LUND UNIVERSITY

Gaming health on Reality TV
Ludic emotions, counter culture and covert spirituality in The Biggest Loser show
Enevold, Jessica

2013

Document Version:
Publisher's PDF, also known as Version of record

Link to publication

Citation for published version (APA):
Enevold, J. (2013). Gaming health on Reality TV: Ludic emotions, counter culture and covert spirituality in The
Biggest Loser show. Abstract from Media and Passion, International Conference 2013, Lund, Sweden.

Total number of authors:
1

Creative Commons License:
CC BY-NC-ND

General rights

Unless other specific re-use rights are stated the following general rights apply:

Copyright and moral rights for the publications made accessible in the public portal are retained by the authors
and/or other copyright owners and it is a condition of accessing publications that users recognise and abide by the
legal requirements associated with these rights.

» Users may download and print one copy of any publication from the public portal for the purpose of private study
or research.

* You may not further distribute the material or use it for any profit-making activity or commercial gain

* You may freely distribute the URL identifying the publication in the public portal

Read more about Creative commons licenses: https://creativecommons.org/licenses/

Take down policy
If you believe that this document breaches copyright please contact us providing details, and we will remove
access to the work immediately and investigate your claim.

LUND UNIVERSITY

PO Box 117
221 00 Lund
+46 46-222 00 00


https://portal.research.lu.se/en/publications/61f88740-deb1-43f2-aa76-5c791f3fbc62

Jessica Enevold

Department of Arts and Cultural Sciences
Lund University
Jessica.enevold@kultur.lu.se

Gaming health on Reality TV:
Ludic emotions, counter culture and covert spirituality in 7he Biggest Loser show
Accepted for presentation at Media and Passion - International onference, Lund University, March 21, 2013

Reality TV is since the 1990s a steadily growing phenomenon (Lewis 2008a). The Biggest
Loser show (CBS 2004) is an extremely popular game show in this genre, which is now
broadcast in 90 countries and produced in 25. It casts morbidly obese contestants, on a ranch
in California, in a competition involving rigorous dieting and exercising with the goal to lose
the most amount of weight in six months. It is a show that has grown into a global
phenomenon. The show draws huge attention to obesity and suggests drastic and controversial
measures to deal with it (Sender & Sullivan 2008). Spreading globally it plays a big role in
mediating images of bodies, health and medical strategies, as well as cultural conceptions of
the body and beauty, across national borders. As many productions of Reality TV, it relies
heavily on its ability to tap into affective realms, creating spaces for “televisual intimacy”
(Kavka 2008). Here, I focus on the emotional and “affective” (Skeggs 2010) moments in a
number of Biggest Loser episodes — selected from 13 studied US seasons - connected to the
program’s game format, i.e, ludic elements. The constant paradoxical negotiation among the
show’s participants, trainers and producers of the Biggest Loser’s ludic content, or in
simplified terms: its status as game, in combination with playing with your health and 250
000 dollars at stake make for affective content that simultaneously questions and reinforces
the reality of the reality format and the game of the game format. Interpreting the close
readings of the shows in terms of anthropological theories of rituals, an emergence of a
counter culture can be discerned, which emphasizes bonding and community, love,
heightened emotions and an experience of a sacred kind. This can be found not only in the
discourse and actions of the participants but also those of the program’s trainers, coaches and
doctor. I call this a trend of “covert spirituality” that can be spotted not only in the Biggest
Loser, but in many contemporary media productions. In sum, the Biggest Loser experience on
the California ranch creates, I claim, the outcome of a complex utopian territory of ludic
emotions, counter culture and covert spirituality.



