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Abstract

Over the past decade, with the increasing gender imbalance in Hong Kong,
unmarried women in their 30s and 40s are often stigmatised as ‘leftover women’.
Despite being a popular media topic, this phenomenon has attracted little scholarly
attention. My research illuminates this under-researched topic by unmasking ideologies
through which unmarried women are stigmatised and the media’s role in reproducing
such ideologies.

Informed by feminist theories, especially Gill (2007a, b), and critical discourse
studies, especially van Dijk (1998a), | examine representations of unmarried women in
the Hong Kong reality television series Bride Wannabes (all ten episodes), in which
five single women look for a boyfriend under some ‘experts’’ guidance. First, I look at
how they are talked about in relation to how they are referred to and the types of actions
involving them using van Leeuwen’s social actor framework (2008) and the transitivity
system in systemic-functional grammar (Halliday and Matthiessen, 2014), respectively.
Second, I investigate how they talk about themselves in terms of self-appraisals using
Martin and White’s appraisal framework (2005). Last, I explore how they are talked to
in terms of impoliteness using Culpeper’s impoliteness model (2011).

The analysis demonstrates that the series characterises the participants as
different kinds of women and shapes views on them vis-a-vis their marriageability. The
only participant who could find a partner in the show is characterised as a ‘hyper-
feminine’ woman and a success story, whereas the other participants, who deviate from
traditional femininity differently, are represented as undesirable for men. Concerning
how unmarried women talk about themselves, while some mainly express their worries
about their marriage prospects or problematise themselves according to traditional

gender expectations, some articulate resistance to traditional gender norms. As regards



how unmarried women are talked to, the analysis indicates that impoliteness is mainly
used by the ‘experts’ to transform the participants. However, Bride Wannabes is
exploitative in that only several participants are targeted for humiliation, and the show
seems to deliberately include only impolite exchanges leading to the participant’s
submission, in which case impoliteness also functions to foster traditional femininity
and promote the beauty centre involved.

The findings suggest that representations of unmarried women in Bride
Wannabes are underpinned by the ideologies of patriarchy, postfeminism and ageism.
While egalitarianism can be identified in the self-representations of the participants
higher on the socio-economic ladder, it is clearly suppressed. The programme fosters
sexism against social changes favouring women. | think the stigmatisation of unmarried
women in Bride Wannabes relates to (1) women’s shrinking ‘marriage market’; (2) the
enduring force of the conventional heterosexual life script, despite its waning influence;

and (3) the impact of cultural globalisation.
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Chapter 1: Introduction

1.1. Introduction

This research project starts out from the problematisation and stigmatisation of single
women? in Hong Kong who are considered no longer young (often those in their 30s
and 40s). One realisation of that attitude is the emergence of a list of ideologically
loaded references to this group of women over the past decade, which are commonly

used in the media and online, e.g. #/% (sing neoi; literally and hereafter ‘leftover
woman’), Z£% (sing neoi; a seemingly less negative derivative of its homophonous
expression #/%; literally and hereafter ‘blossomed woman’) and # A (baai hyun;

literally ‘defeated dog’ and hereafter ‘underdog’ (see E, 2010)). It is noteworthy that
single women who have reached the suitable age for marriage are similarly labelled
with various derogatory references in other societies. In fact, ‘leftover woman’ and
‘underdog’ originated from China and Japan, respectively. A similar phenomenon also
exists in some Western societies. For example, the English term ‘on the shelf” similarly
refers to single women who have passed the marriageable age as being unwanted by
men and hence left with no chance to marry. However, in recent years, some terms have
emerged which reflect a change of attitude towards single women. For example, in
Australia, the term ‘“TWITS’, i.e. ‘teenage women in their thirties’ (Taylor, 2012, p. 40),
is used to criticise single women choosing to enjoy their freedom like a teenager at the
expense of setting up their own family; similarly, in the UK, the term ‘freemale’ refers

to women who choose to be single so as to spend their time and money freely (ibid, p.

11 do not take a binary view on relationship status as either ‘single’ or ‘married’. In this research, | use
the term ‘single women’ or ‘unmarried women’ to refer to women not in a relationship, including never-
married, divorced and windowed ones.
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40). These references do not stigmatise single women as unwanted by men, but
condemn their choice to be single.

The problematisation of unmarried women who are considered no longer young
can also be seen in the way they are represented in the media. In recent years, this group
of women has become a popular media topic, most noticeably on television. For
example, in 2010, the newscast Tuesday Report? dedicated an episode exploring as a
social issue the increasing number of single women and women’s difficulty in finding
partners. There have also been reality/dating series which aim to help single women
find partners, e.g. Bride Wannabes (2012) and To Woo a Dame (2014). These shows
are based on the premise that women’s singleness is undesirable and problematic. The
official programme overviews of the two shows suffice to give a glimpse of this. For

example, the programme overview of Bride Wannabes explicitly states Z~ 27/ % /Z&F
E25 (The leftover woman problem is serious in Hong Kong),® which presupposes that
single women who have reached the suitable age for marriage are a problem. In the case

of To Woo a Dame, marriage is emphasised as a pressing issue for women and

prolonged singleness is represented as something women should take precautions
against: L£IHJG A FE e 5N /5% HE#E L T FIL ) e LR
IESEHERT4H4R (How can women’s marriage be delayed? In order not to be labelled
as ‘leftover women’, they must take precautions when they are still young).* It is against

this backdrop that | have decided to conduct a feminist critical discourse study on

representations of unmarried women in the reality series Bride Wannabes (see Chapter

2 The ‘Tuesday’ in its name refers to the day it is broadcast; if it is rescheduled to be aired on another day,
e.g. Monday, its name will be changed to ‘Monday Report’ accordingly. The newscast provides an
investigative report of a specific social issue every week. See Subsection 4.1.2 for more detail about the
newscast.

3 See http://programme.tvh.com/lifestyle/bridewannabes/

4 See http://programme.tvh.com/variety/towooadame
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4 for my rationale for selecting this programme). My objective is to identify and
challenge ideologies through which unmarried women are stigmatised and to unveil the
media’s role in sustaining unequal gender orders.

In the remaining chapter, | will first generally introduce the background to my
topic in terms of the socio-political and economic changes relating to women’s status
and the present status of gender equality in Hong Kong. Next, | will more specifically
describe the context of my research in relation to the conventional heterosexual life
script and single women in Hong Kong. Lastly, | will present my research questions

and outline the structure of my research.

1.2. Socio-political and economic changes in relation to women’s status

Gender roles in Hong Kong have been shaped by the interplay of traditional Chinese
culture, the 156 years of British colonial rule (1841-1997) and various global and local
forces. This section will give an account of different socio-political and economic
changes relevant to gender roles in Hong Kong since its colonial time.

Gender roles in Hong Kong are strongly tied to traditional Chinese culture,
which is very much family-orientated and patriarchal. As Lim (2015) observed,
traditionally, ‘the male parent, as the head of a definite household, was invested with
power over every member of his family. In turn, every member merged his or her
individual existence into the family’ (p. 21). In the past, women were confined to the

domestic sphere and were expected to abide by the Confucian doctrine of =7¢/ 7=

(three obediences and four virtues). More specifically, they were expected to obey their
father before marriage, their husband in marriage and their son(s) in widowhood (Taylor,

2005) and to have the virtues of Z7= (meekness), %772 (chastity), Z7 2% (modesty) and

#7177 (domesticity) (see Littlejohn, 2011, p. 35; Hiramoto and Teo, 2014). Most women
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did not receive schooling and their intellectual capability was not valued, as reflected

by the familiar saying z—7~## 7 /#Z7% (the virtue of a woman lies in her lack of talent)

(To, 2015, p. 50).

Despite the British colonisation of Hong Kong in 1841, Chinese patriarchy
persisted in colonial Hong Kong. For one thing, Britain implemented a non-interference
policy relating to Chinese customs and practices so as to lower resistance from local
Chinese and entice mainland Chinese traders to Hong Kong (Lim, 2015, p. 20). For
another, it adopted an elite co-optation governance strategy, i.e. incorporating local
Chinese elites into the colonial regime. As the local elites were predominantly men,
women’s voice was excluded from the policy-making process and improving women’s
status was barely on the government’s agenda (Lee, 2003). As Lee (2003) rightly
commented, ‘the colonial state can be regarded as patriarchal insofar as it has
perpetuated women’s subordination through its public policies, actions and inactions’
(p. 3-4).

Women’s status has gradually improved since the 1970s, due to a number of
socio-economic changes and the women’s movement in Hong Kong. Central to
women’s improving status were their increased educational opportunities brought about
by the introduction of nine-year compulsory free education in 1978. Another important
driving force behind women’s improving status was the shifting social needs following
economic restructuring. Hong Kong’s economy mainly relied on manufacturing in the
1950s-1970s, and it particularly flourished in the latter two decades. The fast-growing
economy meant a growing demand for labour. This provided women with a chance to
join the workforce, mainly as factory workers (Lee, 2003). In the 1980s, the
manufacturing industries were phased out and the service and finance industries

expanded, and in the 1990s, Hong Kong successfully restructured from a manufacturing
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to a capitalist and knowledge-based economy, and became a global city. Since Hong
Kong was getting wealthier and people tended to have fewer children, girls enjoyed
expanded educational opportunities (Mak, 2012). Given the rapid economic growth and
women’s better education, a group of independent career women emerged (Ho, 2007a).

Apart from the above-mentioned socio-economic changes, various women’s
pressure groups also contributed to the improvement in women’s rights. Early women’s
activism (1950s-1970s) featured groups of expatriate women and wives of local elites
fighting for women’s rights via legislative reforms (see Tam and Yip, 2009, 2012; Choi,
1998, 2012; Lim, 2015). The activism successfully pressured the government into
abolishing concubinage and putting the ‘equal pay for equal work’ principle into force
in civil service, irrespective of one’s sex or marital status (Tam and Yip, 2009, 2012).
More feminist groups were formed in the 1980s by local women. They distanced
themselves from early activists, who were the privileged minority in society, and
stressed that they ‘represent[ed] the voices of Hong Kong women, especially those who
were oppressed’ (Lee, 2003, p. 14). These groups represented different social classes
and showed rather different concerns, e.g. reproductive rights, tax reform and childcare
(Tam and Yip, 2009). The achievements of the activists included e.g. women’s abortion
rights and maternal welfare (Lee, 2000).

Women’s rights activism achieved substantial achievements in the 1990s and
early 2000s, which indirectly resulted from various drastic socio-political changes. In
1984, China and Britain came to an agreement on the transfer of the sovereignty of
Hong Kong from Britain to China in 1997, and the adoption of the ‘one country, two
systems’ principle, which guaranteed Hong Kong a high level of autonomy for at least
50 years. This caused widespread unrest in Hong Kong society. The situation further

worsened following the 1989 Tiananmen Square massacre in Beijing. Under local and
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international pressure, Britain took a range of measures to restore the collapsed
confidence in Hong Kong’s future, including the enactment of the Bill of Rights
Ordinance in 1991 to protect human rights and the speeding up of the democratisation
process (Tsang, 2007, p. 250). It is under such circumstances that the public became
aware of the importance of human rights and equality (Lim, 2015, p. 40). In the first
direct election of the Legislative Council in Hong Kong in 1991, some women’s rights
activists ran for office or took part in different electoral activities, which brought
women’s issues onto the political and public agenda (Lee, 2003). The 1990s and early
2000s witnessed the enactment of the Sex Discrimination Ordinance (1995) and the
Family Status Discrimination Ordinance (1997), the extension of the Convention on the
Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women to Hong Kong (1996), and
the establishment of the Equal Opportunities Commission (1996) and Women’s
Commission (2001) (Choi and Cheung, 2012; Tam and Yip, 2009, 2012). Today, the
women’s movement continues, fighting for not only women’s rights, but also those of
sexual minorities (Choi, 2012).

After discussing how women’s status was influenced by various socio-political
and economic changes from 1950s to the early 2000s, the next section will proceed to

the present situation.

1.3. The present status of gender equality

This section aims to give a glimpse of the present status of gender equality in Hong
Kong by reviewing official figures and recent research. A survey conducted by the
Hong Kong Women’s Commission (2009) revealed that 58.9 percent of its respondents
expressed satisfaction with the gender equality status in Hong Kong, with only 12.1

percent being dissatisfied with it. The area of education has witnessed the most notable
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improvement in gender equality (Mak, 2012). According to the Hong Kong Census and
Statistics Department (2016a), despite women’s lower educational attainment in the
whole population (in 2015, excluding foreign domestic helpers, approximately 29.6
percent of women reached the post-secondary education level, compared with
approximately 34.2 percent for men), younger women attained higher educational levels
than their male counterparts. For example, in the 2015/2016 academic year, 54.3 percent
of the students enrolled in government-funded higher education programmes were
female (ibid). In terms of labour force participation, in 2015, there was still a rather
wide gap between the figure for women and that for men, namely 50.8 percent and 68.7
percent, respectively (ibid). Moreover, higher-ranking jobs are still dominated by men.
For instance, in 2015, there were about 137,000 women holding managerial or
administrative positions while the figure for men was about 275,200 (ibid). Cheung and
Lee (2012) also pointed to the low representation of women in politics, government, the
judiciary and leadership in the corporate sector and in tertiary institutions. For example,
in 2012, only 18.3 percent of the legislators were women, which was lower than the
average proportion of women in the national parliaments in Europe (24.2 percent). As
Francesco and Shaffer (2009) comment, while women can achieve success in their
careers, they need to put in more efforts than their male counterparts.

Despite women’s increasing status in many spheres of life, traditional gender
norms persist in the family. Nowadays, it has become the norm that both the husband
and wife work and support the family (Choi et al., 2012). However, 50.1 percent of the
respondents in the Hong Kong Women’s Commission’s (2009) survey thought that
women should prioritise their family over their career. Another survey by the Hong
Kong Women’s Commission (2011) indicated that although many men shared some

housework, women were still the main homemaker, especially relating to childcare (see
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also Ting and Lam, 2012; Choi and Ting, 2009). The division of labour in the family is
also impacted by the common practice of employing domestic helpers, especially in
middle-class families, which further widens the gap of men’s and women’s contribution
to family duties. Choi and Ting (2009) pointed out that the practice ‘may have relieved
women in these families of some household tasks and child care, but has simultaneously
created invisible tasks for women [e.g. training and managing domestic helpers] and
enabled the almost complete withdrawal of husbands from domestic work’ (p. 166).
According to Ting and Lam (2012), the uneven distribution of family duties between
men and women is more to do with time availability and bargaining power than
traditional gender expectations. This relates to the deeply entrenched belief that women
should marry up, i.e. hypergamy, despite its gradually diminishing influence. Their
survey results revealed that only 12.8 percent of women had a higher income than their
spouse in marriages taking place in the 2000s (cf. the figure in the 1970s being 4.5
percent). As far as decision-making in family matters was concerned, both the Hong
Kong Women’s Commission’s (2011) and Ting and Lam’s (2012) survey results
pointed to the slightly higher power of men in deciding important financial matters e.g.
buying a flat.

Another indicator of unequal gender orders in Hong Kong is the persistence of
sexist media representations. There are not many studies of gender and the media in
Hong Kong (Fung and Yao, 2012), but according to the existing ones, gender
stereotyping is still widespread (ibid; Saidi, 2015; Hong Kong Equal Opportunities
Commission, 2009). Women are still commonly represented as sex objects. A telling
example is that in 2006, a radio programme set up an online vote for ‘The Actress whom
You Most Desire to Assault’ (Hong Kong Equal Opportunities Commission, 2009, p.

22). Another finding is that gender stereotypes are often reinforced in the media. This
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can be seen in Cheng and Leung’s (2014) examination of health-related public service
announcements in Hong Kong. A long list of stereotypes was identified. For example,
while men dominated most authoritative roles, had the final say and corrected
misconceptions, many women were portrayed as ignorantly asking questions and
seeking advice; while men were depicted in various occupations, women were mostly
in those traditionally feminine ones, e.g. nurses and housewives. Another study pointing
to the serious gender stereotyping in Hong Kong is Prieler et al.’s (2015) comparative
study on gender representations in advertising in Hong Kong, Japan and South Korea.
In terms of the findings about Hong Kong, they found that the advertisements under
investigation most often featured young women, but middle-aged men; women were
more likely to be suggestively dressed and portrayed as users of body-based products,
e.g. toiletries and cosmetics (see also Young and Chan (2002) for the same finding).
This was despite the fact that the gender representations in the Hong Kong dataset
proved to be less stereotypical than those in Japan and South Korea.

While many traditional gender portrayals can be identified, the Hong Kong
media is under the influence of some global trends (see Section 2.1 for a description of
postfeminist media culture). For instance, Lee’s (2014) study on advertisements for
beauty products in a Hong Kong women’s magazine revealed that despite the
persistence of traditional portrayals of women as submissive and passive sex objects,
they were also represented as empowered consumers purchasing different beauty
products/services and indulging themselves. The Hong Kong media also emphasises the
surveillance of the female body. In particular, it accentuates the significance of a slim
body for women and promotes a slimming culture (Lee and Fung, 2006, 2009). This
can be seen by the falling trend in Miss Hong Kong Beauty Pageant contestants’ body

mass index from 1975 to 2000 (Leung et al., 2001).
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After an overview of the status of gender equality in Hong Kong, I will discuss
what this means to men and women. As is clear from above, Hong Kong is undergoing
a shift of gender roles; this means that both traditional and transitional ideas exist in
gender expectations (Choi et al., 2012), which has led to difficulties for both men and,
especially, women. Commissioned by the Hong Kong Equal Opportunities Commission,
Choi et al. (2012) interviewed men of different age groups and examined gender
stereotyping and its impact on men. Most informants were bound by the cultural norm
of ‘men as breadwinner’, ideally the sole, but at least, the main breadwinner, and saw
paid employment as the most salient part of their masculine identity. Nevertheless, they
admitted that high property prices and living costs rendered this cultural ideal largely
unachievable. In those circumstances, they tried to be the main provider for the family.
Many saw their wife as a competitor — if she earned more and played a more important
role in supporting the family, their self-esteem would be affected. The study concluded:
‘while gender stereotyping on women has been challenged, gender stereotyping on men
persists’ (p. 45). This challenge, however, does not mean that women are free from
gender stereotyping. Another study which has illuminated the effect of the changing
gender roles on men is Leung and Chan’s (2014) investigation on men’s sources of
pressure in Hong Kong, which yielded consistent results as those in Choi et al.’s (2012)
study. Leung and Chan (2014) interviewed different age groups of adult men and found
that work was the most important source of pressure for the respondents with a higher
income whereas for those with a lower income, it was their financial income, and that
up to 64.9 percent of the respondents strongly agreed/agreed/moderately agreed that the
husband should support the family while the wife should be the family carer. They
suggested that the respondents’ concern about their work or financial condition resulted

from their attempt to maintain their masculine identity as the family breadwinner.

23



Another finding was the respondents’ negative views on women'’s shifting gender roles.
Up to 67.8 percent of the respondents strongly agreed/agreed/moderately agreed that
women posed a threat to men’s social status. The in-depth interviews even showed that
most respondents thought that successful career women disrespected their husbands. It
is obvious that many Hong Kong men still hold very traditional views on gender roles
and perceive pressure because of women’s improving status.

Different groups of women are also facing different problems brought about by
the often conflicting traditional and transitional ideas in gender expectations. An
example is the marginalisation of less educated women in the present knowledge-based
society. As Lim (2015) notes, less educated middle-aged women are often discriminated
against in the workforce owing to their age and low educational level (p. 32). Middle-
aged housewives are also subject to marginalisation. Middle-aged women who ‘live
their lives according to “conventional,” heterosexual life script” (Ho, 2007a, p. 255) are

often labelled as A%/ (si-nai). In this label, the character £ literally means ‘teacher’
and the character #7, literally ‘breast’, is a metonym for the motherly character. Ho

(2007a,b) discussed how socio-political and economic changes in the past decades have
shifted its meaning. In the 1950s and 1960s, apprenticeship played a key role in society.
Apprentices, often children from poor families, addressed their master’s wife as si-nai,
‘a term of honour and respect’ (Ho, 2007a, p. 257). In the 1970s and 1980s, following
the rapid economic development, si-nai lost its positive meaning and became a term for
housewives in local communities. At that time, people were often valued in terms of
their salary, and si-nais were therefore marginalised and considered men’s burdens. In
the 21st century, the growing number of financially independent women means a further
denigration of si-nais. All sorts of stereotypes surrounding them have appeared, e.g.

uneducated, overweight, ‘pennywise but pound foolish’ (ibid).
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On the one hand, less educated middle-aged women and middle-aged
housewives are problematised because they conform to traditional femininity and
cannot keep pace with the changing society; on the other, some women are negatively
judged through the lens of traditional femininity, e.g. highly educated career women.
As Nakano (2016) notes, in Hong Kong (as well as Tokyo and Shanghai), ‘when women
take advantage of educational and work opportunities, they find that they are
disadvantaged in marriage markets’ (p. 368). This argument is supported by various
research findings. For example, against the backdrop of the deep-rooted expectation of
women marrying up (Ting and Lam, 2012), highly educated career women appear
undesirable to Hong Kong men, who mostly prefer women whose educational and
career accomplishments are lower than theirs (Choi et al., 2012; Kang, 2013). The male
informants in Leung and Chan’s (2014) research, as mentioned, also thought that
women’s changing gender roles threatened men’s social status and that successful
career women did not show respect for their husbands. Therefore, highly educated
career women are facing conflicting expectations in the public and private spheres.
Apart from highly educated career women, single women who have reached the suitable
age for marriage, i.e. the group of women my research is looking at, are also
problematised owing to their perceived inability to achieve the conventional
heterosexual life stage of marriage, as realised, for example, by the emergence of
various derogatory references to them (see Section 1.1). | will discuss this more closely
in Section 1.5.

The above discussion shows that even though women’s rights are protected by
laws and their status has improved remarkably, equal opportunities have not been

achieved yet, especially in the family and media. While both women and men are now
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facing conflicting gender expectations, women especially are facing a no-win situation,
either as housewives or single professionals.

After this broad description of the present status of gender equality in Hong
Kong, | will narrow down my scope to the immediate context of my research, i.e. with
respect to the attitude to the conventional heterosexual life script and single women in

Hong Kong.

1.4. The conventional heterosexual life script

The problematisation of unmarried women must be understood in the context of the
social attitude towards the conventional heterosexual life script. This section is
specifically dedicated to this issue.

The conventional heterosexual life script does not seem to be upheld as strongly
as it used to be. In terms of the social institution of marriage, two trends can be identified
in government figures: late marriage and the increasing divorce rate. According to the
Hong Kong Census and Statistics Department (2016a), while men’s and women’s
median age at first marriage was 27.0 and 23.9, respectively, in 1981, the figures for
2015 were 31.2 and 29.3, respectively. The crude divorce rate also rose from 1.1 per
1,000 people in 1991 to 3.1 in 2013 (Hong Kong Census and Statistics Department,
2015a). Another indicator of the waning influence of the conventional heterosexual life
script is the declining fertility rate. In 2015, the fertility rate was 35.0 live births per
1,000 women, compared with 37.4 and 62.0 in 1996 and 1981, respectively (Hong Kong
Census and Statistics Department, 2016a). As Ng and Ng (2009, 2013) note, the fertility
rate in Hong Kong is among the lowest in the world. The trends of late marriage, the
increasing divorce rate and the decreasing fertility rate all show that Hong Kongers do

not follow the heterosexual life path as strictly as in the past.
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After reviewing government figures, | will now proceed to research findings
concerning attitudes to marriage, singleness and having children in Hong Kong. My
discussion is based on the Hong Kong Women’s Commission’s study (2011) on
women’s status at home and Koo and Wong’s (2009) investigation of family changes
in Hong Kong. Considering the similar scope of the two, I will review their findings in
parallel. Both studies pointed to a fairly high level of acceptance for singleness. In Koo
and Wong’s (2009) study, 67.4 percent and 66.9 percent of their informants found it
acceptable for men and women to be single, respectively; in the Hong Kong Women’s
Commission’s (2011) survey, 42.3 percent of men and 42.5 percent of women were
happy with their own singlehood and had no plan to marry, while those who did not
accept being single only accounted for 31.4 percent and 32.3 percent, respectively. As
regards cohabitation, in the Hong Kong Women’s Commission’s (2011) study, 53.6
percent of men accepted long-term cohabitation whereas the female respondents
exhibited a much lower level of acceptance (38.2 percent). In Koo and Wong’s (2009)
study, 47.1 percent of the respondents thought that there was nothing wrong with
cohabitation, as opposed to 30.5 percent who were opposed to it; this was despite that
fact that only 2 percent of them reported cohabiting with their partner and 15 percent
reported cohabiting with their spouse before marriage. Koo and Wong (2009) also
pointed out that many of the informants disagreed with long-term cohabitation; instead,
cohabitation was just considered ‘a kind of temporary arrangement that act[ed] as a
prelude to marriage’ (ibid, p. 29). The findings about non-marital childbirth provided a
clearer picture that long-term cohabitation is not widely accepted in Hong Kong.
According to Koo and Wong (2009), among the 1,217 informants who had one or more
children, only three were cohabiting and eight were single parents. In terms of the

attitude to non-marital parenthood, 63.6 percent of them agreed with the statement that
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‘parenthood should go with marriage’. In the same vein, the Hong Kong Women’s
Commission (2011) found that large proportions of men and women disapproved of
childbirth out of wedlock (45.6 percent and 53.9 percent, respectively). Lastly, in
relation to the issue of having children, Koo and Wong (2009) found that most
informants accepted childless marriage (65.5 percent), and that women, especially
highly educated ones, tended to express higher acceptance for long-term childlessness
than men. This finding, however, was incongruent with that of the corresponding result
in the Hong Kong Women’s Commission’s (2011) survey, which revealed that having
children meant more to women than men: 44.7 percent of women thought that they
would feel empty if they did not have a child in their life, compared with 37.9 percent
of men who thought so. It is clear from the above findings that on the one hand, the
conventional heterosexual life script is weakening; on the other, many traditional ideas
are still entrenched. As Koo and Wong (2009) comment, nowadays, while people have
increasing freedom to choose whether to move forward on the heterosexual life path,
e.g. remaining single and not having children, deviation from the path, e.g. cohabitation
and non-marital parenthood, is still widely unaccepted.

Following this brief account of how the conventional heterosexual life script is
partially upheld, the next section will more closely look at the topic of single women in

Hong Kong.

1.5. Single women in Hong Kong

| will first try to understand the topic of single women in Hong Kong by looking
at relevant government figures. According to the Hong Kong Census and Statistics
Department (2016a), the female-male ratio dropped drastically from 1,000 to 1,048 in

1996 to 1,000 to 931 in 2015 (excluding foreign domestic helpers). A significant cause
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of this is the increasingly close ties between Hong Kong and mainland China since the
1990s and hence the rise of cross-border marriages (Lin and Ma, 2008), which are much
more popular among Hong Kong men than Hong Kong women. In 2015, there were
16,154 cases of Hong Kong men marrying mainland Chinese women, compared with
7,136 cases of Hong Kong women marrying mainland Chinese men (Hong Kong
Census and Statistics Department, 2016a). This gendered marriage pattern has led to a
huge inflow of mainland Chinese immigrant women joining their husbands in Hong
Kong and affected the sex ratio (ibid). Many Hong Kong men seem to prefer mainland
Chinese women, perhaps because they are often considered more conservative and
submissive than Hong Kong women (Kang, 2013; Choi et al., 2012). Apart from the
change in sex ratio, the number of never-married women aged 15 or above also surged
by 62.4 percent from 1986 to 2015, compared with 13.7 percent for the corresponding
figure for their male counterparts (Hong Kong Census and Statistics Department,
2016a). A point worthy of attention is that these figures included the 340,380 foreign
domestic helpers staying in Hong Kong on a temporary basis, 335,088 of whom were
women (ibid). The number of local never-married women did not increase by such a
large degree. As shown above, the gender imbalance and the growing number of single
women both point to a shrinking ‘marriage market’ for women. However, while it seems
undebatable that single men are in greater demand than single women, | think single
women’s difficulty in finding partners might not be as serious as the government figures
seem to suggest. The rationale is that some women might make alternative life choices
to the conventional heterosexual life script, e.g. by choosing to remain single or to
cohabit with their partner.

Only a handful of studies on Hong Kong single women can be found in the

literature, including Nakano’s (2016) comparative research on single women in Hong
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Kong, Shanghai and Tokyo, Ng and Ng’s (2009) research on single working women,
and Ng and Ng’s (2013) on single working mothers, with the former two being more
relevant to my study. Nakano (2016) interviewed a total of 110 single women aged
between 25 and 50 from diverse social backgrounds in Hong Kong, Shanghai and
Tokyo and found that among the three Asian cities, Hong Kong single women faced the
least pressure to marry; more crucially, marriage was just seen as ‘a lifestyle choice
rather than a requirement’ (ibid, p. 375), and singlehood was actually preferred by some
of her informants, who expressed their openness ‘to living with a partner or exploring
alternatives to marriage’ (ibid, p. 377). As regards Ng and Ng’s (2009) study, 19
middle-class single women® were interviewed and their singlehood and career were
juxtaposed. It was found that most informants saw single women positively and
associated them with independence, freedom and high education levels. To most of
them, their career formed a central part of their life. All never-married informants
reported that they were not subject to unfair treatment in the workplace because of their
singlehood; on the contrary, they saw their marital status as an advantage and found
themselves in a better position than working mothers. For example, an informant
commented, ‘[1 face] no real discrimination [against single workers]. I wonder if it’s the
other way round. Those women who have family may not be thought of as being able
to devote so much time to work’ (ibid, p. 123). In terms of their marriage views, most
did not resist it, but only when they met the right person would they consider marrying.
Another finding was that although most informants were childless, they did not consider
their life incomplete because of that. Ng and Ng (2009) concluded that remaining single

and childless is increasingly seen as an alternative life choice for financially

® Ng and Ng (2009) referred to ‘single women’ as women not in a cohabiting relationship, including those
in a romantic relationship with a non-cohabiting partner. Their informants are not exactly the group of
women | am interested in.
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independent women in Hong Kong. Nakano’s (2016) and Ng and Ng’s (2009) findings
were in agreement with the wider trend of the increasing acceptance for being single
and childless in Hong Kong as discussed in Section 1.4.

Whilst Nakano (2016) and Ng and Ng (2009) have certainly contributed to
research concerning single women in Hong Kong, I think that their studies only show a
partial picture of the situation. First, as Ng and Ng (2009) pointed out, the research topic
was often considered too intrusive and personal, and a number of single women
declined to take part in the interview; therefore, the informants in their study were
relatively self-confident and comfortable with their singlehood. Given this, | believe
there exists a group of single women who are unhappy with their singleness. More
importantly, both studies only approached the topic from the angle of single women
themselves. There are many other ways to address the topic, e.g. how they are
represented in the media. As Ng and Ng (2009) observed, ‘[a]lthough a statistical
minority, the rising numbers of never-married women have become a subject of much
interest and concern’ (p. 30). There is clearly a knowledge gap as to why and in what
ways single women have become a cause of social concern.

Unlike the case of Hong Kong, the single woman has been a fast-growing
research area in the mainland Chinese context in recent years, especially relating to the
stigmatisation of this group of women (e.g. Wang and Abbott, 2013; To, 2013, 2015;
Gaetano, 2014; Gong et al., 2015; Fincher, 2016). Considering the strong ties between
mainland China and Hong Kong, | think that those studies based on the mainland
Chinese context serve as a useful reference point for my research. | would like to briefly
review findings on ‘leftover women’ in mainland China and discuss the findings in
relation to the Hong Kong context. As mentioned in Section 1.1, this derogatory

reference to single women is commonly used in Hong Kong, and its referent is exactly
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whom my data, Bride Wannabes, problematises. Originating in mainland China,
‘leftover women’ is officially defined by the Ministry of Education of the People’s
Republic of China (2007) as ‘urban professional women who are over 27 years old who
have high educational level, high salary, high intelligence, and attractive appearance,
but also overly high expectations for marriage partners, and hence are “left behind” in
the marriage market’ (cited in To, 2015, p. 1). As shown by the definition, ‘leftover
women’ are often stereotyped as ‘picky’ and problematised as responsible for their own
singleness. According to Fincher (2016, p. 30) and To (2015, p. 27), this is the mainland
Chinese government’s propaganda to stigmatise successful career women who have
reached the suitable age for marriage but who remain single in an attempt to urge them
to marry and give birth to children of ‘high quality’, and lessen the problem of the
ageing population. The state-run All-China Women’s Federation and state-owned
media outlets play an active role in the propaganda (To, 2015, p. 1, 27). Despite the
different socio-political context, as mentioned, the term is widely used in Hong Kong
as well. There are both incompatibilities and compatibilities in the aforesaid definition
of ‘leftover women’ in the Hong Kong context. In terms of the referent, the term refers
to a slightly different group of women in Hong Kong. Although there is no official
definition, the term is often thought to refer to women aged 30 or above, rather than
those in their late twenties (see Tan, 2013). While it is still strongly associated with
women with high educational and career accomplishment, it is sometimes used to
broadly refer to single women in that age range (ibid). Besides, attractive appearance
does not seem to be a necessary feature of ‘leftover women’ in Hong Kong. However,
the negative meanings conveyed by the definition seem transferrable to the Hong Kong
context. Single women in Hong Kong, especially those with high educational and

income levels, are often stigmatised as ‘potential spinsters’. In addition, this group of
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women is also blamed for their ‘pickiness’.® As Ng and Ng (2009) suggest, they are
often told to be ‘reasonable about their expectations’ for their future partner because of
the sex imbalance and their mainland Chinese ‘rivals’ (p. 111), who are often thought
to be more submissive (Kang, 2013). There is apparent gender inequality here: while
men can be selective in their choice of partner, women cannot. Another interesting
finding is that in Hong Kong, albeit not being part of a state propaganda exercise,
women are similarly held partly accountable for the ageing population. According to
Ng and Ng (2009), the media often imputes the ageing population to either ‘the
reluctance of married couples to procreate’ or ‘the reluctance or inability of single
women to find marital partners to procreate with’ (p. 112). As mentioned in Section 1.1,
the Hong Kong media actively problematises single women who have reached the
suitable age for marriage. It is obvious that single women in Hong Kong are also
similarly problematised like their mainland Chinese counterparts, and the media plays
a key rolein it.

Before closing this section, | would like to stress that despite similarities
between the phenomena in Hong Kong and mainland China, the stigmatisation of single
womanhood in Hong Kong should be studied in its own right. Hong Kong is a quasi-
country with its own government and laws, and its socio-political context is vastly
different from that of mainland China. An obvious example is that there has never been
a one-child policy in Hong Kong; as mentioned, the female-male ratio in Hong Kong
was 1,000 to 931 in 2015, whereas that of mainland China was 1,000 to 1,060 in 2016
(Central Intelligence Agency, n.d.). Research findings also seem to suggest mainland
China is a much more patriarchal and conservative society than Hong Kong. For

instance, highly educated women are found problematic insofar as female PhDs are

6 See Jones et al. (2012) for the same phenomenon in Singapore.
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described as the third gender, as shown by the following statement ‘The world has three
types of humans: Men, Women, and Female PhDs’ (Gaetano, 2014, p. 126). The
conventional heterosexual life script is also strictly upheld in mainland China. For
example, single women are under tremendous parental pressure to marry insofar as
many parents actively arrange matchmaking for them (To, 2015, p. xvi, 6 and passim),
and non-marital childbirth is illegal (Fincher, 2016, p. 24). These significant differences
explain why it is necessary and worthwhile to investigate the stigmatisation of single
women in Hong Kong, despite the large body of relevant research in the mainland
Chinese context.

This brief overview of the immediate context of my research shows that while
it seems increasingly acceptable to be single and some women actually choose to be
single, they are still associated with negative stereotypes, e.g. unwanted and picky, and
are problematised, particularly in the media. My research on how unmarried women are
represented in Bride Wannabes aims to contribute to the research gap on single women
in Hong Kong and provide a case study on how women'’s singleness is problematised
in the media.

Following a depiction of the background and context of my research, in the

remainder of this chapter, 1 will describe my research questions and outline my thesis.

1.6. Research questions

My study seeks to explore representations of unmarried women in Bride Wannabes
from three perspectives, namely how they are talked about, how they talk about
themselves and how they are talked to, which will be addressed in terms of social actor

and social action representations, appraisals and impoliteness, respectively.
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Corresponding to these three parameters, | have formulated the following three research

questions:

RQ1. How are unmarried women talked about in Bride Wannabes?
e How are they represented as social actors?
e What types of actions are they associated with?

RQ2. How do unmarried women talk about themselves in terms of self-
appraisals in Bride Wannabes?

RQ3. How are unmarried women talked to in terms of impoliteness in Bride

Wannabes?

The findings in RQs1-3 form the basis of the next three research questions:

RQ4. What discourses surrounding unmarried women can be identified when
they are talked about, when they talk about themselves and when they
are talked to?

RQ5. What ideologies are expressed through the discourses identified?

RQ6. How are the discourses and ideologies surrounding unmarried women

related to the social contexts in Hong Kong?

Informed by critical discourse studies, | am not interested in language per se, but how
it is used to sustain power asymmetry, in my case, unequal gender orders. To link the
micro-level of language use to the social macro-level, | will identify some discourses

surrounding unmarried women based on the textual analysis findings in RQs1-3 (RQ4),
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through which 1 will interpret various ideological beliefs relating to unmarried women
(RQ5). I will then link the findings to the broader social contexts in Hong Kong (RQ6).
Other than the above empirical questions, | also address a methodological

research question:

RQ7. How can Cantonese data be analysed in terms of social actor
representations, appraisals and impoliteness using English-based

linguistic frameworks?

My data is in Cantonese while all the linguistic frameworks | employ are English-based.
Considering the substantial differences between the two languages, e.g. in terms of
syntactical structures and word classes, it might be problematic to apply English-based
linguistic frameworks to Cantonese data. RQ7 deals with how this can be done in terms

of social actor representations, appraisals and impoliteness.’

1.7. Outline of the thesis
After introducing the background and context of this research and presenting my
research questions, I will now briefly describe the structure of this thesis.

Chapter 2 provides the theoretical background of my research. | will review key
theories that influence my research including feminism and postfeminism, critical
discourse studies and feminist critical discourse analysis, as well as the theorisation of
genres. | will also explain in what ways these theories inform my research.

Chapter 3 is formed of two parts. In the first part, | survey the literature on

postfeminist media representations of women, focusing on two themes: singleness and

7 Although I also employ the transitivity system in systemic-functional grammar, | deliberately exclude
it here because it has been widely applied to Chinese data (see Subsection 5.1.2).
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romance as well as ageing. The second part is a literature review of the genre of my
data, reality television, including its generic features and various empirical studies on
how single women are represented in reality television.

Turning to the empirical part of my research, Chapter 4 will give an account of
my primary data of Bride Wannabes and my auxiliary data of online forum posts about
the programme, justify my choice and describe my data collection procedures and issues
relating to my data transcription and translation.

The three data analysis chapters that follow form the core part of the thesis. In
these chapters, | will explore how unmarried women are talked about (Chapter 5), how
they talk about themselves (Chapter 6) and how they are talked to (Chapter 7) in terms
of social actor and action representations, self-appraisals and impoliteness, respectively.
All these chapters follow the structure of first, a delineation of the corresponding
analytical tools employed, followed by a description of the methods of analysis and
finally a report of the findings.

Chapter 8 relates the textual analysis findings in Chapters 5-7 to the broader
social contexts in Hong Kong. | will first synthesise the major textual analysis findings.
I will then discuss some discourses that can be identified from these findings and some
gender ideologies articulated via the discourses identified. Lastly, I will interpret how
the discourses and ideologies pertain to the social contexts in Hong Kong.

Finally, Chapter 9 concludes the thesis by drawing implications from the
findings, discussing some contributions and limitations of this research and suggesting

directions for further research.
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Chapter 2: Theoretical background

This chapter provides the theoretical background of my research. | will start by
reviewing the two key theories that form the foundation of my research, namely
feminism and postfeminism, and critical discourse studies (CDS). Next, | will discuss
how the two strands of research are combined in the literature. After that, 1 will shift
my focus to the theorisation of genres. Finally, | will explain how the above theories

are relevant to my research and justify my theoretical framework.

2.1. Feminism and postfeminism

My research is profoundly influenced by feminist and postfeminist scholarship. In this
subsection, | will give an overview of the two in turn. Feminism is social and political
activism, as well as an ideology. hooks (2015a) defines feminism as ‘a movement to
end sexism, sexist exploitation, and oppression’ (p. 1), which is underpinned by the
belief that women are socially oppressed owing to their sex (Whelehan, 1995). The
development of this movement is often depicted using a wave metaphor. It can be
broadly divided into three waves. The first wave refers to the political movement for
women’s suffrage in the US and Europe in the 19" and early 20" centuries (Krolgkke
and Sgrensen, 2006). The second wave movement, beginning in the 1960s, resisted the
dominant traditional views on women’s roles and broadened the scope of the activism
to a range of issues, e.g. abortion rights and access to the workplace (Whelehan, 1995;
Krolgkke and Sgrensen, 2006; Mills and Mullany, 2011). The third wave emerged in
the 1990s following the widespread criticisms against second-wave feminists’ focus on
White, middle-class women’s concerns and lack of attention to the diversity among
women. A key critic was hooks (2015b). She described the then feminism in the US as

‘a bourgeois ideology’ (p. 9) that marginalised the struggle of Black, working-class
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women, and criticised that many White, middle-class feminists treated feminism as a
woman-only movement and turned a blind eye to their own class privilege over many
working-class men. In view of this, she called for a more inclusive movement involving
both women and men and fighting against not only sexist oppression, but also other
forms of group oppression. Third-wave feminism therefore expanded the scope of
feminism and took into account the intersectionality of gender with other social factors,
e.g. race and social class, as well as sexuality (Whelehan, 1995; Krolgkke and Sgrensen,
2006). After this historical account of feminism, | find it necessary to stress two points.
The first is the continuity of the movement (see Harnois, 2008). Second, there are
various strands of feminism, e.g. liberal feminism and women of colour feminism (see
Tong, 2016). Despite their different concerns, they share the core values of autonomy
and equality, and the ideological goal ‘to fight against male dominance, and against the
discrimination and degradation of women and of the tasks predominantly performed by
women’ (Dahlerup, 2013, p. 24).

Postfeminism is a concept intricately linked to feminism. It refers to ‘a set of
assumptions, widely disseminated within popular media forms, having to do with the
“pastness” of feminism, whether that supposed pastness is merely noted, mourned, or
celebrated’ (Tasker and Negra, 2007, p. 1). More specifically, it draws on feminist ideas
and stresses the success of feminism and hence its increasing irrelevance today
(McRaobbie, 2007). McRobbie (2009) argues against the success of feminism and sees
postfeminism as a form of ‘faux-feminism’ (p. 1). Focusing on the UK context, she
suggests that despite the political and institutional incorporation of feminist elements
and the seeming empowerment, agency and freedom of women, women are still under
patriarchal power. She also points to how postfeminism is working to undermine or

even undo the gains of the feminist movement. In the same line of argument, Gill (2011,
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2014) even makes explicit links between postfeminism and sexism. She sees sexism as
‘an agile, dynamic, changing and diverse set of malleable representations, discourses
and practices of power’ (Gill, 2014, p. 115), and argues that however old-fashioned
sexism is considered in contemporary Western culture, it has not disappeared, but has
been reproduced in new forms. This kind of new sexism, or ‘postfeminist sexism’ (ibid,
p. 110), often works by appropriating key tenets of feminism to mask its sexist agenda:
Practices that might once have attracted critique from feminists are ‘repackaged’
by postfeminist culture as the ‘autonomous choices’ of empowered postfeminist
subjects: cosmetic surgery is about ‘confidence’, surgeons’ posters inform us;
pole dancing makes you powerful, gym websites reveal; whilst advertisers
proclaim that waxing and depilation are acts of ‘pampering’ and self-indulgence
that no self-respecting woman should deny herself (‘because you’re worth it’).

According to this cultural sensibility, any remaining power differences between

men and women are the result not of discrimination but of choice.’ (ibid, p. 118;

original emphasis)

Gill (2011) therefore calls for the resurgence of feminism to take into consideration this
new form of sexism (cf. similar calls by other scholars, e.g. McRobbie, 2009; Lazar,
2007; Tasker and Negra, 2007; Mills and Mullany, 2011).

My research is particularly informed by the conceptualisation of postfeminism
by Rosalind Gill, a cultural theorist researching extensively in the area of postfeminist
media culture. She understands postfeminism as ‘a sensibility’ (Gill, 2007b, p. 148; see
also Gill, 2007a, 2011, 2014; Gill and Arthurs, 2006; Gill and Scharff, 2011), and has
identified the following key interconnected themes of gender representations in
postfeminist media culture, which are all characterised by the coexistence of feminist

and anti-feminist ideas (see Gill, 2007b, p. 149-159 for a thorough discussion):
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(a) Femininity as a bodily property

In postfeminist media culture, femininity is conceived of as ‘a bodily property’ (Gill,
2007b, p. 149). Traditionally feminine traits, e.g. a motherly or nurturing character, are
no longer considered key characteristics of femininity. Gill (2007b) notes: ‘[t]he body
is presented simultaneously as women’s source of power and as always unruly,
requiring constant monitoring, surveillance, discipline and remodelling (and consumer
spending) in order to conform to ever-narrower judgements of female attractiveness’ (p.
149).

More recently, a new representational tactic is employed in the media, most
notably in advertising, to regulate women’s body by encouraging them to love their
body, rather than subjecting them to hostile scrutiny (Gill and Elias, 2014). Gill and
Elias (2014) criticise that advertisers employing the ‘love your body’ tactic are those
who most often aggressively pathologise women’s body. For example, on the one hand,
the diet cereal brand Special K encourages women not to negatively comment on their
body shape in its 2013 advertisement titled ‘Let’s shut down fat talk’; on the other, all
women selected for its advertisements are slim, and its website is full of information
about weight loss, e.g. a BMI counter. The Special K advertisement also seems to
suggest that it is women who choose to problematise their own body without taking into
consideration how the female body is culturally pathologised. Therefore, those ‘love
your body’ messages are not ‘a straightforward liberation from tyrannical beauty
standards, and may in fact instantiate new, more pernicious forms of power that

engender a shift from bodily to psychic regulation’ (p. 180).
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(b) The sexualisation of culture

Postfeminist media culture is also characterised by sexualisation, which is linked to its
preoccupation with the female body. This can be seen by the proliferation of discourses
concerning sex and sexuality and the erotic representation of the female body in the
media, e.g. the mainstreaming of ‘porno chic’ in magazines and on television (Gill,

2007b).

(c) From a sex object to a desiring sexual subject

In contrast to the traditionally dominant representation of women as sex objects of the
male gaze in films (see Mulvey, 2009), women are constructed as a desiring sexual
subject in postfeminist media culture. Gill (2003) suggests that this shift can be seen as
a response to the feminist critique of the objectification of women in the media and
criticises that this kind of subjectification has an even more damaging effect on women:
‘I would argue that what this shift entails is a move from an external male judging gaze
to a self-policing narcissistic gaze. | would argue that it represents a higher or deeper
form of exploitation than objectification — one in which the objectifying male gaze is

internalised to form a new disciplinary regime’ (p.104; original emphasis).

(d) Individualism, choice and empowerment

Postfeminist media culture is very much based on neoliberal individualism and lays
stress on the notions of choice, ‘being oneself’, ‘pleasing oneself” and empowerment
(Gill, 2007Db, p. 153). Postfeminist subjects take control of their own life, and whatever
they choose to do, it is for their own sake, as distinct from pleasing others. Such
representations imply gender equality. However, Gill (2007b) rightly challenges

postfeminist media culture for ‘present[ing] women as entirely free agents and [not
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being able to] explain why — if women are just pleasing themselves and following their
own autonomously generated desires — the resulting valued “look™ is so similar —
hairless body, slim waist, firm buttocks, etc.” (p. 154). It is obvious that under the
influence of a sexualised culture, many women internalise the male gaze and become

active agents to objectify themselves to please men.

(e) Self-surveillance, monitoring and discipline

Postfeminist media culture not only emphasises women’s agency to choose and control
their life, but also the need to survey, monitor and discipline the self (Gill, 2007b).
Therefore, femininity needs to be attended to and worked on. Women are required to
pay constant attention to and remodel their body, e.g. body shape and attire, as well as
their interior life, e.g. emotional intelligence. Gill (2007a) attributes such emphasis on
self-surveillance, monitoring and discipline to the proliferation of self-help discourses
in contemporary culture, and criticises that it is a highly gendered phenomenon: ‘[i]n
magazines, contemporary fiction and television talk shows, it is women, not men, who
are addressed and required to work on and transform the self. Significantly, it appears

that the ideal disciplinary subject of neoliberalism is feminine’ (p. 156).

(F) The makeover paradigm

The makeover paradigm plays an essential role in postfeminist media culture. It works
by ‘requir[ing] people (predominantly women) to believe first that they or their life is
lacking or flawed in some way, and second that it is amenable to reinvention or
transformation by following the advice of relationship, design or lifestyle experts, and
practising appropriately modified consumption habits’ (Gill, 2008, p. 441). While

elements of the makeover paradigm can be identified in a variety of media genres, e.g.
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magazines and talk shows, it forms the basis of makeover television (see Section 3.2 for

a detailed description of this genre).

(9) The reassertion of natural gender difference

Postfeminist popular media is saturated by ideas of natural gender difference, which
resurged and replaced the short-lived focus on gender equality and similarities between
women and men in the media in the 1970s and 1980s (Gill, 2007b). This might pertain
to the great popularity of self-help books e.g. John Gray’s Men are from Mars, women
are from Venus (1992). As Gill (2007b) points out, such an essentialist view on gender
‘can be used to freeze in place existing [gender] inequalities by representing them as

inevitable and — if read correctly — as pleasurable’ (p. 159).

(h) An emphasis on consumerism and the commaodification of difference
Another feature of postfeminist media culture is its stress on consumerism and the
commaodification of difference (Gill, 2007b). This is particularly linked to the makeover
paradigm, which concerns problematising different aspects of women and convincing
them how much they/their life can differ by adopting various lifestyle and consumption
habits. The intertwining between postfeminist media culture and consumerism has also
been pointed to by Tasker and Negra (2007), who suggest that postfeminist media
culture ‘works to commodify feminism via the figure of the woman as an empowered
consumer’ (p. 2). Women are also made to monitor and work on their bodies so as to
please themselves. As Lazar (2007) observes, postfeminism is ‘a media-friendly.
consumer-oriented discourse’ (p. 154).

Before closing this section about feminism and postfeminism, | would like to

draw attention to the preoccupation of postfeminist scholarship with White, middle-
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class heterosexual young women (cf. the same preoccupation by second-wave feminists)
(see e.g. Gill, 2011; Tasker and Negra, 2007; Gwynne and Muller, 2013). Butler (2013)
even points out that while postfeminism centres upon White, middle-class, heterosexual
young women (see Projansky, 2001), this does not mean that other groups of women
are not impacted. She suggests: ‘It is not enough to claim that postfeminism excludes
various groups by privileging a white middle-class, heterosexual subject; we need to
dig much, much deeper and unpack how postfeminism, racism, classism, heterosexism,
nationalism, ageism, and ableism work together to reproduce social inequality and
relations of power’ (p. 53-54). Some exceptions include Whelehan (2013), who
explored postfeminist discourses on ageing in contemporary Hollywood cinema, and
Springer (2007), who examined representations of African American women in popular
culture.
Following this overview of feminism and postfeminism, the next section will

proceed to the other key theoretical approach fundamental to my research, i.e. CDS.

2.2. Critical discourse studies (CDS)

CDS, also known as critical discourse analysis, is a problem-oriented research paradigm
which is not defined by research methods, but the researcher’s critical perspective.
Within the paradigm, there are different approaches drawing on different theories and
methods. Major approaches include Fairclough’s dialectical relational approach, Jager
and Maier’s dispositive analysis, van Dijk’s sociocognitive approach, van Leeuwen’s
social actors approach and Wodak and Reisigl’s discourse-historical approach (see
Wodak and Meyer, 2016). This section will start by introducing the constitutive notions

of CDS, which are the common ground shared among different approaches.
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2.2.1. Discourse and discourses
At the heart of CDS is the concept of discourse. In CDS, it is theorised as ‘language use
in speech and writing’ (Fairclough and Wodak, 1997, p. 258) and ‘a form of social
practice’ (Fairclough, 2010, p. 95), in which case, it is an uncountable noun and can
take pre-modifier(s) to show the corresponding historical context and social realm, e.g.
‘late capitalist advertising discourse’ (Koller, 2012, p. 21). Discourse can also be used
specifically as a count noun, i.e. a discourse or discourses, meaning ‘ways of
representing aspects of the world’ (Fairclough, 2003, p. 124), in which case, it can be
pre- or post-modified to show the attitude, topic, and the location, producer and channel
of distribution, e.g. ‘a nationalist discourse on immigration in British newspapers’
(Koller, 2012, p. 21).

Discourse is representational, which means that discourses do not construe the
world as it is, but represent it from a particular perspective. Van Leeuwen (2008)
emphasises the distinction between ‘doing it’ and ‘talking about it’ (p. 6).
Representation is not a reflection of a social event, but a recontextualisation of it (ibid,
p. 4-6; Fairclough, 2003, p. 139-141). In other words, the event is talked about in
another context, and it involves intention and a selection of e.g. what to include/exclude,
how to represent, and what to add. In a text, there can be many different representations
of the world, but not all of them are discourses. Only when a particular representation
achieves a certain level of repetition and stability, and is shared by groups of people can
it be seen as a discourse (Fairclough, 2003, p. 125).

What is particularly important to CDS is the constitutive power of discourse.
CDS not only sees discourse as part of society, but also as dialectically related to other
social elements, i.e. being ‘socially constitutive as well as socially conditioned’

(Fairclough and Wodak, 1997, p. 258). In other words, not only is a discursive event
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shaped by other social elements, but it also shapes them. Construction is a concept
corresponding to this socially constitutive capacity of discourse, referring to
representations which shape the world in some way. It is such a dialectical relationship
that enables discourse to have the potential to help maintain, (re)produce or challenge
the status quo. This relationship is especially crucial when it comes to ideological

discourses, which potentially (re)produce or resist inequality of power in society.

2.2.2. Taking a critical perspective

Another core notion of CDS is critique, more specially, the researcher’s explicit critical
standpoint in relation to social injustice or power abuse. This is a distinctive feature of
CDS which distinguishes it from other forms of discourse analyses. CDS research
always departs from a social or political problem, and aims at, through the critical
examination of semiotic data, ‘making transparent taken-for-granted assumptions,
identifying how relations of power are established, reinforced and subverted by
discourse participants, and contributing to the emancipatory efforts of marginalised
groups’ (Koller, 2014b, p. 149). This emancipatory agenda entails two implications.
First, CDS is uninterested in language per se, but how it is used to reproduce, legitimise
and challenge social injustice and inequality, especially by groups with access to public
discourse, e.g. political parties and the media. Therefore, CDS researchers not only
describe discourse structures, but also explain them in relation to the relevant
sociopolitical contexts (see Wodak and Meyer, 2016; van Dijk, 2015). Second, CDS
researchers always take the side of oppressed groups, and make their positions explicit
(Fairclough et al., 2011; van Dijk, 1993). This social and political commitment has led
to criticism of partiality (see e.g. Widdowson, 1995, 2004). However, van Dijk (1993)

points out that it is impossible for critical researchers to take a neutral standpoint when
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it comes to social injustice; Fairclough et al. (2011) also argue that CDS scholars’
commitment does not preclude social scientific objectivity, and that ‘standards of
careful, rigorous and systematic analysis apply with equal force to CD[S] as to other

approaches.’ (p. 358).

2.2.3. Power and ideology
Also fundamental to CDS are the inextricably linked notions of power and ideology. |
will first briefly describe the notion of power.® Given its emancipatory agenda
committed to social equality, CDS pays particular attention to social power (see e.g.
van Dijk 1998a, 2000), i.e. power abuse at the level of groups or organisations. As
Wodak and Meyer (2016) point out, ‘[p]Jower is about relations of difference, and
particularly about the effects of differences in social structures’ (p. 12). Turning to the
notion of ideology, it is defined differently in different CDS approaches. For example,
Reisigl and Wodak (2016) see ideology as ‘a worldview and a system composed of
related mental representations, convictions, opinions, attitudes, values and evaluations,
which is shared by members of a specific social group’ (p. 25). On the other hand,
Fairclough (2003) takes a Marxist perspective and defines ideology vis-a-vis its
relationship with power and dominance:
Ideologies are representations of aspects of the world which can be shown to
contribute to establishing, maintaining and changing social relations of power,
domination and exploitation. This ‘critical’ view of ideology, seeing it as a
modality of power, contrasts with various ‘descriptive’ views of ideology as
positions, attitudes, beliefs, perspectives, etc. of social groups without reference

to relations of power and domination between such groups. (p. 9)

8 See Section 2.3 for a more detailed discussion about the theorisation of power in van Dijk’s
sociocognitive approach.
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Despite the variations in the conceptualisations of ideology, different CDS approaches
share the belief of the important role of ideology in the reproduction of power
asymmetry. According to Wodak and Meyer (2016), CDS is particularly interested in
those more latent and covert type of everyday beliefs, which are often taken for granted
as common sense and which are unchallenged, i.e. the Gramscian concept of
‘hegemony’. It is via such everyday beliefs that inequalities and oppression are
maintained and reproduced.

I will end this section by describing how the above key notions are interwoven
and offering a glimpse of what CDS is about. As touched upon above, some discourses
have ideological effects, and it is mainly, but not necessarily, through discourse that
ideologies are learnt, expressed and reproduced (e.g. van Dijk, 2006, 2011). Since
ideologies organise how we see the world, they may help legitimise inequality of power
or express resistance to such dominance. CDS research takes a critical perspective and
aims to unmask how different forms of social inequalities and domination are sustained
and legitimised via the discursive reproduction of ideologies. Following this general
introduction to CDS, in the next section, | will narrow down my scope and explicate the
specific approach that my research draws on, i1.e. van Dijk’s sociocognitive approach to

ideology (1998a).

2.3. A sociocognitive approach (SCA) to ideology
van Dijk’s SCA to ideology (1998a) forms an important basis of my research. Before
elaborating this framework, I will first give a brief overview of SCA.

For van Dijk, SCA is a multidisciplinary approach analysing discourse in terms
of the discourse-cognition-society triangle (see e.g. van Dijk, 1993, 19983, 2015). Van

Dijk argues for a cognitive interface between discourse and society and makes a
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distinction between the micro-level of personal cognition and the macro-level of social
cognition. Personal cognition involves event models, which define the events concerned
and control the semantic aspect of discourse, and context models, i.e. ‘subjective
definitions of the communicative situation’ (van Dijk, 2011, p. 391), which control the
pragmatic aspect of discourse, e.g. politeness; social cognition refers to cognition shared
with other members of a group or culture, e.g. attitude, social/group knowledge and
ideology. Significantly, how we interpret a communicative situation is often influenced
by social cognition. Therefore, it is through the mental representation of social actors
(as language users) that social situations, and structure and language use are linked.
After a general description of SCA, | will now proceed to van Dijk’s ideology
framework (1998a), which theorises ideology in terms of the dimensions of cognition,

society and discourse:

The cognitive dimension

Ideology is a form of social cognition. Van Dijk defines ideology sociocognitively as
‘clusters of beliefs in our minds’ (van Dijk, 1998a, p. 26) and ‘the basis of the shared
mental representations of social groups which in turn will control the social practices of
members’ (van Dijk, 2011, p. 381). Also taking a sociocognitive perspective, Koller
(2014a) provides a more encompassing definition: ‘a network of beliefs that leads to
expectations, norms and values, can entail emotional effects and is a crucial means of
organising social life’ (p. 247). As shown by these definitions, the sociocognitive
approach sees ideology as characterised by the following properties: (1) systems of
beliefs; (2) shared within a social group; (3) fairly general or fundamental, controlling
different sorts of social attitudes; (4) quite stable. What is central to CDS is group

ideologies. Van Dijk (1998a) points out that ‘the contents of group ideologies pertain
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to what, for each group, is the preferred social and moral order’ (p. 72), so they often
concern conflicts of interests, competition, oppression and resistance between groups.
This means that ideologies are not arbitrary beliefs. They define who we are, our
standpoint, our value and our relations with other groups. Relating to this, van Dijk

(19984, p. 65-69) has identified some possible formats of ideology:

(a) Group self-schema: Because of its fundamental role in organising group
relationships, ‘an ideology is a self-serving schema for the representation of Us and
Them as social groups’ (ibid, p. 69); ideology can therefore be structured in the

format of a group schema consisting of the following categories:

Identity (Who are we? Who belong to us? Where do we come from?)
Activities (What do we usually do? What is our task?)

Goals (What do we want to obtain?)

Norms and values (What is good/bad, permitted/prohibited for us?)
Group relations (Who are our allies and opponents?)

Resources (What is the basis of our power, or our lack of power?)

(van Dijk, 2011, p. 386)

These categories cover different group properties and can be applied to different
types of ideological groups, e.g. feminists, populists, religious groups and
professional groups. Besides, some ideologies are particularly based on one of the
categories. For example, feminism aims to fight for gender equality, and is a goal
ideology; conservatism believes in traditional values and opposes social change, so

it is mainly based on norms and values.
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(b) Group conflict and group polarisation: Apart from the group self-schema, van
Dijk (1998a) has also proposed a group polarisation schema to account for the
conflict between Us and Them, more specifically, positive ingroup presentation and
negative outgroup presentation. Such polarised representations can be extended to
values Our group stands for and those Others stand for. However, Koller (2014a)
points out that in some cases, ideology is structured in the form of negative outgroup

presentation only.

(c) Problem and solution: Another possible structural pattern of ideology is problem
and solution. As van Dijk (1998a) points out, ‘many beliefs, especially of dominated
and dissident groups, organise around basic beliefs about what is wrong, and about
what should be done about it’ (p. 66). For instance, in terms of anti-racism, the

problem is racism while the solution is equality and diversity (ibid, p. 67).

Ideologies perform the cognitive function to organise how a group is socially
represented, but this can only be achieved indirectly through the following intermediate

cognitive levels:

() Knowledge: Knowledge refers to ‘beliefs that meet the (historically developing)
epistemic criteria of each community, such as reliable perception, discourse or
inference’ (van Dijk, 2016, p. 68). The difference between knowledge and ideology
lies in the fact that whereas knowledge is factual beliefs presupposed in everyday
interactions and is treated as common ground by a whole community, an ideology
is a set of beliefs (often evaluative ones) shared by members of a particular social

group. However, van Dijk (e.g. 2011, 1998a, p. 110) points out that some epistemic
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criteria are group-specific, and so some knowledge is ideologically based. For
example, what were regarded as true beliefs about women and Black people in
history no longer hold true today. This points to the relativity of knowledge. What
is believed to be true by a community might be viewed by another as group
knowledge or even an ideology, e.g. the existence of God. It is this kind of

knowledge that is controlled by ideologies.

(b) Attitude: Attitude refers to ‘specific, organised, clusters of socially shared beliefs,
such as the (often complex) attitudes about nuclear energy, abortion or immigration’
(van Dijk, 19984, p. 43; original emphasis). Such beliefs are often evaluative beliefs
based on social norms and values. Attitudes, as van Dijk (2011) suggests, ‘play a
crucial intermediary role in our minds, namely to link very general ideologies to
more specific social domains, issues and practices, and ultimately to discourse’ (p.
389; original emphasis). For example, a feminist ideology may control a negative
attitude to polygamy; a Christian ideology may control an oppositional attitude to

same-sex marriages.

(c) Opinions: Opinions are ‘personal evaluative beliefs’ (van Dijk, 2011, p. 390) which
‘presuppose a judgement based on socially shared values and norms’ (van Dijk,
1998a, p. 34). Hence, despite not being socially shared, opinions are under the

influence of social beliefs including knowledge, ideology and attitude.

To briefly summarise, an ideology controls social representations of a group by

organising social cognitions including knowledge, i.e. what is true or false for us, and
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attitude, i.e. what we consider good or bad, which form the foundation of how we

personally judge the group.

The social dimension

Van Dijk (1998a) emphasises that ideology is not only a cognitive construct, but also a
social one. First, the social nature of ideology can be realised by it being a form of social
cognition. As mentioned earlier, it is socially shared and controls our social attitudes. A
more sociological account of ideology looks at its relations with society at both the
micro- and marco-levels. The micro-level refers to the manifestation of ideologies in
the social interactions between social actors. As van Dijk (2000) notes, ‘as soon as
people act as members of social groups, they may bring to bear their ideologies in their
actions and interaction’ (p. 31). Ideology also relates to the macrostructures of society,
i.e. relationships of groups and organisations in terms of power and dominance.
Fundamental to such social power includes ‘material power resources, such as property
or capital, and also on symbolic power resources, such as knowledge, status, fame and
access to public discourse’ (van Dijk, 2016, p. 71). In contemporary society, the media
is an influential institution (re)producing various ideologies. Van Dijk (1998a) defines
power in terms of control and suggests that power can be exerted at different levels of
control (p. 162). The first level is discursive control, i.e. the control of the contexts and
structures of discourse, e.g. genres, topics, and ‘who is allowed to say/write/hear/read
what to/from whom, where, when and how’ (van Dijk, 1993, p. 257). As van Dijk (2016)
points out, ‘discourse [also] expresses social cognition and may thus “manage the minds”
of other groups and their members’ (p. 71). Therefore, via discursive control, powerful
speakers and groups can indirectly perpetuate ideologies, knowledge, attitudes and

opinions, and achieve the impact of mind control. As ideology organises how we see
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the world, through mind control, powerful groups can legitimise their power abuse and
sustain their control over dominated groups.

A common critique of CDS is the way power is dealt with in research. For
example, Blommaert (2001) maintains: ‘Power relations are often predefined and then
confirmed by features of discourse (sometimes in very questionable ways...)” (p. 15;
see also Blommaert, 2005). While this critique is a general comment about CDS without
pinpointing any particular approach, I try to look into it in relation to SCA. | agree that
SCA does predefine power relations, but not as questionably as Blommaert puts it. The
rationale is that SCA only predefines power relations in the societal macrostructure, e.g.
the institutional power of the media and men’s power over women, and van Dijk (e.g.
1993, 2015) repeatedly points out that such power relations can be challenged
discursively. He also makes it clear that ‘[g]roups may more or less control other groups,
or only control them in specific situations or social domains’ and that ‘not all members
of a powerful group are always more powerful than all members of dominated groups:
power is only defined here for groups as a whole’ (van Dijk, 2015, p. 469), which
indicates his awareness that a social group’s power is not absolute in all contexts and
that its members have varying levels of power. However, | consider it inadequate just
to acknowledge that such power relations do not hold in all situations and that there are
individual differences. More emphasis should be placed on the fluidity of power. For
example, China is still very much a patriarchal society, and single women with high
educational and income levels are often stigmatised (see Fincher, 2016; To, 2015). In
terms of the societal macrostructure, women’s subordination to men seems to be beyond
doubt. However, while single women with high educational and income levels suffer
from the symbolic power of men in some contexts, it is problematic to describe them as

‘powerless’. Considering their wealth, knowledge, and career achievement, they may
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have power over many men in many social domains, e.g. in the workplace, and are
perhaps more appropriately described as ‘powerful’. This illustration shows how gender
often intersects with other social categories, e.g. age and social class, and such
intersections may affect power relations between women and men in some contexts.
Therefore, power is fluid and very much context-dependent. | find it necessary to look

into such complexities in CDS research.

The discourse dimension

Lastly, I will focus on the discourse dimension of ideology. As mentioned earlier,
discourse is a crucial medium for the expression and reproduction of ideologies. That
said, most ideologies are not articulated directly in discourse, except e.g. in some
religious texts (see e.g. van Dijk, 2000, p. 18). In most cases, ideological beliefs can
only be indirectly identified through the researcher’s interpretation. As ideology
organises group relations and often relates to group conflicts, meanings in relation to
the group properties listed in the aforementioned group self-schema are typical of
ideological discourse (van Dijk, 2011). Koller (2014a) suggests that in order to identify
ideology in discourse, it is necessary to analyse a discourse in relation to its discourse

goals, discourse strategies and linguistic features:

(a) Discourse goals: Discourse goals are what the speaker tries to achieve discursively.

A common example is ingroup favouritism and outgroup derogation, as shown by

the ideological square below:
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Emphasise Our good things Emphasise Their bad things

De-emphasise Our bad things De-emphasise Their good things

(van Dijk, 2011, p. 396)

However, as mentioned earlier, Koller (2014a) suggests that some ideologies only

manifest themselves in the negative out-group presentation.

(b) Discourse strategies: Discourse strategies refer to ‘the means, as effects of
language use, by which discourse goals are realised’ (ibid, p. 243). There are many
ways to pursue various discourse goals. For example, corresponding to the basic
group properties listed in the aforementioned group self-schema, Koller (2014a) has
proposed, among others, modality, tense and aspect, evaluation, social actors and

processes (p. 243).

(c) Linguistic features: Linguistic features are what realises the particular discourse

strategy, e.g. modality can be realised through modal adverbs.

It is through this micro-level of ideological discourse analysis that underlying
ideologies can be inferred and linked to the macro-level of social structures.

After explicating how ideology is theorised in van Dijk’s (1998a) framework,
the next section will look at how insights from feminism and CDS are combined in the

literature.
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2.4. Feminist studies and CDS
This section showcases the fruitfulness of combining insights from feminism and CDS.
As shown by the above discussion, feminist studies are congruent with CDS in many
ways, most noticeably in terms of their interest in social injustice and their emancipatory
aims. This intricate link has also been noted by different CDS theorists. For instance,
van Dijk (1991) openly acknowledges the insights CDS has gained from feminist
scholarship in the 1980s; Wodak (1997) also points out: ‘[m]any proposals and basic
assumptions of feminist linguistics relate to and overlap with principles of critical
linguistics and critical discourse analysis’ (p. 7). Owing to the compatibilities between
feminist studies and CDS, many feminist linguistic studies are conducted in the CDS
paradigm (Lazar, 2005, 2007), especially vis-a-vis gender representations in the media
(see Mills and Mullany, 2011).

A strong advocate of bringing together feminist studies and CDS is Michelle M.
Lazar, who has developed feminist critical discourse analysis (FCDA),® a research
paradigm dedicated to addressing the discursive reproduction of unequal gender orders
(Lazar, 2005, 2007). As Lazar (2007) suggests, ‘[t]he central concern of feminist critical
discourse analysts is with critiquing discourses which sustain a patriarchal social order
— relations of power that systematically privilege men as a social group, and
disadvantage, exclude, and disempower women as a social group’ (p. 145). FCDA is
CDS with a critical feminist perspective. According to Lazar (2005), there are three
reasons for the emphasis of a feminist perspective in CDS. First, many gender studies
in the CDS paradigm have goals of social transformation. Second, the power imbalance
between men and women is in play on a daily basis and is different from other forms of

power asymmetries, e.g. race and social class, in that women are expected to love their

% Despite my preference for the term CDS, | stick to the term FCDA, as used by Lazar (2005, 2007).
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oppressor. This makes it not always possible to deal with sexism adequately in the same
way as other forms of oppression, and thus necessary for CDS research on gender to
take into account feminist insights. Last, an explicit feminist label helps unite feminist
critical discourse researchers and increase the group visibility so that feminist views can
enter the mainstream of CDS scholarship. On the other hand, CDS can also contribute
to feminist scholarship in that it ‘offers a considered theorisation of the relationship
between social practices and discourse structures...and a wide range of tools and
strategies for detailed analyses of contextualised uses of language in texts and talk’ (ibid,
p. 144). Issues of particular concern to FCDA include the intersectionality of gender
with other social identities, subtle patriarchal orders and postfeminism. Through the
FCDA lens, Lazar has researched extensively on postfeminist advertising discourse in
Singapore, e.g. Lazar (2006, 2009, 2011, 2014).

As mentioned earlier, CDS has been widely employed by feminist linguists,
with some following FCDA and explicitly taking a critical feminist perspective. For
example, Makoni (2011) examined how the female body, especially in relation to
miniskirts, was discursively constructed in multilingual taxi inscriptions in
Johannesburg. She suggested that taxi inscriptions are ‘a subgenre of street remarks’ (p.
342), often about various social issues, and are often gendered. Focusing on the use of
metaphors and lexical choices in the inscriptions, the analysis indicated a foregrounding
of women’s clothing, and a dichotomised representation of ‘male clothing’ and ‘female
clothing’. For example, trousers were portrayed as ‘male clothing’. The miniskirt played
a particularly prominent role in the representations of the female body. First, women
wearing miniskirts were represented as transgressing African tradition and cultural
norms of female dress codes, e.g. “Wamen sebegqoka isgcebhe, aphelile amasiko ethu

(Women now wear miniskirts, our cultures are finished/dead)’ (ibid, p. 351). Second,
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wearing miniskirts was not only constructed as too revealing, but also metaphorically
equated with nakedness, e.g. ‘Abaze abaqgoke isgcebhe abavunyelwe (Those who are
naked those wearing miniskirts are not allowed)’ (ibid, p. 352). Last, some taxi
inscriptions even linked it to rape and conveyed the idea that if women wearing
miniskirts are sexually assaulted, they themselves are to blame, e.g. ‘Gqok’ isgcebhe
uzongiph’ ikuku (Wear the miniskirt you will give me the cake/vagina)’ (ibid, p. 354).
Makoni criticised: ‘[f]or women, the threat of rape leads to self-regulation, which
indicates an ideological construction of the female body as an object in a male-defined
value system that expects women as a social group to conduct their lives in specific
ways’ (p. 354). The findings showed the discursive reproduction of a patriarchal
ideology. Through the reinforcement of various cultural norms and values and
problematisation of women wearing miniskirts as the cause of rape, the female body
was constructed as a site of patriarchal control.

Another example of CDS research taking a feminist standpoint is Bou-Franch
and Garcés-Conejos Blitvich’s (2014) study, which employed van Dijk’s SCA to
ideology (1995a, b, 1998b, 2006) to investigate the formation of gender ideologies and
social identities in comments (in Spanish) on four advertisements of violence against
women (VAW) on YouTube. Despite not referring to Lazar’s FCDA, the authors
expressed their feminist attitude and explicitly stated that they adopted a ‘feminist
critical discourse analysis approach’ (ibid, p. 242). The data was analysed quantitatively
as well as qualitatively. According to the quantitative analysis, only eight percent of the
comments showed an explicit supportive stance towards VAW, whilst 48 percent were
explicitly against it and 44 percent did not indicate an explicit position. The detailed
analysis of the discursive strategies employed to express such ideological positioning

however revealed another story. Altogether three discursive strategies were identified,

60



namely (1) ‘blame the woman for the abuse’ (50.0 percent), e.g. blaming women for
attracting public attention; (2) ‘minimise the severity and/or frequency of abuse’ (41.0
percent), e.g. by representing women as tricking men into violence so as to achieve
different ends such as winning the residency of their child in a divorce; and (3) ‘deny
its very existence’ (9.2 percent), e.g. by claiming that the woman was not necessarily
the victim in a VAW case, but was often assumed to be so right away (implying the
influence of feminism) (ibid, p. 233). Such findings revealed how VAW was legitimised
based on patriarchal norms and values. Bou-Franch and Garcés-Conejos Blitvich
criticised that the YouTube commentators constructed their social identities by
positively representing the ingroup (men, and in some cases, women embracing
traditional values), e.g. being innocent and unprotected by laws, and negatively
representing the outgroup (women), e.g. being manipulative. They also argued that most
commentators did not express their ideological stance explicitly, and hence drew
attention to the increasing subtleness of sexism.

The above discussion shows that it is both necessary and theoretically and
empirically sound to combine insights from feminist studies and CDS to investigate

how unequal gender orders are discursively reproduced.

2.5. Genre and genres

After presenting the various theories that inform my theoretical framework, this section
focuses on how genres are theorised in the literature and aims to lay the groundwork for
Chapter 3, in which I describe the genre of my data, i.e. reality television. The reason
for my foci on the theorisation of genres here and on the generic features of reality

television in Chapter 3 is that genre is an important means for the exercise of power
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(Fairclough, 2003, p. 75; Wodak, 2007), which will be elaborated below. It is therefore
a salient part of CDS research to look at the genre of the data.
First, |1 address the issue of what genres are. An oft-cited definition is that of

Swales (1990), which emphasises the social purposes of genres:

A genre comprises a class of communicative events, the members of which

share some set of communicative purposes. These purposes are recognised

by the expert members of the parent discourse community and thereby

constitute the rationale for the genre. This rationale shapes the schematic

structure of the discourse and influences and constrains choice of content

and style. (p. 58)
Swales (1990) has a rather purpose-driven notion of genres, seeing the functions
expected of a genre as determining its features. Fairclough (2003) has pointed to two
problems in the definition. First, he rightly comments that the purpose factor should not
be over-privileged on grounds that while ‘strategic’ genres are clearly purposive,
‘communicative’ ones, e.g. chats between friends, are not (p. 71). That said, since reality
television is a strategic genre, Swales (1990) still provides an insightful account of
genres for my research. Another problem identified by Fairclough (2003) is that
communicative events do not form part of a genre; instead, features of different genres
may be realised in a single communicative event, i.e. genre mixing (p. 69). I will return
to this point later. Besides, the notion of genre is also conceptualised by Fairclough
(2003), who subsumes genres within his conceptualisation of discourse. He sees
discourse as a social practice which is a configuration of three aspects, namely genres,
i.e. ways of acting, discourses, i.e. ways of representing, and styles, i.e. ways of being
(ibid, p. 26). More specifically, genres are ‘the specifically discoursal aspect of ways of

acting and interacting in the course of social events’ (ibid, p. 65).
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I will now turn to some key characteristics of mostly strategic genres (see Tardy
and Swales, 2014, p. 166-167; Tardy, 2011, p. 55-61),1° with some already being

covered by the definitions listed above:

(a) A genre is often formed for particular communicative purposes, and its features are

often determined by those purposes.

(b) Created by social groups for specific social purposes, genres are socially situated.
Such situatedness entails the dynamics and changeability of genres. Genres change
in relation to shifts in social contexts, e.g. technological advancement and change

in social values.

(c) As mentioned earlier, discourse is dialectically related to other social elements; in
the same way, genres shape and are shaped by discourse communities and their
practices (see also Berkenkotter and Huckin’s (1993, 1995) discussion of the duality
of structure in genres). On the one hand, a community creates and shapes a genre
according to its particular motive. The genre conventions formulated often manifest
the community’s knowledge, ideologies, norms and values. On the other, genre
conventions affect individual members’ practices and beliefs. For example, the
generic features of a curriculum vitae not only influence how job seekers present
themselves to their potential employers, but also their beliefs about job seeking and

hiring.

10 disagree with a point that Tardy and Swales (2014) and Tardy (2011) make, and have deliberately
excluded it from my discussion. Tardy and Swales (2014) suggest that ‘[g]enres are not isolated, but are
instead intertextually linked to other genres and discourses’ (p. 167). I see genre and text as two discrete
concepts (see my discussion below), and intertextuality as a defining feature of texts, rather than genres.
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(d) When a discoursal action is recurrently performed in similar ways and under similar
circumstances, it will become conventionalised over time. Users will recognise the
genre, e.g. in terms of its grammatical and structural features and topics, and know

how to carry out the rhetorical action appropriately.

(e) Genres are multimodal. Even text-based genres, e.g. research article abstracts,

involve the interplay between language and the visual mode, such as layout and font.

(F) As mentioned in (c), genres show the discourse community’s knowledge, ideologies,
norms and values, so genre conventions are by no means neutral, and different kinds
of power relations are embedded therein. As Tardy (2011) points out, genres ‘must
be viewed as not just a reflection but also a reinforcement of the power structures
that exist in the community within which they are used’ (p. 60). This can be seen by
the unequal conversational rights among different participants in dialogues in many
institutional settings. For example, the genre conventions of job interviews preclude
the interviewee from controlling topics or refusing to answer the interviewer’s
questions (see Fairclough, 2003, p. 79). The relationships between genres and power
relations have also been pointed to by different CDS scholars, e.g. Fairclough (2003);

Wodak and Busch (2004); Wodak (2007).

After describing some key features of genres, I find it necessary to discuss genre
in relation to the notion of text, as the two are intricately linked. Text refers to ‘the
concrete material object produced in discourse’ (Hodge and Kress, 1988, p. 6). Text
cannot be equated with genre because while users of a genre are restricted by different
genre conventions when producing a text, the text produced always deviates slightly

from the prototypical form of the genre. As Bax (2010) puts it, genres ‘are ideal,
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whereas texts are actual’ (p. 45).1! The relationship between genre and text is made even
more complex by the fact that many texts cannot be mapped onto a single genre, which
brings us to the concept of genre hybridity. A text is often a mixture of different genres
(Fairclough, 2003, p. 34).

Considering its relevance to my data, | will elaborate the concept of genre
hybridity further. As Fairclough (2003) observes, ‘[c]hange in genres is change in how
different genres are combined together. New genres develop through combination of
existing genres’ (p. 66). This can be well exemplified by reality television, which
commonly hybridises documentary and drama (possibly some other combinations,
depending on the subgenre) (see e.g. Hill, 2015; Deery, 2015; Cook, 2014). A concept
linked to genre hybridity is that of genre colonies, i.e. ‘groupings of closely related
genres serving broadly similar communicative purposes, but not necessarily all the
communicative purposes in cases where they serve more than one’ (Bhatia, 2014, p. 67),
e.g. promotional genres and reporting genres. | will illustrate this with the promotional
genre, which as the name suggests, serves promotional purposes. Genres strongly
associated with this genre colony include e.g. advertisements and promotional letters,
which make up its primary membership. Apart from such primary members, the
promotional genre has secondary members, which are often hybrid genres with
promotion as one of their communicative purposes, e.g. advertorials, which aim to
inform as well as to promote products/services. Bhatia (2014) also draws attention to
the phenomenon of genre colonisation as a process involving ‘invasion of the integrity
of one genre by another genre or genre convention’ (p. 66): SOme expert genre users

might appropriate generic resources or exploit conventions of one genre for the sake of

11 de Beaugrande and Dressler (1981) have also proposed seven criteria for a text: cohesion, coherence,
intertextuality, intentionality, acceptability, informativity and situationality. The limited space precludes
me from explicating them. See Wodak (2008) for a succinct description of the criteria.
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creating another one in order to fulfil their private or institutional ends. He especially
points to the widespread colonisation of professional genres, e.g. academic and
journalistic genres, by promotional concerns. An illustration given is how generic
resources of reviews are deployed in some ostensible product reviews, which are
dominated by positive descriptions and evaluations and which obviously function to

advertise the product concerned.

2.6. Conclusion

In this final section, I will end the chapter by explaining how the above theories
form the theoretical basis of my research. My research has been driven by the
stigmatisation of single women in Hong Kong who are considered no longer young. |
investigate this issue from a critical feminist perspective, with the aim to unveil various
ideological gender beliefs through which women are stigmatised in terms of their
singleness and age, and the media’s role in reproducing unequal gender orders. This
accords with the emancipatory goals of feminist studies and CDS. Apart from having
the same emancipatory goals, the two also influence my research in other ways. In terms
of feminist studies, | have to draw special attention to the fact that my data is a makeover
television show, which is a postfeminist product (see Subsection 3.2.1). Therefore, the
theorisation of postfeminism and postfeminist media culture crucially informs my
research. As regards CDS, my research is very much based on its theorisation of
discourse, especially the socially constitutive capacity of discourse and its potential to
reproduce or challenge power imbalances. I think that van Dijk’s SCA to ideology
(1998a) best suits my research purpose. The rationale is that my data, the makeover
television programme Bride Wannabes, is all about how the ‘experts’ represent what is

good and what is bad in the participants, and what they should and should not do based
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on social norms and values. The programme is thus very much to do with social beliefs
and attitudes, i.e. social cognitions, and gender ideologies play a central role. Van Dijk’s
SCA to ideology (1998a) takes into account the cognitive, social and discoursal
dimensions of ideology and offers an in-depth and comprehensive theorisation of the

concept.
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Chapter 3: Literature review

This chapter surveys the literature on two broad areas relating to my research. First, |
thematically review research concerning postfeminist media representations of women.

| then look at literature pertaining to the genre of my data, i.e. reality television.

3.1. Postfeminist media representations of women
This section is a topical literature review on postfeminist media representations of

women, centring upon two themes, namely singleness and romance, as well as ageing:

3.1.1. Women, singleness and romance
In this subsection, I review research findings of postfeminist media representations of
women Vis-a-Vvis their singleness and romance in different genres, including ‘chick lit’
genres, self-help books, advertising and women’s magazines.

| first approach the topic by looking at various research on chick lit, which is a
key site for the study of women’s singleness and romance. As Whelehan (2005) points
out, chick lit is a kind of ‘post-feminist narrative of heterosex and romance’ (p. 186)
and its heroines are often single middle-class women in their 20s-30s (Smith, 2008, p.
2; Ferriss and Young, 2007). Gill’s (2007a) and Gill and Herdieckerhoff’s (2006)
studies offer a concise overview of postfeminist representations of women’s singleness
and romance in chick lit novels. They examined 20 chick lit novels published in 1997-
2004 and identified various characteristics of the single heroine in relation to her sexual

experience, intelligence and independence, beauty, work and singleness.
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(a) Sexual experience

Unlike their counterparts in traditional romantic novels, most heroines in chick lit
novels are portrayed as sexually active and experienced; however, they become sexually
innocent and are emotionally ‘re-virginised’ in their first sexual encounter with their
hero, i.e. only when they meet their hero can they enjoy sex and truly become a woman.
As Gill and Herdieckerhoff (2006) observed, ‘feminist goals in relation to sexuality are
presented as inauthentic, in the sense of not speaking to women’s deepest desires’ (p.

494).

(b) Intelligence and independence

Women’s intelligence is often played down in chick lit novels. The heroine is often
featured by her naivety. As Gill and Herdieckerhoff (2006) pointed out, the heroine’s
intelligence can never enable her to win the hero’s heart; rather it is always her
conformity to traditional femininity that counts. The heroine is also far from
independent, constantly needing the hero’s rescues. A common scenario is the hero

rescuing the heroine from single motherhood.

(c) Beauty

While the heroine in traditional romantic novels is often depicted as a natural beauty, in
chick lit novels, beauty requires constant self-surveillance and work. Two approaches
to beauty have been identified. First, the heroine only becomes beautiful after
undergoing various self-transformations, e.g. through weight loss. Second, the heroine
chooses to beautify herself only when she feels like it, i.e. to please herself; however,

once she meets the hero, she will become obsessed with her appearance.
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(d) Work

In chick lit novels, most heroines have their career and are no longer confined to the
domestic sphere, but their independence and career success do not exist concomitantly.
The heroine is often portrayed as trapped in her dead-end job with no breakthrough until
she finds her hero and is in a fulfilling relationship. While accomplished professional
women can be found in chick lit novels, they are often characterised as villains, who

are in the end converted by the hero’s love.

(e) Singleness
Women'’s singleness is negatively constructed as horrible and miserable in chick lit

novels. Most heroines are portrayed as unhappily single.

Gill and Herdieckerhoff (2006) argued that the construction of romance in chick lit
novels relates to a postfeminist sensibility, as shown e.g. by the heroine’s sexual
assertiveness and her choice to be obsessed with her body and to adhere to normative
femininity. They concluded: ‘chick lit is indeed rewriting the romance, but not in ways
that allow for complex analyses of power, subjectivity, and desire, but rather in ways
that suggest women’s salvation is to be found in the pleasures of a worked-on, worked-
out body, and the arms of a good man’ (p. 500).

Many studies have been conducted on probably the two most well-known chick
lit texts, namely Bridget Jones’s Diary (also its sequels and film adaptations) (e.g.
Taylor, 2012, McRobbie, 2007; Umminger, 2006) and Sex and the City (both the
television series and its spin-off films) (e.g. Mabry, 2006; Kiernan, 2006; Whelehan,
2005; Arthurs, 2003). Bridget Jones’s Diary (1996) is a chick lit novel by the English

writer Helen Fielding, which proved a great success and which was followed by two
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sequels and three film adaptations. The protagonist, Bridget, first appears in the novel
as a 32-year-old single woman. Many scholars saw her as a postfeminist subject par
excellence (e.g. Kiernan, 2006) or as what Genz (2010) refers to as a ‘postfeminist
Singleton’: ‘the young, unattached, and mostly city-dwelling woman who is caught
between the enjoyment of her independent urban life and her desperate yearning to find
“Mr. Right” with whom to settle down’ (p. 99). Bridget enjoys and takes for granted
various rights and freedoms. For example, she is financially independent and can
indulge herself in pubs and bars (see Gill, 2007a, p. 228; McRobbie, 2007, p. 35).
However, on the other hand, she is obsessed with her bodies and thirsts for a partner
and the traditional kind of wedding. She embraces the postfeminist idea of ‘having it
all’, i.e. having both career and romance, which according to Taylor (2012), means
‘definitely not remaining single’ (p. 90). Throughout the novels and films, she is
struggling with the conflicting demands between her career and romance and between
feminism and femininity (see Genz, 2009, p. 116). Her feminist attitude can be realised,
e.g. by her rejection of the derogatory term ‘spinster’ and her self-identification as a
‘Singleton’, which is ‘a new, rebel identity with its own language and attitude’ (Genz,
2010, p. 100). She refuses to see herself as the abject Other and repeatedly claims that
she does not need a man to make herself complete. For instance, in one of her diary
entries, she stresses her autonomy and independence: ‘The only thing a woman in this
day and age needs is herself” (see Taylor, 2012, p. 87-88). This is despite the fact that
right after her assertion, she shows her obsession with her romantic interest: ‘Huurrah!
2a.m. Why hasn’t Mark Darcy rung me? Why Why? Am going to be eaten by Alsatian
despite all efforts to the contrary. Why me, Lord’ (ibid, p. 88). In this way, she
constantly oscillates between her satisfied Singleton position and her desperation for a

man (ibid, p. 82). As Taylor (2012) commented:
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She never truly contemplates singleness as a permanent way of being in the
world — partially as she recognises its broader cultural devaluation and the forms
of capital that accrue to the coupled (especially married) self. Though she has
tried on, and tried to celebrate, the Singleton identity, ultimately it is disavowed.
The Singleton was, as we perhaps could have expected, only a transitional,
strategic subject position, temporarily invoked to make sense of and help

affectively manage life sans partner. (p. 93)

As shown above, in line with postfeminist media culture, the Bridget Jones texts draw
on and take into consideration various feminist ideas, e.g. the autonomy of women, but
in the end reject them through the rhetoric of choice (Gill, 2007a, p. 231).

Women'’s singleness and romance also form the foundation of the American
television series Sex and the City (1998-2004) (and its two spin-off films), which
surrounds the lives of four single middle-class women in their 30s-40s in New York.
The series celebrates women’s singleness and interrogates the social stigma attached to
single women. For example, Miranda, one of the protagonists, explicitly points to the
double standard on singleness: ‘Why do we get stuck with old maid and spinster, and
men get to be bachelors and playboys?’ (Taylor, 2012, p. 67; cf. Baker’s (2008) study
on the terms ‘spinster’ and ‘bachelor’). Besides, unlike their counterparts in many chick
lit texts, the four protagonists are portrayed as happily single. In contrast to the
postfeminist tradition that privileges heterosexual coupledom and familial bonds, Sex
and the City celebrates the non-biological sisterhood between the protagonists and
suggests that women can live well without a man (Taylor, 2012, p. 63-64). Despite the
seemingly progressive representation of women'’s singleness, it is problematic in that it

only celebrates White, middle-class, heterosexual women’s singleness (ibid, p. 1). In
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consonance with postfeminism, the show emphasises consumption, and the four
protagonists are shown as enjoying their luxurious lifestyle. Lehman (2007) maintained
that the show constructs the act of luxury consumption as a symbol of single women’s
independence (p. 232, cited in Taylor, 2012, p. 64). Another important point is the faux
celebration of women’s singleness of the series. The finale of the series ends with all
the four protagonists finding their true love and being in committed relationships
(Mabry, 2006; Kiernan, 2006; Taylor, 2012, p. 69-70). As Mabry (2006) commented:

For six seasons this show has supposedly been about the lives and the

relationships of these four strong, independent women, but the finale tells us that

the real point of the show has been to place these sexually powerful,

economically independent women in traditional heterosexual relationships. (p.

204; original emphasis)

Not only is this conventional romantic ending inconsistent with the show’s earlier
feminist messages, it may also serve to overturn them (ibid).

Apart from chick lit studies, Taylor’s (2012) examination of self-help books for
single women published in the 1990s-2000s has also cast light on postfeminist
representations of women’s singleness and romance. She identified a diverse range of
representations of single women, from those representing single women as lacking and
deficient to those glamorising women’s singleness. For example, some self-help books
universalise women’s desire for a heterosexual partnership and presume that those
remaining single simply do not perform femininity appropriately. In this way, single
women are represented as lacking and in need of modifications. These books often hold
a binary view on femininity and masculinity and advise their readers to embrace
‘feminine’ traits/behaviours, e.g. be quiet and passive (ibid, p. 146-158). All these

traditional ideas are repackaged with a postfeminist neoliberal ethos of choice and
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agency. As Taylor (2012) put it, ‘deliberately choosing a position of subordination
bizarrely becomes empowerment, a logic which relies upon the mobilisation of feminist
notions of agency and neoliberal rhetorics of the control of the self for politically
questionable ends’ (p. 157). Another set of self-help books represent singleness as a
desirable choice for women (ibid, p. 171-177). Assuming single women’s disposable
income and freedom, the books foreground the reader’s consumption power and
carefree life, and advise her how to live, travel and socialise alone and indulge herself.
The books also stress the importance of satisfying one’s sexual desires and describe it
as ‘seeking “fun” and “entertainment” from men’ (ibid, p. 174). While such books
progressively construct singleness as a desirable option for women, for one thing, they
problematically only celebrate middle-class women’s singleness again; for another,
they represent single women as empowered only in the postfeminist sense, i.e. through
consumption and sexual agency (ibid, p. 176-177). Taylor (2012) pointed out that
despite the wide range of self-help books available, it is the more traditional type, i.e.
those problematising women’s singleness, which dominate the market (p. 178).

Other than in some relatively ‘progressive’ self-help books, women’s singleness
is also celebrated in some advertising targeting single women. This can be illustrated
by how single women are individualised and constructed in terms of their freedom,
power and confidence in the Taiwanese car and motorbike advertisements in Shaw and
Lin’s (2012) study. For example, in a motor scooter advertisement, a beautiful,
elegantly dressed woman fashion model appears and is immediately surrounded by
admiring photographers. Not only is she portrayed as ‘the epitome of beauty, confidence
and dominance’ (ibid, p. 134), her power is made even more obvious in the final scene
when she is leading a convoy of male and female riders. In another advertisement, the

female protagonist’s singleness is foregrounded. While doing her shopping, she asks
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various shopkeepers, ‘Can I just buy one?’, which is met with an unkind response each
time. She then returns to her car and drives freely to a riverbank to enjoy the sunset
alone. As Shaw and Lin (2012) put it, the car can be seen as ‘an instrument through
which single women can escape temporarily from the established heterosexual
hegemony of marriage’, the mobile experience as ‘a marker of single female
individuality’, and technology as ‘a medium of power that users can display externally’
(p. 135). Thus, the advertisement creates an image of contemporary single women’s
power and freedom. This kind of de-politicised power femininity constructed in the
advertisements matches what Lazar (2014) criticised in relation to the case of jewellery
advertisements in Singapore in her study: ‘the de-politicisation in consumer feminism
transforms a collective social movement for social change merely into a marketing
strategy and an individual lifestyle choice based upon endless consumption’ (p. 222).
Turning to women’s magazines, many studies have been done on global
magazines targeting young women, e.g. Glamour and Cosmopolitan, especially in
relation to sex and sexuality (e.g. Kauppinen, 2013; Machin and Thornborrow, 2003,
2006). For instance, Moran and Lee (2011) explored articles about sex in the Australian
version of Cosmopolitan and Cleo, two global women’s magazines, in 2009. Despite its
focus on sex and sexuality, the study illuminates the issue of women’s singleness and
romance in postfeminist media culture. It found that women are either represented as
being in a heterosexual relationship or trying to secure one, as realised by references,
e.g. ‘your partner, your boyfriend or your man’ or headlines, e.g. ‘How guys decide if
you’re the one’ (ibid, p. 165). Despite the emphasis on women’s independence and
sexual agency, they are represented as ignorant about men and are given advice on how
to take care of men’s feelings and satisfy men’s sexual needs in order to please men.

This accords with Machin and Thornborrow’s (2003, 2006) research finding that in
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women’s magazines, although women are constructed as the ‘fun, fearless female’, their
main goal of sex is still to please men, and their self-image still relies on men’s reaction.
The representations of women in Cosmopolitan and Cleo are highly problematic in that
they reinforce the idea that all women desire a heterosexual relationship and as Moran
and Lee (2011) criticised, ‘[w]omen [are] depicted as using sex to make men happy, to
maintain or achieve heterosexual relationships, with no representations of positive
female sexuality or desire’ (p. 177).

Another study I would like to discuss is Gill’s (2009) discourse analytical
research on sex and relationship advice in Glamour (UK version) during the period
2005-2008, which albeit not relating to women’s singleness, gives insights into
women’s roles in romantic relationships in postfeminist media culture. She identified
three postfeminist interpretative repertoires in the data. The first repertoire is intimate
entrepreneurship, which is ‘based on language of goals, plans and strategies, applied to
intimate emotional life’ (ibid, p. 351). More specifically, relationships are viewed as ‘a
professional, rational, quasi-scientific affair’ (ibid, p. 353). According to this repertoire,
women should make checklists of their partner selection criteria and treat relationships
as something quantifiable; they should work hard and spare no time in expressing any
negative emotion in the process of finding a partner. The second repertoire is men-ology,
i.e. women being represented as responsible for ‘constructing a lovable persona,
learning to read men, and paying attention to their sexual and emotional needs’ (ibid, p.
356) (cf. the same finding by Moran and Lee (2011) in relation to articles about sex in
Cosmopolitan and Cleo in the Australian context, as discussed above). Women are
repeatedly told not to expect men to do the same work for them because this is ‘the way
men are’ (ibid, p. 356), i.e. we find the rhetoric of gender difference. The last repertoire

is transforming the self, mainly the interior self. Women should learn to love their body
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and stop complaining about it, which men dislike, and turn themselves into ‘confident,
secure, optimistic and happy subjects’ (ibid, p. 359). Besides, women should also
transform their attitude to sex and be ‘a sexual adventurer’ (ibid, p. 306). The
representations of romantic relationships in Glamour are highly problematic. As Gill
(2009) concluded, ‘women are enjoined to self-monitor and monitor others, to work on
and transform the intimate self, to regulate every aspect of their conduct, and to present
every action — however constrained or normatively demanded — as the outcome of
individual choice and a deliberative personal biography’ (p. 366).

The above discussion shows that postfeminist media culture constructs
heterosexual coupledom as innately desired by all women and as pointed out by Taylor
(2012), despite its emphasis on choice, remaining single is not an option for women (p.
26). While women’s singleness is sometimes celebrated, it is only in the sense of
consumption power and sexual agency. As regards postfeminist representations of
romantic relationships, women are represented as responsible for learning about men’s
needs and for transforming themselves into a lovable persona, all for the sake of
pleasing men; while women are constructed as ‘fun, fearless sexual subjects’, the whole
point of sex is to please men and secure/maintain a relationship.

After discussing how postfeminist media culture represents women’s singleness

and romance, the next subsection will turn to the topic of women and ageing.

3.1.2. Women and ageing

Many studies have been done regarding women’s ageing in postfeminist media culture.
Various cultural studies researchers (e.g. Gullette, 1995, 1997, 2004; Hepworth, 1999,
2003) point out that ageing is often culturally constructed as a bodily decline; in line

with this broader context, postfeminist media culture pathologises women’s ageing
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body, insofar as it ‘thrives on anxiety about ageing’ (Negra, 2009, p. 12). In the
postfeminist era, ‘women of a certain age’ are under increasing pressure to monitor their
bodies and maintain their youthful appearance (ibid, p. 12; Caldas-Coulthard, 2010).
This phenomenon is particularly evident in bodycare advertising. For example,
Coupland (2003)*2 looked at a corpus of skincare product advertisements and features
published in UK women’s magazines between 1999 and 2001 and investigated how
ageing is discursively constructed. She found that ageing signs, e.g. wrinkles, are
represented as undesirable and pathological. For instance, a war metaphor is used to
describe the erasure of ageing signs, e.g. ‘intervention in the fight against skin ageing’
(ibid, p. 134); and ageing signs are equated to ‘physical aberrations or errors’, e.g. ‘to
correct the signs of ageing’ (ibid, p. 134). After pathologising various ageing signs, the
advertising texts often urge their women readers to take responsibility to control their
ageing signs by using the product advertised. A frequently used rhetorical strategy
identified is to foreground the scientific and clinical respects of the product, e.g. ‘Nivea
Visage has introduced a powerful active ingredient called Co-enzyme Q10, which has
previously been used only in medicine and as a nutritional supplement’ (ibid, p. 132).
The problematisation of women’s ageing appearance is not confined to
advertising, but also shows in other media genres, e.g. films. It was found that
older/midlife women are often represented in relation to the process of ageing, e.g.
gaining weight, in Hollywood films (Whelehan, 2013). An example is Sex and the City
2, which pathologises the 52-year-old protagonist Samantha, who was originally a

sexual subject, in relation to her menopause. She is portrayed as having various

12 Coupland (2007) conducted a similar study, but she looked at skincare product advertising texts in both
women’s and men’s magazines. In line with her study in 2003, she found that advertising texts aimed at
women often construct the undesirability of ageing and hold women responsible for maintaining a
youthful appearance by using the marketed product. As the focus of her study was to compare the
different marketing strategies employed to encourage women and men to invest in their body, | do not
include her findings in my review.
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symptoms of menopause, e.g. ‘hot flushes, mood swings, loss of sex drive’ (ibid, p. 86)
and as relying on hormone-replacement drugs to regain her libido. As Whelehan (2013)
commented, ‘Samantha’s menopause is played for laughs throughout the film and
undermines her role as a sexual radical in the TV series once and for all’ (p. 86).
Women'’s ageing appearance is even negatively represented as a symbol of defeat in
Mirror Mirror, a film adaptation of the fairy tale Snow White, which has been explored
by different scholars vis-a-vis the issue of women’s ageing (e.g. Whelehan, 2013;
Wohlmann, 2015). The film subverts the storyline of the fairy tale and starts by saying
‘it is the stepmother’s story’ (Whelehan, 2013, p. 88). The queen is constructed as a
postfeminist subject being obsessed with her appearance and expresses her sorrow over
the loss of her youthful beauty. The film depicts how she competes for the prince with
young and pretty Snow White. In line with the postfeminist logic, it problematises the
queen’s ageing appearance, and realises the makeover paradigm. In order to lure the
prince, the queen tries to transform her bodies, e.g. using bird dung as facial mask and
exfoliating her skin with maggots. This scene, according to Wohlmann (2015), serves
as a satire on the beauty industry; however, Dam (2014) thought that it points to how
women willingly endure the pain involved in various beauty treatments in order to
maintain their youthful appearance. The queen also uses magic to make the prince fall
in love with her and attempts to kill Snow White. However, Snow White successfully
breaks the spell. The queen is immediately turned into a visibly very old woman, which
according to the magic mirror, is a punishment for her use of dark magic. In the end,
the disguised queen offers to Snow White a poisoned apple. Instead of eating it, Snow
White cuts it in half, offers half to the queen and condescendingly says ‘age before
beauty’. The queen’s ageing face, most noticeably her deep wrinkles, is foregrounded

in this scene (see Whelehan, 2013; Short, 2015, p. 146), which functions as a visual
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effect of the queen’s defeat (Wohlmann, 2015). Wohlmann (2015) also compared the
representation of age and ageing in Mirror Mirror and Snow White and the Huntsman,
another adaptation of the fairy tale, and found that both films equate ageing with a loss
of youth and power. She noted: ‘Both queens are [thus] defeated in the end by a
triumphant Snow White, whose youthfulness is set against the rapid aging and death of
the two queens. Apparently, there is no beauty in aging nor a possibility for
intergenerational solidarity’ (p. 227).

Despite the negative representations of women’s ageing discussed above, a
group of ‘successful agers’ (Dolan and Tincknell, 2012, p. viii) are celebrated in
postfeminist media culture, i.e. those being ‘able to control and halt the ageing process
through shrewd consumer choices’ (Hibberd, 2014, p. 124). A realisation of this is how
many mature actresses ‘cheat age, inhabiting as they do the aspirational culture of
“middle youth”, which defers middle age later into life, bolstered by the miraculous
healing properties promised by exercise, weight control and judicious dietary regimes’
(Whelehan, 2013, p. 92). This phenomenon corresponds to the notion of ‘rejuvenation’
(Wearing, 2007) or the ‘girling’ of women (see e.g. Whelehan, 2013; Tasker and Negra,
2005), 1.e. ‘the competent professional adult woman who is made safe by being
represented as fundamentally still a girl’ (Tasker and Negra, 2005, p. 109). An example
of a successful ager in the celebrity culture is the British actress Elisabeth Sladen, who
played a leading role in the British television series Doctor Who in 1973-1976. Her
acting career diminished following her departure from the series, but revived in the
2000s when she reprised the role in various spin-offs of Doctor Who in her 60s. Hamad
(2015) investigated media representations of Sladen following her re-appearance on the
screen after three decades and found that she is represented as a postfeminist subject of

rejuvenation who disciplines and works on her bodies and who successfully manages
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her ageing. Newspaper reports of her often focus on her youthful appearance, which
bears a strong resemblance to herself three decades ago. For example, in his article in
The Daily Record, Keal (2009) described her as having ‘rolled back the years’ and
commented that ‘[a]s Dr Who’s longest serving sidekick, Sarah Jane Smith,'3 Elisabeth
Sladen still looks slim, sexy and sensationally youthful® (p. 26; cited in Hamad, 2015,
p. 170-171). This kind of postfeminist representation of older/middle-aged women is
problematic because whilst it seems to deconstruct the link between ‘youth’ and
chronological age, as Wearing (2007) puts it, ‘if chronological boundaries are indeed
blurring, this only happens in one direction’ (p. 294). Another problem is that the kind
of ‘successful ageing’ promoted in postfeminist media culture is highly classed,
marginalising women who could not afford such lifestyle (ibid).

As shown above, postfeminist media representations of middle-aged/older
women often foreground their bodies. On the one hand, ageing signs are pathologised,;
on the other, those who successfully retain their youthful appearance are celebrated. As
Caldas-Coulthard (2010) comments, postfeminist media culture only pays attention to
women’s bodies, but not their intelligence or inner qualities.

In Subsection 3.1.1. and this present subsection, | discussed the themes of
women, singleness and romance, as well as women and ageing separately. In the next
subsection, | will address the intersection between singleness and age in postfeminist

representations of women.

3.1.3. Temporal propriety
The denigration of single women who are considered no longer young in postfeminist

media culture relates to the notion of temporal propriety. According to Tasker and

13 The name of the role Sladen plays in Doctor Who.
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Negra (2007), ‘postfeminism evidences a distinct preoccupation with the temporal —
women’s lives are regularly conceived of as timestarved, women themselves are
overworked, rushed, harassed, subject to their “biological clocks,” etc. to such a degree
that female adulthood is defined as a state of chronic temporal crisis’ (p. 10). Women’s
lives are therefore policed by the notion of temporal propriety. They are expected to
achieve particular normative life stages, most importantly marriage and motherhood,
within specific temporal limits. The lives of single women who are considered no longer
young clearly do not map on to the life stage paradigm and their singleness is regarded
as a temporal failure (Negra, 2009, p. 61).

Single women who are considered no longer young are often negatively
represented according to the notion of temporal propriety in postfeminist media culture.
A real-life example is the well-known actress Jennifer Aniston, as shown by Berridge’s
(2015) research on representations of her in UK and US magazines right after her
divorce from Brad Pitt in 2005 in her 30s. Before her divorce, Aniston was represented
as the epitome of a woman having it all — career success, youthful appearance, a dream
husband and the prospect of having children; however, right after that, she immediately
became ‘the doomed and ageing singleton”’ (ibid, p. 113). While Aniston is often praised
for her youthful beauty, she is ‘frequently positioned in the popular press as a high-
profile exemplar of the dangers of not achieving particular gendered life goals by a
certain age’ (ibid, p. 117) and her self-surveillance and work on her body are
represented as a necessary means to ‘keep her man’ (ibid, p. 116). Worse, some articles
attribute her divorce to her career ambition and hold her accountable for it. Aniston is
not only problematised relating to her ‘unsuccessful’ marriage, but also her
childlessness. Her possible infertility is often pointed to. Berridge suggested that only

women celebrities are subject to this kind of policing based on temporal propriety and
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illustrated her point with the case of George Clooney, an American actor in his 50s.
Before his marriage in 2014, articles on him only foregrounded his freedom, but not his
singleness or childlessness.

Single women are also pathologised based on temporal propriety in different
television series. For example, Lahad and Shoshana (2015) investigated the 2005 Israeli
television series In Treatment, which surrounds Reuven’s, a psychologist’s, weekly
sessions with his patients. They focused particularly on the case of Talia, a 40-year-old
single woman attorney. In Israel, the centrality of motherhood in women’s lives is
emphasised to the extent that childless women see their childlessness as ‘a hidden
disability that undermines their other achievements’ (ibid, p. 341). Such cultural
pathologisation of childless women can be seen in In Treatment, when Talia seeks
therapy because of her singleness and childlessness. In the programme, ‘[r]escuing the
single woman from the single self and moving on towards the fulfillment of her true
self as a wife and mother is portrayed as the required emotional makeover and the only
redemption available to the protagonist’ (ibid, p. 341). Despite her awareness of the
social stigmatisation of women’s singleness and childlessness, Talia repeatedly
expresses her preference for being single and once even her lack of maternal instincts.
She attempts to negotiate with Reuven whether remaining single is a better lifestyle
option for her, but Reuven repeatedly ignores it and recommends some more normative
options instead. This series clearly delegitimises being single as a choice for women.
At the end of the episode, Talia raises the possibility of remaining single again, and
Reuven proposes, ‘Make a baby, Talia...Even if it doesn’t happen to you naturally, do
it. You can do it. You’ll be a wonderful mother’ (ibid, p. 344). Lahad and Shoshana

suggested that the series constructs a hierarchy of feminine identities. At the top of the
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hierarchy is for the married mother. If this cannot be accomplished, being a single
mother is a better choice compared with being single and childless.

The problematisation of single women based on temporal propriety can also be
identified in the American television series Ally McBeal. While the series features the
eponymous protagonist as a lawyer, what is foregrounded is not her professional life,
but her temporal anxiety, i.e. her desires to marry and become a mother. This is
represented as a pressing issue for her. She undergoes recurring hallucinations of a
dancing baby animation, which metaphorically points to her ticking biological clock;
she even seeks therapy because of this (Taylor, 2012, p. 59). She expresses her regret
for prioritising her professional development over her personal life and rejecting her
true love, as shown by her self-reflection, ‘so here I am, the victim of my own choices’
(Genz, 2010, p. 109-110). As Genz (2010) commented, Ally is a postfeminist singleton
struggling to ‘have it all’. The series also highlights the tension between Ally’s career
and independence, which is made possible by feminism, and her longing for romance
(see Taylor, 2012, p. 61). She reflects, ‘I’'m a lawyer, I’'m independent, I’ve got the
world at my fingertips and | am a woman — and if he doesn’t love me, I don’t know
what I’'m going to do’ (ibid, p. 61). Nevertheless, at the end of the series, Ally no longer
perseveres her ‘have-it-all” position upon discovering that she has a daughter conceived
from an egg she donated for a research clinic a decade ago. She chooses to give up her
job and relocate from Boston to New York for her daughter and no longer finds her
singleness a problem. As Taylor (2012) comments: ‘Ally’s singleness is recuperable
only via her adoption of a socially laudable subject position: Mother’ (p. 62).

As indicated above, postfeminism sees marriage and motherhood as defining
markers of full femininity, and based on the notion of temporal propriety, women are

expected to achieve the conventional heterosexual life stages of marriage and
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motherhood within specific temporal limits. This is different from traditional discourses
on femininity in that postfeminist media culture sees marriage and motherhood as an
empowered choice and a project to be perfected. Therefore, single women are
considered ‘a failure to perform heterosexuality adequately or appropriately’ (ibid, p.
22), and ‘unwed, childless women’s lives are somewhat lacking and/or not yet
underway’ (Berridge, 2015, p. 119; see also Negra, 2009, p. 61).

The above literature review lays bare how patriarchal norms are reinforced in
postfeminist media culture. While postfeminism emphasises choice, remaining single
is not a choice for women. What are represented as the best choices for women include
e.g. monitoring their bodies so as to maintain their youthful beauty and prioritising
romance over their career so as to secure a heterosexual partner and have a child. Such
practices are justified through the postfeminist ethos of choice and empowerment. It is
obvious that women are still patriarchally defined by their appearance and judged
against their ability to achieve the gendered life stages of marriage and motherhood
within certain temporal limits. Following this review of postfeminist representations of

women, the next section will proceed to the other focus of this chapter: reality television.

3.2. Reality television

This section focuses on the genre of reality television, with special reference to
makeover television, and is formed of two parts. The first part deals with the generic
features of reality television while the second part reviews empirical studies on

representations of single women in reality television.
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3.2.1. Generic features

This sub-section gives an overview of reality television as a genre, with special
reference to the makeover television subgenre. | will start by looking at what reality
television is. Reality television has been a popular television genre ever since it first
came into being in the UK and US in the 1980s and became a global success in the
1990s (Hill, 2015; Palmer, 2011). Despite its popularity and ubiquity on television, no
consensus has been reached in the literature on what exactly reality television is (see
e.g. Holmes and Jermyn, 2004; Garcés-Conejos Blitvich and Lorenzo-Dus, 2013).
According to Holmes and Jermyn (2004) and Hill (2015), some early researchers
foreground the supposedly reality-based nature of reality television, i.e. real life and
ordinary people, and define it as ‘infotainment’ (see Hill, 2015, p. 11). While this
definition might apply to earlier forms of reality television, e.g. fly-on-the-wall
programmes, it does not hold following the proliferation and rapid development of the
genre into a wide range of subgenres, e.g. docusoaps, game shows and makeover shows.
Many scholars observe that contemporary reality television is far from real. For example,
some challenge the ordinariness of reality television participants on grounds that they
are often selected because they can perform particular functions for the programme (e.g.
Bonner, 2003; Turner, 2010). Thornborrow (2015) further illustrates the importance of
participant selection to a reality show with the UK programme Wife Swap: ‘the success
of the series owes much to the selection of participants whose differences and specific
identities are made salient through their middle-space performance,** rather than to their
ordinariness’ (p. 188). Besides, Dover and Hill (2007) focus particularly on the

makeover television subgenre and pinpoint ‘its reliance on presenters and formats, and

14 ‘Middle-space performance’ means ‘the talk that is produced on specific occasions where participants
are primarily engaged in “the work of being watched”, and that work is not about being ordinary, but
about displaying particular kinds of relevant social identities” (Thornborrow, 2015, p. 44).

86



the spectacle of the reveal’ (p. 37) as something rendering it unreal. Owing to the
complexities of reality television genres, some researchers consider ‘reality television’
a catch-all term covering a wide variety of unscripted television formats (e.g. Holmes
and Jermyn, 2004; Godlewski and Perse, 2010). Holmes and Jermyn (2004) even
suggest that what the instantiations of reality television have in common is their
‘discursive, visual and technological claim to “the real” (p. 5; original emphasis; cf. a
similar claim by Murray and Ouellette (2009)). This can be explained by ‘reality’ being
a selling point of reality television, as Deery (2004a, b, 2014) suggests. Similarly,
Biressi and Nunn (2005) ascribe the popularity of reality television to its unscripted
format and its focus on ordinary people, which entertains its viewers in a way
resembling their daily life.

As touched upon in Chapter 2, reality television is a hybrid genre (see e.g.
Morris, 2007; Hill, 2015; Deery, 2015; Cook, 2014). Gailey (2007) draws an analogy
between reality television and virus: ‘[l]ike a virus that has colonised nearly every space
in the televisual landscape, reality television is a self-replicating system that works by
appropriating pre-existing structures and “authenticating” them through the conventions
of the documentary form” (p. 108). Other than its proliferation, this analogy shows that
reality television often amalgamates the genre conventions of the documentary with
other genres, e.g. the soap opera and the comedy, i.e. docusoaps and sitcoms,
respectively. To narrow down my discussion, | will now focus specifically on makeover
television.

It is hard to pinpoint precisely what generic resources or conventions makeover
television draws on owing to its wide spectrum of formats, from the makeovers of home
and fashion to the more recent form of plastic surgery makeovers (Lewis, 2011).

However, its different forms may develop by mixing in different combinations the
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following non-exhaustive list of features of different genres (with some being hybrid in
their own right): the observational style of documentaries; the offer of ‘experts’
guidance and lifestyle advice in lifestyle advice programming, e.g. magazine shows (see
Lewis, 2013a, b); the self-help themes in self-help books; elements of melodrama, e.g.
emotions, conflicts and moral polarisation (Sender, 2012); the ‘formula of identification
of the problem, offer of a solution, and empirical proof of the desired transformation’
(Deery, 2014, p. 14) of infomercials; and the plot of the fairy tale, i.e. the participant (in
place of the protagonist) being transformed under the guidance and help of various
‘experts’ (in place of the fairy godmother), and in the end being rewarded with marriage,
money, survival or wisdom (Bratich, 2007). | would like to particularly highlight the
close link between makeover television and lifestyle television. According to Lewis
(2008), lifestyle television concerns ‘experts’ giving lifestyle advice, but not necessarily
via makeovers. Some researchers see makeover television as a subtype of lifestyle
television (e.g. Lewis 2007; Redden, 2007; Franco, 2008). For example, Bonner (2008)
describes makeover television as ‘quintessentially lifestyle television’ (p. 28). There are
variations in the literature, however, on how to refer to the subgenre in question. While
it is commonly referred to as ‘makeover television’, some scholars use the term
‘lifestyle makeover television/programming/format’ (e.g. Lewis, 2013a, b; Biressi and
Nunn, 2008), and some prefer the broad term ‘lifestyle television’ (e.g. Palmer, 2011).

Another important point | would like to make is that reality television serves
entertaining as well as advertising purposes, and is not only a hybrid genre, but also a
case of breaking down the territorial integrity of genres: reality television does not
simply function to attract viewers for advertisers; it is itself a subtle form of advertising
masked by various forms of entertainment, i.e. advertainment (Deery, 2004a) or

commercialtainment (Anderson, 1995). This is mainly done through the integration of
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product placements into the programme content (Deery, 2004a, 2012, 2014, 2015).
Deery (2014) points to the interlocking relationship between reality television and
product placements, and supports it with Nielsen (2011) statistics that in 2011, nine out
of the top ten programmes in America with the highest occurrence of product
placements were reality television shows. She especially accentuates the makeover
television subgenre as ‘a particularly fertile ground for placements’ because its
‘constructive contexts offer advertisers an integral and positive role and the programs’
dramatic arc imitates the “Before-and-After” binary of much advertising’ (Deery, 2014,
p. 13). This subtle form of advertising can be deceptive at times, as producers might
shape the broadcast content according to advertisers’ needs, and it is not always easy
for viewers to tell whether a lifestyle ‘expert’s’ recommendation of a product is a paid
one (ibid). It is clear that the supposedly reality-based feature of reality television is
often exploited for advertising ends. Therefore, | consider the genre an instantiation of
breaking down the territorial integrity of genres.

I will now turn to some generic features/conventions of reality television:

(a) Use of non-professional actors and unscripted (but edited) nature
As mentioned earlier, reality television is not entirely reality-based, as indicated e.g.
by the purposefully selected participants and the role of the presenter; rather, it is
‘pre-planned but mostly unscripted programming with non-professional actors in
non-fictional scenarios’ (Deery, 2015, p. 16). Despite the unscripted nature of reality
television, what is broadcast on television is often the final product of heavy editing
(see e.g. Mendible, 2004; Marwick, 2010). Springer (2007) even discussed how
several American reality series manipulate some Black women participants and

reinforce the ‘angry Black woman’ stereotype through editing (p. 262-268).
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(b) People involved

(©)

Reality television is co-created by producers, participants and audience (Hill, 2015).
As far as participants are concerned, as mentioned, they are often ordinary people
purposefully selected. A selection criterion is to include participants from diverse
backgrounds ‘in order to attract a broad audience with matching demographics and
to create just enough conflict to generate drama but not enough to really question
the status quo’ (Deery, 2004a, p. 13). Another significant point about reality
television participants is that they often do not have the same interactional power as
the representatives of the producer, be they presenters, judges or ‘experts’ (see e.g.
Lorenzo-Dus’ (2009) discussion about the power asymmetry between the contestant,

and the presenter and the judge in the UK programme Dragons’ Den).

Reality television also often involves interactions with viewers. For instance,
viewers may be encouraged to vote on-site or online for the worst campaign or their
favourite participant in the show (see Penzhorn and Pitout, 2007; Deery, 2014).
Deery (2014) points to the commercialisation of this kind of interactions. For one
thing, they can make viewers more engaged with the programme and help boost the

ratings; for another, the online site serves as good advertising space.

Impoliteness/language of aggression

Impoliteness has been found to characterise many reality shows, e.g. The Weakest
Link, and Idol (see Culpeper, 2005; Garcés-Conejos Blitvich et al., 2013). The
salient role of impoliteness in reality television can also be demonstrated by the fact
that in Lorenzo-Dus and Garcés-Conejos Blitvich’s edited book Real talk: Reality

television and discourse analysis in action (2013a), which specially investigates
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reality television discourse, five out of the twelve chapters are dedicated to reality
television and aggression. Culpeper and Holmes (2013) even refer to shows featured
by impoliteness as exploitative shows (see also Culpeper, 2005). This can be
explained by the entertaining value of impoliteness (see Culpeper, 2005, 2011), or
what Lorenzo-Dus and Garcés-Conejos Blitvich (2013b) call ‘confrontainment’ (p.
35). It also relates to the power asymmetry between the participant and the
representatives of the producer embedded in the genre (see Subsection 7.1.1 for a

discussion of institutional impoliteness (Culpeper, 2011)).

Turning to the generic features/conventions more specific to makeover
television, first, makeover television often contains a sequence of the following key

elements (see Lewis, 2013a; Bratich, 2007; Gill, 2007a; Doyle and Karl, 2008):

(a) Identification of the participant’s inadequacies/flaws
Makeover television often starts with lifestyle ‘experts’ identifying various
inadequacies/deficiencies of the participant (often women), e.g. in terms of fashion
taste or dating, i.e. creating demands for change. This process often involves
humiliation, e.g. the pathologisation of the participant’s bodies in many surgical
makeover programmes, and is followed by the participant’s ‘confession’ (Gailey,

2007).

(b) Offer of lifestyle advice and makeover
After identifying the areas in need of change, the ‘experts’ typically offer solutions,
often in the form of appropriate consumption (Redden, 2007), e.g. to make oneself

look younger via cosmetic surgery, followed by the makeover of the participant
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under some ‘experts’’ guidance. The makeover might be a transformation of the
body, behaviours, or even taste. As mentioned above, it is a common practice to
integrate product placements into the programme content in makeover television.
Product placements are in particular commonly embedded in the process of the

‘experts’ offering advice to and transforming the participant (Deery, 2014, 2015).

(c) Final reveal or the go-it-alone process
What follows the makeover process is a showcase of the ‘improvement’ in the
participant. This may take the form of the reveal or a go-it-alone task, depending on
the subtype of makeover television. Makeover programmes in the form of body
transformations normally end with the reveal, i.e. the participant (often
accompanied by her family and friends) being shown her new self. Lewis (2013a)
considers this an emotional moment for the participant and the people surrounding
her, because of all her endurances and hard work before and during the
transformational process. Jones (2013) even describes it using a rebirthing metaphor:
‘the endometrial richness of the curtains, their slow vulval parting, the long labour
of sweat and blood and tears leading up to this revelation. Here the woman is both
mother and child: giving birth to herself she is powerfully and substantially reborn’
(p.- 77). In some subtypes of makeover television, after the ‘experts’ advise the
participant how to handle the first date or how to choose clothes that fit her figure,
she will be made to go it alone and put what she has learnt into practice, which is

monitored with a hidden camera and evaluated by the ‘experts’.

As shown above, makeover television is essentially about change (see e.g. Palmer, 2011;

Lewis, 2013a). Makeover programmes often seek to show a stark contrast between the
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‘before’ and ‘after’ so as to construct the power of change and to disseminate the
message that one can create a more desirable self through consuming different
goods/services.

Other than the components of makeover television, | find it necessary to discuss
its gendered and classed nature, which has been noted by many scholars (e.g. Gill,
2007a; McRobbie, 2004). One realisation is the predominance of women makeover
subjects, often from the lower middle- or working-class (Palmer, 2011). This is despite
the fact that some male participants have been brought onto the scene in some recent
makeover shows, e.g. the US programmes Queer Eye for the Straight Guy and The
Biggest Loser (Sender, 2012). In what follows, I will explicate in what way makeover
television is both gendered and classed.

First, makeover television is the quintessence of postfeminist media culture. As
mentioned, the makeover paradigm is fundamental to makeover television. Other key
themes of postfeminist media culture described in Section 2.1, e.g. ‘femininity as a
bodily property’ and ‘self-surveillance, monitoring and discipline’, also abound in
various makeover shows. Postfeminist media culture is probably best embodied by the
body makeover format. Its preoccupation with women’s bodies has been observed by
many scholars, e.g. Jones (2013), Tincknell (2011) and Deery (2004b). Women’s bodies
are often pathologised, commodified and made over into the version of femininity (here
understood as a bodily property) shaped by the media. Although some makeover series
follow a different track by encouraging their women participants to appreciate their
body, which I think corresponds to the ‘love your body’ tactic discussed by Gill and
Elias (2014) (see Section 2.1), they similarly commodify the female body and uphold
traditional femininity. For example, the UK makeover series How to Look Good Naked

does not aim to transform women’s bodies per se, but enhance their body image, which
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is achieved through body-control underwear, body treatments, make-up and choosing
the right clothes that suit their body shape; its ultimate goal is for the participants to be
confident enough to participate in a nude catwalk (Tsaousi, 2017). Despite the absence
of humiliation and pathologisation of the female body, the show still makes its
participants govern and invest in their bodies. Moreover, as Tsaousi (2017) commented,
the show ‘reaffirms gender boundaries and constructs gendered identities and practices,
by complying with the standards of slenderness, youthfulness and the idea that
appearance is interlinked with social worth’ (p. 156). Another significant feature of
body makeover television is that the ‘experts’ often link the women participants’
perceived imperfect bodies to their psychological shortcomings, and offer body
transformations as a solution, e.g. the US makeover shows | Want a Famous Face and
The Swan (Tincknell, 2011; Marwick, 2010). As Marwick (2010) points out, ‘[w]hile
makeover subjects are positioned as empowered agents with many choices, they are still
confined to the limited cultural space allowed for women in the media: as objects to be
worked upon’ (p. 263).

The gendered nature of makeover television often intersects with class.
Bourgeois norms are at the heart of many makeover television programmes. The classed
nature of the genre is particularly explored in the book Exposing lifestyle television: The
big reveal edited by Palmer (2008a). In the introductory chapter, Palmer (2008b) points
out that middle-class norms are often reproduced in the genre, since working-class
participants are constructed as in need of improvement based on middle-class values.
The subsequent chapters empirically investigate how middle-class norms are privileged
in various forms of makeover television, e.g. parenting (Biressi and Nunn, 2008),
fashioning (Sherman, 2008a) and the body (Doyle and Karl, 2008). Other than the book,

many other studies also suggest that middle-class standards are upheld in various
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makeover television series, e.g. in terms of fashion taste (Lewis, 2014), marital
relationships and home renovation (Press, 2014).

Another aspect concerning the classed nature of makeover television is the
destabilisation of class distinctions. Many makeover television shows do not represent
class in terms of one’s socio-economic status, but how one appears to be (Palmer, 2004).
The whole point of transforming working-class participants according to middle-class
norms is based on the premise of the attainability of upward class mobility via the
appropriate consumption of goods or services, i.e. everyone can be turned into a middle-
class subject. As Palmer (2008b) maintains, ‘[i]n the guise of re-education the working
class can be made to see their problems from the perspective of objective
expert/consultants who will stress performance and character rather than anything else.
The aim thus becomes the trying if elementary one of erasing the unacceptable signs of
lower class origins and making them respectable merely by looking respectable’ (p. 4).
This means that one can become a middle-class subject by behaving like one, e.g. by
eating high-quality healthy food (Biressi and Nunn, 2008) or dressing well (Sherman,
2008a, b). This logic is problematically underpinned by rigorous class assumptions. As
Doyle and Karl (2008) commented in relation to the US body makeover show 10 Years
Younger: ‘[t]he transformations offered by the programme reproduce class stereotypes,
presenting middle class versions of the (transformed) self as attainable by all women.
In doing so, the programme appears to erase class differences whilst simultaneously
creating and reinforcing them’ (p. 97). Therefore, makeover television is very much
classed.

After depicting the generic features of reality television and makeover television,
I will delineate how the features are shaped by the changes in social, industrial and

technological contexts. Many scholars have pointed to the increasing commercialisation
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of television as a consequence of the deregulation of commercial television in the UK
and US since the 1980s (e.g. Deery, 2015; Quellette and Hay, 2008) as well as the
fragmentation of audiences®™ and the concomitant decline in advertising income of
private television companies (Sender, 2012). This means that television companies face
fiercer competitions and often place profits as their first consideration. Reality
television has proliferated as a response to the industrial need for ‘cheap, revenue-
generating, popular programming that could be easily franchised across the globe’ (ibid,
p. 32). The genre is well-known for its low production costs and is even described as
‘cheap telly’ (Moorti and Ross, 2004, p. 203). As mentioned, reality television is
characterised by its use of ordinary people and its unscripted nature. This means that
television companies hardly need to spend money on professional scriptwriters or actors
and can reduce expenditure on supporting staff; furthermore, participants are mostly
unpaid (see Deery 2004a, 2015). Reality television shows are also fairly cheap to
produce with short production times because of the little research involved, which is in
sharp contrast with documentaries (Deery, 2004a). This is a possible reason why
documentaries play a diminishing role in television broadcasting. Apart from their low
production costs, reality television formats are easily adaptable across cultures and can
be franchised on a global scale (Sender, 2012; Deery, 2015). Reality television has thus
become a global phenomenon.

The shape of reality television is also under the influence of recent technological
advancement. As Deery (2004a, 2014) and Sender (2012) point out, many viewers
bypass commercial breaks using digital video recorders or by switching channels.
Under such circumstances, advertisers can no longer only rely on traditional forms of

advertising in commercial breaks. Reality television has emerged as an alternative form

15 The fragmentation of audiences can be attributed to the emergence of cable and satellite television
(Elkins, 1997) and the later widespread use of the Internet (Tewksbury, 2005).
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of advertising for advertisers, providing ample opportunity for integrative forms of
advertising, e.g. product placements and sponsorship (Deery, 2004a, 2014; Sender,
2012). For example, in makeover television, product placements can be integrated into
the ‘experts’” advice, the makeover process, and the endorsement of the desirable
change on the participant in the final reveal. This also explains the gendered and classed
nature as discussed above. In relation to such a commercial nature of reality television,
Deery (2004a) describes it as the ‘advertiser-friendly and mongrel offspring’ of
documentaries (p. 4).

Given the apparent dominance of Anglo-American literature in my review
above, before closing this subsection, | would like to briefly discuss existing literature
on Asian contexts. Few studies can be found regarding Asian makeover television. The
most relevant ones are probably Lewis et al.’s (2012) study on lifestyle programming
in Singapore, mainland China and Taiwan, and Martin and Lewis’ (2012) on women-
orientated lifestyle television in Singapore and Taiwan, despite their focus on lifestyle
television, rather than makeover television. Lewis et al. (2012) point out that lifestyle
television, including its makeover subgenre, is not a widely recognisable genre in
mainland China or Taiwan. Presumably, this also applies to some other Asian
societies.!® In Singapore, however, lifestyle programmes are a familiar genre. Unlike
their Anglo-American counterparts, Singaporean television broadcasters are regulated
by the state, and lifestyle programmes overtly address various government concerns,
e.g. health, and serve to educate the public (other than their commercial ends). In terms

of the makeover subgenre, according to Lewis et al. (2012), while Singaporean

16 In the case of Hong Kong, lifestyle television is undoubtedly recognised as a genre, as realised, for
example, by the that fact that TVB, the largest television broadcaster in Hong Kong, dedicates one of its
pay television channels to lifestyle programmes (Television Broadcasts Limited, 2016). However,
makeover television seems far less recognisable. During the five-year period ended 5th June, 2017,
‘makeover TV/television/series/show(s)/programme(s)/program(s)’ only appeared four times in South
China Morning Post, the most popular English paid newspaper in Hong Kong.
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makeover series borrow considerably from the Anglo-American format, they are under
notable local influence. For example, the home makeovers in the series Home Décor
Survivor exhibit a mixture of Western and Asian tastes. Another example is the women-
orientated makeover series Style Doctors. Both Lewis et al. (2012) and Martin and
Lewis (2012) illustrated how the show ostensibly celebrates women’s empowerment as
consumers, but in actual fact retraditionalises and refeminises them with the makeover
of Selinna, a 36-year-old mother-to-be seeking to construct her power as a manager in
a male-dominant office by wearing dark masculine-coded outfits. The show’s
consultants make humiliating comments, e.g. ‘this must be your husband’s!” (Martin
and Lewis, 2012, p. 58) and propose she replace all her dark masculine-coded clothes
with colourful ones to celebrate her upcoming motherhood. As Martin and Lewis (2012)
commented, ‘[r]ather than negotiating pregnancy, power and the workplace, the focus
of the show is on Selinna rediscovering her feminine side and shifting her lifestyle to
focus on motherhood rather than work, reflecting the broader Singaporean trend...of
abandoning the workplace after marriage and childbirth’ (p. 60). They considered this
a manifestation of the competing global and local forces in the show. In my opinion,
this perhaps also links to global postfeminism. More specifically, it accords with what
Negra (2009) calls ‘postfeminist retreatism’ (p. 16), i.e. urban independent professional
women choosing to retreat to their hometown or to prioritise their familial roles for the
sake of their husband or family (ibid, p. 15; Tasker and Negra, 2005).

Another relevant study is Sun’s (2014) research on ‘Chinese women’s makeover
shows’ (CWMS). She argues that the theorisation of makeover television in the
literature is inapplicable to the mainland Chinese context. More specifically, while she
sees the makeover theme as fundamental to makeover television, she does not consider

makeover television a reality television subgenre in the mainland Chinese context, on
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the grounds that reality television and makeover television were introduced in the
mainland Chinese televisual landscape at more or less the same period in the 2000s, and
unlike in the West, the latter did not derive from the former (see ibid, p. 19, 50). She
suggests: ‘CWMS is neither documenting actual events nor are its main figures on the
show ordinary people...CWMS are more similar to western reality shows that only cast
celebrities instead of ordinary people, e.g. The Celebrity Apprentice (NBC, 2007-
Present), Celebrity Come Dine With Me (Channel 4, 2005-Present)’ (ibid, p. 49). Whilst
not being in a position to judge the situation in mainland China, 1 do not see the
makeover theme as the only defining feature of makeover television because the
makeover paradigm can be identified across different genres, e.g. films (see e.g.
Gwynne, 2013) and television series (see e.g. Tato-Pazo, 2015). | think the unscripted
nature and use of ordinary people, or at least non-professional actors, are equally
fundamental features. | will illustrate my point with one of the CWMS under
consideration in Sun’s study, namely the mainland Chinese franchise of the Taiwanese
series Queen. The Taiwanese series is referred to as a ‘variety-style show’ by Martin
and Lewis (2012, p. 65), and as a “variety/talk/beauty advice TV show’ by Martin (2016,
p. 370). It involves some ‘young female media starlets’ being positioned ‘as stand-ins
for the younger, less sophisticated members of the program’s audience’ (Martin, 2016,
p. 378). They are put in different scenarios to make various lifestyle choices and to be
transformed by the show’s ‘experts’. As Martin (2016) pointed out, their function is ‘to
pose questions about the correct implementation of style, beauty, and fashion to the
“experts” on behalf of the young viewers at home’ (p. 378). The scenarios are hence
imagined and the starlets are not real makeover subjects. More importantly, while the
makeover paradigm can be identified, it does not form the foundation of the show,

which is more about giving advice to the viewers. In my view, this is an example of a
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makeover narrative, rather than a makeover show, which is similar to the way makeover
themes are used in films or television dramas; the two should be differentiated more
clearly.

Aside from the above-mentioned three studies, I could not find any research
addressing makeover television in Asian contexts.?” Lewis et al. (2012) and Martin and
Lewis (2012) certainly provide a good starting point in this regard, but much more needs
to be done. In my view, despite its Anglo-American origin, it is salient to explore how
the genre is glocalised in non-Anglo-American societies.

Following a review of how reality television is theorised in the literature, in the
next subsection, | will shift my focus to some empirical studies on how single women

are represented in reality television.

3.2.2. Representations of single women in reality television

Female-orientated reality television is a well-research area, especially vis-a-vis several
Anglo-American body makeover series, namely 10 Years Younger (e.g. Sherman,
2008b; Tincknell, 2011), What Not to Wear (e.g. Roberts, 2007; Sherman, 20083, b),
The Swan (e.g. Jones, 2013; Marwick, 2010) and Extreme Makeovers (e.g. Banet-
Weiser and Portwood-Stacer, 2006; Tait, 2007). The limited space precludes me from
providing a comprehensive review of this large body of research. Instead, I will narrow
down my scope to studies on single-women-targeted reality series, which have received

much less critical attention.

7 Two Hong Kong makeover series, namely Bride Wannabes and Bachelors at War, were adopted as
data in Kwan'’s dissertation titled ‘The representations of Kong girls and Kong boys through gendered
discourses in reality television shows in Hong Kong’ (2015). However, Kwan only examined how women
as a whole and men as a whole (including participants, ‘experts’ etc.) are represented differently in the
two series, without looking at who says what to whom and how. | do not think she discussed anything
generalisable about reality television and do not consider it a relevant study here.
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The American dating show The Bachelor is probably the single-women-
orientated reality series that has been most extensively investigated (e.g. Dubrofsky,
2006, 2014; Yep and Ochoa Camacho, 2004; Cloud, 2010). The series features 25 single
women competing for the season’s Bachelor. Over eight weeks, the women go on
numerous group and one-on-one dates with the Bachelor. There is an elimination
process in each episode, with the Bachelor giving a rose to those women he would like
to stay, who can then choose whether to accept it. The series often ends with the
Bachelor proposing to the finalist. The gender representations of the show were deemed
to be problematic by different scholars. For instance, Taylor (2012) suggested that by
making 25 women compete for one man, the show ‘is predicated on the notion that men
are at a premium and drastic measures must be taken to secure one’ (p. 129); Yep and
Ochoa Camacho (2004) pointed to the limited agency granted to the women, who can
only choose whether to accept the rose or to quit. Another problem lies in the selection
of contestants. The women selected are all conventionally beautiful (see Dubrofsky,
2005, 2014; Yep and Ochoa Camacho, 2004). Various postfeminist ideas can be
identified in the show. For instance, despite the absence of ‘experts’, the single women
are still under hostile scrutiny, which is done through peer policing. An example is how
a contestant’s overt sexual performance is sanctioned by her fellow contestants, who
describe her as a ‘bitch’ and a ‘whore’ (Taylor, 2012, p. 135). This also shows that the
contestants are not allowed to fully exert their sexual agency (Cloud, 2010), despite the
postfeminist stress on women’s sexual subjectivities. As Dubrofsky (2009) put it, ‘The
Bachelor recruits women into the job of governing the bad behaviour of other women’
(p. 366). In addition, in line with postfeminist media culture, the show features some
women struggling to ‘have it all’. While most women in the show express their

willingness to sacrifice their career and relocate to where the Bachelor lives (Taylor,
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2012, p. 138), several refuse to give up their career. The programme particularly
problematises women’s career ambition through Ali, who chooses to withdraw from the
competition in order to return to her work, despite her love for the Bachelor. However,
after several weeks, she regrets her decision and begs the Bachelor to take her back, but
he refuses. The programme problematises her prioritisation of her work as a wrong
choice and implies that she should ‘put career on the back burner so she can prioritize
letting a man into her life’ (Dubrofsky, 2014, p. 204). When Ali later appears as a
bachelorette of The Bachelorette, a spin-off of The Bachelor, she confesses her previous
‘mistake’ and expresses her willingness to sacrifice all for love. As Dubrofsky (2014)
suggested, The Bachelor and The Bachelorette accentuate the idea that ‘the only way
[for women] to be happy is to make love (marriage and children to follow) a priority’
(p. 206). Through the transformation of Ali, the shows shape views on what is important
for women and direct the viewers to seeing prioritising romance over career as an
empowered choice.

Unlike The Bachelor, the American relationship makeover series Tough Love
has attracted little scholarly attention (see Taylor, 2012, p. 216). The series features
eight single women in their 20s and 30s being sent to a ‘boot camp’ hosted by Steve, a
matchmaker, with the aim to prepare them for romance. The show is based on the
premise that the women are deficient and need to work on themselves so that they are
ready and deserve the reward of a partner (ibid, p. 117). It often starts with Steve
identifying flaws which make the women remain single and offering solutions.
Humiliation and shame play an important part in the transformation. For example, the
participants are made to have dates with different men, which are filmed and later
watched together by Steve and all the participants in a weekly group therapy session.

The session involves Steve harshly criticising their behaviours and setting rules on how
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to behave, e.g. “‘When you’re around a guy you’re attached to, you never want to whine
and complain’ (ibid, p. 120). Worse still, the participants are even subject to physical
punishment, e.g. electric shock and being dunked into cold water. The whole point of
the session is to modify the participants’ behaviours by publicly shaming them and
‘pushing [them] to breaking point’ (ibid, p. 120). Apart from the group session, the
participants are also publicly shamed via the use of a mock court, where they are
charged with ‘a dating felony, crime of love or just inappropriate behaviour’ (ibid, p.
125). Playing the role of defendants, they need to justify their past behaviours and are
pronounced as either ‘dateable’ or “‘undateable’ by the male jury and Steve’s mother,
who acts as the judge. The court scene suggests that women’s singleness is not only
pathological, but also a crime. Taylor (2012) pointed to the power imbalance between
Steve and the participants, and suggested that ‘Steve’s tone is aggressive and frequently
patronising’ (ibid, p. 120). Despite the significant role of humiliation in the makeover
process, the participants are sometimes praised, often after being shamed and making a
confession. This relates to what Weber (2009) calls ‘affective domination’, i.e. ‘the way
that experts point out flaws in a combined gesture of humiliation and care’ (p. 30), or
to put it simply, emotional abuse. The show is also characterised by its emphasis on the
male gaze. A ‘problem’ Steve often identifies in the participants is their lack of
understanding of what men want and think. They are often made to internalise the male
gaze (ibid, p. 122). For example, men in the aforesaid filmed dates are asked to evaluate
the participants; the participants are even made to participate in a lingerie photo shoot,
which is judged by a group of men in terms of their sexiness and attractiveness. They
are obviously made to submit to the patriarchal authority.

My original plan was to review research on some locally produced relationship

reality series directed at single women in non-Anglo-American contexts, but
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unfortunately, I could not find any in the literature.'® Even in terms of Anglo-American
single-women-targeted series franchised in Asia, | could only find one which has
received some scholarly attention, namely the mainland Chinese version of the UK
dating show Take Me Out (e.g. Morrow, 2014; Li, 2015; Ren and Woodfield, 2016). As
this show is highly relevant to my research, | will discuss studies on it in more detail.
Without an official English name, it is referred to differently in the literature, e.g. Take
Me Out (Wu, 2012), Fei Cheng Wu Rao (Shei, 2013) and If You Are the One (Li, 2015).
I will hereafter refer to it as If You Are the One. The show involves 24 women
participants, one man participant, a host and some guest commentators. It starts with
the bachelor undergoing three rounds of brutal interrogations, e.g. concerning his career
and wealth, by the host and 24 single women on stage. Each woman can vote him off
anytime by switching off the light above her. If he has two or more lights on in the end,
it will become his turn to choose from the women remaining on stage (see Li, 2015).
According to Shei (2013), the show follows tightly the content and structure of the
original Take Me Out, yet the two differ in that whilst the contestants in If You Are the
One ‘are seriously looking for life-long partners’, their counterparts in Take Me Out are
just looking for a date light-heartedly (p. 47). This difference can be attributed to the
Chinese state’s intervention. The show’s producer has been made to limit the
contestants to those seriously looking for a partner (Wu, 2012). | will further elaborate
the policing of the show by the Chinese government below.

The gender representation in If You Are the One is far from progressive. Many

researchers pointed to the highly unconventional image of its women participants, e.g.

18 As mentioned in Note 17, Kwan (2015) adopted as data the Hong Kong makeover series Bride
Wannabes and Bachelors at War, which are both locally produced relationship makeover shows directed
at single women and single men, respectively. However, she treated the two series as a corpus and did
not say anything specific about Bride Wannabes or Bachelors at War, nor did she consider the
intersectionality between gender and singleness in the shows. The study therefore does not illuminate
how single women are represented in relationship reality television.
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their outspokenness and aggressiveness when questioning the bachelor and their overt
expression of their sexual and materialistic desires (e.g. Li, 2015; Wu, 2012). While the
show brings in women deviating from traditional femininity, its oppositional stance to
their transgressive behaviours is obvious. According to Wu (2012), despite the ‘strong
women’ image of the participants, it is the host and commentators who control the show
and who enjoy more interactional power, e.g. cutting short someone’s speech,
commenting against and shaping views on the participants’ irrationality and editing
conversations to their advantage. She argued, ‘[t]he programme as a whole frames the
carnivalesque performance of many female participants as pathological, as a symptom
of the social disease that is shameless materialism and a loss of belief” (p. 232). On the
other hand, the host and commentators try to educate the participants by upholding
‘feminine’ virtues. For example, a participant who is ‘cute’, quiet and weak-willed are
praised and are often used to illustrate what true love means (ibid). Traditional gender
expectations are not only reinforced by the host and commentators, but also the
contestants. Although most women contestants are independent career women, they
show strong interests in the bachelor’s economic condition and expect material support
from men, which relates to the traditional expectation of men as the family provider; on
the contrary, the men contestants are uninterested in the women’s income, but their
appearance and personality, e.g. ‘gentle, considerate and filial’ (Li, 2015, p. 531), which
relates to women’s traditional role as the carer. Another point is that the women
participants’ self-representations reveal their internalisation of various patriarchal
beliefs about women, particularly those concerning the problematisation of single
womanhood (Luo and Sun, 2015). For example, in the show, each woman is asked to
write a self-description on a name tag; many of the self-descriptions show very

traditional views on women’s roles, e.g. ‘[I am] a “little” woman of domesticity’ or
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‘Marriage is a woman’s primal career’ (ibid, p. 249-250). Many women express their
anxiety about becoming ‘leftover women’ and their desperation for a heterosexual
partner (ibid). Some studies on the show suggested that the seeming empowerment of
the women participants on the one hand, and the reinforcement of traditional femininity
on the other, echo the postfeminist sensibility circulated in Western popular media®®
(Wu, 2012; Li, 2015). As Li (2015) criticised, ‘[tJhe worst thing about women’s
ostensible aggressiveness and domination as constructed in the show is that it hypes up
postfeminist sentiments in a society that argues that feminism has arrived or even that
feminism is no longer needed in China’ (p. 532).

Different scholars linked the gender representation in If You Are the One to the
Chinese state’s heavy hand in the media (e.g. Li, 2015; Wu, 2012). In post-socialist
China, although media outlets are held accountable for their own financial management,
they are subject to heavy state monitoring and censorship. In terms of If You Are the
One, the state’s overt intervention is evident. The subversive behaviours of some
women participants, especially their perceived materialism, were found problematic by
the state. Consequently, two documents were issued by the State Administration of
Radio, Film, and Television to forbid the dissemination of ‘unhealthy and incorrect
opinions on marriage and relationships such as materialism’ (Li, 2015, p. 533). As
mentioned above, the show’s producer has also been made to limit the participants to

those seriously looking for a partner. In response to the state’s censorship, the show’s

19 Wu (2012) argues that despite the absence of a feminist movement in Chinese history, Chinese
socialism (1949-1970s), which promoted gender equality and collectivism, is comparable to feminism in
the West. She even extends this line of argument and draws parallels between postfeminism and post-
socialism: ‘the post-socialist structure of feeling does have structural and thematic resemblance to post-
feminist and neo-liberal theories of individual freedom and responsibility against the idea that it is social,
cultural and gender power structures that shape and influence an individual’s chances for development’
(p. 225).
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producer has taken various remedial measures, e.g. inviting a Communist Party member
as one of the commentators and editing out parts potentially regarded as sensitive or
inappropriate (Luo and Sun, 2015; Li, 2015; Wu, 2012). If You Are the One functions
as a useful case of how the Anglo-American genre of reality television is glocalised in
an Asian context.

As indicated by my review above, all the three single-women-orientated
relationship reality shows are based on the premise that women’s singleness is a
problem. As Taylor (2012) rightly suggests, in such shows, ‘the single woman-as-lack
becomes most evident and men become figured as “prizes” for which women must quite
literally compete’ (p. 5). Besides, a postfeminist sensibility can be identified in the
shows. They all uphold heterosexual partnerships and various patriarchal beliefs, and
legitimise them by representing them as empowered choices for women. That said,
ideas contradictory to the postfeminist logic can be found in If You Are the One, e.g.
many women’s expectation of material support from their partner.

To summarise, this chapter reviewed key literature concerning the topics, i.e.
postfeminist media representations of women in relation to singleness and romance as
well as ageing, and the genre, i.e. reality television, of my research. An important
finding is the problematisation of women’s singleness and the upholding of
heterosexual partnerships and various patriarchal beliefs, which is often legitimised
through a postfeminist ethos of choice. It is also obvious that most studies in this review
are based on Anglo-American contexts, mainly focusing on White, middle-class women.
There is in particular a research gap in the area of makeover television and relationship
reality television in Asian contexts. My empirical research on the Hong Kong
relationship makeover series Bride Wannabes aims to contribute to this under-

researched field. This is especially the case when relevant existing literature is either
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based on the Singaporean or mainland Chinese context (e.g. Martin and Lewis, 2012;
Li, 2015). Unlike the cases of Singapore and mainland China, in Hong Kong, television
broadcasting is mainly commercially-driven and is generally free from the state’s
intervention (Saidi, 2015).

After providing the theoretical background in Chapter 2 and the literature
background in this present chapter, the next chapter will procced to the empirical part
of my research, where | will introduce my dataset and describe issues of data collection,

transcription and translation.
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Chapter 4: Data

This chapter provides details of my dataset, starting with an introduction to my data,
followed by the justification for my selection and ending with a description of the data

collection procedures and issues relating to data transcription and translation.

4.1. Description of data

My dataset comprises the primary data of Bride Wannabes (the whole series), a
television programme produced by Television Broadcasts Limited (TVB), and the
auxiliary data of online posts about the programme on the TVB forum. To begin with,
| briefly introduce the background of TVB, followed by a description of the two data

components.

4.1.1. Television Broadcasts Limited (TVB)
Before describing the background of TVB, | find it necessary to stress that this
subsection aims to introduce the television broadcaster and its position in the Hong
Kong television industry as at 2012, when Bride Wannabes was aired, rather than
presenting an up-to-date account. This is especially the case, considering the drastic
changes in the industry since the programme was broadcast, e.g. the revocation of Asia
Television Limited’s (ATV’s) free-to-air television licence and the appearance of two
new free-to-air television outlets in 2016. Wherever there are differences between the
present situation and that in 2012, 1 will base my discussion on the latter.

TVB, established in 1967, was the first wireless commercial television
broadcaster and was one of the two free-to-air television stations (the other being ATV)
in Hong Kong as of 2016. TVB originally only operated a Cantonese channel, Jade, and

an English channel, Pearl, but in 2007, it expanded its services to digital terrestrial
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broadcasting. In 2012, other than the above-mentioned channels, TVB also operated
three free terrestrial television channels: J2, iNews and HD Jade. Most of the
programmes telecast on the five free-to-air channels could be viewed on MyTV, the
online television service of TVB’s official website, and its corresponding mobile
application; it also had a pay-television division, TVB Pay Vision, providing twelve
subscription channels. TVB’s business operations are not limited to Hong Kong: having
some overseas subsidiaries and working with various global partners, TVB operates its
business in broadcasting and programme licensing worldwide.

TVB dominates the television market in Hong Kong. As Ma (1999) commented,
TVB barely faced any competition, as its only rival (as at 2016), ATV, did not pose any
serious threat to it. TVB maintains its predominance even today, despite the closure of
ATV and the appearance of two new competitors, as aforesaid, which can be seen by
its dominant reach in the Hong Kong television market (see Television Broadcast
Limited, 2016). This is despite TVB’s drop of popularity since the 1980s, due to the
rise of various forms of entertainment, its lack of creativity and the emergence of
subscription-based television broadcasters (Ma, 1999). The Hong Kong
Communications Authority (2013), an independent statutory body regulating the
broadcasting and telecommunications industries in Hong Kong, also suggested that
‘TVB enjoys a certain level of brand loyalty’ (p. 48). According to TVB Annual Report
2012 (Television Broadcasts Limited, 2013), the audience share of its flagship free-on-
air channel, Jade, during weekday primetime accounted for 94 percent in 2012. The
dominance of TVB’s terrestrial channels is not only confined to the free television
broadcasting market, but extends to the whole television broadcasting market. Figure
4.1 shows the market shares of different television stations (both free-to-air and

subscription-based ones) from 2006 to 2010:
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Figure 4.1: Television stations’ market shares measured by
viewership from 2006 to 2010
70%
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40% -
30% -
20% -
10% -
0% -
2006 2007 2008 2009 2010
ETVB 64% 63% 63% 63% 66%
ATV 18% 18% 17% 17% 15%
Cable 10% 9% 8% 8% 8%
Now TV 3% 5% 6% 7% 6%
m Other 5% 6% 6% 5% 5%

Source: CSM Media Research (cited in Hong Kong Communications Authority, 2013, p. 49)

TVB maintained a stable viewership rate of 63-66 percent from 2006 to 2010, which
was far higher than that of any of its competitors. Owing to its leading role in the
television market, news related to its productions and its pop stars is widely reported in
the print media while news related to other television broadcasters is rarely seen. On
top of television broadcasting, TVB’s online platforms also play an influential role. In
2012, TVB’s website, where MyTV was located, was the fifth top website in Hong Kong
in terms of the total time spent, after only Facebook, Yahoo, Google and Microsoft
(Television Broadcasts Limited, 2016).

Following this brief introduction to the background of TVB, | will now proceed

to the central part of this section: a depiction of my primary data, Bride Wannabes.

4.1.2. Bride Wannabes
In this subsection, I will describe Bride Wannabes in terms of three aspects: background

information, the programme itself, i.e. who, what, where and how, and its reception.
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| start by giving some background information about the programme. It is a pre-
recorded reality television series (ten episodes and five hours in total) simulcast on TVB
Jade and TVB HD Jade from 14" to 20" April, 2012. It depicts five unmarried Hong
Kong women aged from 28 to 39 undergoing makeovers under some ‘experts’’
guidance and participating in different matchmaking events to find their ‘Mr Right’.

The Chinese programme title is /2 2 & /F#¢ (literally ‘blossomed women love to fight
(for their “Mr Right”)’. As mentioned in Chapter 1, /&% (blossomed women) is a
euphemistic derivative of its homophonous expression /% (leftover women), referring

to women who have reached the suitable age for marriage but who remain single. The
Chinese programme title is obviously not completely identical to its English counterpart,
and has been criticised as ‘more uncharitable’ (Ip-Lau, 2012, para. 2). An interesting
point about Bride Wannabes is that despite its entertainment agenda, it was produced
by TVB’s News and Information Division, i.e. the production team of the weekly
newscast Tuesday Report. This secondment was probably linked to the 2" March, 2010

episode of Tuesday Report, whose topic was ‘1245 (literally, Middle Woman
Declaration)’. According to Pang (2009), #7% is an informal reference to women who

are no longer young. The episode explores as a social issue the increasing number of
single women and women'’s difficulty in finding partners in Hong Kong by interviewing
eight single ‘middle women’ about their romantic experience and attitude to love. It was
successful in bringing about widespread discussions in society.?° The Tuesday Report
episode and Bride Wannabes are apparently connected. Not only were they produced

by the same team, they also both focus on unmarried women who are considered no

2 This can be seen, for example, by the 147 posts about the episode on the TVB forum (as at 24™ May,
2013) and it being uploaded to YouTube and other video sharing sites. Erica Yuen, an ex-Miss Hong
Kong pageant candidate and a politician, has also responded to the episode in a video on her own
YouTube page: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=mpOSufBv46s
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longer young; what is more, two informants in the Tuesday Report episode appear in
Bride Wannabes to give advice to the participants.

After introducing the background of Bride Wannabes, | now turn to the
programme itself. TVB explicitly describes it as a reality show (see e.g. Television
Broadcasts Limited, 2013). | think that it more specifically falls into the makeover
television subgenre. In what follows, | will depict the who, what, where and how of
Bride Wannabes and relate its features to the genre conventions of reality television and
makeover television. In terms of the people involved, Bride Wannabes revolves around

the stories of the following five unmarried female participants:

Florence: a 39-year-old assistant finance manager and master’s degree holder
Bonnie:  a 29-year-old marketing officer described by the host as a ‘tomboy’
Gobby:  a 30-year-old divorced mother who works at a fast food restaurant
Suki: a 28-year-old bank teller described by the host as an ‘office lady’
Mandy:  asenior customer service manager and the only participant refusing to

disclose her age

They are under the guidance and surveillance of some ‘experts’, who are involved in
various commercial activities in their real life. | list below the crucial members of the
‘expert’ team, including a description of how they are introduced in the programme and

in brackets their other commercial backgrounds (if any):

Winnie: a life coach, columnist (and a beauty blogger)
Eva: a communication skills tutor (and the founder of a voice and

movement training company)
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Mei-Ling: a dating agent (the founder of an upscale matchmaking

company and a columnist)

Jessica: a notable make-up artist

Angel: an image consultant (and the founder of an image consulting
company)

Y.C. Tsao: a consulting psychologist (the founder of a coaching and

consulting company, the director of a matchmaking and
dating company, and a columnist)

Santino: a ‘love expert’ (a ‘lecturer’ in gender relationship
management, and the host of an internet radio programme)

Pierce and Donald: Santino’s assistants

Besdies the participants and the ‘experts’, the host, Louisa So, also plays a key role in
the programme, although she is there just to provide voice-overs and has no interaction
with anybody. Probably because there are only five broadcast hours to capture what
happened over six months, the development of the participants’ stories is not shown to
the audience in detail. Instead, the programme relies heavily on Louisa’s narrations, the
details of which will be discussed below. There are also some minor characters in the
series including suitors, people who appear in different matchmaking events, e.g. those
participating in speed-dating events along with the participants, and people who provide
advice/services for the participants, e.g. a doctor and a psychologist. As shown above,
as in the case of many reality television series, the participants in Bride Wannabes are
all non-professional actors, and they represent different social backgrounds; there are

also some lifestyle ‘experts’ giving advice to the participants.
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I will now address the what of Bride Wannabes. As depicted in Subsection 3.2.1,
many makeover television shows include a sequence of the following elements: (1) the
‘experts’ identifying various inadequacies or flaws of the participants; (2) the ‘experts’
offering lifestyle advice to and transforming the participants; and (3) the final reveal of
the post-makeover participants or the participants going it alone. The development of
Bride Wannabes is broadly congruent with this formula. Chu (2012) has rightly
summarised how the ‘experts’ in Bride Wannabes problematise the participants and
offer help: first, to fix their appearance and body shape; second, to change the way they
get along with men; third, to heal mental wounds caused by previous relationships.
Although most of the participants are made to undergo different forms of body
transformations, e.g. losing weight and having beauty treatments, and the ‘before’ and
‘after’ are also foregrounded, in all cases but one, the final reveal does not come as an
emotional or dramatic moment as Lewis (2013a) and Jones (2013) suggest (see
Subsection 3.2.1). This is because the transformations do not involve complicated
procedures and the participants can see the results either gradually or immediately. The
only exception is the case of Gobby. She undergoes a zygomatic implant and tooth
contouring treatment and is kept in suspense for a month before being able to see her
post-treatment self. Apart from the final reveal, many go-it-alone tasks can be identified.
For example, after being told how to communicate with men, different participants are
made to attend a dating event and apply what they have just learnt. As indicated above,
Bride Wannabes broadly follows the aforesaid makeover television formula, but 1
would like to stress that that applies better to the storylines of Bonnie, Gobby and
Florence than those of Suki and Mandy. Suki is only minimally problematised in term
of her skin and is made to have a beauty treatment, whereas Mandy is not involved in

any form of transformation. Lastly, | conclude what happens to the participants in the
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end. Suki is the only participant who successfully finds a boyfriend during the show.
She hence quits the show in Episode 6. Her boyfriend, Zion, is Mandy’s friend, but the
pair did not get to know each other and fall in love through any of the matchmaking
activities arranged by the ‘experts’. Besides Suki, Mandy also withdraws in Episode 6,
claiming that love is not her everything. Although the other three participants persevere
until the end, they do not find their ‘Mr Right’.

As regards where Bride Wannabes was shot, it was not confined to the television
studio, but took place in many different locations. The participants are brought to
different places for body makeovers, e.g. beauty salons and a slimming company. They
are also made to talk about their previous experience and share their thoughts in places
e.g. their own accommodation and meeting rooms. Matchmaking activities take place
in an even broader range of places, e.g. a restaurant, a drama studio, a banquet hall and
a pub. Some participants even join a speed-dating activity in mainland China.

I will now proceed to how Bride Wannabes is structured, which is quite different
from the structures of the relationship reality series reviewed in Subsection 3.2.2. The
programme follows the storylines of the five participants in parallel. As in the case of
films or novels, not all storylines carry the same weight, with those of Florence and
Bonnie apparently being the main foci. While the participants sometimes appear as a
group, e.g. when attending a gender relationship management class, or in pairs, e.g.
when joining matchmaking activities, their stories are treated individually. They do not
interact with each other, nor are they in competitive terms. Apart from how the
participants’ stories are dealt with, I find it necessary to discuss the presentation

elements that the programme is structured with. These include:
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(a) Narrations
The programme relies heavily on Louisa’s narrations, which include:

e providing background information about the show at the beginning of
Episode 1, e.g. its purpose and how the participants were recruited;

e introducing the participants and the ‘experts’ to the audience;

e depicting what is happening;

e (except Episode 1) briefly recapitulating some background information
about the show at the beginning of each episode, and different participants’
background and what happened to them in previous episodes when they first
appear in a particular episode;

e (except Episode 10) announcing what will take place in the next episode or

after the commercial break.

Her narrations spread across the programme, with some even appearing as cut-ins
within conversations. Since she only provides voice-overs, there is always

something happening on the screen during her narrations.

(b) Conversations
Conversations in Bride Wannabes are characterised by their shortness and the often
power imbalance between interactants. The shortness of conversations can be
attributed to heavy editing. Many conversations are obviously not broadcast in full,
with many parts being cut out for Louisa’s voice to come in. Louisa either concisely
narrates what is happening in the deleted parts or creates some pseudo-conversations,

which will be further discussed under (c).

117



(©)

(1)
1

The other feature of conversations in Bride Wannabes is the often asymmetrical
power between interactants; more specifically, the participants often do not have the
same interactional power as the ‘experts’, which is a generic feature of reality
television (see Subsection 3.2.1). As mentioned earlier, Bride Wannabes, like many
makeover television series, involves the ‘experts’ identifying the participants’ flaws
and giving lifestyle advice. Therefore, conversations between the ‘experts’ and the
participants are often in the form of counselling or consultations, and the
participants often play the role of seeking help. They are also under the pressure to
follow the ‘experts’” advice. Even when talking with their suitors, the participants
are subject to various interactional restrictions. They are often accompanied by at
least one ‘expert’, except on very few occasions when meeting a particular suitor
more than once, so they are mostly monitored by a ‘chaperone’ and cannot talk
freely. Importantly, they do not have any chance to talk with their fellow participants,

which undermines their solidarity.

Pseudo-conversations
Although Louisa only provides voice-overs and is not involved in any activity in
the show, from time to time, she narrates as if she were talking on the scene. She

sometimes seems to provide cues for another social actor to take up, e.g.%

Louisa: ~ Jkmf vz i@ W i HH =
We decide through this CL programme help

We decide through this programme to help

21 See Section 4.3 for a description of my data transcription and translation.
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i 71 i  BRO
Hong Kong woman find partner()

Hong Kong women with finding a partner.

I HEZR  Winnie()
Thus invite-PFV  columnist  Winnie()

Thus, we have invited the columnist, Winnie,

U S A HE BEE R
on internet  recruit real case()

to recruit real cases online.

Winnie: {# blog Mi {& title g Ay fik
CL blog that CL title VTIP call do

The title of the blog is

®xowr — 3 SR
give you one CL romance()

‘Give you a romantic relationship’.

In the above example, Louisa says that the programme has invited Winnie to seek
real cases online; then Winnie seems to take the cue and introduces the blog title. In

some cases, what a participant says echoes Louisa’s narration, e.g.
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)
7 Louisa: 53ff8H  Wf Bonniey &% it A Al
Tomboy LP Bonnie) often by person say

Bonnie, a tomboy, is often said by others

8 F# O g T4
coarse and crude()y not know  dressup

to be crude and coarse. Not knowing how to dress up

9 X e i L A
and not know coquet  person

and not knowing how to be coquettish to others.

10 Hi% B Bt AR E B o
Body-side LP boy only see her brother()

Boys around her only see her as a brother

11 R £ B &
because she be

because she is

12 — H AER Bt o
one CL has-fraternal-righteousness LP  girl()

a girl with fraternal righteousness.

13 Bonnie: fGfy R R HEfRo ME MR A
No matter you be really) frankly in street

Frankly, no matter you’re really...in the street

120



14 Jie 25 % H IR R4
not-have money take car goback home()

having no money to take a (mini)bus back home,

15 P ar Bz FH o W ar
till VTIP that’sy) have CL what VTIP

or, um, that’s, require me to do anything, um

16 FEN W k#? MR HHo
goto boilingwater step fire LP thing()

that I’ve to defy all difficulties and dangers by going into
boiling water or stepping onto fire,

17 ok HiR o9 i R ®o R W
oh 1 really would rush come-out save you SFP)

oh, 1 would really rush out to save you.

As shown above, Louisa describes Bonnie as % # i (having fraternal

righteousness) (see a thorough discussion of this concept in Subsection 5.2.2), and
Bonnie immediately echoes this by giving instantiations of her fraternal

righteousness.

(d) Cut-ins
There are two types of cut-ins in the programme: those from previous episodes and

those from subsequent episodes, with the majority being the former. As mentioned,

22 #2774 is a Chinese idiom describing someone so determined to do something that he/she is unafraid
of any difficulty, not even going into boiling water or stepping onto fire.
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(€)

(f)

Louisa often recapitulates what happened in previous episodes and announces what
will happen in the next episode. This is often concomitant with the cut-in of the
corresponding scene from the particular episode. Traces of editing can sometimes

be found in cut-ins.

Individual voices

There is often solo-time for the ‘experts’, participants, suitors and even people who
briefly appear in various matchmaking activities to share their opinions and/or
stories. The five participants’ and the ‘experts’” voices are heard most frequently.
The participants are often given chances to express their views on their suitors or
aspects related to the matchmaking activities. They sometimes also tell their stories,
mostly regarding their previous relationships, and occasionally, express their
opinions on what they were instructed to do. Almost after each ‘expert consultation’
and matchmaking activity, the ‘experts’ comment on the participants or their
performance. Similarly, suitors also have opportunities to comment on the
participants, and people the participants briefly come across in various

matchmaking events are also asked to share their experience of finding partners.

Others

Apart from the above key elements, Bride Wannabes is also structured by two minor
elements, namely on-screen textual descriptions, i.e. words which appear on the
screen, but which are not uttered by anyone, and songs. There is a pattern in the
programme that whenever a person appears, a brief introduction to her/him will
appear on the screen, which includes her/his name, occupation and in the case of the

participants, age as well, e.g.
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Figure 4.2: An example of on-screen textual descriptions —

introducing participants

28 years old, bank teller

(Broadcast in Episode 1 — 9™ April, 2012)

Besides, at the beginning of Episode 1, the question ‘HOW To Find A HUSBAND?’
can be seen:
Figure 4.3: An example of on-screen textual descriptions —

‘How to find a husband?’

[anifelpist % 2]

(Broadcast in Episode 1 — 9™ April, 2012)
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Love songs are played from time to time in Bride Wannabes. Dionne Warwick’s
song | Say a Little Prayer (1967) is used as the theme song and is played not
only before the show begins, but also within it. Other love songs are also played
when they match the particular scene. For example, in Episode 4, Bonnie is
made to dress up and wear make-up and then go to a ball with Mei-Ling. Bonnie
compares herself to the princess in Cinderella, being transformed from a woman
living in a public housing estate to a princess, and Mei-Ling to the fairy

godmother. To enhance such fairy tale atmosphere, Sammi Cheng’s song, ZZ7%

## (Glass Slipper) (2002), is played.

I will now proceed to the last focus of this subsection, namely how Bride
Wannabes was received by Hong Kong society. It was a highly popular programme, as
manifested by its high ratings. According to Television Broadcasts Limited (2013), on
average, each episode was viewed by 1.7 million people on TVB Jade, i.e. about 25
percent of the Hong Kong population and a record high for the particular timeslot in
recent years; furthermore, it was simultaneously watched online by 3.1 percent of the
Hong Kong population. It also attracted considerable media attention and led to
widespread discussions by viewers (see Television Broadcast Limited, 2013). In
response to its popularity, TVB produced the chat show Here Come the Bride Wannabes
(simulcast on TVB Jade and TVB HD Jade on 14™, 22" and 29" April, 2012) to show
what had happened behind the scene of Bride Wannabes. Some of the participants were
invited to share their recent experience and some of the ‘experts’ were there to talk
about their opinions on romantic relationships and give advice to the participants.

Unfortunately, I cannot provide any demographic information about the audience of
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Bride Wannabes, despite its significance and relevance. | contacted TVB for such
information, but was told that it was unavailable.

Despite its high ratings, Bride Wannabes attracted widespread criticisms. The
Hong Kong Communications Authority received a total of 141 complaints about the
programme (see Hong Kong Communications Authority, 2012). For example, it was
criticised for stigmatising single women based on their age, gender and marital status,
disseminating distorted values on romance, marriage and relationships, promoting
plastic surgery, and being highly commercialised with references to many commercial
operators, e.g. a slimming company and a dating agent (ibid). These criticisms accord
with the sexist and commercial nature of the reality television genre (see Subsection
3.2.1). Chu (2012) also made similar criticisms, but what she regarded as the biggest
failure of the programme was that the ‘experts’’ advice, despite being treated as a golden
rule, could not help any participant find her ‘Mr Right’; she thus pointed to the complete

irrelevance of the makeovers of the participants. A Facebook group, /&7//Z 2 Z(F#:7
£~ (literally Say No to Bride Wannabes), was also formed by a group of professionals

and scholars to request that the programme be terminated. Despite the backlash against
the series, TVB refused to terminate it and responded that they would produce a similar
reality show for men instead. They did and the reality show for men Bachelors at War
was broadcast in 2013. However, it was not as popular as Bride Wannabes, with an
average of 1.28 million viewers for each episode. On the other hand, following almost
three months of investigation, the Hong Kong Communications Authority (2012)
concluded that all the complaints about Bride Wannabes were unsubstantiated and did
not take any further action.

Following a description of Bride Wannabes, the next subsection will focus on

online forum posts about the programme.
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4.1.3. Online forum discussions
My investigation of representations of unmarried women in Bride Wannabes is
complemented with an auxiliary dataset of forum posts about the programme. The posts
do not form part of my data analysis; instead, they serve as textual support for my
interpretation. Owing to their auxiliary role, I will only give a brief overview.

The forum posts in question are located on the TVB forum on TVB’s official
website. Within the forum, there is a sub-forum for each TVB programme,? which
functions as a platform for viewers to share their opinions on the programme. My

dataset comprises all posts and threads on the sub-forum /& 2 & /F#¢ (Bride Wannabes)

as at 24" May, 2013. Altogether 861 users (excluding the administrator) commented on
the sub-forum, contributing to a total of 220 threads and 2,034 posts. The last comment
was posted on 20" February, 2013.

After describing the data of this research, in the next section, | will explain the

rationale for my choice of data.

4.2. Rationale for the data selection

In this section, | justify why | have selected Bride Wannabes as my data. First, my
choice is based on the media consumption patterns in Hong Kong. Nielsen (2009, May
26) conducted a survey with 5,800 interviewees aged between 12 and 64 in 2008 on
media consumption patterns of Hong Kong citizens. Figure 4.4 indicates the average

time Hong Kongers spent on different media in 2008:

23 See http://forum.tvb.com/index.php
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Figure 4.4: Average time spent
on various media per day in 2008
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Source: Nielsen (2009, 26 May)

It was found that Hong Kong people spent far more time on television (274 minutes per
day) than on any other medium in 2008, which applied to all age groups. While the
average time spent on the internet was only 151 minutes per day in 2008, according to
Nielsen (2009, 26 May), there was an upward trend of internet consumption among
Hong Kong people, with a record of ten percent growth from 2007 to 2008. Although I
cannot provide more up-to-date figures, it can be presumed that the figures for 2012,
the year when Bride Wannabes was aired, would be even higher. As mentioned earlier,
not only is TVB the leading television broadcaster in Hong Kong, its online platforms
also play a prominent role on the internet. Therefore, it predominates the two most
important media in Hong Kong. In the light of this circumstance, TVB primetime series
are a powerful site for the (re)production of ideologies and thus an obvious choice for
the study of media representations.

After explaining my choice of a TVB television series, | will now more
specifically justify why | have selected Bride Wannabes as my data. The rationale is

threefold. First, as mentioned, it achieved high ratings and attracted widespread media
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coverage. Second, makeover television is notorious for sexism (see Subsection 3.2.1).
This is especially the case for Bride Wannabes, which as alluded to earlier, was accused
of stigmatising single women based on their age, gender and marital status and
disseminating distorted values on romance, marriage and relationships. | therefore
consider Bride Wannabes an ideal platform for the study of gender ideologies through
which women are stigmatised in terms of their singleness and age. Third, despite the
omnipresence and wide variety of makeover television series in the UK and US,
relationship makeover shows were still a rather new television format in Hong Kong
when Bride Wannabes was aired. While Bride Wannabes was not the first makeover
show of its kind in Hong Kong,?* it was the first one aired on the TVB’s flagship channel
Jade and proved a great success. The success of Bride Wannabes has resulted in the
emergence of various similar makeover series. As touched upon earlier, following the
accusation of sexism in Bride Wannabes, TVB produced Bachelors at War (2013), the
counterpart of Bride Wannabes for men. Another example is Nowhere Girls (2014), a

makeover series aiming to transform a group of ;¢ % (nowhere girls), which, according

to the programme description on its official website, is a mainland Chinese informal
reference to women without attractive appearance, good figure, youth, wealth or
achievement,? so as to help them boost their confidence. Significantly, these two
programmes were produced by the production team of Bride Wannabes, i.e. TVB’s
News and Information Division. Moreover, the makeover paradigm of Bride Wannabes
has also been drawn on in other television formats. This is best exemplified by the drama
series Bounty Lady (2014), which is like a duplication of Bride Wannabes in another

genre. It features a man, described as ‘a saviour to single women’, transforming

24 Some researchers regard Bride Wannabes as the first reality show of its kind in Hong Kong (e.g. Yang,
2014; Kwan, 2015). However, | think that the first one was The Perfect Match, an online dating show
aired on TVB J2 in 2010 (see Television Broadcasts Limited, 2011).

25 See http://programme.tvb.com/variety/nowheregirls/
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different single women relating to their respective ‘problems’, e.g. being ‘non-feminine’
and unconfident, and helping them find a husband, which overlaps considerably with
Bride Wannabes. In view of the above, | consider Bride Wannabes an influential

programme worthy of serious academic investigation.

4.3. Data collection, transcription and translation

In this last section, | will delineate my data collection procedures and issues concerning
my data transcription and translation. | will first focus on my primary data, i.e. the whole
Bride Wannabes series. | collected the television series through Google video searches,
and in the end successfully retrieved all episodes on various video sharing websites
including PPstream, 56.com and Youku. In Hong Kong, Chinese subtitles are available
in all pre-recorded programmes on Cantonese television channels. However, | did not
adopt the subtitles in Bride Wannabes as my transcript, as they do not fully capture the
original utterance, e.g. the translation of all English utterances/expressions into Chinese
and the omission of many particles. Instead, | transcribed the data verbatim. I would
like to particularly emphasise that while Bride Wannabes is primarily in Cantonese, it
also involves English and Mandarin. For one thing, there are some non-Cantonese-
speaking suitors; for another, code-mixing/code-switching is a common practice in
Hong Kong. | transcribed the data as per the language(s) actually used. As the written
forms of Cantonese and Mandarin are not always easily distinguishable, I italicised all
parts in Mandarin. Besides, | also included in my transcript pauses, emphases, non-
verbal features, e.g. nodding, prosodic features, e.g. volume, and, where relevant,
descriptions of what is happening on the scene. Below is a list of symbols used in my

transcript:
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() A dot inside brackets indicates a pause.

Underlining denotes the speaker’s emphasis.

[] Non-verbal and prosodic features, and what is happening on the scene are
included in square brackets.

Italics Utterances/terms uttered in Mandarin are italicised.

As regards my auxiliary data of forum posts, I collected them on the TVB forum. In my
transcript, |1 showed them as they are without any modification, including language
mistakes.

The last focus of this section is how | translated my data into English. Before
doing that, 1 would like to stress that my data analysis is based on the original utterance,
whatever the language is; the English translation is for reference only. Throughout this

thesis, 1 will present my data transcription and translation in the following format:

Suki: & & & 10 F empty M — Original version
CL feeling be wvery,) very empty SFP() —_, Word-by-word

translation
Feeling very...very empty.
s ve Y empy ™A |diomatic translation

As shown above, | translated my data at two levels: word-by-word translation and
idiomatic translation. The idiomatic translation aims to make the data more
understandable for the reader. As for the word-by-word translation, | tried to capture
the essence of the original version. This is especially useful when it comes to Chinese
idioms, in which case an idiomatic translation may not reflect the richness of the
language use. Owing to the vast difference between Cantonese and Mandarin on the
one hand, and English on the other, it is not always possible to do a word-by-word

translation. For example, an important means of expressing temporal and aspectual
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meanings in Cantonese is through aspect markers, which are often expressed
grammatically in English (Matthews and Yip, 2011); some adverbial markers and noun
classifiers cannot be translated into English word by word either. Instead of ignoring
such language differences, I indicated in my word-by-word translation all such markers
whenever a word/phrase does not have an English equivalent (see a full list of such
markers and their abbreviations on p. 12).

| find it necessary to particularly highlight an important feature of Cantonese,
namely the large number of particles, with many not having direct English counterparts.

Cantonese particles can be classified syntactically into the following types:

(a) Linking particles
Linking particles function to link (1) the possessor and the item possessed; (2) the
attributive adjective and the noun; and (3) the relative clause?® and the noun in a nominal

phrase (ibid). In Cantonese, the most common linking particle is #%, e.g.

3
18  Louisa: s N ESEE BE  Suki

Delicate tiny exquisite LP  Suki

Delicate, tiny and exquisite Suki

In (3), the linking particle %7 is used to link the adjective & //\#24%# (delicate, tiny and

exquisite) and the noun Suki.

2 |n Cantonese, all relative clauses are premodifiers.
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(b) Verbal particles

Verbal particles are similar to particles in English phrasal verbs in terms of both form
and function, e.g. ‘up’ in ‘pick up’ (ibid, p. 243). They function to (1) show directions;
(2) indicate an effect upon the object; (3) quantify a noun; and (4) express adversative
and habitual meaning (ibid, p. 243-262). For example, an important Cantonese verbal

particle is /2, which shows attainment (ibid, p. 251), e.g.

(4)
19  Winnie: & #is & —& #M EET
I think 1 must  can help-VTIP

I think that | must be able to help

20 xOREEE mE K e
go relieve this CL disaster situation SFP

relieve the situation of this disaster.

(c) Topic particles

Cantonese is a topic-prominent (or topic-comment) language (cf. English is a subject-
prominent (or subject-predicate) language)?’; topic particles, which are often preceded
by the sentence topic, are an important means to separate the topic and the comment in

a sentence. For instance, in (5), the topic particle 4 functions to mark 20 5%/ (20-

year-old girls) as the sentence topic:

27 For details about the feature of topic-prominence in Cantonese, see Matthews and Yip (2011, p. 83-
91).
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(®)

21 Bonnie:

22

(d) Interjections

20 % 247 B i
20 yearsold qgirl  VTIP() in thisway

When 20-year-old girls came out

m ko —FF Z: fiit  speed-dating
with me() together go do speed-dating

to do speed-dating with me...

HHIE wk

out-come  then

WEE HF{EE...

LP  when...

Interjections often precede a sentence/clause and serve as place-fillers on the one hand,

and to utter exclamations on the other. For example, in (6), the interjection /= functions

to seek attention:

(6)
23 Mei-
Ling:
24

Bonnie {E A o TERBO
Bonnie CL  person very lively()

Bonnie is very lively.

=g R B g0 5k

S ER/A=]
Bi5

VTIP () Chinese boys VTIPy just would think

There it is! Chinese boys would think

(e) Sentence-final particles®®

Sentence-final particles, as the label suggests, occur in the final position of a

sentence/clause. They do not have direct counterparts in English, but many linguists

28 See a more thorough discussion about Cantonese sentence-final particles in Chapter 6.
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have pointed to the parallels between the functions of Cantonese sentence-final particles
and those of English intonation (e.g. ibid; Leung and Gibbons, 2009). More specifically,
they serve the pragmatic functions of showing speech-act types, marking evidentiality
as well as emotional and affective colouring (see Matthews and Yip, 2011, p. 397-408).

For example, in (7), /4 serves as an evidential marker which marks the obviousness of

Gobby’s increased confidence after being transformed by the ‘experts’:

(7)

25  Gobby: Hifsao  &E  SUSE 1%
Thatisc) after transform-PFV  after()
That is, after being transformed,

26 * H HC BHEL R &)

I in self self-confidence big-PFV  SFP)

I have more self-confidence.

In my data transcription, | referred to linking particles and sentence-final particles as
‘LP’ and ‘SFP’ respectively, and the other types of particles, which are less relevant to
my analysis, i.e. verbal particles, topic particles and interjections, as “VTIP’.

To summarise, in this chapter, I introduced my data, justified my choice and
depicted how I collected, transcribed and translated my data. This lays the groundwork
for the following three data analysis chapters, in which | explain my methods of analysis,

present my data analysis findings and address my first three research questions.
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Chapter 5: How unmarried women are talked about

Following a description of my data, | now proceed to present my textual analysis
findings in the coming three chapters. The present chapter addresses the parameter of
how unmarried women are talked about in Bride Wannabes, focusing on two aspects:
social actor representations and transitivity.2® How the participants are referred to plays
a crucial part in how they are talked about in the programme. It is interesting to explore
e.g. whether they are referred to with their names or categorised in terms of their
identities or roles; or whether they are represented via impersonalisation. As regards
transitivity analysis, as van Leeuwen (2009) suggests, social actions are ‘the core of a
social practice’ (p. 148). It is potentially useful to investigate what types of actions the
participants are involved in and their roles therein. In the remainder of this chapter, |
first introduce my analytical frameworks and methods of analysis, followed by a

presentation and discussion of my data analysis findings.

5.1. Analytical frameworks

| examine how unmarried women are referred to and the types of actions involving them
using van Leeuwen’s social actor framework (2008) and the transitivity system in
systemic-functional grammar (SFG, see Halliday and Matthiessen, 2014), respectively.
This section first provides an overview of these two frameworks, along with, where
relevant, the adaptations | make. What follows is a brief review of research drawing on

the two frameworks. The last part is a discussion of my methods of analysis.

29 Other linguistic parameters are also relevant to how unmarried women are talked about. An obvious
example is evaluation. Owing to the lack of space, however, | do not study it as a specific linguistic
parameter. | do refer to it though when it overlaps with social actor representations and transitivity, e.g.
when a social actor is appraised or when the attribute in a relational clause is value-laden (see Subsections
5.1.1and 5.1.2).
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5.1.1. Social actor framework

5.1.1.1. Overview of the social actor framework

Van Leeuwen’s social actor framework (2008) is set within his social actors approach
to CDS. He sees discourses as recontextualisations of actual social practices and has
proposed various significant elements of social practice, among which participants and
their eligibility conditions are central.*® In addressing the element of participants, the
social actor framework more specifically looks at how participants in social practices
can be represented in English. Drawing on SFG, the framework does not view grammar
as an abstract system of rules, but adopts a functional approach to grammar. Key to SFG
are the three metafunctions of language: experiential (how an aspect of experience is
represented), interpersonal (how people interact, including negotiations of social
relationships) and textual (how information is presented). Van Leeuwen largely draws
on the transitivity system (i.e. processes and participants) in the experiential dimension,
but unlike SFG, he describes different kinds of social actor representations
sociosemantically, i.e. classifying representations into sociological rather than
grammatical categories, before looking at their linguistic realisations. For instance,
instead of looking at whether a social actor plays the grammatical role of actor or goal
in a clause, he is interested in whether a social actor is represented as having agency in
an activity or undergoing an activity, i.e. activation versus passivation. He has

systemised his framework into a system network,3! as presented in Figure 5.1.

30 The other significant elements are actions, performance modes, presentation styles, times, locations,
eligibility conditions (locations), resources: tools and materials and eligibility conditions (resources) (van
Leeuwen, 2008, p. 7-12).

31 For details about different categories in the social actor framework, see van Leeuwen (2008, p. 23-56).
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Figure 5.1: Social actor network
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Before my data analysis, | did a pilot study on a small selection of data and
found that some of the categories in Figure 5.1 are particularly relevant to my research

(see Figure 5.2). They are therefore focused on in my research.

Figure 5.2: The part of the social actor framework being drawn on

~ Functionalisation

Classification
- Categorisation— Identification Relational identification

Physical identification
— Personalisation—|

_ Appraisement

L Nomination

—Inclusion—

Abstraction

~Impersonalisation —»|

Objectivation

As indicated in Figure 5.2, when a social actor is included in a representation, he/she
can be personalised or impersonalised. Impersonalisation can be sub-categorised into
abstraction and objectivation. Abstraction occurs when social actors are represented
through a quality ascribed to them. For example, in van Leeuwen’s (2008) data, ‘poor,
black, unskilled, Muslim, or illegal” immigrants are impersonalised through abstraction
as ‘a lot of unwanted problems’: ‘Australia is in danger of saddling itself up with a lot
of unwanted problems’ (p. 46). When social actors are objectivated, they are represented
via a place or an instrument associated with them, their utterances or their body parts,

e.g. ‘She put her hand on Mary Kate'’s shoulder’ (ibid, p. 47, my emphasis).
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Most representations personalise social actors, who can be referred to with their
names (nomination) or their roles or identities (categorisation). Van Leeuwen (2008)
further categorises nomination in terms of levels of formality (formalisation,
semiformalisation and informalisation) and the presence and absence of standard
titles/ranks or personal/kinship terms (titulation and detitulation), but these nomination
sub-categories appear to be of little relevance to my research. In Hong Kong, it is very
common to address others by their English names (Bacon-Shone and Bolton, 1998;
Bolton, 2000; Chan, 2002). Li (1997) even suggested that English names are often the
preferred address form in educational and workplace settings. In Bride Wannabes, all
participants are introduced with their English names. There is no mention of their
surnames in the programme, let alone their full names. It thus seems unnecessary to
look at those nomination sub-categories.

Van Leeuwen (2008) divides categorisation into three types: functionalisation,
identification and appraisement. Functionalisation means representing social actors in
terms of what they do, e.g. their occupations. When identified, social actors are
represented in terms of who they are. Identification can be sub-divided into
classification (representations that categorise social actors into different social
groupings, e.g. based on gender, age and social class), relational identification
(representations based on social actors’ personal, kinship and work relationships with
others, e.g. ‘mother’ and ‘colleague’) and physical identification (representations in
terms of social actors’ physical attributes, e.g. ‘blonde’). The last sub-type of
categorisation, appraisement, refers to representations carrying evaluative meanings.

| have selected the social actor framework as an analytical tool because it
provides me with a useful and detailed linguistic operationalisation to investigate the

representations of unmarried women in Bride Wannabes. The concepts of
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impersonalisation and categorisation are of particular relevance. | do not expect many
instances of impersonalisation in the programme, as it is unusual to represent the
participants as a quality or an object. Impersonalised references are hence often telling.
Van Leeuwen (2008) has discussed various effects of impersonalisation. For example,
when a social actor is represented in terms of a quality abstracted from him/her, the
abstracted reference often carries connotations and invites the audience to evaluate the
social actor in a particular way. As regards categorisation, since Bride Wannabes is all
about ‘helping’ the participants find a partner and they are often talked about in relation
to their marriageability, the way they are categorised is often ideological. The viewers
are often directed to seeing particular traits of the participants as (not) good when it

comes to marriageability.

5.1.1.2. Adaptation to the social actor framework
After an overview of the social actor framework, this sub-section describes how | adapt
it for my data. As mentioned, I did a pilot study on a small selection of data to test how
well the framework fits my data. It provides the basis for me to make the adaptation to
be discussed.

A problem | came across in my pilot analysis is the many cases of hybrid
references of appraisement and identification/functionalisation. I find it problematic to
see functionalisation, identification and appraisement as three either-or choices because

appraisement seems likely to appear in combination with the other two categories, e.g.
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(8)
27  Louisa: —H S ®2HO® 0 W X F £
Allalong wait true love LP female protagonist

The female protagonist, Florence, who is all along waiting for her

true love,
28 Florence() & REE =8 L)
Florence() be cosmopolitan three-high woman(,)

is a cosmopolitan three-high woman

29 SR 1708 I O/ NO =T >
high education level) high incomec) high requirements
— high education level, high income and high requirements (for

choosing a partner).

In (8), Florence is referred to as A Z5 2 =& % /4 (a cosmopolitan three-high woman).

It is clearly a hybrid of identification and appraisement — on the one hand, identifying
Florence in terms of her gender, educational level and social class; on the other,
positively appraising her high education and income levels, and negatively appraising
her high requirements for partner selection. I do not find this a language-specific feature.
In English, it is also common to refer to someone as a devoted Christian or an
independent woman. Van Leeuwen (2008) is well aware of hybridity in his categories
and emphasises that the either-or choices in the social actor network should not be

followed strictly in actual data analyses as ‘[bJoundaries can be blurred deliberately, for

32 =24 (three-high woman) is a common informal expression in Hong Kong. Its evaluative meaning is
more or less understood even without Louisa’s subsequent definition.

33 While it is generally accepted that three highs include high education level and high income, there are
different opinions on the last high. Some people, like Louisa, suggest that it stands for high requirements,
e.g. To (2015); some, however, see it as high job ranking, e.g. Wong (2011).
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the purpose of achieving specific representational effects’ (p. 53). While this is a valid
explanation for the combinations of appraisement with other categories in his sample
newspaper text, it seems less applicable to my data. Since news reports are supposed to
be ‘objective’ and ‘neutral’ (Huckin, 1997), at least on the surface, appraisement in
news reports should be expected to be infrequent with hybrid categories of appraisement
and identification/functionalisation being rare and appearing mainly to serve specific
representational purposes. Nevertheless, in my data, the participants are explicitly
talked about in terms of their marriageability, which involves many evaluations.
Appraisement in my data seems more likely to appear in combination with other
categories, most frequently identification, than on its own.

To deal with the above-mentioned problem, | propose to replace the square
bracket linking functionalisation, identification and appraisement with a curly one (as
shown in red in Figure 5.3) to reflect that the three categorisation subcategories are

simultaneous choices.
Figure 5.3: Adaptation to the social actor framework
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| analyse my whole dataset using this adapted framework.
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5.1.1.3. Empirical research employing the social actor framework
In this last sub-section on the social actor framework, | review some empirical research
employing it. Despite being English-based, the framework has been applied to data in
various languages. For example, Storm (2015) drew on three categories in the
framework, namely individualisation, i.e. referring to a social actor individually,
genericisation, i.e. representing a social actor via generic references, and differentiation,
I.e. representing a social actor as distinct from another (group of) social actor(s), along
with some other grammatical categories, to investigate the representations of Latinos in
minority Spanish-language print media in America and compare them against those by
mainstream English-language media. She found that the representations were dynamic.
Latinos were sometimes represented as a subordinate group, which reinforced the
representations by the mainstream media. For example, Latinos were sometimes
genericised in terms of their migrant status and their ethnicity, e.g. comunidad
inmigrante (immigrant community) and chicanos y mexicanos (Chicanos and
Mexicans). However, they also sometimes played dominant roles in relation to Anglo
Americans in the representations, which reversed the traditional Us/Them hierarchy in
America. For example, in reporting the incident of several local supermarkets sacking
their Latino janitors without prior notice, some newspapers referred to Latinos and their
allies with the first person plural pronoun nosotros, i.e. Us, thus differentiating
themselves from the local supermarkets (Them). Storm argued for the potential for
Spanish-language media to challenge the status quo.

While I could not find any study adopting the social actor framework to analyse
Chinese data, there has been one applying it to Japanese. Tominari (2011) drew on the
framework to examine the construction of masculinity in the representation of Saitd, a

high-school baseball player, in Japanese newspapers. She found that the newspapers
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constructed him as a hero. For example, Saitd was singled out via individualisation and
differentiation, whereas the other players were either referred to as a group, i.e.
assimilation, or excluded despite some traces of their actions, i.e. suppression; Saito
was also impersonalised as ‘iron arm’ and ‘right arm’ to highlight the strength of his
pitching. Apart from her empirical findings, Tominari has also contributed by adapting
the English-based framework to make it applicable to Japanese. Relating to the category
of backgrounding, i.e. a social actor being excluded in relation to the given action, but
being retrievable from other references to her/him in the text, she added a subcategory
backgrounding by null anaphora to cope with the ‘innocent’ backgrounding caused by
the pro-drop feature in Japanese. Japanese is also characterised by the widespread use
of honorifics, which mark gender, formality and the addresser-addressee relationship,
and can appear as suffixes to names or stand alone. Tominari therefore also took into
account the use of honorifics in nomination and functionalisation.

As shown by this review, the social actor framework can be a useful tool not
only for English research. It has been applied successfully to Spanish and Japanese and

potentially other languages, even though adaptations might be necessary in some cases.

5.1.2. Transitivity system in systemic-functional grammar (SFG)

5.1.2.1. Overview of the transitivity system

As well as investigating how the participants are referred to, | also examine what kinds
of actions are associated with them and their roles therein, using the transitivity system
in SFG (see Halliday, 1985, 1994; Halliday and Matthiessen, 2004, 2014). Instead of
studying language as an abstract model of theoretical categories, SFG views grammar
as a system network of choices and ‘a resource for making meaning’ (Halliday and

Matthiessen, 2014, p. 23). As mentioned, Halliday sees language as having experiential,
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interpersonal and textual metafunctions, with transitivity being set within the
experiential dimension.

Before giving an overview of the transitivity system, it seems necessary to
justify why I have selected it, rather than van Leeuwen’s social action framework (2008)
in parallel with his social actor framework. The main rationale is that SFG of Chinese
has been well-researched in the literature, both theoretically and empirically. Halliday
and McDonald (2004) provide a description of Chinese SFG, and Li (2007) has even
published a monograph on it. SFG has also been widely employed to study Chinese data,
e.g. Tian (2008) and Liu (2005). Admittedly, both Halliday and McDonald (2004) and
Li (2007) only discuss SFG in Mandarin and most empirical studies look at Mandarin
data. Nonetheless, despite the mutual unintelligibility of spoken Cantonese and
Mandarin (Tang and van Heuven, 2009), their grammars share many similarities
(Matthews and Yip, 2011; Cai, et al., 2011). Halliday and McDonald (2004) and Li
(2007) therefore provide me with a reference point to deal with language-specific issues
in my analysis.

I now briefly describe the transitivity system in relation to Cantonese and
illustrate it with examples from my data. Transitivity concerns the content of a message
and deals with the lexicogrammatical resources for expressing various domains of
experience including types of processes, i.e. ‘goings-on’ (Halliday and Matthiessen,
2014, p. 213), participants, i.e. who/what, and circumstances, i.e. when/where/how. In
the system, the basic analysis unit is the clause. Processes, which are prototypically
realised by verbal phrases,* are the most important part of the clause and process types
are the core of transitivity. As my interest is on what types of processes the unmarried

women participants in Bride Wannabes are involved in and their roles therein, rather

34 Processes can be realised by other word classes through grammatical metaphors. However, considering
the scope of this research, | only deal with verbal phrase realisations.
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than when, where or how they perform the actions, process types and participant roles
are obviously more relevant to my research and my 