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With her Book Club, talk show host Oprah Winfrey has used the 

relatively new technology of television to revive literature. Despite the 

odds against her—selecting hard-to-read, quirky books by generally 

unknown authors—Winfrey has successfully created women's spaces for 

the 1990s, not so different from the American women's social clubs from 

the late 1800s and early 1900s, and the French salons of the sixteenth 

and seventeenth centuries. This study will show how Oprah's Book Club 

allows readers, especially women, to use the psychological processes of 

transference and transactional reading by using fictional literature from 

the Book Club to discuss sensitive areas of their lives. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

Since its Golden Age in the 1950s, television has consumed the 

attention of Americans, causing a decline in the popularity of print 

media. As newspaper sales diminish and large American cities become 

one-newspaper towns, television viewership constantly rises. As more 

homes connect to the internet, fewer books grace nightstands and 

shelves. "In terms of media consumption, the average American adult 

spends about four hours a day watching television, about three hours 

listening to the radio, and about half an hour reading a newspaper" 

(Straubhaar & LaRose, 1997, p. 4). In their 1990 study, Zill and Winglee 

found that "the proportion [of Americans] who read serious literature of 

all forms in the course of a year seems to be about 7 to 12 percent of the 

adult population" and that "literature reading is stagnant or even 

declining, when various demographic factors indicate that it should be 

increasing" (Zill & Winglee, 1990, p. viii). These demographic factors 

include education level, individual history and current life situation. 

Factors such as gender, age, ethnic background, income level and place of 



residence also play a role, but tell only a limited amount about a 

person's inclination to read (p. 49-50). 

Television and the internet, however, are not the enemies, 

systematically setting out to destroy every aspect of the print industry. 

Television news serves its purpose by informing and educating millions 

of people, and the internet—itself a print medium of sorts—gives users 

access to valuable intellectual resources that they otherwise would never 

experience. One person who is involved in the television industry has 

chosen to use the means at hand—her access into American homes via 

television—to spark an enormous interest in reading, changing viewers 

into readers: Oprah Winfrey. 

The Research Question and Methodology 

With her Book Club, talk show host Oprah Winfrey has used the 

relatively new medium of television to promote and support the much 

older medium of literature. Despite the odds against her—selecting hard-

to-read, quirky books by relatively unknown authors—Winfrey has been 

successful. This study will show how Oprah's Book Club allows readers, 

especially women, to use the psychological processes of transference and 

transactional reading to discuss sensitive areas of their lives. These 

processes use fictional literature showcased in the club to place an 



emphasis on self-definition; subjects include relationships between 

mother and child, child abduction, teen pregnancy, foster families, 

midwifery, chastity, verbal and physical abuse, domestic violence, rape, 

murder, adultery, May/December romances, obesity, dwarfism, 

schizophrenia, HIV, Down's syndrome, the American prison system, Nazi 

war crimes, controlling religious sects, and the individual's search for 

identity. 

In order to better understand what a paradox it is that a television 

program would choose to promote literacy—and successfully, at that—it 

is necessary to take a brief look at television's prevalence in society and 

how it has been studied in the past. It is important also to examine The 

Oprah Winfrey Show, noting how it has changed throughout its 13 

syndicated seasons from a stereotypical "tabloid" talk show to one that 

in 1998 claimed to be "Change Your Life TV." Book clubs, whether they 

have been connected to Winfrey or not, have always maintained an 

influence on literature; it is essential, then, to review their history. 

Transference and transactional reading are both psychological 

terms which help to explain how Oprah's Book Club operates. Readers 

who participate in televised Book Club discussions consistently exhibit 

transference by comparing their personal lives to the fictional lives of 



characters. Book Club participants also use the lessons imparted in the 

novels and bring about change in their own lives. For the purposes of 

this study, transference is defined as "the process by which emotions and 

desires originally associated with one person or event... are 

unconsciously shifted to another person or event" (American Heritage 

Dictionary, 1992). Transactional reading is defined as an encounter 

between a particular reader and a particular text in a particular time 

and place; both the reader and the text share elements of a common 

story (Appleyard, 1990, p. 9). In essence, the reader and the text interact 

in a feedback loop (p. 9. The process of reading itself is defined as 

examining and grasping the meaning of printed or written characters, as 

of words or music (American Heritage Dictionary, 1992). Reading may be 

classified as passive or active. The reader puts little effort into reading 

passively (Radway, 1997, p. 143), but must exert much more energy 

when reading actively. An active reader commits him- or herself to 

reading a novel more than once in order to gain a deeper insight than 

the reader who simply skims once (Winfrey, 1996, October 18, p. 23). 

Until the late 1800s and early 1900s, reading was traditionally 

considered a male-dominated activity in the United States. The rise of 



the women's club movement during this time period, however, helped 

change this social construct (Gere, 1997, p. 34). 

American women's social clubs have long incorporated both 

literature and service activities into their organizations. Research on 

such clubs begins with those in existence in the 1860s and continues to 

the present day. Martin's exploration (1987) covers the years 1860 to 

1910; Blair (1980) researches the years 1868 to 1914; Gere (1997) follows 

the club movement from 1880 to 1920; Murolo (1997) delves into the 

years between 1884 and 1928. Scott (1991) takes a more holistic 

approach and examines women's associations throughout American 

history. Spender (1995) tackles the more recent phenomenon of women 

in cyberspace; while not dealing specifically with women's clubs, 

Spender's research does examine groups of women gaining a kind of 

power, an occurrence which can be likened to the activities of women's 

social groups dating back as far as the beginning of American history. It 

is important to examine how these historical women's social clubs 

compare and contrast to Oprah's Book Club. In order to better 

understand these comparisons, we must explore the reasons why her 

Book Club was originally formed and what Winfrey's hopes for it were 

and are. 
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An in-depth analysis of how readers—especially female readers-

use transference and transactional reading introduces psychological 

theories that we utilize in the field of communications. In order to more 

successfully understand these ideas, we must explore the concept of 

reading" and what it means to people, specifically women, because in 

order to see how reading can be transactional, one must first grasp the 

meaning of reading. Tracy (1988) and Schwartz (1994) have conducted 

helpful literary transference studies; Appleyard (1990) introduces the 

idea of transactional reading, and analysis of his research is of particular 

use to this study. By examining transcripts from the 20 Book Club 

discussions aired on The Oprah Winfrey Show, I have discovered 

numerous examples of readers using transference and transactional 

reading. In fact, every discussion of every book contains at least one 

example. Finally, connections may be made between female readers in 

general—and female readers who participate in Oprah's Book Club 

specifically—and the psychological phenomenon of transference and 

transactional reading. 

Oprah's Book Club 

The Oprah Winfrey Show debuted in September 1984 and has been 

syndicated since the 1986-1987 season. Now in its thirteenth syndicated 



season, the show is the highest-rated program featuring the talk show 

format in television history. According to the show's official internet web 

page, "(I)t is seen by 33 million viewers a week in the United States and 

is broadcast in 135 countries" (The Oprah Winfrey Show, 1998). Winfrey 

recognizes that her viewers are predominantly female, and refers to them 

using feminine pronouns (Adler, 1997, p. 68-70). Oprah has remained 

the number one talk show for 12 consecutive seasons, and has received 

32 Emmy awards, seven of which were awarded to Winfrey as host (The 

Oprah Winfrey Show, 1998). For the purposes of this research study, The 

Oprah Winfrey Show will be referred to either by its entire name or by 

the abbreviated Oprah. 

On September 17, 1996, Winfrey announced the formation of 

Oprah's Book Club, an on-air reading club designed "to get the whole 

country reading again" (Winfrey, 1996, September 17, p. 24). She claimed 

she wanted "the biggest reading book club in the whole world" (p. 23), 

but little did she know what was in store. Since that first show, Winfrey 

has chosen approximately one book per month, "assigning" it to her 

readers to complete by the next Book Club program, aired about a 

month later. Winfrey, the book's author and from four to six viewers 

gather for a meal over which they discuss the book. Segments from the 
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dinner are then broadcast on Oprah so viewers not attending the 

meeting can share the experience. 

Oprah s Book Club has showcased 24 books by 19 different authors 

as of February 26, 1999. All of the books have been fiction except one: 

The Heart of a Woman by Maya Angelou. Three books are aimed at a 

juvenile audience: The Best Way to Play, The Meanest Thing to Say and 

The Treasure Hunt, all by Bill Cosby. Three authors—Toni Morrison, 

Wally Lamb and Kaye Gibbons—have had two of their works spotlighted 

by the club; Cosby is the only author who has had three books included 

in the club's repertoire. 

Winfrey's wish for "the biggest reading book club in the whole 

world" is on its way toward being fulfilled. The club's first selection, The 

Deep End of the Ocean by Jacquelyn Mitchard, was first published in 

early 1996 with 100,000 copies printed. After Winfrey announced it as an 

Oprah's Book Club selection, 850,000 more copies had to be printed 

(Gray, 1996, p. 84). The second selection, Song of Solomon by Toni 

Morrison, printed an additional 895,000 copies to supplement the 

existing 374,000 (p. 84). Jane Hamilton's The Book of Ruth, the club's 

third selection, added 600,000 copies to its mere 85,000 already in 

existence, increasing its availability by seven times (p. 84). When Winfrey 



announced Angelou's book as her seventh selection, she told viewers that 

"the printing presses have been running full speed for the past two weeks 

to print a million books. Over 27 truckloads have gone out, all to make 

sure our next book is stocked and ready at your local bookstore today" 

(Winfrey, 1997, May 9, p. 16). 

Public libraries have been overwhelmed with requests for the books 

Winfrey recommended. On September 22, 1997, Winfrey gave the first 

eight Book Club selections to all her viewers who had written to the show 

complaining that they were low on the books' waiting lists at their local 

public libraries, some waiting behind more than 300 people for their 

opportunity to read that month's selection (Winfrey, 1997, September 22, 

p. 5, 7). 

Winfrey continually reminds her viewers that she makes no profit 

directly from the books she chooses. Profits from book sales go to the 

author, publisher and others; Winfrey "profits" by attracting viewers and 

consistently receiving high ratings. On June 18, 1997, Winfrey announced 

that Starbucks Coffee would begin to sell Oprah's Book Club selections in 

its stores across the country. All profits from the books—with no cut 

going to the author, publisher or others—would be given to various 

literacy projects (Winfrey, 1997, June 18, p. 18). 
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By the Book Club's ninth program, Oprah had received more than 

50,000 letters from viewers wanting to appear on a Book Club show, 

wanting to share their love or hatred for a selection, and wanting to tell 

Winfrey personally how much they appreciated the club (Winfrey, 1997, 

September 22, p. 3). Oprah's Book Club seems to have gotten the 

country, and especially women, reading again. One woman wrote that 

it s been 20 years since I read a novel" (p. 3). Another said "I just want 

to tell you it's the first time I've read a book in about 12 years" (p. 3). 

Viewer Candy Siebert wrote to say that she had never read a complete 

book in her entire life until she read the Book Club's fourth selection, 

She's Come Undone by Wally Lamb. Siebert said that she "cried at the 

end and it was because I finished it" (p. 4). A woman named Peggy 

hadn't read a fiction book for 20 years; she said "You've gotten me back 

to a pleasure I haven't enjoyed since pre-child raising" (p. 5). 

The authors of the books chosen by Winfrey have received more 

attention from readers since the Book Club's inception. Each of the books 

selected for the club have become instant bestsellers (The Oprah Winfrey 

Show, 1998). After Wally Lamb's She's Come Undone was announced in 

January 1997 and then discussed in February, his readership widened. 

When Oprah came tapping at the biosphere door, it was a kick, but I 
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sort of had to take a hiatus for a couple of months," said Lamb (Gleick, 

1998, p. 81). At one point, Lamb was receiving about 75 letters a month 

from readers, and he had to rent a telephone-free office away from his 

home in order to finish his second novel, I Know This Much Is True, also 

chosen by Winfrey for the club (p. 81). Jacquelyn Mitchard said she was 

"dumbfounded, honest to gosh" when The Deep End of the Ocean was 

chosen as the club's premier selection (p. 81). The Book of Ruth's Jane 

Hamilton gave "three cheers for the book club, for last year [1996], for 

this year [1997], for the new readers, the old readers, and for all those 

authors to come who are going to have their lives transformed and who 

will have the surprise of their lives" (Winfrey, 1997, September 22, p. 17). 

Some publishers offer guidance to readers following Oprah's Book 

Club selections. Many of the publishers of her selections offer reading 

group guides for her picks. Vintage Books has distributed pamphlets to 

book stores for Edwidge Danticat's Breath, Eyes, Memory and Chris 

Bohjalian's Midwives. Each pamphlet contained a book summary, 15 

questions for discussion, suggestions for further reading and a biography 

of the author including a list of the author's publications. Copies of 

Mitchard's The Deep End of the Ocean contained an advertisement for a 

free copy of a reading group guide which includes information on how to 
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form a reading group. Billie Letts' Where The Heart Is contained a 16-

page supplement at the end of the book which included an interview 

with the author, ten discussion questions and a short essay by the 

author. These reading guides encourage interactivity between the reader 

and book; even if a reader does not watch the televised Book Club 

discussion, he or she may still approach the book from a more academic 

point-of-view, interpreting and contemplating literature instead of 

simply scanning it. 

SimonSays.com, the official internet web page for Simon & 

Schuster, Inc., offers reading guides for a variety of its bestsellers, 

including Lamb's She's Come Undone and Ursula Hegi's Stones From The 

River. Amazon.com, an online book, music, video and gift store, features 

Oprah's Book Club selection of the month on its home page, with links to 

a page featuring not only purchasing information, but also reviews by 

magazines and newspapers. Readers are also encouraged to write reviews 

for the books and assign them a rating of one to five stars. 

Barnesandnoble.com, an internet version of the national bookstore chain 

Barnes and Noble, will send e-mail about Oprah's Book Club to interested 

readers who provide their e-mail addresses. When a new selection is 

announced by Winfrey, Barnes and Noble sends a message letting readers 
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know what the book is about and how much it costs; it also gives 

summaries and pricing information for six previous selections. 

Occasionally an author will make him or herself available by 

participating in a live chat session where readers and author interact, 

asking and answering questions via computer. Midwives' Chris Bohjalian 

participated in one of these sessions in December 1998; Barnes and Noble 

then e-mailed excerpts to interested readers who did not participate. 

Readers may learn of Book Club selections by watching Oprah; readers 

who choose not to watch Winfrey's talk show are still alerted to selections 

when they visit online bookstores or receive e-mail announcements. This 

use of interactive internet technology gives Oprah's Book Club a reader 

base that reaches beyond her viewer base. 

Other book clubs have emulated Oprah's Book Club, adopting 

some of her selections as their own. The Afternoon Book Club, which 

meets monthly at Borders Books, Music and Cafe in Lewisville, Texas, 

chose What Looks Like Crazy On An Ordinary Day by Pearl Cleage as its 

October 1998 selection (Afternoon book club, 1998, October, p. 3) and 

Midwives by Bohjalian to read during November 1998 (Afternoon book 

club, 1998, November, p. 2); Winfrey "assigned" those same books on 

September 25 and October 28, 1998, respectively. The Book-of-the-Month 
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Club, which has been selling discounted books to members since 1926, 

offered Lamb s I Know This Much Is True, Paradise by Toni Morrison and 

The Heart of a Woman by Maya Angelou as selections in January 1999. 

Although their availability of the books does not coincide with Winfrey's 

announcement of the books, The Book-of-the-Month Club has recognized 

that previous Book Club selections are guaranteed best sellers. By offering 

previous Book Club selections at a discount, The Book-of-the-Month Club 

assures itself commercial success (The Book-of-the-Month Club, 1999, 

January). 

Oprah's Book Club is a phenomenon; that is, it can be considered 

an unusual or significant occurrence, a marvel. And as Winfrey said 

herself, "We know we hit the big time when you get spoofed on Saturday 

Night Live, (Winfrey, 1997, May 9, p. 12), referring to the late-night 

comedy show's 1997 parody of the Book Club. With so much exposure 

and notoriety, Oprah s Book Club is truly a phenomenon. 



CHAPTER 2 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Television 

In order to better understand what a paradox it is that a popular 

culture television program such as The Oprah Winfrey Show would 

choose to promote recreational reading-and successfully, at t ha t - i t is 

necessary to take a brief look at television's prevalence in society and 

how it has been studied in the past. In his discussion of realism, Fiske 

(1987) calls television "an essentially realistic medium because of its 

ability of carry a socially convincing sense of the real" (Fiske, 1987, p. 

21). Television presents itself as a direct picture of reality, either by 

acting as a transparent window to the world or by reflecting the viewer's 

reality back to him or her. For example, The Oprah Winfrey Show and 

Oprah's Book Club showcase issues that are of interest to many viewers, 

such as mother and child relationships. The reality of each viewer, then, 

is reflected back to him or her. It is important to realize, however, that 

the reality that is reflected is our reality, not the reality; television 

15 
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reality, therefore, is not universal but rather a reality that each viewer 

produces for him- or herself (p. 21). 

In his 1957 research, Ian Watt traced the origins of realism to the 

rise of the novel in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. He believes 

''realism depends on the belief in an objective reality that can be 

accurately experienced by the human senses: this reality is made up of 

an infinity of unique objects, people, places, and actions" (Fiske, 1987, p. 

22). In other words, reality is particular events happening to individuals 

at a specific time and place. These experiences must be, to some extent, 

shared among members of society in order for individuals to successfully 

communicate with each other about them (Hirsch, 1987, p. 59). 

Television is a particularly suitable forum for representing human 

actions in terms deemed realistic by viewers. Television normally deals 

with what is contemporary, and presents itself as a relay of what is 

happening. In fact, Feuer (1983) and Heath and Skirrow (1977) identified 

one of television's defining characteristics as "nowness" (Fiske, 1987, p. 

22). And while television does appear at times to be an agent of the 

status quo, it does have the ability to help cause social change and shift 
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ideological values (p. 45). Fiske writes: 

It is wrong to see it as an originator of social change, or even to 
claim that it ought to be so, for social change must have its roots 
in material social existence; but television can be, must be, part of 
that change, and its effectivity will either hasten or delay it (p. 
45). 

While television may not be the creator of social change, it does play an 

integral role. 

Marshall McLuhan and Bruce Powers (1989) assert that one of the 

fundamental qualities of television is that it improves simultaneous 

access to the entire planet, creating a kind of "global village" (McLuhan 

& Powers, 1989, p. 175-176). Typography, according to McLuhan, is a 

relatively ineffective medium for transmitting messages. Print inhibits 

the participation of the reader and distorts the message greatly, while 

television involves the viewer with less transformation of the content 

(Kingsley, 1972, p. viii). Television, it would seem, would be the best 

agent to bring about the global village. The idea of the global village, 

however, is a "Utopian dream" (McLuhan & Moos, 1997, p. xiv), but this 

does not discount television's importance to communication. 

In Understanding Media, originally published in 1964, McLuhan 

argues on behalf of television's educational importance. Media theorists 

should ask "What can TV do that the classroom cannot do for French, or 
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for physics?" The answer, McLuhan asserts, is the "TV can illustrate the 

interplay of process and the growth of forms of all kinds as nothing else 

can" (McLuhan, 1996, p. 332). McLuhan viewed the world as a classroom 

to be probed (McLuhan, Hutchon & McLuhan, 1980, p. xv) and, although 

television is merely one aspect of this global classroom, its ability to 

collapse time and space (McLuhan & Moos, 1997, p. xv) makes it ideal 

for educational purposes. It is this dimension of television that Winfrey 

exploits. Her intention is not merely to entertain viewers, but to involve 

them in a literary, educational discourse. 

All media, not just television, affect people "completely," writes 

McLuhan: 

They are so pervasive in their personal, political, economic, 
aesthetic, psychological, moral, ethical, and social consequences 
that they leave no part of us untouched, unaffected, unaltered 
(McLuhan & Fiore, 1967, p. 26). 

The medium of television is, as McLuhan theorizes, the message. 

Television acts as an extension of viewers' senses altering the way they 

think, act and perceive the world. Although the program did not exist 

until four years after McLuhan's death in 1980, The Oprah Winfrey Show 

demonstrates how television is both medium and message. It affects its 

viewers in ways personal, political, economic, aesthetic, psychological, 

moral, ethical and social. 
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The Oprah Winfrey Show 

The Oprah Winfrey Show is a prime example of Fiske's theory of 

realism through television. Because human actions are more realistically 

portrayed on television than in other media forums, the human actions 

featured on Oprah are seen as realistic by viewers. Winfrey's program 

deals with contemporary issues on a daily basis, something television as 

a whole strives for. And while it is presumptuous to say that Oprah 

brings about social change and shifts ideology, it is safe to say that the 

program does help. Oprah's Book Club may not increase literacy rates, 

but it is one factor in a group of many which are attempting to "get 

America reading again." 

It is important to examine The Oprah Winfrey Show and how its 

pervasiveness allows it to be both medium and message, taking special 

note as to how the program has changed throughout its 13 syndicated 

seasons from a stereotypical "tabloid" talk show to one that claims to be 

"Change Your Life TV." While the word "tabloid" refers to a newspaper's 

size and format, it has taken on an alternate meaning which alludes to 

content. The word "tabloid" now conjures the idea of sensationalism and 

superficiality whether it refers to print media or television (Hamill, 1998, 

p. 2). Some of Winfrey's early show titles demonstrate how she followed 
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the trend of "trash TV" that guide so many talk shows: "Cured of AIDS," 

"Get-Rich-Quick Schemes," "Ugly People," "Dirty-Dancing Contest," "Male 

Bashing," "Autoerotic Asphyxia," "Casanovas and the Women Who Love 

Them" and "Women Who Give Up Men and Become Lesbian" (Mair, 

1994, p. 228-229). Winfrey herself has admitted that show topics from 

her first five years of broadcasting were less than meaningful: "Ten years 

ago [1985], when my show was first syndicated, we started doing what we 

called 'confrontational TV'—adult incest survivors confronting their 

abusers, children of alcoholics confronting their parents, and victims of 

crime confronting the person who attacked them" (Winfrey, 1995, 

November 11-17, p. 16). 

Five years later, in 1990, she changed her format: "As my friend 

and mentor Maya Angelou always says, 'You did then what you knew 

how to do. When you knew better you did better' " (p. 16). Winfrey 

claims she would rather have low ratings than compromise her integrity 

on her program; she doesn't want to listen to guests talking about their 

dysfunctions unless they are willing to do something to change their 

lives for the better (Adler, 1997, p. 75). "I think we did a really good job 

of pulling ourselves away from the 'trash pack' last year," Winfrey said in 

September 1995 (p. 77). "Ten years ago I was just grateful to be on 
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television. Now I feel a greater sense of commitment and responsibility to 

the work that I'm doing" (p. 77). It can be argued, however, that 

Winfrey's current shows are just as sensational as they were in the late 

1980s. Book Club selections feature topics such as dwarfism, 

schizophrenia and adultery, subjects that could very well have been 

sandwiched between "Autoerotic Asphyxia" and "Women Who Give Up 

Men and Become Lesbian." What is important to note, however, is that 

the tone of discussion on Oprah has changed; for example, where 

dwarfism was once treated with a side-show attitude, it is now used as a 

metaphor for the difficulties all people face in their lives. Winfrey quotes 

Edward R. Murrow in her defense; in 1958 he said: 

This instrument can teach, it can illuminate—yes, and it can even 
inspire. But it can do so only to the extent that humans are 
determined to use it to those ends. Otherwise, it is merely wires 
and lights in a box. There is a great and decisive battle to be 
fought against ignorance, intolerance, and indifference. This 
weapon of television could be useful (Winfrey, 1995, November 11-
17, p. 16). 

Winfrey has recognized that television is her most effective weapon to 

target social change, and she is attempting to use it to the best of her 

ability. 
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Book Clubs 

Oprah Winfrey has tried to help her viewers make personal 

changes in their lives with her television program in a variety of ways. 

One of the most notable and successful ways is Oprah's Book Club. The 

Book Club has allowed readers to discuss sensitive areas of their lives by 

using literature as a kind of bridge. Book clubs, whether they are 

connected to Winfrey or not, have always maintained an influence on 

literature and readers; it is essential, then, to review their goals. 

McMahon and Raphael (1997) developed a variety of assumptions 

based on their work with book clubs in elementary and secondary school 

settings. They maintain that literacy acquisition and development are 

grounded in connections between oral and written language (McMahon 

& Raphael, 1997, p. xi). Furthermore, "literacy acquisition and 

development must be grounded in the use of authentic reading 

materials and authentic oral and written activities related to the 

reading" (p. xii). According to the researchers, simply reading is not 

enough; discussion must take place before a true understanding of the 

literature can be reached. 

Another assumption that McMahon and Raphael maintain is that 

reading is a social process where learners should be actively engaged in 
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constructing meaning as they read, write about and discuss texts. These 

learners should also be actively engaged in meaningful reading activities 

that provide opportunities for more knowledgeable readers—such as 

teachers or authors—to pass their reading abilities on. Finally, "learning 

to read should occur through interactions around literature, not texts 

created simply to teach reading" (p. xii). 

While McMahon and Raphael's research does lean toward the 

classroom, the fundamentals underlying their arguments can be applied 

to all book clubs, including Oprah's Book Club. The researchers outline 

four contexts for instruction and participation in language and literacy: 

community share [sic], reading, writing and Book Clubs (p. xii). 

Community share involves a large-scale discussion of a text with 25 to 30 

people participating. Oprah's Book Club selections are chosen not only 

by Winfrey, but by her staff members as well. Much discussion goes into 

selecting each book; this process mirrors McMahon and Raphael's 

community share somewhat. Their second context, reading, involves 

applying skills and strategies for personal response, building fluency, 

comprehending, interpreting and critiquing literature. Viewers who read 

Oprah's Book Club selections are encouraged to carry out all five of 
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McMahon and Raphael's components of reading; those who have spent 

time seriously reading the book add more insight to discussions. 

McMahon and Raphael's third context, writing, allows readers to 

formally write down their feelings about a text. They may be given 

specific questions to answer, or they may free-associate based on their 

personal reactions. Again, Oprah's Book Club mirrors this context. 

Viewers who have read the selections write letters to Winfrey explaining 

how the book affected them, whether it be positive or negative. Some 

Book Club selections have reading guides available for them; these may 

help guide a reader's letter, or the reader may simply free-associate. 

Finally, Book Clubs, McMahon and Raphael's fourth context, involves 

small groups meeting to discuss a common text, share their personal 

responses, help one another clarify confusing aspects of the text or 

discuss the author's intent. This context corresponds to the Oprah's Book 

Club discussions that Winfrey holds approximately once per month. A 

small group of guests discusses the book, shares how it affected them 

personally and helps other readers sort through difficult passages. 

Because the author of Winfrey's selections is always present at the 

discussion, his or her intent is easily discussed. 
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Educators such as McMahon and Raphael are not the only people 

who recognize the importance of book clubs. Booksellers understand 

that, in general, reading group members are their ideal customers 

because "they read regularly, and they read a lot" (Carroll, 1997, 

January, p. 46). Carroll, a freelance writer who has worked in a variety of 

bookstores, administered a survey to find out what her customers' 

reading groups wanted from a bookstore. Seventy-two percent of 

respondents were from people who were not actually in reading groups, 

but were searching for one to join; their survey responses outlined what 

they were looking for in a book club, rather than a bookstore (p. 46). 

People who want to read, it seems, also want to discuss what they read. 

Carroll recognized that if book clubs were handled correctly—selecting 

novels instead of short stories or poetry, holding meetings on more than 

one night a week, etc.—avid readers wouldn't be able to get enough of 

them. 

In 1978, Vygotsky suggested that "individuals are guided by their 

own mental processes as they participate in social acts, but these 

processes are influenced by social experiences" (McMahon & Raphael, 

1997, p. 9). He continued that "mental functions begin first on a social, 

interpsychological plane, then move to an inner, intrapsychological 
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plane" during a process he called "internalization" (p. 9). This process 

can be directly related to reading: people relate what they read to 

themselves personally (intrapsychological), but their personal reactions 

to texts are affected by their social context (interpsychological). This 

concept of internalization is closely related to the psychological 

processes of transference and transactional reading, which can also be 

applied to reading. 

Transference and Transactional Reading 

Transference and transactional reading are both psychological 

terms which directly correlate to how book clubs in general, and Oprah's 

Book Club specifically, operates. While the term transference is usually 

defined in relation to a therapist/patient relationship, for the purposes 

of this study, transference is defined as the process by which emotions 

and desires originally associated with one person or event are 

unconsciously shifted to another person or event. In psychoanalysis, the 

patient will project his or her feelings of affection or hostility onto the 

analyst; in essence, they "transfer" their emotions, hence the term 

transference (Schwartz, 1994, p. 6). In reading theory, transference works 

in much the same way. The reader ("patient") projects his or her feelings 

of hostility or affection onto the text ("analyst"). This is done when a 



27 

reader recognizes a bit of his or her own life in the text, something of 

deep importance to him or her which may be painful (abuse situations) 

or joyous (a successful relationship). 

Zizek (1991) explains the function of transference by bringing in 

the concepts of ideology, the symbolic and the Real (discussed in 

Schwartz, 1994, p. 12-13). "Ideology is ... a fantasy that supports reality 

itself; it is the illusion that enables reality to obscure the insupportable 

Real" (p. 12). Ideology does not offer us escape from our reality, but 

rather offers us a social reality as an escape from something real, such as 

a traumatic childhood event. This ideological social reality is sustained 

by our using transference; we project our unpleasant memories onto 

what we read. Zizek maintains that we must realize that the Real is 

present but in a disguised form in our ideology, and we must take 

responsibility for what it teaches us (p. 13); this parallels Fiske's theory 

of how reality is present but in a disguised form on television programs 

such as The Oprah Winfrey Show. Zizek writes: "Transference, then, is 

necessary to the functioning of the symbolic; in order for one to discover 

or produce new meaning or belief, one must suppose it to be a repetition 

of an earlier authorized meaning" (p. 13). 
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Tracy's research (1988) is similar to Zizek's notion of the symbolic 

and the Real, but perhaps offers the theory in a more simplified fashion. 

"Transference defines the attitudes that guide and, to some extent, even 

control perception of others" (Tracy, 1988, p. 1). "In theory and practice, 

transference functions as the ground of interpersonal relations of every 

type: parent and child, teacher and student, husband and wife, 

friendship, even writer and reader" (p. 1-2). Paley (1985) introduces the 

idea that transference signals the human desire for connection and 

community (Tracy, 1988, p. 204). "Seeking to enter the world as a 

human subject, the self uses transference needs to make the world like 

itself" (p. 204). As we read, we see ourselves in the text. Personal 

experiences that may be painful to us are mirrored on the written page. 

While we normally may not be inclined to discuss our problems out of 

guilt or embarrassment, we become more willing to open ourselves to 

others because we have found a common ally in what we read. If a 

character in a book has the same experience as a reader, the reader no 

longer feels alone and he or she begins to seek a connection with others, 

a connection which may be supplied by a book club. 

A similar psychological theory, transactional reading, is defined as 

an encounter between a particular reader and a particular text in a 
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particular time and place; both the reader and the text share elements of 

a common story. In essence, the reader and the text interact in a 

feedback loop (Appleyard, 1990, p. 9). "The reader brings expectations 

derived from a literary and life experience to bear on the text, and the 

text feeds back these expectations or it does not" (p. 9-10). This may 

suggest why readers enjoy some texts and not others. If the reader 

recognizes him or herself in the text, they may enjoy the book more than 

if they had no direct connection to it. On the other hand, if the reader is 

disturbed by how true-to-life a text is—if the text conjures memories too 

painful to deal with simply by reading a novel—then the reader may 

turn against the book. According to Iser (1978), the reader "continually 

focuses and refocuses expectations and memories, building more 

consistent and meaningful connections as the interacting structures of 

the text are traversed from beginning to end" (Appleyard, 1990, p. 7). 

Transactional reading is a continual process which doesn't cease until 

the last page of the text is read. 

Reading 

The process of reading itself is defined as examining and grasping 

the meaning of printed or written characters, as of words or music. 

Passive reading, according to Porter (1871), is "the natural result of a 
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profusion of books and the indolence of our natures and our times, 

which desires to receive thoughts—or more exactly pictures, many of 

which are thin, hazy, and evanescent—rather than vigorously to react 

against them by an effort that thinks them over and makes them one's 

own" (Radway, 1997, p. 143). Passive reading is lazy; the reader puts 

little into it and, consequently, gets little from it. Active reading, on the 

other hand, is tremendously more involved. Toni Morrison, famous for 

her intricately written but often difficult-to-read novels full of symbolism 

and metaphor, was asked if it was absolutely necessary to go over and 

over the words while reading in order to gain full understanding. "That, 

my dear, is called reading" (Winfrey, 1996, October 18, p. 23). While 

reading shouldn't be a painful experience—causing so much work that 

there can be no joy—it should not be inactive. 



CHAPTER 3 

DISCUSSION: WOMEN'S SOCIAL CLUBS 

American Clubs 

There is some disagreement as to when women's social groups first 

came into formal existence in the United States. Theodora Penny Martin 

(1987) dates them as far back as 1860. Karen J. Blair (1980) places the 

first groups a few years later in 1868. Anne Ruggles Gere (1997) dates the 

first serious women's groups as being formed in 1880. Priscilla Murolo 

(1997) adds four more years, placing the founding of the first working 

women's group in 1884. The groups' durations and years of demise are 

also in question. Martin's research follows groups which disbanded in 

1910. Blair chronicles groups that lasted until 1914. Gere has found 

evidence of groups in existence in 1920, and Murolo claims some groups 

lasted until as late as 1928. The dates, however, are beside the point. 

What is really important is what these groups did for women of their 

time period, and the influence they have on women's groups today. 

The first groups were local and small and consisted of middle-

aged, middle-class women who met in each other's homes to study art, 
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music, history, geography and literature (Martin, 1987, p. 1). Their 

purpose, as one group, the Fortnightly of Chicago, put it, was "to enlarge 

the mental horizon as well as the knowledge of our members" (p. 1). The 

groups raised the educational aspirations of their members and are one 

reason why there was a rapid increase in the numbers of women entering 

college in the early 1900s (p. 2). Perhaps without even knowing it, 

women's study clubs nurtured ordinary women who previously had no 

intellectual aspirations. Members took their work and the work of their 

peers seriously, and in doing so changed what they considered to be the 

intellectual norm. As a group, women were able to develop a confidence 

in themselves individually and as a sex, an achievement they would not 

have easily accomplished alone (p. 3). By 1906, 5,000 local women's 

study groups of 15 to 30 members each had joined the General 

Federation of Women's Clubs (p. 3). Martin believes, however, that this 

number represents only about 5 to 10 percent of those actually in 

existence (p. 4). If her suspicions are true, this would mean that 

anywhere between 750,000 and three million women were involved in 

women's study groups at the turn of the century in America. 

As the women in these study groups became more and more 

confident in their intellectual abilities, they moved from more 
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philosophical work to philanthropy. In the early 1900s, they mounted 

campaigns for kindergartens, smaller class sizes, safe playgrounds and 

the inclusion of art and music in their children's curriculum (Martin, 

1987, p. 4). At the same time, however, they were learning how to 

conduct business, carry on meetings, speak in public and manage money 

(Scott, 1991, p. 2). The clubs served as vehicles for women's entry into 

the mainstream of public affairs (Blair, 1980, p. xi). Blair's research 

credits Domestic Feminism as the medium which made this possible. 

Daniel Scott Smith first used the term Domestic Feminism in 1974 to 

describe "a growing autonomy which he perceived [late] nineteenth-

century women developing within the home" (p. 4). Self-improvement 

was viewed as a selfish luxury in turn of the century America. Men did 

not approve of women meeting to discuss literature or art, so women 

involved in social groups used Domestic Feminism to rationalize their 

membership. If the groups were primarily for participation in social 

welfare and humanitarian reform, it was acceptable (p. xii). "Female self-

improvement was evidently more threatening than social activism" (p. 

xiii). Members still discussed literature, but in the privacy of their 

meetings; anything shared with the pubic omitted that detail. While 

women were learning the value of their own autonomy, they were also 
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developing primary female bonds that served as a kind of sisterhood. 

This form of female friendship seems to have been revived in the 1950s 

with suburban coffee klatches (p. xiii). While not saying it outright as the 

more radical suffragists would, these female club members were 

"feminists under the skin" (p. 1). 

Women's clubs are often stereotyped as white middle-class groups, 

and while it is true that the majority of the clubs fit this mold, the 

stereotype overlooks the varying class, racial, ethnic and religious 

backgrounds represented in the club movement (Gere, 1997, p. 3). 

Mormon, Jewish, Catholic and Protestant; African American, Native 

American and white; working-class, middle-class and upper-class 

women—all had social groups, some even worked together in their 

activism. But no matter who the members were, all the clubs shared a 

common factor: "the conviction that they were participating in an 

unprecedented social phenomenon of national significance, that in 

joining with other ordinary women they accomplished something 

extraordinary" (p. 3). Many of the clubs affiliated themselves with a 

particular religion. This helped make them more acceptable to the men 

in their communities (a religious version of Blair's Domestic Feminism) 

as well as strengthening the bonds among members (p. 5). Study of their 
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common religious text (Bible, Torah, Book of Mormon) strengthened 

reading and writing skills. 

Gere writes that "clubwomen's most common and effective means 

of expressing and shaping their world appeared in their literacy 

practices" (p. 5). She continues, "Reading about and writing papers on 

woman suffrage, for example, put these women in dialogue with the 

larger culture, helping them understand and negotiate conflicting 

ideologies of womanhood" (p. 5). These daughters, sisters, mothers, wives 

and friends supported and encouraged each other to explore concepts 

such as nationhood, economy, gender, culture and professionalism (p. 

5). They "controlled their own literacy practices, writing and reading as 

they chose, and the texts they produced and consumed outline the 

terms of their own representation" (p. 6). 

This independence brought the criticism of men who feared that 

the status quo was in danger. The Reverend F. D. Fulton wrote in 1869: 

"Women cannot compete with man in a long course of mental labor. The 

female mind is rather quiet and timid than fiery and driving. It admires 

rather than covets the great exploits of the other sex" (Blair, 1980, p. 2). 

While he was not necessarily afraid of female potential, Fulton's view 

completely discounts women's capabilities. To him, women's clubs may 
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have existed, but they could never be of any value. Former President 

Grover Cleveland, however, displayed a more agitated view when he 

attacked female club members in a 1905 issue of Ladies' Home Journal, 

saying they disturbed "the even tenor of the ways of womanhood and 

threatened "the integrity of our homes" (Gere, 1997, p. 6). Those who 

opposed African American women's clubs claimed that they led members 

to "neglect the precious interests of home and motherhood," and critics 

of the National Council of Jewish Women worried that they neglected 

their children and left their husbands to fend for themselves (p. 6). 

As stated earlier, this specific kind of women's social group became 

less and less popular sometime between 1910 and 1920. The reasons for 

this vary, but what is important to keep in mind is that women's social 

groups in general continue to exist. Women generally do not meet in 

clubhouses anymore, nor are they forced to keep their activities 

involving self-improvement secret. But women's "clubs" are still active, 

merely in different capacities. According to Spender (1995), "Women's 

speech is generally restricted and restrained when men are around. This 

is why women need women-only places where they can say what they 

think without fear of harassment or intimidation" (Spender, 1995, p. 

235). Her solution is for women to participate in women-only networks 
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on-line on the internet (p. 236). Angela Gunn writes that "separatism is 

not necessarily what women want for their discussions, but until gender 

equality becomes a reality in a wide variety of settings, women need both 

access to the public nets and some safe forums for their conversations 

(p. 236). Spender estimates that there are now thousands of women's 

groups on-line, a large proportion of which are academically oriented (p. 

238). Some encourage men to voice their opinions; others would prefer to 

keep the space to themselves. But whether men are included or not, and 

whatever the subject matter of the forum, "increasingly, women are 

seeing the potential of the net and are using it to extend their 

community" (p. 239). 

French Salons 

During the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, exclusive spaces 

for the nurturing of elite culture began to emerge in France (Goldsmith, 

1988, p. 6). Called the alcove or ruelle, we know this space better as the 

salon. While salons suggested a notion of class restriction and 

exclusiveness, they were also all-encompassing; everything of importance 

was enclosed within their boundaries, and those who participated in the 

salon—regardless of social class—were considered the elite (p. 7). In this 

way, "salon life helped break down traditional systems of social 
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stratification, while also creating a new concept of elite solidarity based 

on certain kinds of personal accomplishment" (p. 45). Ideal 

conversation was possible only if "all participants were confident both of 

their equal standing within the group, and of their superiority to all who 

were outside it" (p. 45). 

Since their inception, salons have influenced literature and 

affected sociability and conversation immeasurably (Pouquet, 1927, p. 

vii). They developed out of the need for men and women to meet and 

discuss "newly discovered theories of life, love, and letters" (Keating, 

1941, p. 5-6). One characteristic of French salons (and salons in other 

countries such as Great Britain), is the dominant position of women 

within them (Tinker, 1915, p. 16). Women were the first to create salons 

and, "with her instinct for society and for literature, [it is woman] who is 

most likely to succeed in the attempt to fuse two ideals of life 

apparently opposed, the social and the literary" (p. 16). Catherine de 

Vivonne, Marquise de Rambouillet, was the founder of what is thought to 

"be one of the first French salons (Quennell, 1980, p. 9). In 1618, she 

converted a town-house in Paris into the Hotel de Rambouillet, changing 

the large lofty apartments into small cabinets (rooms) which were more 

suitable to intimate conversation (p. 10). Madeleine de Scudery's 
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Saturday salons, which featured discussions of her writings, were less 

pretentious than the Hotel de Rambouillet, and soon gained popularity. 

French salons continued throughout the centuries, reaching a 

Golden Age in the eighteenth century when salons headed by Madame 

Geoffrin, Madame du Deffand and Mademoiselle de Lespinasse attracted 

participants from all over Europe (p. 10). In the nineteenth and early 

twentieth centuries, Juliette Recamier and Emerald Cunard defined salon 

protocol: 

Not only were they devoted to social life, but they were genuinely 
attached to their fellow men and women, and sought to elicit the 
most valuable and characteristic qualities of every newcomer they 
welcomed (p. 11). 

In the later half of the twentieth century, salons fell out of favor because 

they were a product of a leisured society, leisure time being so scarce in 

current society (p. 11). Winfrey is a personality much like the women 

who founded French salons, gathering a diverse group of authors and 

readers. Authors are both male and female, and are not only from the 

United States, but countries as varied as Haiti and Germany. Oprah is 

broadcast in 135 countries, attracting readers around the world (The 

Oprah Winfrey Show, 1998). Oprah's Book Club is a revival of the salon, 

demonstrating that "people who value ideas, admire eloquence and 
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delight in one another's company" (p. 11) are able to find leisure time to 

read and discuss literature. 

Continuing the Tradition: Oprah's Book Club 

Oprah's Book Club shares many aspects with American women's 

social clubs from the late 1800s and early 1900s, as well as French salons. 

Most notably, the club has tapped a reserve of readers who, prior to the 

club's advent, had not been reading. According to American Bookseller 

magazine, "Oprah's Book Club has made book buyers out of people who 

didn't particularly see themselves that way" (Angelo, 1997, July, p. 38). 

Mie Wells, a bookstore manager in Seattle, says his store's largest 

customer base is women who buy contemporary fiction; he credits 

Winfrey with "discovering" the most important market of book buyers 

(p. 39). Winfrey's wish to reacquaint her viewers with reading has been 

met, according to personal testimonies. Women write to Oprah saying 

Book Club selections are the first books they have read in as many as 20 

years; some women have never read a complete novel until discovering 

the Book Club. While women's social clubs 100 years ago encouraged 

women to pursue educational opportunities they previously had been 

denied, Oprah's Book Club reacquaints women with an educational 

opportunity they have been missing out on. 
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Many women's clubs from turn-of-the-century America were 

stereotyped as white middle-class groups, and while there were a variety 

of class, racial, ethnic and religious backgrounds represented in the club 

movement, it is true that the majority of the clubs fit a white, Anglo-

Saxon Protestant mold. Oprah's Book Club, however, transcends these 

barriers, giving women from diverse backgrounds the opportunity to 

participate in one group. Anyone may read a book recommended by 

Winfrey, anyone may write a letter explaining how the book affected him 

or her, anyone may be selected to participate in a Book Club dinner and 

discussion. "Anyone" includes women from all classes, ethnic and racial 

backgrounds, and religious affiliations. "Anyone" even includes men. 

And while Spender's argument that women need women-only forums to 

discuss important issues, Winfrey recognizes that men should be a part 

of these discussions if they choose to be. Oprah's Book Club, then, is not 

a woman-only forum, but a woman-mostly forum. 

By examining Book Club selections, their authors and their main 

characters, we can see how the club is geared predominantly toward a 

female audience; it is not, however, geared only toward a females. Table 

1 shows the sex of each selection's author and main character. 
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Table 1: Predominance of female authors and female main characters 
in Oprah's Book Club selections 

Book Title 
Author 
Male 

Author 
Female 

Main 
Character 
Male 

Main 
Character 
Female 

The Deep End of the 
Ocean 

X X 

Song of Solomon X X 

The Book of Ruth X X 

She's Come Undone X X 

Stones From The River X X 

The Rapture of Canaan X X 

The Heart of a Woman X X 

Songs In Ordinary Time X X 

A Lesson Before Dying X X 

Ellen Foster X X 

A Virtuous Woman X X 

The Best Way To Play X X 

The Meanest Thing To 
Say 

X X 

The Treasure Hunt X X 

Paradise X X 

Here On Earth X X 

Black And Blue X X 

Breath, Eyes, Memory X X 

I Know This Much Is 
True 

X X 

What Looks Like Crazy 
on an Ordinary Day... 

X X 

Midwives X X 

Where The Heart Is X X 

Jewel X X 

The Reader X X 

Percentages 37.5% 62.5% 33.3% 66.7% 
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Nine of the 24 selections are written by male authors; 15 of the 24 

selections are written by female authors. Eight selections have male main 

characters; 16 selections have female main characters. The distribution 

of male to female authors and main characters is approximately one-

third male to two-thirds female. 

It is interesting to note, however, that although there have been 24 

book selections, there have only been 19 different authors. Of these 19 

authors, six have been male (31.6 percent) and 13 have been female 

(68.4 percent). Similarly, one main character was repeated in three 

different books; instead of 24 different main characters, there are 

actually only 22. Of these 22 main characters, six have been male (27.2 

percent) and 16 have been female (72.8 percent). Assuming that female 

readers identify better with female authors and female main characters, 

it seems that Oprah's Book Club is geared predominantly toward a 

female audience. But assuming that male readers identify better with 

male authors and male main characters, it is important to note, then, 

that Oprah's Book Club does not exclude male participants. 

There have been 20 Oprah's Book Club discussions to date. Two 

books by Kaye Gibbons—Ellen Foster and A Virtuous Woman—were 

discussed during one meeting. Three books by Bill Cosby—The Best Way 
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To Play, The Meanest This To Say and The Treasure Hunt-were also 

discussed during one meeting. By examining the participants in these 

discussions, we can again see how the club is geared predominantly 

toward a female audience, but not only toward a female audience. Table 

2 shows the sexes of each discussion's participants. 

Table 2: Predominance of female guests participating in Oprah's Book 
Club dinners and discussions. The number of guests does not include 
Oprah Winfrey or the book's author. 

Date Discussions Aired Number of 
Male Guests 

Number of 
Female Guests 

October 18, 1996 0 4 

November 18,1996 0 4 

January 22, 1997 1 3 

February 28,1997 0 4 

April 8, 1997 0 3 

May 9, 1997 1 2 

June 18, 1997 0 4 

September 22, 1997 0 2 

October 27, 1997 2 2 

December 8, 1997 0 4 

January 16, 1998 3 3 

March 6, 1998 4 18 

April 9, 1998 0 4 

May 22, 1998 0 5 

June 18, 1998 0 4 
September 25, 1998 1 6 

October 28, 1998 0 5 
December 7, 1998 0 4 
January 19, 1999 0 4 
February 26, 1999 0 4 
Tota l s 12 89 
Percentages 11.9% 88.1% 
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An overwhelming majority of Book Club discussions have been female: 

just more than 88 percent. Only approximately 12 percent have been 

male. While Oprah's Book Club does feature male authors and male 

main characters in its books, and allows males to participate in Book 

Club discussions, the majority of authors, main characters and Book 

Club participants have been female. Despite its fringe involvement of 

men, Oprah's Book Club is most definitely a woman-centered forum. 



CHAPTER 4 

DISCUSSION: TRANSFERENCE AND 

TRANSACTIONAL READING 

Reading 

The process of reading itself is defined as examining and grasping 

the meaning of printed or written characters, as of words or music. Zill 

and Winglee define reading as "the reading of novels, short stories, 

poetry, and plays" (1990, p. 4). Passive reading, according to Porter 

(1871), is "the natural result of a profusion of books and the indolence of 

our natures and our times, which desires to receive thoughts,—or more 

exactly pictures, many of which are thin, hazy, and evanescent—rather 

than vigorously to react against them by an effort that thinks them over 

and makes them one's own" (Radway, 1997, p. 143). Passive reading is 

lazy; the reader puts little into it and, consequently, gets little from it. 

Active reading, on the other hand, is tremendously more involved. Toni 

Morrison, famous for her intricately-written but often difficult-to-read 

novels full of symbolism and metaphor, was asked if it was absolutely 

necessary to go over and over the words while reading in order to gain 
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full understanding. "That, my dear, is called reading" (Winfrey, 1996, 

October 18, p. 23). While reading shouldn't be a painful experience-

causing so much work that there can be no joy it should not be 

inactive. 

Reading is not the same from one context to another; rather, it is 

context-specific (Radway, 1997, p. 101). "Sometimes people read to be 

entertained; sometimes they read to be put to sleep; sometimes they 

read to find out how to eat; and sometimes they read to live other lives, 

to think other thoughts, and to feel more intensely" (p. 101-102). In 

essence, people choose books to read to fit whatever needs they might 

have at the time. In order for a book to be successful, it should 

acknowledge its reader's expectations but also "push beyond them just 

enough to surprise the reading self' (p. 102). This way, readers glean 

what they want from a text, but also receive additional pleasure. 

Reading in groups has long been a way for readers to gain more 

from a text. In sixteenth century France, for example, lower-class citizens 

were able to possess their own printed material, thanks to the 

widespread use of the printing press (Boyarin, 1993, p. 193). People who 

were considered to be at the bottom of the social hierarchy began to 

gather together to read their texts and discuss them. Such meetings 
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helped people become more than "vehicles for cultural dissemination 

but rather "agents of cultural change" (p. 193). Brian Stock calls reading 

groups such as those from sixteenth century France "textual 

communities" because group members were empowered, a community 

was created, collective memory was upheld and tradition was challenged 

(p. 193). Natalie Davis wrote that textual communities can "provide 

people with new ways to relate their doings to authority, new and old 

(p. 193-194). 

Such textual communities have been sustained throughout the 

ages, giving rise to our modern book clubs and reading groups. According 

to Elizabeth Long, current reading groups offer a variety of positive 

aspects to their participants: "Reading in groups not only offers 

occasions for explicitly collective textual interpretation, but encourages 

new forms of association, and nurtures new ideas that are developed in 

conversations with other people as well as with the books" (Boyarin, 

1993, p. 194). She explains that reading groups often form because of 

underlying shared values, and the books that are discussed are often a 

pretense for the opportunity to engage in conversation, not only 

metaphorically with the author but literally with each other. This way, 

reading takes on a more communal atmosphere which is very different 
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from a teacher and student classroom setting or a leisurely Sunday 

afternoon at home environment. Long concludes that reading groups 

"occupy a social space that calls our received distinction between public 

and private into question, and offer forums for critical reflection that 

have been crucial in negotiating the moral and ideological dimensions of 

social identity" (p. 194). 

Reading, unfortunately, once again belongs to only certain groups 

of people. The era has passed where only upper-class white males were 

allowed to read and anyone not fitting into their demographic was 

excluded. But in our current society, literature does not occupy a 

prominent place in the lives of most Americans (Zill & Winglee, 1990, p. 

1). While more than two billion books were sold during the mid-1980s in 

the United States—approximately nine books for every person over the 

age of five—research shows that Americans may not actually be reading 

as much as their spending on books claims they are (p. 2). One national 

survey found that adults in the United States spend "four times as much 

leisure time watching television or listening to the radio as they do 

reading books, magazines or newspapers" (p. 2). Because reading is 

something we believe we ought to be doing, "people will tend to say they 

have read a novel or short story when, in fact, they have not" (p. 5). And 
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while it is not necessary for every person to have read everything, and it 

is impossible for every person to enjoy everything he or she has read, it is 

important to read literature and discuss and write about what we have 

read. Robert Alter writes that "one need not argue for an attitude of 

unreserved adulation toward literature, but without some form of 

passionate engagement in literary works, the whole enterprise of teaching 

and writing about literature quickly becomes pointless" (Alter, 1990, p. 

11). 

Zill and Winglee have compiled a list of demographic groups who 

are the most frequent readers of literature, which they define as high-

quality, non-fiction such as essays, literary criticism, literary 

commentary, "belles lettres," biographies and novels (Zill & Winglee, 

1990, p. 4-5). Forty-nine percent of literature readers have at least some 

college education; 48 percent earn incomes of $25,000 or more. Fifty-nine 

percent of literature readers are female; 40 percent are middle-aged; and 

85 percent are white (p. 11). 

Oprah's Book Club has become a powerful force in the publishing 

world, convincing Zill and Winglee's top demographic groups to read 

more, and coaxing other demographic groups to begin reading on a 

regular basis again. The books Winfrey chooses have sometimes been 
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overlooked for years since their first printing; some are quirky fiction by 

previously unknown writers; many are ambitious in length as well as 

style (Johnson, 1997, September, p. 56). Such intense selections do not 

seem to be ideal for convincing and coaxing, but they have proven 

otherwise. The American Library Association credits Winfrey and her 

Book Club for "single-handedly expanding the size of the reading public" 

(Lowe, 1998, p. 23). Author Toni Morrison, whose Song of Solomon and 

Paradise were both chosen as Book Club selections, said, "I'd never heard 

of such a thing, and when someone called, all excited, with the news, all I 

could think was, 'Who's going to buy a book because of Oprah?' A million 

copies of [Song of Solomon] sold, and sales of my other books in 

paperback jumped about 25 percent" (p. 22-23). Even Winfrey's 

detractors have to admit to her success. One Internet user writes: "If a 

respected book critic writes a rave review, one might expect a few 

thousand copies to sell. Oprah sneezes on the dust cover and entire 

forests quake in contemplation of the consequences" (p. 24). One reason 

why Oprah's Book Club has been such a success is that readers are able to 

utilize the psychological processes of transference and transactional 

reading with the books to discuss sensitive areas of their lives. 
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Transference and Transactional Reading 

The American Heritage Dictionary (1992) defines transference as 

the psychoanalytic "process by which emotions and desires originally 

associated with one person, such as a parent or sibling, are unconsciously 

shifted to another person, especially to the analyst." Similarly, Webster's 

New World Dictionary (1991) defines transference as "a reproduction of 

emotions relating to repressed experiences, especially of childhood, and 

the substitution of another person, especially the psychoanalyst, for the 

object of the repressed impulses." According to The New Groiler 

Multimedia Encyclopedia (1993), in psychoanalysis, transference is "the 

shift by a patient undergoing analysis of his or her emotions associated 

with past figures, such as parents, to the analyst. Transference is 

considered a necessary therapeutic development." In addition, 

"transference is the unconscious expectation that old injuries and insults 

will again be suffered, only this time at the hands of friends, spouses, 

children, bosses, just about anybody—as if transferred from the past into 

the present. Transference makes one have irrational expectations from 

the people with whom one lives and works. Transference causes great 

distress, but it also makes treatment possible." 
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Nancy Chodorow's work with female psychology has contributed 

greatly to the understanding of how and why female patients use 

transference. In Western society, girls tend to identify themselves as "like 

the female mothering parent" and "come to define themselves ... in 

relation to others" (Tracy, 1988, p. 149-150). Female children are raised 

in such as way in our society that they tend to find "issues of separation 

and merger, autonomy and control, more confusing than do boys" and 

"girls will locate essential feelings of well-being in situations of 

community and connection rather than rivalry and competition" (p. 

150). It follows, then, that females would gravitate toward groups where 

they are free to use transference to discuss their emotions and sensitive 

areas of their lives. Such groups do not have to be in a psychoanalytic 

setting; they may be anywhere women are comfortable, including reading 

groups and book clubs and, specifically, Oprah's Book Club. 

Oprah's Book Club and Transference 

Although she has not used the word "transference" to describe the 

process that occurs during Book Club meetings, Winfrey is familiar with 

the idea. "Books showed me there were possibilities in life, that there 

were actually people like me living in a world I could not only aspire to 

but attain," she has been quoted as saying (Adler, 1997, p. 268). The 
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Book Club itself seems to be a "literary manifestation of Winfrey's own 

desires, fears and ghosts" (Farley, 1998, October 5, p. 83). But whether or 

not the books' themes are connected to Winfrey's life, they do tackle 

some similar—and sensitive—issues such as child abuse, physical 

abnormalities, obesity, sexual abuse, and abuse within a marriage. 

Edwidge Danticat, whose Breath, Eyes, Memory was chosen as a Book Club 

selection, says literature offers readers a way of healing psychological 

wounds. "There are a lot of us who feel some part of us, an important 

part, was salvaged by reading. Oprah says that when she reads about 

people who are going through similar experiences to her own, she feels 

less alone. A lot of us share that feeling" (p. 83-84). 

A lot of readers do share that feeling, as is evidenced in the 20 

Oprah's Book Club discussions that have aired to date. By examining the 

plot of each book, it is easier to understand the connections readers have 

found. Table 3 provides bibliographic information, keywords and 

summaries for Book Club selections. 
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Table 3: Bibliographic information, keywords and summary for Oprah's 
Book Club selections 

Bibliographic Keywords Summary 
In format ion 
The Deep End of the Child abduction The novel follows the 

Ocean emotions of parents 
Mother/child Beth and Pat and 

Jacquelyn Mitchard relationships brother Vincent when Jacquelyn Mitchard 
3-year-old Ben is 

1996 abducted and returned 1996 
nine years later. Beth 

New York is the main character, 
and much of the book 

Viking centers on her 
emotional 

434 pages disintegration. 

Song of Solomon Black male search for Macon "Milkman" Song of Solomon 
identity Dead is the main 

Toni Morrison character in this novel 
which describes his 

1977 relationships with his 
mother Ruth, father 

New York Macon, two sisters, 
aunt Pilate, cousin and 

Plume lover Hagar, and best 
friend Guitar. 

337 pages 
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Bibliographic Keywords S u m m a r y 
In format ion 
The Book of Ruth White female search The book follows the 

for identity life of Ruth, a woman 
Jane Hamilton growing up in rural Jane Hamilton 

Verbal and physical northern Illinois. It 
1988 abuse describes her hatred 

for her mother May 
Boston (who verbally abuses 

her) and brother Matt, 
Houghton Mifflin and her love for her 
Company aunt Sydney, friend 

Daisy, and husband 
328 pages Ruby (who physically 328 pages 

abuses her). 

She's Come Undone White female search Delores Price is 13-
for identity years-old when she is 

Wally Lamb raped. To deal with 
Rape the trauma, she 

1992 watches TV and eats 
Obesity junk food until, when 

New York she is a young woman, 
she weighs 257 

Pocket Books pounds. Delores finds 
she is no stronger than 

465 pages she was before the 
rape, and life is no 
easier, but she decides 
to give herself one 
more chance before 
giving up. 
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Bibliographic 
In fo rma t ion 

Keywords Summary 

Stones From The River 

Ursula Hegi 

1994 

New York 

Scribner Paperback 
Fiction 

525 pages 

White female search 
for identity 

Dwarfism 

Trudi Montag is a 
German dwarf, short, 
undesirable, different, 
the voice of anyone 
who has ever tried to 
fit in. Eventually she 
learns that being 
different is a secret 
that all humans share, 
from her 
psychologically ill 
mother, to her friend 
Georg whose parents 
pretend he's a girl, to 
the Jews Trudi harbors 
in her cellar. 

The Rapture of Canaan 

Sheri Reynolds 

1995 

New York 

Berkley Books 

317 pages 

White female search 
for identity 

Controlling religious 
sects 

Teen pregnancy 

Ninah is a teenage girl 
growing up in a small 
religious community 
that keeps itself 
separate from society. 
She must deal with an 
unexpected pregnancy 
and birth, the suicide 
of her teenage lover 
James, and the 
fanaticism of her 
family. 
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Bibliographic Keywords S u m m a r y 
I n f o r m a t i o n 
The Heart of a Woman Black female search for The fourth volume in 

identity Angelou's 
Maya Angelou autobiography, the 

book traces her years 
1981 in New York City as a 

member of the Harlem 
New York Writers Guild, her work 

for Martin Luther King, 
Bantam Books and her marriage to an 

African freedom 
324 pages fighter. 

Songs In Ordinary Mother/child Marie Fermoyle is a 
Time relationships strong by vulnerable 

divorced woman in 
Mary McGarry Morris Small town life 1960s Vermont. The 

novel follows her 
1995 relationships with con 

man Omar Duvall, 
New York children Alice, Norm 

and Benjy, ex-husband 
Penguin Books Sam, and the Klubock 

family next door. It is 
740 pages an epic of the 

everyday, illuminating 
the kaleidoscope of 
lives that tell the 
compelling story of a 
family. 
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Bibliographic 
I n fo rma t ion 

Keywords S u m m a r y 

A Lesson Before Dying 

Ernest J. Gaines 

1993 

New York 

Vintage 

Contemporaries 

256 pages 

Black male search for 
identity 

Prison system 

The novel is set in a 
small Cajun 
community in the late 
1940s. Jefferson, a 
young black man, is 
party to a liquor store 
shoot-out where three 
men are killed; he is 
convicted of murder 
and sentenced to 
death. Grant, a college-
educated teacher, 
returns to a plantation 
school to teach. 
Grant's aunt and 
Jefferson's mother 
persuade the teacher 
to visit the convict. In 
the end, the two men 
forge a bond as they 
come to understand 
the heroism of resisting 
and defying the 
expected. 

Ellen Foster 

Kaye Gibbons 

1987 

New York 

Vintage 

Contemporaries 

126 pages 

White female search 
for identity 

Foster families 

A poor, adolescent 
Southern girl named 
Ellen searches for a 
home after the deaths 
of her mother, 
grandmother and 
father. She takes 
herself to a foster 
family and, thinking 
Foster is the family 
surname, adopts it as 
her own. 
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Bibliographic Keywords S u m m a r y 
In fo rma t ion 
A Virtuous Woman White male search for Blinking Jack Stokes, a 

identity 40-year-old tenant 
Kaye Gibbons farmer who has never Kaye Gibbons 

May/December owned anything in his 

1989 romance life, marries Ruby Pitt 
Woodrow, a 20-year-

New York old widow who 
survived a brutal 

Vintage marriage. Despite their 
Contemporaries differences, they find 

love. The book also 
165 pages deals with Jack's 165 pages 

emotions after Ruby's 
death. 

The Best Way To Play Children's book, ages 6- This book tells how 
10 protagonist Little Bill 

Bill Cosby and his friends want 
the new Space 

1997 Explorers video game. 
When one friend 

New York receives the game, all 
the children play it 

Scholastic Inc. and quickly grow 
bored. The children 

33 pages learn to use their 
imaginations to have 
fun. 
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Bibliographic Keywords S u m m a r y 
I n f o r m a t i o n 
The Meanest Thing To Children's book, ages 6- A new boy at school 
Say 10 introduces Little Bill Say 

and his friends to a 
Bill Cosby new game where they 

must insult one 
1997 another. Little Bill 

figures out how to put 
New York an end to the game 

that makes everyone 
Scholastic Inc. feel bad about 

themselves. 
29 pages 

The Treasure Hunt Children's book, ages 6- Little Bill is bored. 
10 Each of his family 

Bill Cosby members has an 
interesting hobby, but 

1997 Little Bill feels there is 
nothing special for 

New York him. His grandmother 
helps him realize that 

Scholastic Inc. his special talent is 
story-telling. 

29 pages 
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Bibliographic Keywords S u m m a r y 
I n f o r m a t i o n 
Paradise Historical all-black As the book begins 

towns deep in Oklahoma one 
Toni Morrison morning in 1976, nine 

Mystery genre men from Ruby, in 
1997 defense of their small 

all-black town, assault 
New York the nearby convent 

and the women in it. 
Alfred A. Knopf From the town's 

ancestral origins in 
318 pages 1890 to the day of the 318 pages 

assault, the novel tells 
the story of a people 
ever mindful of the 
relationship between 
their history and the 
void. 

Here On Earth White female search After 19 years in 
for identity California, March 

Alice Hoffman returns to the small 
Adultery Massachusetts town 

1997 where she grew up. She 
becomes involved 

New York again with childhood 
love Hollis, who has 

Berkley Books changed over the years 
into a violent, 

293 pages possessive man. March 
hurts her husband, her 
daughter and herself 
in the process. 
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Bibliographic 
In fo rma t ion 

Keywords S u m m a r y 

Black And Blue 

Anna Quindlen 

1998 

New York 

Random House 

293 pages 

White female search 
for identity 

Domestic violence 

Fran Benedetto tells 
her story of how she 
fell in love at 19 with 
Bobby Benedetto, how 
their passionate 
marriage became a 
nightmare, why she 
stayed, and what 
happened on the night 
she finally decided to 
run away with her 10-
year-old son and start 
a new life under a new 
name. 

Breath, Eyes, Memory 

Edwidge Danticat 

1994 

New York 

Vintage 

Contemporaries 

234 pages 

Black female search for 
identity 

Mother/daughter 
relationships 

Chastity 

At the age of 12, 
Sophie is sent from her 
impoverished village 
in Haiti to New York to 
be reunited with a 
mother she barely 
remembers. There she 
learns of a Haitian 
ritual where a mother 
"tests" for a daughter's 
chastity. Sophie must 
deal with her shame 
and how it affects her 
relationship with her 
husband Joseph. 
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Bibliographic 
Informat ion 

Keywords Summary 

I Know This Much Is 
True 

Wally Lamb 

1998 

New York 

Regan Books 

897 pages 

White male search for 
identity 

Twins 

Schizophrenia 

The novel tells the 
story of identical twins 
Dominick and Thomas 
Birdsey. Thomas must 
deal with his 
schizophrenia, and 
Dominick in turn must 
deal with Thomas, as 
well as a emotionally 
distant step-father. 
Dominick learns much 
about himself and his 
family by reading his 
egotistical 
grandfather's 
biography, visiting 
with an Indian 
psychiatrist, and 
exploring his Italian 
and Native American 
roots. 
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Bibliographic Keywords Summary 
In fo rmat ion 
What Looks Like Crazy Black female search for Ava Johnson returns to 
on an Ordinary Day... identity her hometown in 

Michigan after luxe 
Pearl Cleage HIV living in Atlanta. Pearl Cleage 

While there, she learns 
1997 to deal with her HIV-

positive status while 
New York rekindling her 

relationship with her 
Avon Books sister Joyce. Ava also 

finds love with the 
244 pages spiritual Eddie, as 

grows close to infant 
step-niece Imani and a 
group of young black 
girls called the Sewing 
Circus. 

Midwives Midwifery The novel traces an 
incident where 

Chris Bohjalian Murder vs. accidental midwife Sibyl Danforth 
death delivers a baby but 

1997 "loses" the mother. An 
investigation and trial 

New York ensue to determine 
whether the mother's 

Vintage death was due to 
Contemporaries complications, or 

whether Sibyl 
374 pages murdered her to save 

the child. The book is 
told from Sibyl's 
daughter Connie's 
point of view. 
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Bibliographic Keywords Summary 
In fo rmat ion 
Where The Heart Is White female search Seventeen-year-old 

for identity Novalee Nation is seven 
Billie Letts months pregnant and 

Teen pregnancy has just been stranded 
1995 at an Oklahoma Wal-

Mart by her boyfriend. 
New York With the help of the 

elderly Sister Thelma 
Warner Books Husband, kind 

photographer Moses 
358 pages Whitecotten and shy 

librarian Forney Hull, 
Novalee finds a place 
where she belongs and 
where she and her 
baby are loved. 

Jewel Down's syndrome Jewel and Leston are 
parents to five healthy 

Bret Lott Mother/child children. When their 
relationships sixth child, Brenda 

1991 Kay, is born in 1943, 
Jewel must suddenly 

New York learn to deal with the 
baby's genetic disorder 

Washington Square Down's syndrome. 
Press Little is know about 

the disorder in 1940s 
358 pages Mississippi so Jewel 

moves her family to 
California where she 
believes life will be 
better for Brenda Kay. 
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Bibliographic 
In fo rma t ion 

Keywords S u m m a r y 

The Reader 

Bernhard Schlink 

1997 

New York 

White male search for 
identity 

May/December 
romance 

Nazi war crimes 

Vintage International 

218 pages 

When he falls ill on his 
way home from school, 
15-year-old German 
Michael Berg is rescued 
by Hanna, a woman 
twice his age. In time, 
they become lovers, 
but after a few months, 
she disappears. When 
Michael next sees her, 
he is a young law 
student and Hanna is 
on trial for Nazi war 
crimes. As he watches 
the trial, Michael 
learns that Hanna feels 
more shame regarding 
her illiteracy than she 
does for her actions 
while a concentration 
camp guard. 

On October 18, 1996, the club examined its first book, The Deep 

End of the Ocean by Jacquelyn Mitchard. The novel is about a mother 

dealing first with the abduction of her child and then with his return to 

the family years later. One discussion guest enjoyed the realism in the 

text, particularly that the novel was set in her hometown of Chicago: "I 

could drive down the street and I could see things that she had" 

(Winfrey, 1996, October 18, p. 16). Another guest commented how the 

text "made me question whether or not I really want to be a parent right 
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now. Am I capable of protecting a child at this point in my life?" (p. 16). 

Winfrey agreed, saying "That's why I love books. Because you read about 

somebody else's life but it makes you think about your own. That's the 

beauty of it" (p. 16). 

Winfrey intentionally chose an easy-to-read novel whose theme of 

mother/child relationships would interest many of her readers as the 

Book Club's first selection. "As I held my breath, you readers dove into 

The Deep End right after me" (Winfrey, 1997, September 22, p. 1). After 

she gained her viewers' trust with the first book, she tested their faith 

with a more difficult-to-read novel by an author whose writing style 

proved to be a challenge for many readers. 

On November 18, 1996, the club discussed its second book Song of 

Solomon by Toni Morrison, a novel which follows the life of a young 

black man as he searches for identity through four generations of his 

family's history. One guest, Celeste, initially thought she would have no 

connection to the book: "I am female and I'm white and I make a 

certain amount of money—a lot of money—and I've never been poor and 

I've never been abused and I don't know what you're thinking that I 

would have anything to do with this book" (Winfrey, 1996, November 18, 

p. 17-18). By the end of the discussion, however, "it was Celeste who was 
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crying louder than all of us at the table" (p. 18). While Celeste didn't 

share how she identified with the text, it is clear she used transference to 

do so. 

A discussion of The Book of Ruth by Jane Hamilton was aired on 

January 22, 1997. The novel is a coming-of-age story of an uneducated 

small-town girl whose life is marred by her idle husband and 

emotionally abusive mother. Although the book is technically fiction, 

Hamilton says "it's made up of about one-third my own life, one-third 

stolen from friends' stories and one-third imagined" (Winfrey, 1997, 

January 22, p. 12). Julian Montano, the first man to be invited to a Book 

Club discussion, commented that although he is male, he was able to 

relate to the female main character: "That's what makes a good book 

good, when you can relate to the character" (p. 14). 

On February 28, 1997, the club discussed She's Come Undone, the 

first novel by author Wally Lamb. The book follows a woman named 

Dolores' life from age 4 to 40 as she deals with family turmoil, rape, 

obesity and a failed marriage. C. C., a discussion guest, said the book was 

like deja vu: "This was my life" (Winfrey, 1997, February 28, p. 12). She 

and another female guest described having "Dolores moments" where, 
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even though their life is filled with chaos, they are able to summon all 

their strength to make themselves powerful women. 

Ursula Hegi's Stones From the River, a novel about a female dwarf 

living in Germany during World War I and II, was discussed by the club 

on April 8, 1997. A reader—though not a member of the discussion 

group—telephoned Hegi after completing the novel. Also a dwarf, the 

reader told the author that "Everything that you've written about, I have 

felt. What you've given me is ... a validation that was just wonderful" 

(Winfrey, 1997, April 8, p. 14). The reader used transference to see herself 

and her situation in the text and was then able to discuss an issue that 

had previously been painful to her. Both the reading and the discussing 

were validating experiences for her. 

On May 9, 1997, the Book Club examined The Rapture of Canaan 

by Sheri Reynolds, a story about a teenage girl who must deal with the 

feelings she has concerning the religious cult she has grown up in as well 

as her unplanned pregnancy. Winfrey asks each guest how the main 

character's life is like their own: "I believe that for you to be drawn into 

a character, there has to be some character association with your own 

life" (Winfrey, 1997, May 9, p. 14). Timmy, the only male guest invited 

to this specific discussion, had a definite character association, saying "I 
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did, as I was raised, feel a little bit of an outcast because of my religion, 

and I was different from the other kids" (p. 15). Another guest, Melva, 

saw her own sense of curiosity in the main character and enjoyed the 

book because she understood how it felt to always be searching for 

something new (p. 15). 

The only autobiography included as a Book Club selection to date 

is The Heart of a Woman by Maya Angelou. The book, discussed on June 

18, 1997, takes a close-up look at a segment of Angelou's life when she is 

a member of the Harlem Writers Guild in New York City. One Book Club 

guest, Cheril, said "I have learned through rereading [the book] that, in 

the quest called life, I am constantly in search of the best me though I 

will never really find her. And maybe it is the genius of the creator that 

I'm not really meant to find her here in this life" (Winfrey, 1997, June 

18, p. 3). Another guest, Beth, was more emotional, but also found herself 

in the text through transference: "[Angelou] literally saved my life. ... I 

clung to that book like it was my lifeline. ... I was not alone. She 

understood my terror, my pain, my fear of telling anyone what was 

happening to me. ... Reading about her courage, I knew that somewhere 

within me was the strength to survive" (p. 3). Claire, a third guest, was 
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certain the book was written about her: "Ms. Angelou has never laid eyes 

upon me nor I her, but she knows me" (p. 5). 

The September 22, 1997 discussion of Songs In Ordinary Time by 

Mary McGarry Morris did not feature excerpts from the Book Club 

dinner, but did feature a brief interview with the author. The novel 

features dozens of different characters, and the Minneapolis Star Tribune 

calls it "real life cruising small-town USA with the top down and the 

volume up" (Barnes and Noble, Inc., 1999). Morris' hometown of Rutland, 

Vermont was the inspiration for the town in her novel, and one 

character, Sam, is very much like her father, "a very intelligent man, an 

educated man, who was cursed with the disease of alcoholism" (Winfrey, 

1997, September 22, p. 16). Rather than a reader experiencing 

transference, in this case it is the author who does so. Morris does not 

say that she intended the novel to be semi-autobiographical, but added 

pieces of her life to the book without planning to do so. Morris found 

herself in a fictional work in much the same way readers, through 

transference, find themselves in Oprah's Book Club literature. 

On October 27, 1997, the Book Club discussed Ernest J. Gaines' 

novel A Lesson Before Dying, which shows how two black men—one a 

teacher, the other a death-row inmate—struggle to live and die with 
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dignity. Juan, one of two men at the dinner, said he considered himself 

to be a "Grant" (the teacher), but that "I always take time to listen to 

the Jefferson" (the inmate) within himself (Winfrey, 1997, October 27, p. 

10). The second male guest, Kevin, came to the realization that his being 

a foster parent to African-American children does not automatically 

exclude him from racism: "It's real easy to say, 'Well, I can't be racist. 

Look, they're in my home' " (p. 12). Another guest, Barbara, could see 

herself as the mother of both male characters because she is trying to 

raise her own son to be like the teacher and very different from the 

inmate. It was difficult for her to read the book, but she knew she had to 

because "that's what my son has to go through" (p. 11). 

Two books were discussed on December 8, 1997: Ellen Foster and A 

Virtuous Woman, both by Kaye Gibbons. Ellen Foster is the story of an 

11-year-old girl's search for a safe, loving family. A Virtuous Woman 

describes the love story of a 20-year-old woman and a 40-year-old man, 

two people who are seemingly very different, but who actually fit 

together perfectly. Both books are very close to Gibbons' own life: As a 

child, she lived in foster homes like the main character in Ellen Foster, 

and A Virtuous Woman "turned out to be a prediction of my life with 

my husband (Winfrey, 1997, December 8, p. 9). A 15-year-old foster 
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child named Teresa also felt the connection to Ellen Foster that Gibbons 

did. She wrote to The Oprah Winfrey Show explaining that she had 

"lived Ellen Foster's life" (Winfrey, 1997, December 8, p. 7). Of the four 

guests invited to the discussion, three had been foster children. Rita said 

she "felt exactly the same way" as Ellen, Lisa said "I was Ellen", and 

Susan "superimposed" herself into the novel (p. 11, 10). 

January 16, 1998's discussion was very different from the previous 

ten. Bill Cosby's three children's books, The Best Way To Play, The 

Meanest Thing To Say and The Treasure Hunt, were discussed by six 

children. The Treasure Hunt teaches children the value of family while 

encouraging them to look within themselves to find what makes them 

special. The Best Way To Play teaches children that the best toys they've 

got aren't the ones they buy, but the ones they create with their 

imaginations. The Meanest Thing To Say, which teaches children the 

value of friendship and kindness, drew the most reader-character 

parallels. One child said, "There was a bully at my church who punched 

my two front teeth out, and the book is helping me to know what to do" 

(Winfrey, 1998, January 16, p. 2). A woman described how her daughter, 

who has a stuttering disability, used the lesson from The Meanest Thing 
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To Say to understand why her classmate made fun of her and why she 

shouldn't be embarrassed by her disability (p. 17-18). 

Paradise, discussed on March 6, 1998, was the second novel by Toni 

Morrison to be chosen for the Book Club. The novel, a kind of mystery 

involving the women living inside an abandoned convent, was difficult 

for many readers to wade through, so its discussion was a 2 2-person 

"class" taught by Morrison who helped sort through the themes encased 

in the text. Readers were unable to use transference to relate to the 

characters because they did not fully understand the text. One guest said 

"It was so confusing I questioned the value of a book that is that hard to 

understand" (Winfrey, 1998, March 6, p. 3). Once Morrison explained 

that the book's non-linear format is meant to mirror how we learn things 

in life in a disjointed non-linear way, and that the novel was 

multilayered and meant to be a challenge for readers to discover, Book 

Club guests were eager to read the book a second time with the hope of 

finding a more personal meaning (p. 9, 10). 

On April 9, 1998, the club discussed Here On Earth by Alice 

Hoffman, a novel about a married woman's re-involvement with an old 

lover who has an abusive and violent personality. Winfrey felt the book 

would be of particular interest to her viewers because "everybody wants 
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to fall in love or has fallen in love or thinks they're in love right now" 

(Winfrey, 1998, April 9, p. 1). One guest, Cynthia, related to the book 

because she left her husband after ten years because, like the main 

character, she was searching for a deeper love (p. 13). Another guest, 

Melissa, "wanted so desperately to hold on to the passion I felt while we 

were dating" but was disillusioned because she had fallen into the 

routine of married life (p. 13). Like the main character, Melissa had an 

affair with an old lover and, also like the main character, realized that 

her routine lifestyle with her husband is just what she wanted (p. 13). 

Black and Blue, a novel about domestic abuse by Anna Quindlen, 

was discussed by the Book Club on May 22, 1998. Winfrey called the book 

"one of the most true-to-life pieces of fiction I've ever read" (Winfrey, 

1998, April 9, p. 22). The discussion was held in a battered women's 

shelter and included five female guests, four of whom had left their 

abusive husbands, and one woman who was attempting to work her 

abuse situation out with her husband. Sydney, who escaped an abusive 

marriage, said "It is the details that ring so true in this book—the 

holidays without family, the poverty where there was once plenty, the 

isolation. On Quindlen's pages, I read my own story as if I had told it to 

her" (Winfrey, 1998, May 22, p. 2). Catherine said the book caused her to 
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call 911; she was actually in the middle of reading the novel when she 

realized she didn't have to be in danger anymore, and had the book in 

her hand when she made the telephone call (p. 4). Winfrey commented 

that "for you all and for many other people who are just in relationships 

where there are the issues of power and control, it's easier to receive it 

through [the main characters]. That helps you open the door to begin to 

look at your own life. That's the beauty of books" (p. 18-19). Without 

using the actual terminology, Winfrey has given the definition of literary 

transference. 

On June 18, 1998, Oprah's Book Club discussed the novel Breath, 

Eyes, Memory by Edwidge Danticat, which explores mother-daughter 

relationships and deals with the issues of honor and chastity. One guest, 

Dominique, grew up in Haiti, where the book is partially set, and related 

to the Haitian emphasis on chastity: "I did not have to endure the tests 

[the main character] did, but my mother conducted a test of her own. ... 

I thought it was humiliating" (Winfrey, 1998, June 18, p. 13). Danette, a 

Cuban-American woman, was grateful for the book: "It made me feel 

alive. Thank you and Ms. Danticat, who reminded me of all the reasons I 

love being a woman and of all the ghosts, both pleasant and unpleasant, 

that danced across the faces of my mother and her mother and quite 
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possibly my own" (p. 13). Although one guest, Rebecca, did not seem to 

have any surface connection to a Haitian girl, she actually had a lot in 

common with the main character: "As I read the pages of Edwidge 

Danticat's novel, I could not help but reflect upon these important 

relationships of mine—the issues that I have and have had with my 

mother, the ones I have worked out, the ones I will work out and the 

ones which will never be worked out" (p. 13). 

Like Morrison's Paradise, Wally Lamb's I Know This Much Is True 

presented readers with a great challenge, not just with its content but 

with its length of 897 pages. Yet the novel, discussed on September 25, 

1998, was still able to inspire readers to employ transference. The story 

revolves around a pair of identical twins, one "normal" and one a 

paranoid schizophrenic. Kathleen Camarato wrote to Winfrey explaining 

how she would be perfect for this Book Club discussion: Camarato is 

herself an identical twin whose sister is suffering from schizophrenia 

(Winfrey, 1998, September 25, p. 5). Like the healthy twin in the novel, 

Camarato has dealt with the pain that goes along with being your 

sibling's keeper and is determined to make her own happy ending for 

their lives. "There's a quote in the book I read that said, Treat everyone 

kindly, for everyone is fighting a hard battle' " (p. 4). 
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On October 28, 1998, the club examined What Looks Like Crazy On 

An Ordinary Day... by Pearl Cleage, a story about an HIV-positive woman 

who returns to her hometown and finds love in a variety of places. One 

guest, Joy, was sure there was no connection between her and the book's 

characters, but "there was a connection, a very sensitive one, that as I 

started reading the book, really, really touched me" (Winfrey, 1998, 

October 28, p. 11). Winfrey herself saw herself in the book; her experience 

of being a wild teenager and having a child at the age of 14 was very 

similar to the experiences of a group of female characters in the novel (p. 

17-18). And while Winfrey did not have the resources the girls in the text 

did, she does recognize their connection to her own life. 

Midwives by Chris Bohjalian is a novel about a Vermont midwife 

who must stand trial for the unintentional murder of a pregnant woman 

in her care. The text was discussed on December 7, 1998. One female 

guest, who was a practicing midwife, related a personal story that was so 

much like the novel, it was if it were based on her life (Winfrey, 1998, 

December 7, p. 17). Another midwife in attendance felt the main 

character was destroyed" at the end, and took any negative aspects in 

the story personally (p. 16). 
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The January 19, 1999 episode of Oprah was dedicated to 

discussing Where the Heart Is, a novel by Billie Letts. The book tells the 

story of a 17-year-old pregnant girl who finds herself stranded at an 

Oklahoma Wal-Mart store where she relies successfully on the kindness of 

others to survive. One woman said the book "went straight to me 

because I was married at 16, had two children. They were only 14 

months apart. And so it was almost like a progression of my life" 

(Winfrey, 1999, January 19, p. 10). Another woman recognized the 

universal nature of the Wal-Mart in the story, commenting that "when 

I'm really homesick, I go to Wal-Mart, because they're all exactly the 

same" (p. 11). 

The final Book Club discussion that aired during this study 

covered Bret Lott's Jewel, a book about a woman who must learn to live a 

different life when her sixth child is born with Down's syndrome. During 

the discussion, which aired February 26, 1999, readers learned that the 

novel was somewhat autobiographical. Lott's grandmother (whose 

middle name is Jewel) had six children, the last of whom was born with 

Down's syndrome. Martha, a Book Club guest who gave birth to a 

daughter with Down's syndrome in October 1998, found a deep 

connection with the text. Unlike the mother in the text, however, Martha 
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and her husband chose not to raise their daughter themselves, but rather 

allow a family who was better equipped to care for her adopt the baby. 

Martha was still grieving when she read Lott's novel: "For me, Jewel 

helped me break my sense of isolation. We walked the same path even if 

the outcomes were different. ... My husband and I are grateful for the 

book" (Winfrey, 1999, February, 26). 

As Oprah's Book Club continues throughout the next months and 

years—Winfrey has agreed to host The Oprah Winfrey Show for two more 

years through the 2001-2002 broadcast season and has never mentioned 

that the Book Club would end before her show does (The Oprah Winfrey 

Show, 1998) those who read her selections will continue to employ 

transference to the Book Club texts, as well as other literature they 

choose to explore. 



CHAPTER 5 

CONCLUSION 

With her Book Club, talk show host Oprah Winfrey has used the 

relatively new technology of television to revive literature. Despite the 

odds against her, Winfrey has successfully created women's spaces for the 

1990s, not so different from the American women's social clubs from the 

late 1800s and early 1900s, and the French salons of the sixteenth and 

seventeenth centuries. Readers, specifically women, consistently use the 

psychological processes of transference and transactional reading by 

using fictional literature from the Book Club to discuss sensitive areas of 

their lives. Each of the 20 Book Club discussions that have aired to date 

have contained at least one example of transference. In many cases, 

readers are able to see themselves in the text, often imagining themselves 

as a character. On some occasions, the novels have been semi-

autobiographical, and the author is able to engage in transference as 

well. Often, Winfrey herself saw aspects of her own life in the texts; it is 

perhaps these similarities between her life and the fiction that led her to 

select the texts for her Book Club. Winfrey's goal is to feature only books 
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that "people can feel some sort of emotional attachment to" (The book 

club..., 1996, October 7, p. 83). 

On September 8, 1998, Winfrey began "a new era of Oprah." The 

show took on a new look and "a renewed mission to enlighten, educate 

and entertain viewers" (The Oprah Winfrey Show, 1998). Winfrey 

revealed a new concept for the 1998-1999 season called "Change Your 

Life TV" which she hoped would "inspire viewers to make the small 

adjustments that can create big results in their lives" (The Oprah 

Winfrey Show, 1998). Many shows now feature a 15-minute segment 

called "Remembering Your Spirit" where Winfrey and others encourage 

viewers to take time out of their lives to connect with their spirits. While 

Winfrey has received some criticism for her show's new format, she 

remains hopeful: "I believe television can do something it has never 

done before" she stated in a September 3, 1998 press release (The Oprah 

Winfrey Show, 1998). Clearly, Winfrey is attempting to use television to 

better her viewers' lives. 

In 1997, Winfrey launched Oprah's Angel Network, a campaign 

designed to encourage people to open their hearts wider to help those in 

need (The Oprah Winfrey Show, 1998). She created "The World's Largest 

Piggy Bank," a collection of spare change to help send 50 students to 
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college (The Oprah Winfrey Show, 1998). The Angel Network is also 

working with Habitat for Humanity to build 205 homes throughout the 

United States (The Oprah Winfrey Show, 1998). Winfrey will also make a 

contribution to Oxygen Media, "a multimedia company, aimed 

primarily at women, that pursues the ... goal of convergence—combining 

the entertainment power of television with the interactivity and 

specificity of the Internet" (Post, 1999, February 22, p. 112). In a series 

called Spoken Word, Winfrey will record voice-overs for some of her 

favorite passages from literature and life, animated by graphics (p. 117). 

She will also lead an ongoing survey that examines how women view 

politics, the financial world, their roles in society, their personal lives 

and media (p. 117). Some scoff at her emphasis on self-help; The 

Chicago Sun-Times deemed her "Deepak Oprah," making reference to the 

popular spiritualist Deepak Chopra. Winfrey says she doesn't mind the 

criticism: "I'm trying to get people to relate to the truth of their own 

lives" (Lynch, 1998, October 9-11, p. 4). If Winfrey purports to "Change 

Your Life" using television, she must have material to support herself. 

When readers write to Winfrey explaining how books touched their lives, 

how texts served as a kind of mirror of their own realities, it becomes 
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clear that some of her efforts to change lives—or at least affect lives—are 

fruitful. 

It is truly a paradox that a television program would choose to 

promote literacy. Time magazine calls Oprah's Book Club "an unlikely 

but tremendously successful merging of media" (Gleick, 1998, June 15, p. 

81). Publishers have known since its advent that television exposure sells 

books, but it has always been difficult to successfully pair the correct 

novel with the correct program. News programs such as Today, Good 

Morning America and 60 Minutes were favored venues; until Oprah, talk 

shows were not considered for promoting literature (Gray, 1996, 

December 2, p. 84). It is important to note, however, that The Oprah 

Winfrey Show has consciously changed its format throughout its 13 

syndicated seasons from a stereotypical "tabloid" talk show to one that 

claims to be "Change Your Life TV." 

Book clubs have always had a positive influence on literature; 

Winfrey has recognized this and utilized the phenomenon to her benefit. 

Winfrey has always been "one of the most effective spokespeople for 

books—a mention on the ... show is nearly synonymous with increased 

demand for a title at the bookstore level" (With a little ..., 1996, October 

28, p. 1). The advent of the Book Club has given her even more 
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credibility and clout. Because each selection is kept secret until its 

official announcement by Winfrey, booksellers are asked to purchase 

texts in bulk without even knowing their titles; and because the Oprah's 

Book Club "seal of approval" is attached, booksellers make large blind 

purchases every month (Booksellers w a i t 1 9 9 7 , January 27, p. 1). Even 

her detractors give her some amount of credit: "When the usefulness and 

pleasure and sheer importance of reading are remote to many, Ms. 

Winfrey, the high priestess of self-help, has laudably reminded millions 

of the rewards that can come from reading a good book" (Feldman, 1997, 

February 2, p. 31). One author adds, tongue-in-cheek, "Given our 

nation's endless search for the short cut to our better selves, it is a 

brilliant programming move" (MacGregor, 1998, October 25, p. 30). 

This study is by no means complete. To truly understand the 

impact of Oprah's Book Club on the world of literature, one must do 

further research. The Oprah Winfrey Show makes transcripts available for 

each program. These approximately 20 page booklets are available for 

purchase from Burrelle's Information Services, a company which provides 

written transcripts for a variety of television and radio programs. While 

the transcripts were an invaluable resource, and provided the bulk of my 

research material concerning the direct application of transference, they 
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are in no way a substitute for the actual programs. By watching the Book 

Club discussions, one can not only hear the verbal language of the 

participants but also can see the body language as well. The transcripts 

were extremely useful for obtaining quoted material, but when this 

research is continued, actual television footage will need to be attained 

in order to add depth and clarity. 

Of the 24 books selected thus far by Winfrey, I have read 18. I feel 

that reading the books involved in this discussion provided me with 

insight I would have been lacking otherwise. It is impossible to write a 

coherent essay on a text one has not actually read. It would have been 

unnecessarily difficult to do the research for this study as well as the 

writing if I was without a working knowledge of the texts involved. While 

my actual thesis concerns Oprah's Book Club as a phenomenon and 

takes into account psychological processes, it is also about the texts 

themselves. With the help of a variety of published summaries, I was 

able to grasp the premises of the six novels I have not yet read. When 

this research is continued, all of the Oprah's Book Club selections will 

have to be read in order to add strength to the argument. 
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APPENDIX A 

THESIS MECHANICS 

My thesis will be written in accordance with the rules spelled out 

in the UNT Guide to the Preparation and Filing of Dissertations, Theses, 

and Problems in Lieu of Thesis in the Toulouse School of Graduate 

Studies. 

It will be organized in the following manner: 

Chapter 1: Introduction 

• Brief overview and statement of problem 

• Background information on the Oprah's Book Club phenomenon 

taken from news media; "proof" that Oprah's Book Club is indeed 

a phenomenon 

• The problem and its purposes: With her Book Club, talk show host 

Oprah Winfrey has used television to promote literature. Despite 

the odds against her—selecting hard-to-read, quirky books by 

relatively unknown authors—Winfrey has been successful. I will 

prove that Oprah's Book Club can be considered a success by 
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examining how readers, specifically women, use the psychological 

processes of transference and transactional reading by employing 

the fictional literature showcased in the Club and its characters to 

discuss sensitive areas of their lives. Restate research question, 

discuss my methodology in detail. 

Chapter 2: Literature Review 

• Overview of television's prevalence in society and how it has been 

studied in the past. 

• Overview of The Oprah Winfrey Show. 

• Overview of book clubs and their influence on literature. 

• Definition of "transference" and how it relates to literature. 

• Definition of "reading." 

Chapter 3: In-depth discussion of the history of women's social clubs. In-

depth discussion of Oprah's Book Club. 

• A discussion of the history of women's social clubs (from 

approximately 1860 to the present) and their relationship to 

literature. 

• How these social clubs compare and contrast to Oprah's Book Club. 



91 

• A discussion on why the Book Club was formed and what Winfrey's 

hopes are for it. 

• An analysis of the books that have been chosen, their themes, 

authors and characters. 

Chapter 4: In-depth analysis of how readers, specifically women, use the 

psychological processes of transference and transactional reading by 

employing fictional literature and its characters to discuss sensitive areas 

of their lives. 

• What is reading? 

• Analysis of literary transference studies. 

• Analysis of Book Club discussions including examples of readers 

using transference. 

• Connections between literary transference and female readers. 

Chapter 5: Conclusion 

In the conclusion, I will summarize my results, discuss their 

implications and note the limitations of my study. 

• Summary 

• Discussion 



92 

• Recommendations and Limitations 

Appendices (Thesis Mechanics, Oprah's Book Club Selections 

[alphabetical by author], Oprah's Book Club Selections 

[chronological by date announced]) 

References 
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8, 1997. 

Schlink, B. (1997). The reader. New York: Vintage International. 
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