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Tune In, Log On: Soaps, Fandom, and Online Community, Nancy K. Baym, Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications, 2000. 248 pp.
Nancy Baym opens her book by sharing with the reader what, on the surface, might be read as a mundane practice: her weeknight routine during graduate school of curling up on the couch to watch her recorded copy of All My Children and then taking refuge in her study: “once ‘there’ – in [her] tiny study nook with the computer before [her]” (pp. 1), she logged onto her online newsgroup made up of fans of the show, sharing personal stories and finding community. In this way, Baym invites the reader to enter into her project through the some of the ways that she did – in rather personal and intimate terms. Moreover, in describing logging online as being “’there’”, she raises the question of how relationships and community are conceptualized in relation to, or even predicated on, notions of presence and place.  As an early study of the internet as a social ‘space’, Baym’s project offers a provocative and informative exploration of how community may be formed outside of such traditional definitions. In fact, as Baym tells us, her project is really three tales of community: an audience community made up of loyal fans of the daytime soap opera All My Children, an on-line community of the members who regularly logged on to a Usenet group created by some of these fans, and a community of practice - in other words, a community constituted through shared practices.  In fact, most notably, Baym uses the practice approach to studying communities, applying it for the first time to an audience group and one constituted almost wholly by computer mediated communication.  
Baym formally began her three year participant ethnography in 1990 on a Usenet newsgroup called rec.arts.tv.soaps (r.a.t.s) distributed through what was at that time, the new social ‘space’ of the internet. Arguing that focus groups and interviews have limitations for studying language in use, Baym undertook a three year participant ethnography (from 1990-1993) to better access how communicative practices shape group dynamics – in this case – the r.a.t.s community. Not only did choosing to study an online group allow greater access to more naturalized language, but provided a vast amount of written data from which Baym could draw. As a regular poster to the newsgroup before she undertook her study, Baym had already established relations in the group and a solid status as a member.  Within the three year period, Baym also used several other methods of analysis on her data, including her discourse analysis of posted messages in the group over specific periods, two on-line surveys, and an additional online survey as part of a follow up five years later in 1998.  Also unique to this book is that Baym was able to draw together a range of studies and theories focused on audience practices and computer mediated communication to analyze and contextualize her findings.

Perhaps fitting into certain stereotypes about soap viewers are Baym’s findings that the soap opera audience is predominantly female and shares values around interpersonal communication and emotional sharing.  Serving as a useful example of an audience community that not only values interpersonal relationships, but is organized predominantly through them, r.a.t.s. allowed Baym to focuses on previously unattended to aspects of audience community studies: interpersonal relationships. In fact, in her “sustained look into how the social dimensions take over from the textual ones as an audience becomes a community” (pp. 19), Baym examines how the largely socioemotional dimensions of the genre of soap operas may be reflected in the community and communicative norms she finds in r.a.t.s. that include ritualizing space for friendliness, such as emphasizing social alignment and interpretive consensus, mitigating offense and disagreement, explicitly valuing non-anonymous postings, sharing personal information, and humor.  Moreover, she finds that members found creative ways of performing these norms through utilizing and changing conventions within the medium of computer mediated communication – such as something as simple as using typed symbols to draw signature pictures at the end of one’s email.  Other creative conventions established r.a.t.s as an online community, most saliently, member’s ”knowledge of the interpretive conventions and collaborative meta-text used to read the show” (pp. 17).  Fans work off of shared knowledge of the shows such as familiarity with complicated and long running plot lines and character’s histories to build common interpretive practices of the show. Aside from a focus on summarizing daily episodes and prognosticating future plotlines, members also produced shared interpretive practices (and communicative practices) through creating games for other members (i.e. trivia questions on the show’s history), aptonyms (names to reference characters reflecting certain characteristics such as “Not” for “Not Natalie” or not the same actress who used to play Natalie) and other group created and shared terminology and meanings – such as the term “IOAS” for “It’s only a soap.”
A critical reader today may be left with a few questions as well.  Despite her findings that evidence the r.a.t.s. community as predominantly female and as a space where female communication styles were normed, one may wonder why Baym chose not to give the male members experience in the r.a.t.s community a degree of attention. How may have the gendered norms in the group influence their engagement in community and/or altered the communicative resources typically available to men? Did the fact that their discourse took place in an online space have an influence? Did it have any affect on communication or relations between female and male members of the group?  What kind of strategies did the men (and women) in the group for dealing with stereotypes about soap opera viewers? In fact, a clear passion behind the book is Baym’s explicitly defensive approach in her study: refuting common misconceptions of daytime soap opera shows as ‘low culture’ and soap opera viewers as non-critical, non-productively engaged professionals and community members (i.e., the of cliché of the daytime soap viewer as a housewife in curlers eating bon-bons). Thus, the picture of the audience community that Baym presents shows a diverse range of viewers and thinkers.  Yet, we find, through Baym’s acknowledgement, that almost all of the r.a.t.s members came to the newsgroup via certain forms of institutional access (such as universities, research centers, or corporate positions) which, as she also points out, was a significant factor in determining what populations might have access to the internet as early as 1990-1993, thus throwing some doubt about the generalizability of the members of r.a.t.s. to general soap opera viewing audiences.
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