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ARTICLE

Control through Compassion: Legitimizations of Surveillance, 
Dynamics of Power, and the Role of the Expert in the Finnish 
Makeover TV Shows Jutta and the Super Diet and Jutta and the 
Half-Year Super Diet
Susanne Ritter

Department of Gender Studies, Åbo Akademi University, Turku, Finland

ABSTRACT
Disciplinary practices on the gendered fat body are a central aspect of 
weight-loss makeover TV shows; however, they are subtle and hard to 
identify. I ask how surveillance and control are legitimized as appropriate 
methods for achieving bodily change in the Finnish makeover shows Jutta 
ja Superdieetit (Jutta and the Super Diet) and Jutta ja Puolen Vuoden 
Superdieetit (Jutta and the Half-Year Super Diet) and how the experts 
reinforce unequal power structures. The ethos of equality is very strong 
in Finland, which is also apparent in the special construction of the expert 
as “one of the team”. The research material is examined in light of Michel 
Foucault’s theories of power and the concept of docile bodies, and as part 
of postfeminist media culture in which the ideas of “freedom of choice” 
and “submission as empowerment” are crucial. The choices for the parti
cipants of the makeover shows are, however, very limited, leaving just 
enough freedom so that they accept the power dynamics they are 
entangled in. I argue that control and surveillance are legitimized as 
means of helping participants achieve their ideal body and life. Instead 
of breaking existing power dynamics, the construction of the expert as 
attentive and caring works to reinforce these structures since discipline is 
enacted in the “best interest” of the participant. The dynamics of (disci
plinary) power are thus subtle and work in a particularly hidden way.
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Introduction

In modern Western societies and the globalized economy, our looks are essential for our under
standing of ourselves and are increasingly used to define our character (Heyes, 2006). Especially fat 
women are subject to immense pressure and are pushed to weight loss through control, humiliation 
and shame (Cooper, 2016; Harjunen, 2017; Lupton, 2018). These structures become visible in 
makeover and dieting TV shows. Fat bodies in makeover shows are on public display and under the 
constant monitoring eye of the audience and the expert(s), who pressure the participants into losing 
weight no matter what, using questionable, sometimes extremely humiliating and boundary- 
breaking methods. However, it is always worth it in the end, when the participants rise from the 
ashes as their new and better selves—all the pain and pressure they submitted to are forgotten, 
because they gained a new body and a new life.

In this article I examine the Finnish makeover TV shows Jutta ja Superdieetit and Jutta ja Puolen 
Vuoden Superdieetit (Jutta and the Super Diet/ Jutta and the Half-Year Super Diet).1 Both shows, 
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produced by Moskito Television, are hosted by Jutta Gustafsberg (now Larm), a Finnish wellness 
entrepreneur, personal trainer and bodybuilder, who gained her status as a reality TV celebrity by 
participating in the Finnish reality TV show Suuri Seikkailu (Great Adventure) in 2001. Jutta ja 
Superdieetit (Jutta and the Super Diet), in the following JSD, originally aired on the Finnish TV 
channel Liv in 2012. In ten episodes the show follows Jutta for about five months during her 
preparation for the body fitness World Championship in 2011. Furthermore, there are six, as Jutta 
calls them, “regular” people (two male, four female), who Jutta coaches towards a “healthier 
lifestyle”, the motto being “you can do it”. They are coached by Jari “Bull” Mentula and Ari 
Kokkonen, who also coach Jutta. Jutta ja Puolen Vuoden Superdieetit (Jutta and the Half-Year 
Super Diet), in the following JHYSD, originally aired on the Finnish TV channel Liv from 2013– 
2015. Each episode shows half a year in the life of a “normal Finnish person who fights overweight”2 

(eight men, 22 women) and stands alone; in contrast to JSD, which has a continuous story line. The 
group of participants is rather homogenous—except for one person of colour, all participants are 
white; all are able-bodied, and, except for one participant, heterosexual. The age ranges from the 
youngest participant being 21 to the oldest being 50, with the majority in their late twenties and 
early thirties. All of their bodies are marked as fat through their weight, which is stated as being “too 
high” for their height. While approximately one third of the show’s participants are identified as 
male, and two thirds as female, the focus in this article is on women. While men’s experiences of 
fatness and dieting (Contois, 2019; Plotz, 2020) as well as men’s participation in dieting makeover 
shows (Zimdars, 2019) are under-researched themes, this article follows the shows’ emphasis on 
dieting as an activity that is still understood as a predominantly “feminine” one.

To examine the shows, I draw on Michel Foucault’s theories of docile bodies and disciplinary 
power (Foucault, 1980, 1990, 1995), identifying structures of surveillance (Gill, 2019) and elements 
of postfeminism (Gill, 2007, 2008; McRobbie, 2004). These shows are particularly interesting 
because of the special importance of the experts and their position in relation to the participants 
—disciplinary hierarchies and structures of power are hidden exceptionally well underneath the 
surface of the (seemingly) caring and approachable expert posing as “one of the team”. Foucault’s 
theories have been influential in fat studies scholarship, not least due to his notion of the body as 
a discursive category and construct (Heyes, 2006; Lupton, 2018; McNay, 1992). The fat body can be 
seen as the site where biopower, biopolitical action and disciplinary power as well as surveillance 
become visible, and, as Harjunen argues, especially the “fat (female) body is a site where the powers 
that are critical to the construction of fatness are played out” (Harjunen, 2017, p. 15). I take this 
suggestion as a starting point for my own research.

Scholarship on makeover TV has primarily focused on the narrative elements in makeover 
shows from the US (Franco, 2008; Hass, 2017; Heller, 2006; Lewis, 2013) and on the discriminatory 
aspects of dieting shows (Domoff et al., 2012; Karsay & Schmuck, 2017). Weber (2009) describes the 
makeover’s focus on continual improvement, which is depicted as the only way to obtain 
a “normal” self. There is a special relationship between the experts and the participants in makeover 
shows. Thus far, scholarship has addressed the experts’ role as “public pedagogues” (Rich, 2011, 
p. 12), identifying them as perfect model bodies for the participants, as winners-turned-leaders who 
act as educative authorities (Hass, 2017; Kyrölä, 2014; Weber, 2009, 2014). Weber (2009) highlights 
unequal power dynamics and thus a discrepancy between the power and worthiness of experts and 
participants in the makeover. The power enacted by the experts is often hierarchically organized, 
with the experts offering advice and control from the top down and functioning as lecturing, 
privileged figures in contrast to the ’ordinary’ participants (Franco, 2008)—the “learner” is gov
erned and surveilled by the “trainer” (Warin, 2010, p. 32). Both the Finnish shows JSD and JHYSD 
and the expert Jutta are unusual for the makeover genre: the expert, who is usually constructed as 
a “perfect” individual, possessing the flawless “after”-body the participants strive for (Weber, 2009), 
is here constructed as a “normal” (albeit fit and “healthy”) woman who struggles with the same 
challenges the participants face. Nevertheless, the shows perpetuate the “belief that weight is 
controllable” (Domoff et al., 2012, p. 997), which shifts the blame of being fat and the responsibility 
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of “self-improvement” (Hass 2017, p. 137) to the fat individuals themselves. These are common 
narrative trajectories in the neoliberal rationality of the makeover, as can be seen in shows such as 
The Biggest Loser (2004–) that highlight the “value of discipline to make the self” (Palmer, 2014, 
p. 299) and promote surveillance as effective for weight-loss and ultimately happiness. Despite 
being constructed as “one of them” due to similar struggles, Jutta functions as an agent of control 
and surveillance from within the group. This is a new aspect to the research on makeover shows, 
highlighting not only their shared features, but cultural specificity. In Finland, the ethos of equality 
is so strong on the surface—even in makeover shows—that hidden structures of power can be hard 
to identify.

In the following, I will touch on the concepts of neoliberalism, the makeover and Foucault’s 
theories to then describe the shows in detail. By examining the shows in light of Foucault’s concepts 
of disciplinary power, governmentality and docile bodies I ask how surveillance and control are 
legitimized and the narrative structure, particularly the experts, work to reinforce unequal power 
structures. I explore how the disciplinary treatment of the participants by the expert(s) is rationa
lized, as well as what this means for the overall narrative structure. Along the lines of Foucault’s 
suggestion that power structures are dispersed throughout a group, I investigate how the expert 
works as a source of disciplinary power from inside the group. I conclude the article with thoughts 
on the importance of the expert for the promotion of surveillance as means of encouragement for 
weight-loss.

Neoliberalism and the makeover

Neoliberalism as a political and economic rationality emphasizes privatization and deregulation 
(Scharff & Gill, 2011, p. 28). It stresses individuality rather than collectivity (Cooper, 2016). 
McRobbie (2009) suggests that neoliberal values are produced in popular culture, and reality TV 
functions as a neoliberal technology of citizenship, because the programmes contain the imperative 
of the improvement of the self and are based on the narrative of self-making (Ouellette & Hay, 2013; 
Weber, 2014b). Neoliberal elements are expressed by the focus on for example efficiency, choice, 
and individual autonomy, all of which are shifted onto the individual and extend into personal and 
social relationships (Weber, 2014a). Weber (2014a, p. 4) understands reality TV as a “critical site of 
cultural production”, the site where processes of the construction of identity and selfhood, norms of 
citizenship, and structures of power become visible.

The narratives in makeover shows are not independent from the culture they exist in (Weber, 
2009). While the idea of the connection between character and looks is especially prominent in the 
US where it has become crucial to be attractive (=thin) to be deemed a “good person” (Heyes, 2006, 
p. 18), makeover shows are a global phenomenon and have risen to popularity not only in the US, 
but also in the Nordic countries, Finland being one of them. The number of Finnish speakers is 
rather small, nationally as well as globally, and the population of Finland is overall highly fluent in 
English. English-language media has a great significance and imported TV shows from the US play 
a crucial role on Finnish TV. The significance of American media is reflected by the sheer amount of 
TV shows and programmes, but also on a societal level—Finland has been nicknamed “the most 
American of the European countries” (Pegley, 2008, p. 92), which shows the apparent influence of 
US-American culture on the Finnish society.

Harjunen (2017) states that Finland and the Nordic countries have been going through a period of 
restructuration through neoliberal policies, which aligns their notion of the individual’s responsibility 
for their success in life with the one present in capitalist countries like the US. There has been a shift 
from the collective to the individual in terms of being responsible for yourself and (not) relying on 
others. In Finland traditionally the focus has been on equality and the benefit of working together as 
a group in contrast to the rather individualist mentality of, for example, the US. The concept of 
“making your own life”, which is expressed in the myth of the American Dream and continues to be 
a big part of the US culture, has become important in the media in the Nordic countries as well; not 
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only through shows that originate in the US, but through productions that adapt concepts from the 
US—the Finnish shows JSD and JHYSD just being two examples amongst many.

I suggest that JSD and JHYSD are intriguing because they connect the traditionally social 
component of Finnish society and the strong ethos of equality with the idea of the “American 
Dream”—while the expert is constructed as part of the group and there is a low hierarchy on the 
surface, the participants are required to submit themselves to immense pressure, which is enacted 
by the expert who is ostensibly “one of them”. I argue thus that these shows are particularly suitable 
for an insight into the hidden workings of power in a society that rejects these exact structures on 
the outside.

Foucault and the makeover: governmentality, disciplinary power and freedom of 
choice

Governmentality relies on surveillance to control individuals and bodies (Foucault, 1995), which 
makes it a helpful concept to examine and understand the hidden workings of power. Techniques of 
governmentality through which individuals are required to organize themselves do not come from 
one singular source of power, but are dispersed throughout society by institutions—schools, the 
medical sector, social work, and the media—as well as cultural structures that authorize and 
legitimize them (Ouellette & Hay, 2013, p. 33). Structures of neoliberalism and governmentality 
are dispersed and supported by the media, in particular reality TV; they are often labelled as care, 
and rarely questioned (Rich, 2011; Weber, 2014a, pp. 26–27).

Disciplinary power is power that strives to shape the body through disciplinary practices— 
visibility and observation, amongst others. It may appear as a “benevolent and life-affirming form of 
power” (Harjunen, 2017, p. 15). In makeover shows, the experts and the whole makeover are 
constructed as being in the “best interest” of the participants and leading them to a new, happy life 
(Foucault, 1990; Harjunen, 2017). This connects to the expert being constructed as caring and 
helpful, but actually functioning as an agent of disciplinary power underneath the layer of 
compassion and care. The expert Jutta is a prime example as she is constructed as caring on the 
first glance, but nevertheless functions as the driving force that surveils, judges and disciplines the 
participants from within the group—compassionate control is a central element of their 
relationship.

Women’s size is highly connected to their social acceptability and their bodies are the prime 
targets of practices of disciplinary power such as “intensive normative control” (Harjunen, 
2017, p. 12). Dieting constructs the “docile body” (Heyes, 2006, p. 127) and can be seen as 
a gendered practice. It has been associated with the “tyranny of slenderness” and the enforce
ment of a sought-after ideal body type that carries “a powerful symbolism of self-discipline, 
controlled appetites, and the circumscription of appropriate feminine behaviour and appear
ance” (Heyes, 2006, p. 126). Gender plays a role in defining who or what is fat; as Kyrölä 
(2010) states, female bodies are categorized as fat at a smaller size than male bodies, and it is 
especially unacceptable for women to be fat. This proves true also in JSD and JHYSD, seeing as 
there are significantly more female participants than male participants (26 female vs. ten male 
—36 altogether in all seasons of both shows)—acquiring a thin body is especially important for 
women since it serves as a signifier of “appropriate femininity” (Harjunen, 2017, p. 35). Jutta 
striving to keep her body “feminine” while competing in body building competitions points to 
Heyes’ suggestion that the norm for the ideal body is set by “heterosexual desirability” and is 
clearly gendered (Heyes, 2006, p. 21). Along the lines of neoliberal values, dieting is con
structed as a voluntary act to better the body—women (should) “want” to diet because they 
(should) “want” to achieve a “better” life. Neoliberal ideas shape the way we deal with gendered 
bodies and support normative expectations towards female bodies (Harjunen, 2017).

The notion of choice makes what Gill (2007) calls postfeminist sensibility an important concept 
in the scholarship on neoliberalism, makeover shows and power. Not only have the requirements 
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for women’s bodies to be a certain way become more and more rigorous (regarding outward 
appearance but also sexualization), but, as Gill (2008) states, so have the requirements concerning 
self-surveillance and self-discipline—for the sake of a better, happier life. In the logic of the 
makeover, but also in a society based on neoliberal ideas of agency and consumerism, individuals 
have the choice to change their bodies (and, thus, their lives)—they go through hardship in the 
name of empowerment. The show’s emphasis on freedom of choice and submission as a way to 
empowerment highlights the power relations imposed upon fat (female) individuals on the one 
hand, and postfeminist notions on the other. These elements exist in JSD and JHYSD—the 
participants choose to subject themselves to surveillance and control in order to be rewarded 
with a more acceptable body and “better” life.

Jutta and the super diets

Both JSD and JHYSD are publicly accessible in the archive of the Finnish National Audiovisual 
Institute. Furthermore, they are still aired on cable TV, which makes them relevant even several 
years after their initial production. I approached the shows from a Foucauldian-inspired point of 
view. I systematically viewed the only season of JSD as well as three seasons of JHYSD, identifying 
a few key episodes which I chose for close reading, as they were representative of the shows as 
a whole. I selected several key scenes for the analysis, in which I concentrated on the elements of 
surveillance and control as well as the role of the expert. While other studies (Domoff et al., 2012) 
examined the shows’ effects on the audience, I focused on the contents—what was happening on 
screen as well as the voice over, commentary and possible graphics.

In the beginning of JSD, a cheerful voice-over states that Jutta coaches six “normal women and 
men” to a “tighter body and lighter life”; “taistelu läskiä vastaan”, “the battle against the fat”, is never 
easy, but in Jutta’s “super supportive company” it is at least “more fun”.3 Work on the self should 
clearly always be a source of pleasure—especially for women, and especially if it leads to a “lighter” 
(=better) life (Gill, 2007). Women are not only required to self-manage, self-discipline and work on 
the self to a much greater extent than men, but they are furthermore encouraged to understand 
“self-governance and disciplining of the body” as contributing to their empowerment and pleasure 
(Harjunen, 2017, p. 89). This points to the internalization of the required normalization and use of 
normalizing practices to make their bodies acceptable. Work on the self has always been 
a requirement for the performance of femininity, as well as self-monitoring, vigilance and attention; 
however, it can never be disclosed but should always come naturally and be understood as “fun” 
(Gill, 2007). The episodes focus primarily on Jutta and her daily life, while featuring one participant 
more intensively in each episode. Jutta is a participant and is coached by two other (male) body
builders. In the end, Jutta states that although the process was long and hard, it was of course all 
worth it.

In JHYSD we “meet ten Finnish people who are struggling with serious over-weight”.4 The voice- 
over briefly introduces the participants who explain why they are “overweight” and for how long, 
then follows the first weigh-in which serves to make them face their wrongdoings and, through 
admitting these wrongdoings, take the first step to betterment. As Lupton (2018) argues, measuring 
bodies and quantifying bodily characteristics are integral for the regulation and disciplining of 
bodies since these practices constitute ideals against which individuals must assess themselves. 
Furthermore, measuring and assessing the body and its weight is an “established part of biopolitical 
government of the population in Finland today” (Harjunen, 2017, p. 37)—this becomes very clear in 
the show.

In the introductory sequences, the participants are exposed to humiliating evidence of their own 
failure, such as the contents of their cupboards and fridges. In the makeover that relies “both on 
shaming and love-power” for its transformations (Weber, 2009, p. 82), humiliation serves as means 
to an end and contains a narratological and ideological strategy: it ostensibly (in the premise of 
makeover shows) will inspire the participants to change. In season two, episode one, the 
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participant’s “candy-cupboard” is investigated and subsequently cleaned out; a tangible proof not 
only of the participant’s wrongdoings but also of change and new beginnings: as the participant 
states while throwing away the candy, “now it begins”. The participants become subject to practices 
of surveillance and shame, but also attentiveness; the experts treat the participants with 
a combination of humiliation and care, which is unique to the makeover narrative. The expert is 
constructed as caring, but nevertheless judging the participants: as Jutta states in JHYSD season 
three, episode one, she is “sorry” for making the participants “suffer”, but it is “all for their own 
best”.

Afterwards, the six months of the super diet begin—six months of surveillance and compliance- 
visits, in which Jutta demands explanations if the participant has not lost enough weight. The show 
continues with scenes from the participant’s home camera. The three-months weigh-in takes place 
about halfway into the show and serves to either reward or reprimand the participant depending on 
how close they got to their three-month goal. After six months, the participant’s fitness state is 
assessed, and they are weighed for the last time. If they have not reached their goal, they are required 
to explain why; if they have reached their goal, they are rewarded with a prize (for example a date 
night or a membership at Jutta’s gym). In the end, the camera shows their “before” and “after”- 
bodies in a split screen. I suggest that what we see here corresponds to what McRobbie (2004) 
identifies as a significant step in terms of individuals being judged based on their bodies: the 
participants are being divided into those who manage to live up to their personal responsibility and 
those who fail. The power relations work at the level of embodiment and are “productive of new 
realms of injury and injustice.” (McRobbie, 2004, p. 26).

The expert and elements of surveillance and control

Scholarship has shown that makeover shows follow certain scripts, which are similar—if not the 
same—throughout different formats, shows, and countries (Kavka, 2006; Weber, 2009). JSD and 
JHYSD feature several elements that are typical for the makeover narrative: the role of the expert 
and the elements of control and surveillance are particularly important for the dissemination of 
power structures and the narratives of control that are present in the shows. In terms of the 
neoliberal ideal of disciplined, efficient citizens, fat individuals are seen to have let themselves go 
(Lupton, 2018), which is why they need an authoritative figure in their lives: the expert. The experts 
are presented as authoritative educators; questioning or even rejecting these authoritative figures is 
punished with shaming and other sanctions (Kyrölä 2010, p. 68). In JHYSD, this most often means 
more rigorous training and a stricter diet—it is not an option to question the experts or the goals 
they have set.

While shame and humiliation mark the beginning of makeovers, the promise of equality and 
respect at the end of a successful makeover is constantly present; respect is possible when the 
participants have reached a valid selfhood and, through extensive work on themselves, have become 
a “real” worthy person. This is not an arbitrary point—the closer the participants get to the “ideal”, 
the better they are treated. As Kyrölä (2010) states, this ideal is seemingly effortlessly embodied by 
the experts, normatively appropriate agents that perpetuate structures of power in their relation to 
the participants. What the experts embody effortlessly, the participants have to work hard for, 
furthering the gap between them—how could something be so hard for them that is so “natural” for 
the experts? By this logic the participants can also achieve the perfect body and self—this highlights 
the very premise of the makeover shows (Kyrölä, 2014). Jutta is an unusual expert because she does 
not embody the ideals effortlessly—as she states in JHYSD, season two, episode nine, she “has to 
watch what she eats, otherwise she would also be fat”—this makes it much harder to argue against 
her, since if it is possible for her to withstand the temptations and eat “right”, it should be just as 
possible for the participants.

There is usually a clear separation between participants’ and experts’ lives and there are certain 
power dynamics and hierarchies at play, with the expert commonly being fit, flawless and all- 
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knowing, while the desperate participant is in dire need of their help (Kyrölä, 2014; Weber, 2009). 
The expert serves to “help” the participant by inflicting extreme pressure on them but is also 
constructed as being affectionate, attentive and caring, which obscures the power relations that are 
present in the shows. While it seems illogical that surrendering to an authority enables an 
individual’s empowerment, this exact notion is nevertheless the premise and central declaration 
of makeover shows (Weber, 2009, p. 74). The makeover logic strongly implies that subordination 
empowers, and individuals must surrender to experts to become empowered; “salvation through 
submission” appears as the central premise (Weber, 2009, p. 2, 6). Interestingly, because the 
participants are shown to be taking part in the makeover voluntarily, their decision to subordinate 
themselves is also viewed as volitional; however, they subordinate themselves under structurally 
oppressive and narrow choices, which are ultimately the outcome of a network of power that is 
hierarchically and authoritatively organized (Weber, 2009, p. 78).

Surveillance and observation are key methods of the ostensibly empowering subordination. As 
“a network of relations” (Foucault, 1995, p. 175), surveillance does not only work from top to 
bottom or bottom to top, but also laterally, which is the case here. This network keeps “the whole 
together and traverses it in its entirety with effects of power that derive from one another: super
visors, perpetually supervised.” (Foucault, 1995, p. 176). As both expert and participant, Jutta guides 
the transformation of the other participants from within the group; this an example of power 
coming from the inside. I argue that this is one of the most effective ways that power and oppression 
work. The power dynamics are effective because they are not easy to identify and thus not easy to 
challenge.

In JHYSD, Jutta has “graduated” from a participant to being a coach herself, which Hass 
identifies as a common occurrence in the “after” of a makeover show—“the student becomes the 
master” (Hass, 2017, p. 136). Jutta’s authority to guide the participants is granted by her having 
undergone a makeover herself, which illustrates the “exchange of roles that is made possible by 
reality television” (Hass, 2017, p. 143) and is an example of an individual having surrendered to an 
expert to become empowered (Weber, 2009). Jutta is constructed as an easily approachable, down- 
to-earth mentor, who is responsible for the support and supervision of the participants, but also 
visits them at home, motivates and consoles them. On the other hand, she is the one responsible for 
setting their goals, planning their diets, and in the end is the one rewarding or reprimanding the 
participants for reaching or not reaching their goals—she is the one the participants report to and 
whose validation they strive for. Jutta and her relationship to the participants is an example of the 
aforementioned concept of “affective domination” (Weber, 2009, p. 82)—the experts maintain 
a relationship of power over and care for the participants, which feeds into the unequal power 
dynamics.

It is important to keep in mind that although Jutta is seemingly “one of the participants” in both 
shows, she is still the supervisor, the initiator, the one who pulls the strings. By being both 
supervisor and supervised she has internalized the “disciplinary regime” (Harjunen, 2017, p. 97) 
and ultimately keeps the power structures up. Through internalizing the disciplinary gaze, she has 
found a way out of the group of defective, supervised participants; she has been rewarded with 
“normalcy” (Harjunen, 2017; Weber, 2009, 2014a).

Control and surveillance

In JSD the participants are shown in their homes, in nature, at work; these scenes are filmed by an 
official camera team. They are weighed and assessed when they come to the gym, but they are not 
shown weighing themselves at home. In the end of the show, when Jutta competes first in the body 
fitness finals in Finland, and then in the body fitness world championship, she gets most visibility 
when she is on stage, presenting her body in front of an audience. Her status as a competitor makes 
her a participant in the group of dieters in the show, which constitutes the basis for the implementa
tion of her expertship from inside the group. Overall, there seems to be little observation from the 
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expert(s); the participants are under observation when they come to exercise in the gym, and when 
Jutta goes grocery shopping with them (to ensure they know which choices to make), but apart from 
that, they are largely left to their own devices. This is atypical for the makeover narrative that relies 
heavily on supervision and surveillance (Springer, 2014; Weber, 2009).

After having been weighed and assessed for the first time, the participants in JHYSD receive 
a camcorder to take home, which they call the “kotikamera” (home camera) and use to document 
their daily life during the diet. They mostly disclose their shortcomings in terms of diet or exercise, 
such as one participant in season three who confesses that she “ate 10 cashews” that she was not 
supposed to eat. It furthermore serves as a psychotherapist to some, as the voice-over states in 
season one, episode one—meaning someone (or something, in this case) they can, and should, be 
totally honest with, implying the psychological imperative of working not only on the body, but the 
mind (Ringrose & Walkerdine, 2008). Since they operate it themselves, they choose what and when 
to record—they choose to bring certain problems and topics forward and make them visible, which 
opens them up for the workings of power because they willingly let the disciplinary gaze in (Lupton, 
2018, p. 21). They take part in the perpetual visibility of their lives which makes the surveillance and 
control even more efficient due to the (seemingly) voluntary aspect of it all. I argue that although it 
is not putting them on constant display because it can be turned off, it nevertheless serves as a proof 
of misdemeanour and powerful tool of observation. The participants enact the power upon 
themselves, they become accomplices in their subordination, which is an efficient way of maintain
ing discipline; the constant visibility “maintains the disciplined individual in [their] subjection” 
(Foucault, 1995, p. 187).

Surveillance is based on “a system of permanent registration” (Foucault, 1995, p. 196). In JHYSD, 
season three, episode nine, Jutta confirms this; her “watching eye is always present”, her observation 
is constant and omnipresent. Surveillance is constructed as a reasonable means to help the 
participants, as something they should be thankful for, as they can count on the “support” of the 
experts at all times. This shows the disciplinary intimacy that is typical for makeover shows—the 
participants are always on display and under oversight, thus under (the threat of) shame and 
humiliation. Jutta can clearly be identified as the “agent of love-power” (Weber, 2009, p. 114), who 
aims to “save” the suffering participants by employing strategies of “affective domination” (Weber, 
2009, p. 97)—the docility which is established by the constant surveillance serves as a precondition 
for this. She comes to check in on and investigate the participants regularly, especially when she 
assumes that they are not sticking to the diet. In season one, episode one, the voice-over states that 
Jutta, who used to work as a police officer, “puts on her emergency lights and siren” and goes to 
investigate, which resembles an actor of disciplinary power checking in on the participants. The 
implication is clear: the fat person has (at least ostensibly) committed a crime which must be 
investigated by the source of power.

Control and surveillance are constructed as appropriate to help the participants, especially 
because the participant chooses to subordinate themselves under the control of the expert. It is 
important to take care of them and help them improve their lives because they, as fat people, cannot 
do it themselves (obviously, because otherwise they wouldn’t even have gotten fat)—this plays into 
the neoliberal idea of being responsible for one’s health (Norman, Rail, & Jette, 2016) and ’fate’. The 
idea of submission being necessary for empowerment becomes very clear in JSD and JHYSD: in 
both shows, the participants are disciplined, controlled and educated—all in the name of a “better” 
life.

The participants find happiness in their transformed bodies, which are transformed to comply 
with certain normative standards. Agency and consumer freedom, key features of neoliberalism, are 
presented as first and foremost women’s empowerment—health is presented as a choice and 
women are free to make the choice of being healthy (Gailey & Harjunen, 2019). This makes the 
participants accomplices in their own oppression—they consent to the transformations voluntarily 
and take active roles (Palmer, 2014, p. 314). However, women’s ostensibly free choice is connected 
to practices of (self-) regulation and discipline that are aimed at maintaining a normative, thin body 
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(Gailey & Harjunen, 2019). The value of women and their empowerment is linked to the female 
body; a beautiful body and the consequential selfhood thus seemingly enable empowerment, which 
can only be achieved through previous submission (Weber, 2014a, pp. 25–26).

While the requirements concerning the normative female body are increasingly rigorous, they are 
treated as something that women want to conform to and they “work through the internalisation of 
discipline and so-called ‘free’-choice” (Harjunen, 2017, p. 95). Gill (2019, p. 148) argues that “surveil
lance is a feminist issue” and identifies a higher level of not only peer-, but also self-surveillance for 
women, which extends to new areas in life; there is a focus on the psychological aspect, and it is necessary 
to transform oneself not only physically, but also mentally (Gill, 2008, p. 441). All these suggestions are 
evident in JSD and JHYSD. Interestingly, there is an increase in (self-) surveillance from JSD to JHYSD, 
which points to the increasing requirements for women to participate in these actions. In JHYSD 
surveillance clearly extends to more areas in life than just the gym—the participants are observed and 
controlled at home, at work, in terms of diet and exercise. The psychological aspect plays an important 
role in JHYSD when the participants are required to work on their mental health, for example through 
sharing their most intimate thoughts with the home camera that doubles as a psychiatrist. Clearly, the 
goal is a mental transformation in addition to the physical one; in the end of season two, episode four, 
a participant states that the mental transformation has become more important to her than the physical 
change and the numbers on the scale. The physical transformation is openly presented as having been 
the precondition for the mental transformation, stressing the importance of a perfect body for a happy 
life—Jutta highlights this in season two, episode eight, when she tells a participant to get in the best shape 
physically, so that she can be able to be in a good shape mentally.

Conclusion

Both the show JSD and the expert Jutta are unusual for the makeover genre, because Jutta is 
constructed as being rather similar to the participants and facing the same struggles. While 
seemingly encouraging a more equal relation, this in fact perpetuates the notion that the slim, 
perfect body is obtainable for everyone (Kyrölä, 2014)—if it is possible for “regular” Jutta, it is 
also possible for the “regular” participant and there is no excuse for them not to be able to achieve 
it. Of course, the fact that Jutta has a background in bodybuilding, having worked on her body 
together with specialists while training for and competing in several competitions and champion
ships, and is therefore not at all as “regular” as the participants when it comes to health and 
sports, is overlooked.

The (then still fat) participants surrender part of their self-determination in the beginning of the 
makeover. It becomes clear that the fat body is not deserving of integrity, it is not the participants’ 
body anymore, but in the fat “state” it is “handed over” to the experts. They are given control of the 
participants’ body—by setting the dieting and exercise schedules, measuring, weighing, observing 
and assessing, and by the surveillance that is prevalent. The participants “earn their body back” 
when it/they are thin, hereby earning their right to be accepted and respected.

In the end of JHYSD we see the participants in their “after”-state—thin, happy, satisfied—in the 
studio next to Jutta and the scale. Before being weighed for the last time, they watch themselves as 
they were before, seeing a video of themselves before the “transformation”, commonly the first 
scene in which they were facing their wrongdoings. We get to observe their reactions as well as past 
moments in a picture-in-picture, exemplifying at the same time a moment of self-surveillance as 
well as surveillance by the audience. The participants commonly cry or make disgusted faces—even 
(or especially?) for themselves, their own body was neither likeable nor acceptable before the 
transformation. This not only negates and rejects their “old” self, but furthermore legitimizes the 
strict methods that were employed by the coach(es)—after all, they were able to achieve their 
“after”-body, so it was all worth it in the end, no matter the means. This is confirmed in season two, 
episode nine, when the participant enthusiastically answers “yes” to Jutta’s question “was it all 
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worth it, the work, the hassle, the sweat, gritting your teeth?” and states that they never want to go 
back to their old habits.

The shows operate in a “neoliberal climate of individual empowerment, freedom and self-care 
(Warin, 2010, p. 34), and freedom of choice as an important part of the makeover is visible in these 
shows—the participants “choose” to lose weight to become healthy and change their life (for the better, 
of course). However, there is only one correct choice (losing weight) and, in the end, individuals are 
striving to be the one that makes the “right” choices (McRobbie, 2004, p. 261). It is therefore apparent 
that while choice can be empowering, it can also be restricting and constraining—following strict rules 
about nutrition and exercise and working hard towards a body that corresponds to the normative 
feminine ideal is hardly free (Gill, 2007; McRobbie, 2004). The precondition for the freedom of choice 
is thus giving up freedom (Heyes, 2006), which corresponds to the idea of giving up power to become 
empowered (Weber, 2009). What we can see here is thus not only the legitimization of surveillance and 
control as means to make individuals lose weight, but also surrendering to the rules and power of 
experts for the individual’s empowerment—it is all fair to achieve the “perfect” body and life.

The narrative legitimizes the surveillance and subordination of the participants to the experts— 
in the end it was all worth it, because they have a new body, a new self, a better life. It implies that 
a confession is necessary to start a better life, surveillance is acceptable to get the participant’s life 
under control and being thin makes the participant a worthy person. Fatness is constructed as being 
solely the participant’s own fault; being thin, on the other hand, is not their own achievement, but 
they emphasize the role of the expert in their success, which furthermore legitimizes the use of 
controlling techniques. Being thin leads to the participants finally being able to be their real, true, 
beautiful selves. The disciplinary practices of control and surveillance are disguised as care. In the 
logic of the makeover, weight loss leads to a “new” body, a “new” self, and an empowered, happy life 
—and any method is suitable to achieve that.

Finland has been seen by some to be unique in its consideration for social justice and the sense of 
shared responsibility (Sahlberg, 2011), which can be seen to a certain extent in JSD, and to a lesser extent 
in JHYSD. The shift in focus between JSD and JHYSD and the fact that Jutta supervises the participants 
from inside the group in the earlier show, to then function as the expert and “lead from the outside/top” 
in the second show, might indicate a general shift from the traditionally “equal” Finnish ideal of society 
to a more individualistic, neoliberal model (see Harjunen, 2017). This hints towards a certain restruc
turation in society—which, however, extends further than the scope of this article. These considerations 
might pose the danger of taking part in the “Finnish exceptionalism” (see for example Keskinen, 2012) 
that paints a picture of Finnish society as being inclusive, fair, and equal without fault—these issues have 
to be considered when further exploring the topic. In any case, it is worthwhile to take cultural 
specificities and overlaps into account when attempting to understand makeover TV shows and the 
elements of power they contain—not only on a national, but also global level.

Notes

1. All translations from Finnish to English by SR.
2. JHYSD, voice-over in the introduction to each episode.
3. JSD, voice-over in the introduction to each episode.
4. JHYSD, voice-over in the introduction to each episode.

Disclosure statement

No potential conflict of interest was reported by the author(s).

Funding

This work was supported by the Suomen Kulttuurirahasto [00200929 Central Fund].

NORA—NORDIC JOURNAL OF FEMINIST AND GENDER RESEARCH 299



Notes on contributor

Susanne Ritter is a PhD student at the Department of Gender Studies at Åbo Akademi University in Turku, Finland. 
She has a background in Media Studies and her research concentrates on fat bodies, relationships of power, body 
politics, and makeover shows.

References

Contois, E. J. H. (2019). Gender and dieting. In D. M. Kaplan (Ed.), Encyclopedia of food and agricultural ethics (pp. 
1398–1403). Dordrecht: Springer.

Cooper, C. (2016). Fat activism. A radical social movement. Bristol: HammerOn Press.
Domoff, S. E., Hinman, N. G., Koball, A. M., Storfer-Isser, A., Carhart, V. L., Baik, K. D., & Carels, R. A. (2012). The 

effects of reality television on weight bias: An examination of the biggest loser. Obesity, 20(5), 993–998.
Foucault, M. (1980). The history of sexuality. Volume 1: An introduction. New York: Vintage Books.
Foucault, M. (1990). The will to Knowledge. Volume 1 of the history of sexuality. New York: Vintage Books.
Foucault, M. (1995). Discipline & punish. The birth of the prison (2nd ed.). New York: Vintage Books.
Franco, J. (2008). Extreme Makeover. Television & New Media, 9(6), 471–486.
Gailey, J. A., & Harjunen, H. (2019). A cross-cultural examination of fat women’s experiences: stigma and gender in 

North American and finnish culture. Feminism and Psychology, 2019, 1–17.
Gill, R. (2007). Postfeminist media culture. Elements of a sensibility. European Journal of Cultural Studies, 10(2), 

147–166.
Gill, R. (2008). Culture and subjectivity in neoliberal and postfeminist times. Subjectivity, 25(1), 432–445.
Gill, R. (2019). Surveillance is a feminist issue. In T. Oren & A. Press (Eds.), The Routledge handbook of contemporary 

feminism (pp. 148–161). Abington: Routledge.
Harjunen, H. (2017). Neoliberal bodies and the gendered fat body. London: Routledge.
Hass, M. (2017). After the after: The Biggest Loser and post-makeover narrative trajectories in digital media. Fat 

Studies, 6(2), 135–151.
Heller, D. (Ed.). (2006). The Great American makeover: Television, history, nation. New York: Palgrave Macmillan.
Heyes, C. J. (2006, Spring). Foucault goes to weight watchers. Hypatia, 21(2), 126–149.
Karsay, K., & Schmuck, D. (2017). “Weak, sad, and lazy fatties”: Adolescents’ explicit and implicit weight bias 

following exposure to weight loss reality TV shows. Media Psychology, 22(1), 60–81.
Kavka, M. (2006). Changing properties: The makeover show crosses the Atlantic. In D. A. Heller (Ed.), The Great 

American makeover: Television, history, nation (pp. 211–229). New York: Palgrave Macmillan.
Keskinen, S. (2012). Reading history through Finnish exceptionalism. In K. Loftsdottir & L. Jensen (Eds.), Whiteness 

and postcolonialism in the nordic region: Exceptionalism, migrant others and national identities (pp. 73–88). Surrey: 
Ashgate Publishing Limited.

Kyrölä, K. (2010). The weight of images. Affective engagements with fat corporeality in the media. Turku: Annales 
Universitatis Turkuensis.

Kyrölä, K. (2014). The weight of images. Affect, body image and fat in the media. Burlington: Ashgate.
Lewis, T. (Ed). (2013). TV transformations. Revealing the makeover show. Abingdon: Routledge.
Lupton, D. (2018). Fat (second edition). London: Routledge.
McNay, L. (1992). Foucault and Feminism. Cambridge: Polity Press.
McRobbie, A. (2004). Post-feminism and popular culture. Feminist Media Studies, 4(3), 255–264.
McRobbie, A. (2009). The aftermath of feminism. Gender, culture and social change. London: Sage.
Norman, M. E., Rail, G., & Jette, S. (2016). Screening the un-scene: De-constructing the (bio)politics of story telling in 

a reality makeover weight loss series. In J. Ellison, D. McPhail, & W. Mitchinson (Eds.), Obesity in Canada: 
Historical and critical perspectives (pp. 342–372). Toronto: University of Toronto Press.

Ouellette, L., & Hay, J. (2013). Makeover television, governmentality and the good citizen. In T. Lewis (Ed.), TV 
transformations. Revealing the makeover show (pp. 31–44). Abingdon: Routledge.

Palmer, G. (2014). Legitimate targets. Reality television and large people. In B. R. Weber (Ed.), Reality gendervision. 
Sexuality & gender on transatlantic reality television (pp. 299–315). Durham: Duke University Press.

Pegley, K. (2008). Coming to you wherever you are. Much music, MTV and youth identities. Middletown: Wesleyan 
University Press.

Plotz, B. (2020). Fat on film: Gender, race and body size in contemporary hollywood cinema. London: Bloomsbury 
Academic.

Rich, E. (2011). ‘I see her being obesed!’: Public pedagogy, reality media and the obesity crisis. Health: An 
Interdisciplinary Journal for the Study of Health, Illness and Medicine, 15(1), 3–21.

Ringrose, J., & Walkerdine, V. (2008). Regulating the abject: The TV make-over as site of neo-liberal reinvention 
toward bourgeois femininity. Feminist Media Studies, 8(3), 227–246.

300 S. RITTER



Sahlberg, P. (2011). Finnish lessons: What can the world learn from educational change in Finland? New York: 
Teachers College Press.

Scharff, C., & Gill, R. (Eds.). (2011). New femininities. Postfeminism, neoliberalism, and subjectivity. Basingstoke: 
Palgrave MacMillan.

Springer, K. (2014). Jade Goody’s preemptive hagiography. Neoliberal citizenship and reality TV celebrity. In 
B. R. Weber (Ed.), Reality gendervision. Sexuality & gender on transatlantic reality television (pp. 211–231). 
Durham: Duke University Press.

Warin, M. (2010). Foucault’s progeny: Jamie Oliver and the art of governing obesity. Social Theory & Health, 9(1), 
24–40.

Weber, B. (2014b). When America’s Queen of talk saved Britain’s Duchess of pork. Finding Sarah, Oprah Winfrey 
and transatlantic self-making. In B. R. Weber (Ed.), Reality gendervision. Sexuality & gender on transatlantic reality 
television (pp. 97–122). Durham: Duke University Press.

Weber, B. R. (2009). Makeover TV. Selfhood, citizenship, and celebrity. Durham: Duke University Press.
Weber, B. R. (Ed.). (2014). Reality gendervision. Sexuality & gender on transatlantic reality television. Durham: Duke 

University Press.
Weber, B. R. (2014a). Trash talk. Gender as an analytic in reality television. In B. R. Weber (Ed.), Reality gendervision. 

Sexuality & gender on transatlantic reality television (pp. 1–34). Durham: Duke University Press.
Zimdars, M. (2019). Watching our weights. The contradictions of televising fatness in the “obesity epidemic”. New 

Brunswick: Rutgers University Press.

NORA—NORDIC JOURNAL OF FEMINIST AND GENDER RESEARCH 301


	Abstract
	Introduction
	Neoliberalism and the makeover
	Foucault and the makeover: governmentality, disciplinary power and freedom of choice
	Jutta and the super diets
	The expert and elements of surveillance and control
	Control and surveillance
	Conclusion
	Notes
	Disclosure statement
	Funding
	Notes on contributor
	References

