5th February 2014

The Self-Help Genre and Female-Oriented Cultural Texts

Studying Female-Oriented Cultural Texts
· Not always thought of as important, relevant, or serious by scholars
· Feminized forms of discourse were frequently discounted a “irrational” or “emotive”
Women and Space
· Women primarily spent time in the home and were responsible for the “ethic of care”
· Domestic labour was frequently discounted when compared with more “masculine” forms of paid labour
· Women were often relegated to the private, domestic sphere rather than the public, political sphere
The Public Sphere
· The idea of “rational” discourse is privileged in the public sphere
· It was most commonly associated with men, who disproportionately held positions of social and political power
· The male voice as the “voice of reason”
Women
· The hysterical, frivolous, or silly woman
· The emotive (and therefore un-objective) woman
· Femal discourse framed as unserious and unimportant (ie. Gossip, drivel, nagging, etc.)
· Studies like Janice Radway’s (1984) Reading the Romance began to take female cultural texts and female audiences seriously
· Len Ang’s (1985) Watching Dallas: Soap Opera and the Melodramatic Imagination
· Looked at viewers of soap operas in Holland
Oprah
· We can understand studies of the Oprah phenomenon as an extension of the interest in female-oriented cultural texts
· As well as an extension of studies on political-economy and the growing genre of self-help
· Hugely popular and clearly resonates with a large and loyal audience
· Oprah is part of the audience, speaking with the audience
Female Market in U.S.
· $7 Trillion Dollars/year
· Huge market to tap into
Oprah as Popular Cultural Phenomenon
· How does Oprah Legitimize the private, domestic sphere?
· Has had a lot of experiences that people relate to
· Commodified her experiences
· She emotes and feels with her audience
· Audience feels a sense of friendship with her
· How does she indicate that female audiences and female-oriented entertainment are legitimate and important?
What does Oprah Offer fans?
· How did Oprah rebrand her show in the 1990s and why?
· Self-help, feel good, television
· Therapeutic discourse: addressing problems through a kind of therapy that sets herself apart from other brands/talk shows
· What kinds of discourses about race are articulated in Oprah’s show?
· Adapts different types of vernacular into the show
· How is “personal empowerment” available via the “Oprah Program”?
· Through consumption of products, services, and ideas
· Why is Oprah Winfrey qualified to act as a “mediator” between audience and guests, sometimes even speaking on behalf of the audience? (Harris & Wood)
· She is like a friend
· Struggled through similar problems
· Weight loss/weight gain/body image
· Bush administration requested her services
· What kind of cultural capital does Oprah have?
· Personal uplift and triumph of overcoming suffering
· Struggle with weight, self-esteem, and self-image
· What kinds of “techniques of the self” are offered via Oprah?
· Individuals “effect by their own mans or with the help of others a certain number of operations on their oen bodies and souls, and thoughts, conduct, and way of being, so as to transform themselves in order to attain a certain state of happiness, purity, wisdom, perfection or immortality” (Gibbons citing Foucault, p.281)
· Tools which are available to you to do work on yourself
· Getting to know your true self
· Is Oprah offering  form of new-age spiritualism>
· Individualized (ie, you can be empowered to improve your life regardless of social circumstances)
· How has Oprah synergized and stretched her brand>
Techniques of the self
· The confession as speech act
· By the very process of saying the words; you perform the act
· The confession as a technique of the self
· “…The confession is a structure of speech that enacts self-identity. Here the primacy of the narrative form of telling becomes part of the therapeutic discourse” (Wood paraphrasing Foucault, p. 24)
· Oprah models the confessions as technique of the self in her “Best Life Series”
· Self-disclosure as a form of expression is values
The Confession
· the confession as a trapping of the surveillance society
Critiques of “Self-Help”
· Does it position social problems (unequal weath distribution) as personal problems (individual shortcomings)?
· Oprah
· Uplift via consumption?
· The Oprah program consists of many products for consumption
· Product placements
· Is the Process ever complete, or is it a perpetual cycle?
· There are always more products to consume
· You can always get better
· Perpetual state of self reform
Liberal/Neo-liberal Subject
·  “Discursive logic of therapeutic entertainment”
· “These discourses include an emphasis on individual redemption and lifestyle reformation as well as a dependence on images of class mobility and uplift within often regressive gender coding”
O Magazine
· Horizontal integration
· 2.35 million readers each month
· Competition free environment in which to reproduce Oprah brand
OWN
· launched in Jan. 2011
· Another competition-free environment in which to reproduce Oprah brand
· Documentaries, advice programs, makeover shows, celebrity confessionals, docu-series (reality tv)
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