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Introduction.

This paper reports a portion, of the results of an experimental study

which hypothesized a series of relationships between theatre audience

members' information-processing abilities and their responses to complex

and simple plays. Although the entire experiment included three independent

varittles (cognitive complexity of subjects; sex of subjects; complexity/

simplicity of the stimulus play), this report is confined to the interaction

of subject sex with stimulus complexity.

Theatrical experiences have generally not been explored in an

information-processing context. It is belaboring the obvious to suggest

that an audience at any play is likely to manifest a variety of responses

to the performance, or to point out that different "kinds" of plays seem to

appeal to different "kinds" of people. Most of the time, however, we have

seemed content to attribute such variations to "individual differences"

among auditors or to some undefined "ability to understand the dramatic

moment," etc. All very macroscopic. We have not sought to explore charac-

teristics either of plays or of people experiencing them which might account

more precisely for such response variations. Perhaps one of the most obvious

of the "people characteristics" susceptible of such study is sex. We are

in the midst of what appears to be a major revolution of our attitudes and

knowledges about differences and similarities between the sexes, yet theatre

researchers have been negligent in considering possible response differences

between females and males. Morgan's 1950 dissertation--a behavioral study

of females' and males' responses to specific kinds of dramatic situations..

appears to have been a lonely effort.

Recent psychological studies involving sex differences, while not
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theatre-related, have suggested the possibility of generating research

questions pertinent to information processing and sex differentiation.

Irwin, et. 411. in 1967 demonstrated that females made finer distinctions

than did males when rating persons on the Role Concept Repertory Test. A

1970 study by Soucar, however, apparently reversed that finding: boys made

finer distinctions than did girls when rating negatively-valenced teachers.

(Attempting to explain this result, the author failed to suggest the possi-

bility that in this culture females are taught to be less critical than males.)

Bellante (1970) found some significant relationships between empathic response

and sex in adolescents. Bugental, et. al. (1970) discovered that grade-school

children were adept at perceiving verbal/nonverbal incongruences in messages

transmitted by adults, and that their perceptions were especially acute when

females were the transmitters. Miller and Bacon (1971) showed differences

in females' and males' perceptions and receptions of sexy pictures, but

their research focus was on the closed-mindedness/open-mindedness continuum.

Deriving largely from the Personal Construct Theory of George Kelly,

the information-processing view of human personal'ty has been articulated by

such researchers as Bieri (1955), Fiske and Maddi (1961), and Schroder and

Suedfeld (1971). Investigation in this area has been given major impetus by

Bieri and others in studying the concept of cognitive complexity/simplicity,

which postulates an antra- personal continuum of information-processing ability.

In addition to person complexity, much of literature deals with

stimulus complexity, as well as with relationships between the tvo. Since

the Barron-Welsh studies of the 1950's which demonstrated correlati)ns

between subject complexity and stimulus complexity when subjects rated art

works or indicated preferences for certain kinds of paintings, studies in
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perception and information processing have continued to explore both person

complexity and stimulus complexity (Leventhal, 1957; Leventhal and Singer,

1964; Sieber and Lanzetta, 1964; Miller and Bieri, 1965; Irwin, Tripodi,

and Bieri, 1967; Grove and Eisenman, 1970; Wilkins and Epting, 1971).

Research _Qwestion.

Considering at this point the provocative possibility of a meaningful

congruence between subject sex and plays that might be considered "complex"

versus plays that might be considered "simple," this pa-l- focuses speci-

fically on the question, "What relationships, if any, can :,. found to exist

between the sex of audience members and their perceptions of complex and

simple dramatic stimuli?"

Independent Variable: Stimulus Complexity.

Although there presently exists no instrument capable of measuring the

total "complexity" of a dramatic production, studies have indicated that

assessments of entropy/redundancy of written material can be employed as

indicators of relative complexity (Emmert and Brooks, 1970), and that "Close"

procedures are useful devices for quantifying degrees of entropy/redundancy.

To select two plays as treatments in this experiment, an entropy test was

applied to the playscripts of Harold Pinter's The Homecoming and Noel Coward's

Private Lives. Results supported the hypothesis (p <.01) that The Homecoming

would be judged as the more entropic, or complex, play and that Private Tim

would emerge as the more redundant, or simpler, script. Subjects' exposure

to the two plays in production constituted the two levels of stimulus complexity.

Dependent Measures.

7-step semantic differentials and Likert-type "agree-disagree" scales

were used to measure the effects of the independent variables. SD scales
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have been widely used in theatre research, especially sinee the appearance

in 1961 of Raymond Smith's "Semantic Differential for Theatre Concepts."

The literature abounds with evaluations of the methodologies associated

therewith (see, for example, Thayer, 1964; Franften, et. al., 1965;

Clevenger, et. al.,1967; Eansen and Bormann, 1969; Tucker, 1971; Addington,

et. al., 1971). The 13-scale differential used in the present research was

taken from Ea risen and Bormann (1969):

Worthless -
Lxcitable -

False -
Serious -

gasculine
Far -

Dlaamic -
Deep -

Complex -
Colorless -

honest -
Lisht -
Tense -

Valuable
Calm
True
Humorous
?eminine
Near
Static
Shallow
Simple
Colorful
Dishonest
heavy
Relaxed

Likert-type scales were incllided in an effort to determine to what extent

they might provide more specific kinds of information about subjects' per-

ceptions of particular features of the perfored plays. A set of 20 items

was developed follawirK; study of the scripts and during observation of

rehearsals as the production of The LomecominG neared its opening nights

1. The more complicated a play is, the more interesting it is.
2. The arrange-lent of the furniture is ap!,repriate to the play.
3. This play appeals mostly to intellectuals.

4. The stage lighting for the play was effective.
5. Even when I couldn't understand the dialof:nc, the characters'

movenents helped me uneerstand what as going on.
6. This play is boring.
7. This play is too strange to be anytAnt, like real life.
8. It is foolish to try to Interp.et this play.
9. This play comunicates eff(Ictively.
10. This play is onnfusing.
11. This play iu a comedy.
12. One persohls opinion is as food as anther's, when it comes

to interpreting plays.
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13. This play is carefully structured.
14. The characters' costumes were appropriate to the play.
15. A worthwhile play makes the audience work at trying to

figure it out.
16. This research project irritates me.
17. I enjoyed this play.
18. The pre -show and intermission music fit the play.
19. There were too many lone silences in the play.
20. These characters are crazy.

Procedures.

Subjects were 60 female and 30 male undergraduates in six sections

of Speech and English classes at Bowling Green State University, selected

on the basis of first and fourth quartiles of their score distributions on

the Itep Tests They were required, as a condition of their enrollments in

the respective courses, to attend performances of both plays. The Homecoming

as produced during the week of April 26, 1972; Private Lives in the week of

May 10, 1972. Immediately following each performance, subjects in attendance

reported to a previously-designated room in the theatre building, where they

occupied themselves for approximately 40 minutes completing the dependent

measurement instruments. After all data were collected, subjects were

thoroughly debriefed.

Multivariate data analyses were executed throul:hout the stnly. Each

set of dependent measures was first principal-factors analyzed. lanimum

stran;th criterion for acceptance was a factor loarlin: of 0.450; the purity

criterion required that a scale's factor loading be at least twice the same

scale's loading on any other factor. Ten of the 13 SD scales and nine of

the 20 Likert scales emerged as salient; scale and t'actor arrays are dis-

played in Tables 1 and 2 of the Appendix.

The factor-analyzed SD and Likert sc.iles were then subjected to

separate multivariate analyses of variance and, in each analysis, signif-
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icant F-ratios (p4:05) indicated interaction effects between subject sex

and stimulus complexity. These results are displayed in the Appendix,

Tables 3 and 44 Post - significance examinations were achieved through the

use of discriminant analysis.

Results.

Discriminant analysis of the Entropy x Sex interaction deriving from

the semantic differential scales (Appendix, Table 5) showed a dimension of

perception characterized by high loadings on two of the discriminant function

coefficients, but dolinated by a high positive loading on the scale "Heavy-

Light." The ne*ative polarities of the other two loadings indicate that

their referents are near the negative ends of the original scales--

"Shallow" and "Simple." Constructing a graph of the discriminant function

coefficients provides the clearest picture of each variable's contribution

to between-groups differences:

Shallow Simple Heavy

-06828 -.4962 1.0478
09 0

-14 -.75 -.50 -.25 0 .25 .50 .75 1.0

The zero-point is the base-point, as in a normal distribution. The construct

',Shallows', at the extreme negative end of the graph, is contributing markedly

to between-groups differences, but the construct "Heavy," at the extreme

positive end of the ;raph and with an absolute value of over 11 times that

of uShallowsn is the principal differentiator. If we construe ',Shallow"' to

moan "of small consequence," "lacking in substance," etc., and if we inter-

pret nE6avyn as moanim; such things as nnomentoussu "significant,"
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nimportantsn etc, (relying for that interpretation upon contemporary.

meanings, used especially by post-adolescents, for the word "heavy"), it

then se ms reasonable to characterize this graph as representing a "dimension

of importance." In other words, the ways in which the dependent variable

scores have grouped themselves suggest that subjects were responding to the

two plays along a "dimension of perceived importance."

Looking next at the cell centroids (Appendix, Table 5), it is clear

that differences among cells resulted larEely from females' perceptions of

The Homecoming and Private Lives along this "dimension of importance."

Male subjects did not differentiate between the two plays: centroids for

cells 1-2 and 2-2 are identical (-1.1700). Again, a graph provides perhaps

the best means of illustrating between-cells differences:

2-1

3
1-'2; 2-2

-1.75 -1.50 1.25 -.75 0 -.25

Closest to the zero-point is the Ho-acominz x Females cell (1-1); farthest

distant from the zero-point is the Private Lives x Females cell

These phenomena suggest that females considered The Homecominc as npossessingN

the smallest "quantity" of "importance," and that they considered Private

Lives as "possessing" the greatest "quantity" of "importance." Reactions of

bzth male cells fell a ?roximately halfway between the two female cells.

Discriminant analysis of the Entropy x Sex interaction deriving from

the Likert-type scales regaled a dimension of per option whose highest

loading is on the coefficient for item P3, "I enjoyed this play." (See
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Appendix, Table 6.) Because of the way in which subject scores on these

items were input to the computer for analysis (the "agree" end of each

7-step scale receiving a score of 1, and the "disagree" end receiving a

score of 7), the positive loading of the coefficient indicates subject

disagreement with the item. The discriminant function is, therefore,

dominated by the reverse assertion: "I did not enjoy this play." Graphing

the function illustrates the variables' contributions to the dimension:

P2 P3 P8

-44049 .2364 .3226 .7346

4
-.eo -.60 -.4o -.20 0 .20 .40 .60 .80

The dimension is dominated by variable P8 ("I did not enjoy this play"),

and its opposite end is represented by variable P) ("This play is confusing").

It seen legitimate, therefore, to characterize the graph as representing a

"dimension of non-enjoyment."

Examination of the cell centroids (Table 6) reveals a pattern

remarkably similar to the centroid pattern along the "dimension of importance"

discussed above: the greatest differential magnitude appears between the

two female cells (1-1 and 2-1), with the two male cells falling approxi-

mately halfway between. Graphic illustration:

2-1 2-2 1-2 1-1

2.0 2.4 2.8 3.2 3.6 4.0 4.4 14.8 5.2
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Dmale subjects apparently. perceived The Homecoming (cell 1-1) as

"possessing," the greatest "quantity" of "non-enjoyments', and they perceived

Private Lives (cell 2-1) as "possessing', the smallest "quantity', of "non-

enjoyment." In other words, females "enjoyed" The Homecoming much less

than they did Private Lives.

Discussion.

One of the reasons for having included the sex variable in this study

WAS the fact of increased awareness in our culture of sex-based discrimin-

atory behavior, often directed toward females, but perhaps equally as often

practiced by females. It is possible to view both The Honecomirla and

Private Lives as dealing with female-male issues that have been characterized

as "sexist." The nother-virgin-whore image, long a stereotype in the liter-

ature of western "civilization" and, many people today would insist, long

also a cultural stereotype with its own set of mandated behaviors for both

sexes, can be applied to Ruth., as she is perceived by the male characters

in 14_1 Idth the possible exception of Sam, all of the male

characters in that play can be viewed as sexists because of their behaviors

and attitudes toward women. In Private Lives, too, the contrast between

Amanda and Sibyl (as well as the male characters' treatments of both waen)

can be seen as exemplary of soar, of the controversies unclerlying the current

women's movement. Amanda is relatively free sexually, is perfectly capable

of caring for herself in a male-dominated world (though certainly she must

manipulate the surrounding males in order to achieve her ends), and she

would hardly be characterized as a quintessentially "domestic" sort of

woman. Sibyl, on the other hand, is almost entirely dependent upon a male

to take care of her-- indeed, the script contains references to Sibyl's
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female parent such that it is legitimate to assume that Sibyl has gore

"from one nest to another" with no intervening time for getting herself

together and dealing autonomously with the world. She is certainly not

sexually liberated, even by the standards of her on era, and her image

is generally that of the "helpless female."

It was felt initially that, given the contemporary climate of

attitudes and behaviors toward women in our culture, these two plays might

stimulate in female spectators some reactions of a different character, or

more intense reactions, than those of male spectators. Results sulgest

that such reactions did indeed occur.

Females in this study preferred Private Lives to The Homecoming

They preferred the simpler play to the more complex play. Apparently there

were features of the information transmitted by these to plays which caased

femalAs to process Private Lives in a more positive way than The Homecoming.

It will be assumed here, if only for the purpose of generating argu

ments, that it is possible to view these two plays such that although both

can be seen as incorporating features of sexism, The Homeconlinc is the more

offensive of the two in this regard. Private Lives seems unequivocally

intended as a "comedy," and the ease, in contemporary American society, with

which we are able to apply that label to a play parallels the ease with which

we are able to regard that play as relatively i..-offensive. Ve are accustomed

to viewing "comedy" as something which by definition does little more than

mirror the most innocuous of our societal behaviors, personal interactions,

etc. Private Lives is, in addition, set in a period of time which is

relatively distant fma--and therefore relatively irrelevant to--most of the

5V:dents who served as sflbject3 in this study. The contention here is that
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although it is possible to view Private Lives as a "good example" of a

sexist orientation to the treatment of wore% these subjects did not view

it in that manner as much as they did The Homecoming.

The Homecoming is probably not so easily defined as a "comedy." It

contains that we traditionally think of as comedic elements, but it also

deals with human viciousness in ways which maybe decidedly unfunily, aril

much of that viciousness is sex- related. In Lenny's first scene with Ruth,

for example, he describes what may be a real experience, a fantasy, or some

schizoid adaisture, teen he talks about his encounter vith a woman "down by

the docks." ';e are led to believe that the woman was a whore--representative

of Lenny's general view of woman's proper station--and that, under ordinary

circumstances, Lenny might have accepted her solicitation, except that she

was "falling apart with the pox." According to Lonny, her insistence enraged

him, and he considered murdering her. Finally deciding, however, that

killing her would create certain logistic in onveniences, Lenny simply gave

her -another belt in the nose and a couple of turns of the boot and sort of

left it at that." If that scene leaves doubts in the spectator's mind about

Lenny's attitade toware wo,len, his final line in the oequence does not.

;'hen Ruth asks how he knew that the woman was diseased, Lenny replies, "I

decided she was."

Ruth's introduction to 'tax prompts the old ran to a vicious diatribe

on the subject of what he ima_:ines to be her state of morality: "Who asked

you to bring dirty tarts into this house? . . . We've had a smelly scrubber

in my house all ni:;ht. ':e've had a stinking pox-ridden slut in my house

all night." Etc.

The :lomecominr, was identified as the more complex (entropic) of the
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two plays, meaning; in turn that the information carried by its production

may have been less easy for the subjects to processnay have been less pre-

dictable than Private Lives. References to the dead wife and mother, Jessie,

are alternately sentimentally maudlin and sexually vicious: Mx refers to

Jessie at one moment as "the backbone to this faoily . a woman at home

with a will of iron, a heart of gold and a mind$4 ant in the next moment as

"a slutbitch of a wife." Joey's mother/whore relationship with Ruth is

still another artiguity which may hare been perceived as both sexually

offensive and difficult to process. If we consider only the treatment of

Ruth in the play, it is reasonable to say that most of the male characters

regard her as a "sex object" in the most callous fashion, and that this

could have been interpreted as offensive or as threatening by many of the

female subjects.

The honeco ing is also a modern play, whereas Private Lives can be

seen almost as a "period piece," and the former play is thereby more "relevant"

to the experiences of the study's subjects. A relevant threat is doubtless

more threatening than an irrelevant threat. Conclusion: because females

may have been more greatly offended by The Honecoming than by Private Lives,

and because they may have experienced greater difficulty in integrating the

former play's information because of its relatively greater entropy, they

"enjoyed" The Hor4coning less. If they "enjoyed" it less, they may have

found a need to lower their estimations of its "importance," in much the

sane fashion as the purchaser of an automotive "lemon" reduces her dissonance

by saying, in effect, "The damned thing's no good, anyway"

An alte.mative explanation for the differing responses utilizes the

obverse of the same "sex-role-coneitioning" hypothesis, suggesting that
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suLjects wore offended or angered by The Homecoming, but that in this in-.

stance the source of their displeasure was Ruth's own behavior rather than

the behavior of male characters toward Ruth. Despite changes that are

occurring in the culture, it seems fair to assert that cultural norm pre

scribing female role behaviors maintain such notions as that females are

expected to be submissive to males, that they are expected to be less

aggressive than males, that they are expected to repress (or conceal)

meaningfUl sexuality, that they are expected to be devoted to Kirche, niche,

und Hinder above all else, that they are expected to be incompetent in

matters of "business"--in short, that women are expected to maintain role

behaviors traditionally associated with passtve "femininity" and to eschew

behaviors traditionally associated with active "masculinity."

Much of Ruth's behavior contradicts these expectations: she manip

ulates and dominates Lenny, she engages in actively sexual behavior with

Joey (although she is characterized by Lenny in that episode as being a

"tease," which characterization doubtless introduces additional entropy

into the overall situation), her relationships with home and children are

rather more casual than our televised detergent advertisements suggest that

they ought to be, she manages to maintain the upper hand in her relationships

with the play's male characters despite their callous treatment of her, she

"talks dirty," and she proves a shrewd businesswoman when Lenny proposes to

set her up as a call girl. Finally, she obviously an:lroves of Lenny's idea,

which is perhaps the greatest affront to traditionalists.

Because Ruth's behavior did not conform to these cultural stereotypes,

there is good reason to believe that she offend.ed a number of subjects of

both sexes. This could account not only for the marked differences in
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females' responses to the two plays, but also for the leas-pronounced

differences in males' responses on the "dimension of non-erkjoyment.

Either argument seems plausible and, indeed, it nay be that both

phenomena were operating. At this point, one cannot wholeheartedly accept

either a ".progressive dissonance- reduction hypothesis" or a "regressive

dissonance-reduction hypothesis" as an explicate of the observed response

variations without further study. The theatre can be a most useful labor-

atory for studying perception, attitude, and behavior phenomena, however,

as we continue to discover techniques and methodologies that facilitate

our explorations.
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so to 0's*.
TABLE 3

2 x 2 x 2 MULTIVARIATE ANALYSIS OF VARIANCE: FACTOR II OF
',PLAY!, SENTIC nIFFERE'ITIALS (ENTROPY x SEX x COMPLEXITY)

Source of Variation d f. F.-ratio p less than
A main (Entropy) .3p 170 53.0627 0.0001
B main (Sex) 3, 170 0.3921 0.7589 (N.S.)
C main (Complexity) 3, 170 0.3540 0.7864 (N.S.)
A x B 3, 170 3.0088 0.0318
A x C 3, 170 7.68614 0.0001
B x C 3, 170 1.3861 0.21487 (N.34
A x B x C 3, 170 164362 062340 (N.S.)

TABLE It

2 x 2 x 2 TJLTIVARIATE ANALYSIS OF VARIANCE: FACTOR II OF
"PLAY" LIKELY SCALES (ENTROPY x SEX x COMPLEXITY)

Source of Variation d. fo

A main (Entropy) 4, 169
B main (Sex) 4, 169
C main (Complexity) Its 169
A x B lip 169
A x C 4, 169
B x C 4, 169
A x B x C 4, 169

F.-ratio p less than

30.0292 0.0001
0.7595 0.5532 (Ls.)
3.3809 0.0109
2.9702 0.0211
2.8006 0.0276
1.7613 0.1,389 (N.s.)
1.0789 063685 (N.s.)



TABLE 5

POST HOC DISCRIMNATION DATA FOR SIGNIFICANT ENTROPY x SEX
(A x rorERACTION) aTECT, FACTOR II, "PLAY" SETIANTIC DIFMRENTIALS

Cell

1 1

1 2

2 1

2 2

Estimated Combined Moans

Variable

P6 P7
10

4.571 5.071 4.891

4.967 5.167 4.567

3.777 3.280 2.187

3.467 2.867 2.500

Staneanlized Dir.criminant Nnction Coefficients

- .6828* -.4962 1.01478*

1 1

1 2

2 1

22

Cell Centroids

x Females) : -.5133

(Homecomin& x Males): - 1.1700

(Private Lives x Females): -1.9073

(Private Lives x Males): .1.1700

*Maximally discriminating

Variable identification: F6: + Deep.Shallow

P7: + Conplex-Simple -

PIO: + Heavy.Li!1,t
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TABLE 6

POST HOC DISCRIMNATION DATA FOR SIGNIFICANT ENTROPY x SEX
friTERACTION) EFFECT, FACTOR II, ',FLAP LIKERT SCALES

Estimated Combined Means

Cell Variable

153 154 p8

4.637 2.753 4.994

3.967 3.633 3.700

1.729 4.611 2.994

2.200 4.233 3.567

P2

1 3. 3.885

1 2 4.633

2 1 54140

2 2 5.367

Standardized niscriminant Function Coefficients

.2364 .3226 -.4014941 .71146*

11011V

1 1

1 2

2 1

2 2

Cell Centroids

(Homecoming x Females): 4.865

(Homecoming x Males): 3.5478

(Private Lives x Females): 24144

(Private Lives x Males) : 2.8331

ieiaximally discriminating

Variable identification: P2: It is foolish to try to interpret this play.
P3: This play communicates effectively.
F14: This play is confusing.
P8: I enjoyed this play.


