aggregations that 

emerge from the net when enough people carry oné public discussions long enough, with 

sufficient human feeling, to form webs of personal relationships in cyberspaceò (Rheingold, 

1993: 5, quoted in Kozinets, 2010: 8).  

As Rheingold notes, 

People in virtual communities use words on screens to exchange pleasantries 

and argue, engage in intellectual discourse, conduct commerce, exchange 

knowledge, share emotional support, make plans, brainstorm, gossip, feud, 

fall in love, find friends and los e them, play games, flirt, create a little high 

art and a lot of idle talk.  

(2000: xvii)  

That is to say, social practices observed in these so called virtual communities  found in 

cyberspace, as Gibson first referred to this somewhat intangible realm (1984), in fact appear 

to be extremely similar to those from  óreal lifeô. After all, despite a few unique characteristics 
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such as (relative) anonymity and (relative) accessibility as discussed below, virtual 

communities are ultimately  intrinsic part of óreal lifeô, even more so these days. As Rheingold 

details his 1990s description further, he  adds that, in virtual communities  

You canôt kiss anybody and nobody can punch you in the nose, but a lot can 

happen within those boundaries. To the millions who have been drawn into 

it, the richness and vitality of computer -linked cultures is attractive, even 

addictive. 

(Ibid , p. xviii)  

A couple of decades later, much of the description above continues to make sense when I 

look at the fast evolving formats of virtual comm unities and their  more elaborate hybrids, 

from  Second Life49 allowing for virtual kisses and punches and more (cf. Jenkins, 2007 and 

Boellstorff, 2008) , to the latest generation of online video games providing unparalleled 

immersive social experiences (cf. Crawford et al., 2013).  

With so much of our lives being conducted through the medi um of interconnected 

computers, from commerce and entertainment to dist ance learning, to practical tasks such 

as planning a celebration or a holiday trip, making a  formal or informal  conference call, as 

well as any other collaborative task, it  is no surprise that plain, ordinary and even frivolous 

forms social interactions such as gossiping or talk ing about any interests in common would 

not happen online either . Yet, as it seems to be the norm with the advent of new forms of 

communication, some earlier researchers from the 1980s (e.g. Kiesler et al., 1984, 1985; 

Rice, 1984) had seen the online environment  with suspicion and cynicism, as a context that 

created task-oriented, óimpersonalô, óinflammatoryô, ócoldô, and óunsociableô interactions, as 

recounted by Kozinets (2010: 22), thus probably contributing to some extent to enrich the 

allegories of the cyberpunk genre.  

In addition, perhaps also contributing to this mythology, another early stream of research 

(e.g. Dubrowsky et al., 1991, cited in Kozinets, 2010: 23) suggested that, given the anarchic 

nature of the online environment and the general lack of social context clues, online 

interactions saw barely no social differences, with the participants in online communities 

being subject to a so called óstatus equalisation effectô, described as ña flattening of 

hierarchies where social status equalised, social differences minimised, less rule-following 

occurs, and no leadership is possibleò (ibid .).  

                                                           
49

 cf. http://secondlife.com/  

http://secondlife.com/
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However, as it also tends to be the case, further  more empirical research, which questioned 

these assumptions by looking at online content more thoroughly , revealed that rather than 

this idea of inhospitable world s, online communities were actually quite the opposite , thus 

very much resembling offl ine interactions in terms of their social practices, (e.g. Markham, 

1998; Baym, 2000), despite the fact that such interactions tend to take place primarily in the 

written mode.   

As Baym points out,  

The perspective that mediated communication is a diminished form of face 

to face communication ignores many other factors that affect mediated 

communication, such as peopleôs familiarity with the technology, whether 

they know one another already and what sort of relationship they have, 

whether they anticipate meeting or seeing one another again, their 

expectations and motivations for interacting, and the social contexts in which 

interactions are embedded. 

(2010: 56- 57) 

Moreover, she goes on to assert quite rightly how surpri sing it is that,  in  this day and age, the 

so called ócommunication imperative ô (Walther, 1994) continues to go unrecognised when it 

comes to analysing the limitations of the new forms of communication that emerge (Baym, 

2010: 57). In other words, adversities inspire creative solutions, as humanity is incredibly 

adaptable to all sorts of situations. Be it a prison environment, a badly planned camping 

holiday, a sudden loss of sight or hearing , the advent of a portable device or a virtually 

costless medium of global communication, people are naturally driven to make the most of 

the affordances of what they are presented with, whilst also find ing ways around obstacles 

and limitations. In that sense, communication satisfaction tends to be maximised in ways 

which push the limits of the available media and their  respective modes, also continually  

developing and influencing communicational  genres whilst being influenced by them  in turn . 

 

5.3.  A Theorised Account  of my  Understanding of Online Social Interactions  

Broadly speaking, there are two main types of online social interactions , as adapted from 

Kozinets (2010). I use the word ósocialô here to distinguish them from the private interactions 

such as emails and private messages on social network services in general. When it comes to 

these so called social interactions, what it is implie d is that they take place in virtual óroomsô, 

ógroupsô, ócommunitiesô, ópagesô, ócirclesô, etc., as opposed to hermetic dialogues between two 

or three people.  
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Therefore, leaving aside private conversations, online social interactions fall in to two main 

groups in terms of the synchronicity of the exchanges and their level of ephemerality, so to 

speak, namely synchronous and asynchronous interactions, as follows: 

 

Figure 11: The Orkut Communities situated in the universe of online interactions (top right).                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                  

Real-time or synchronous interactions such as chat rooms and messaging services normally 

take place when parties are simultaneously connected and typically serve for more 

momentary purposes, usually being discarded almost immediately afterwards.  

Asynchronous interactions, on the other hand, are staggered in time and remain in their 

respective virtual spaces for prolonged periods of time which may last for years, with people 

returning to continue the discussions as real events gradually unfold, as well as fictional 

ones, such as telenovelas. As interactions take place and time passes by, interlocutors not 

only gradually get to know each other better, even if just óvirtuallyô, but also gradually 

develop their own social practices within that microenvironment where they interact on a 

regular basis. Perhaps more importantly, as far as data collection goes, these exchanges are 

recorded and remain publicly available, not only to those who may wish to join the 

discussions at a later point in time, but also to those interested in analysing these 

interactions for research purposes. 

Although divisions and classifications are undoubtedly useful in terms of helping to describe, 

compare and contrast aspects of objects of study, in most cases there will be nuances and 

subtleties which will render sy stems of classification inevitably more or less imperfect . 

Therefore it is crucial that , as researchers, we try our best to acknowledge these nuances and 

Asynchronous Private Interactions 

e.g. emails, direct messages on social 
networking services such as Myspace, Orkut, 

Facebook, Twitter, etc. 

 

 

Asynchronous Social Interactions 

 e.g. forums and discussion boards such as 
Yahoo! Groups and Reddit; comments on 

magazines or news websites such as 
Guardian Online; discussions on blogs and 
microblogs such as Tumblr and Twitter; 
communities and fan pages  on social 

networking services such as Orkut, FB, etc. 

Synchronous Private Interactions  

e.g. online messaging services such as ICQ, 
MSN Messenger and Skype;  mobile 

applications such as WhatsApp and BBM, as 
well as embedded messaging services on 
social networking sites such as Facebook 
Chat and Google  Talk or Hangouts, etc. 

Synchronous Social Interactions 

e.g.  pioneering chat rooms such as AOL Chat 
and, in Brazil, Bate-papo UOL; group 

messages on the aforementioned messaging 
services and applications such as WhatsApp 

and Hangouts, etc. 

 



The Land of the Telenovela in The Age of Social Media  George Paszkiewicz Jr. 2015 

103 
 

subtleties as opposed to ignore them. In that sense, I should highlight th at the examples of 

online interactions I have referred to as (a)synchronous and/or priva te and/or social are 

predominantly  (a)synchronous and/or private and/or social  ones. There are options and 

possibilities for predominantly private interactions to turn into social interactions just as 

well as predominantly asynchronous ones to gradually develop into more synchronous 

interactions, and vice-versa.  

These forms of interaction are continually developing  as technologies quickly evolve and 

platform users creatively push their boundaries and adapt themselves to their respective 

evolving possibilities or affordances and their inevitable limitations. One clear example of 

this hybridity is found in the so called live-blogging platforms such as ScribbleLive50 and 

24Liveblog51, among others, where published content is or can be semi-moderated and 

interactions take place semi-synchronously so to speak.  

As Kress and Van Leeuwen put it, 

It is only when certain marginal or marginalised fields, or during times when 

new discourses, new designs and/or new modes of production and 

distr ibution are needed, that a more immediate link between discourse and 

production is maintained or reinstated, and that other less prescriptive and 

systematic semiotic principles come to the fore. 

(2001: 10) 

For the purposes of this research, whose main bulk of empirical data comes from a 

considerably less conventionalised environment so to speak ï even if presented 

predominantly in the written mode ï it is certainly relevant and useful to begin this 

exploration by providing a thorough understanding of the dynamics of this particular 

environment, both  diachronically and synchronically . 

 

5.3.1.  Online Social Interactions  as a Novice User  

My first and rather brief experience with online social interactions was with the Brazilian 

adapted version of the pioneer AOL chat rooms, known as Bate-papo UOL [ lit. Chat UOL]52 

back in the mid -late 1990s. What seemed like a rather odd environment full of other 

                                                           
50

 http://www.scribblelive.com/  

51
 http://www.24liveblog.com/  

52
 http://batepapo.uol.com.br/ 

http://www.scribblelive.com/
http://www.24liveblog.com/
http://batepapo.uol.com.br/


The Land of the Telenovela in The Age of Social Media  George Paszkiewicz Jr. 2015 

104 
 

unknown órealô people writing stuff in real time somehow failed to capture my attention. 

Those people ólookedô like they were all there just for a laugh without much purpose , 

although that was pretty mu ch the same reason why I was there as well. However, perhaps 

because of the fact that I was rather young in relation to  the majority of  those who were there 

and, to a much greater extent, because I was probably not nerdy53 enough, in the good sense 

of the term, it did not take long for me to grow bored. In other words , the fact that I seemed 

to lack the necessary ability to  interact in a rather unfam iliar genre in a rather unfamiliar 

environment where all those people had strange nicknames and where multiple 

simultaneous conversations took place in the form of rather frenetic, though reticent 

exchanges, felt slightly overwhelming . In addition, the profuse employment of acronyms and 

abbreviations both in English (e.g. BTW, AKA, LOL, IMO,  IMHO, OMG, OMFG, WTF, TBH, 

tks, b4, l8r , etc.) 54 and in Portuguese (e.g. vc, tc, bjs, flw, glr, VTNC, VSF, T+, etc.) 55 posed a 

hurdle which then seemed virtually insurmountable  despite the fact that the also constant 

use of the so called emoticons or smileys such as :) and :( as well as :| seemed more naturally 

understandable. ï Quite amusingly, as I write this , I notice that Microsoft  Word Processor 

automatically inserts actual smiley faces when the aforementioned combination of 

typographic characters J , L and K are used. ï Still , the result was unequivocal, with my 

beating a hasty retreat, not before several unsuccessful attempts at striking up a 

conversation, though. Looking back, it di d feel like the chat rooms I had visited were pretty 

much replete with trolls, although I was not targeted or attacked in any direct ways. On the 

contrary, together with couple of school friends who had also had a go at it, we all had simply 

felt  ostracised. 

Nearly two decades later, with celebrity guests especially invited on certain days to attract 

more participants and sell more ads, Bate-papo UOL has continued to enjoy its relative 

success with thousands of thematic chat rooms still  pretty active.56 As I peek in some of these 

chat rooms again to get a sense of the current ways of interacting, my first impression is that 

little has changed and my rather uneasy relationship with the format appears t o persist, 

                                                           
53

 See the Twitter corpus semantics eȄǇŜǊƛƳŜƴǘ άhƴ ΨDŜŜƪΩ ±ŜǊǎǳǎ ΨbŜǊŘΩέ ōȅ Řŀǘŀ ǎŎƛŜƴǘƛǎǘ .ǳǊǊ {ŜǘǘƭŜǎΣ ŀǎ 

recounted on his own blog: http://slackprop.wordpress.com/2013/06/03/on-geek-versus-nerd/  (last accessed 

on 21.09.2014). 

54
 ά.ȅ ǘƘŜ ǿŀȅέΣ άŀƭǎƻ ƪƴƻǿƴ ŀǎέΣ άƭŀǳƎƘƛƴƎ ƻǳǘ ƭƻǳŘέΣ άƛƴ Ƴȅ ƻǇƛƴƛƻƴέΣ άƛƴ Ƴȅ ƘǳƳōƭŜ ƻǇƛƴƛƻƴέΣ άƻƘ Ƴȅ ƎƻŘέΣ 

άƻƘ Ƴȅ ŦǳŎƪƛƴƎ ƎƻŘέΣ άǿƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ŦǳŎƪέΣ άǘƻ ōŜ ƘƻƴŜǎǘέΣ άǘƘŀƴƪǎέΣ άōŜŦƻǊŜέΣ άƭŀǘŜǊέΦ 

55
 άǾƻŎşέ όȅƻǳύΣ άǘŜŎƭŀǊέ όlit. to type, meaning tƻ ŎƘŀǘύΣ άōŜƛƧƻǎέ όƪƛǎǎŜǎύΣ άŦŀƭƻǳέ όequiv. to άǘŀ-ǘŀέ ƻǊ άŎƘŜŜǊƛƻέύΣ 

άƎŀƭŜǊŀέ όƎǳȅǎΣ ŦƻƭƪǎύΣ άǾŀƛ ǘƻƳŀǊ ƴƻ Ŏǳέ όǳǇ ȅƻǳǊǎύΣ άǾŀƛ ǎŜ ŦƻŘŜǊέ όŦǳŎƪ ȅƻǳ / ŦǳŎƪ ƻŦŦύΣ άŀǘŞ Ƴŀƛǎέ όǎŜŜ ȅƻǳ 

later). 

56
 {ŜŜ !ǇǇŜƴŘƛȄ мо ŦƻǊ ŀ ΨǎŎǊŜŜƴ ǎƘƻǘΩ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŀŦƻǊŜƳŜƴǘƛƻƴŜŘ ƻƴƭƛƴŜ chat portal (figure 69). 

http://slackprop.wordpress.com/2013/06/03/on-geek-versus-nerd/
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although it could  be the case that I am now too old for this  kind of interaction , or, perhaps 

more comfortingly, it may well just be that this once novel way of interacting with other 

people now looks and feels rather outdated in the face of so many other more attractive and 

more dynamic options. 

 

5.3.2.  Online Social Interactions  as an  Intermediate  User   

A few years later, already in the 21st century but already over a decade ago, more precisely in 

2003, I would come across Yahoo! Groups57. One of my senior high-school friends had heard 

about this seemingly formidable  way of keeping relatively large groups of people in touch 

and wanted to start an alumni group , ten years after our graduation . Out of the three 

hundred-odd alumni  who had graduated in 1993 from the same school across ten different 

classrooms divided into the areas of humanities, exact sciences and biological sciences, about 

half of us effectively joined the group. Out of these, about a third or  fifty of us  have 

participated more or less actively in the group discussions and practices to this day, although 

only just , as most group members have gradually changed email addresses or transitioned 

over to a more recent version of the group in the format s provided by Facebook and 

subsequently WhatsApp. This has rendered the Yahoo! group virtually inactive  recent years. 

The e-group, as it is usually referred to by its users, was created with the mere intention of 

establishing a simple way of keeping the alumni in touch and, with a bit of hope,  organising 

the occasional gathering. The format seemed quite convenient with messages automatically 

delivered to a chosen email address individually or as a single daily summary , so people 

could read and potentially reply in their own time. The e-group proved to be an immense 

success, not only in terms of how  frequently  people exchanged messages, but also in terms of 

how interesting, diverse and intense discussions often became. It certainly helped a 

significant portion of the group  to keep in close contact and meet in person more often than 

anyone had anticipated. Perhaps more importantly, however, as it would be expressed by 

quite a few of us, as time went by, this virtual environment increasingly  felt  as if it replicated 

the classroom environment where we had spent so many hours of our daily lives over the 

course of several years.  

The message below, written by one of the e-group users, is just one among the many 

examples that illustrate how online group communication and conviviality can develop in 

ways that are significantly similar to regular interactions in person, as opposed to what it was 

thought to be the case initially : 
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 See Appendix 13 for a screen print of the electronic group described (figure 70). 
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 Hello!  

How funny is this group! Iôve read lots of messages before writing this and I 

feel as if I was at school again!  

I was encouraged to participate by [N ame] because of this party that you 

are trying to organise. I must confess that I still havenôt overcome all the 

traumas from organising the graduation balléhehehe 

But I can help, if necessary! 

I saw some of you at [name]ôs gig, but we had no chance to talké 

I graduated in Journalism from PUC -SP and work as a publicist with my 

own office  [é] 

 

Figure 12: One offline extrovert school friend hesitates to join the conversation online.
58

 

Besides expressing how the interactions within the group resembled the school environment, 

it is also interesting to note in that message that this particular member who was generally 

sociable and talkative at school had quietly enjoyed the group for a while just as a reader, 

only deciding to actively participate in the discussions following the persistent words of 

encouragement from a closer friend who had kept in touch with her offline.  As I discuss in 

the next sections and in the next chapter in particular, this observation appears  to support 
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 Source: Yahoo! Groups, stored on http://br.groups.yahoo.com/group/exalunos_band93/message/410 (last 

accessed on 21.09.2014 ς accessible by authorised members only). 

http://br.groups.yahoo.com/group/exalunos_band93/message/410
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the ideas developed in Kress (2010) and English (2011) that there is a discrepancy between 

different modes of communication (e.g. written, spoken, visual, etc.), as well as between 

different genres of communication (e.g. classroom interactions, Yahoo! Group interactions, 

etc.), not only in material terms, but also social terms . In that sense, participants may 

develop different discursive identities as they feel different  about themselves whilst 

interacting within a given genre, which in turn has an impact on their degree of agency or 

how they may conduct themselves by saying (or avoiding to say, for that matter) certain 

things in certain ways.  

As with the physical environmen t where most of us had met each other, in the case of the 

currently moribund e-group, there were those who were great friends, there were those who 

were more like acquaintances, and then there were those who did not get on so well. 

Interestingly enough, some of those who belong to the latter óclassô actually interacted with 

each other and indeed there were some heated arguments which escalated quite badly on a 

couple of occasions, sparking more or less controversial reactions, such as óflamingô (i.e. 

mildly provoking or winding up someone) and ótrollingô (i.e. bullying or gratuitously 

targeting someone more emphatically ), causing in turn varying levels of discomfort among 

different members of the group (cf. Baym, 2010; Bishop, 2013). Nevertheless, perhaps the 

fact that these group members effectively knew each other in óreal lifeô helped towards 

regaining and maintaining harmony in this virtual environment.  

The message reproduced below is an illustrative example of what took place on one of those 

occasions. It was produced and distributed following an escalated altercation which had 

begun with an intended joke from a notorious prankster from school who had just joined the 

group deceivingly using the name of another one of us. What seemed funny to some but not 

to others quickly got  out of control as those who had found it funny decided to join in by 

assuming the identities of others from the group creating havoc as rude and bad-tasted self-

deprecating messages under false identities kept on coming. This felt  like a remarkable 

episode in the mediocre virtual lives of  those former schoolmates, dubbed Attack of the 

Clones ï named after the Star Wars Episode II  (2002) which had been on the cinemas just 

the year before. The whole incident  was also an unequivocal allusion to Gl·ria Perezôs 

successful telenovela The Clone (2001) which was broadcast in the same year, as the 

exchanged messages continually carried direct references to Dr Albieri, one of the leading 

characters who had secretly cloned a human being with the best of his best intentions, but 

had, of course, not foreseen the dramatic consequences of his Frankensteinesque 

experiment. The jokes, in the view of some, or attacks, in the view of others, went on for 

quite a few weeks unti l the message below was sent following the increasing number of 

members calling for the trolls ï as anonymous virtual pranksters are normally referred to  



The Land of the Telenovela in The Age of Social Media  George Paszkiewicz Jr. 2015 

108 
 

these days ï as well as their real authors to be expelled from the group. Fortunately, no 

dictatorial measures were necessary in that virtual democracy,  for  most clones eventually 

accepted that they had overstepped the mark, apologising and retreating voluntarily.  

 Dear Colleagues, 

I would also like to express my thoughts on the current polemic: Clones, a 

necessary evil. 

First, I must agree with the fact that the pranks have exceeded the limits of 

good sense, but this is how black humour works . It offends those who feel 

offended. Fine, some of you might be saying ñyouôre talking shitéò Well, 

friends, Iôm sorry if I disappoint you, but I do enjoy and have always 

enjoyed talking shit, as I am  doing right here. The only difference is that I 

sign it.  

Now, this business of shit is complicated. As my great friend  Mr  [N ame], the 

Bitch says, taste is not to be discussed but criticised, and my also great 

friend [N ame], the Hacker adds, thatôs what menus are for. So, here I am, 

talking shit yet again, but what Iôm trying to say is that this group works 

like a real cla ssroom, that is, there are those who tend to be more quiet, 

there are those who talk  shit and are booed, there are those who talk shit 

and cause laughter, there are those who get annoyed, those who couldnôt 

care less and so on and so forth, in sum, a real zoo! 

That is why I share Dr  Albieriôs opinion on this matter : Clones are a 

necessary evil. I must confess that I have been laughing my head off and I 

have spoken to other members of the group who have also been delighted 

with the malicious jokes ma de by some of us, such as Mr  [N ame], Ms 

[N ame] and the honourable Mr  [N ame]. 

I am sorry if I have been included in the pre -school category, but this  is me, 

a happy and cheerful chap , a cool guy to some, a buffoon to others! 

As for the harmony of the group,  I donôt think there are any risks. For me, 

this is like a virtual classroom and all these animals are essential 

ing redients! 

Cheers, 

[Name].  



The Land of the Telenovela in The Age of Social Media  George Paszkiewicz Jr. 2015 

109 
 

 

Figure 13: An active group member compares the online environment with the classroom environment.
59
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 Source: Yahoo! Groups, stored on http://br.groups.yahoo.com/group/exalunos_band93/message/474 (last 

accessed on 21.09.2014 ς accessible to authorised members only). 
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