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What people are saying about

Reality Squared

Reality Squared faces down reality TV with the curiosity and seriousness that the subject deserves and so rarely receives. In Syverson’s hands, there are no lazy cliches or easy jokes—he cuts to the heart of why and how this form carries political and cultural consequence. From Vanderpump Rules to the reality presidency we’re all forced to watch, Syverson provides a necessary theoretical framework to help us understand a phenomenon that isn’t going anywhere anytime soon.

Lucas Mann, author of Captive Audience: On Love and Reality TV

Elegantly written, Tom Syverson’s Reality Squared is at once a love letter to reality TV and a nuanced study of one of the most pervasive forms of media in our contemporary moment. Amid debates on how leftist discourse has been making excessive use of bad faith and paranoid readings, Syverson discursively intervenes with a generosity that does not disavow a rigorous, critical assessment.

Kristen Cochrane, @ripannanicolesmith

Reality Squared proposes a novel idea that’s achingly overdue: rather than wringing our hands over the obviously staged aspects of reality television, perhaps it’s better to think of these mechanisms as a perfect map of our increasingly fictitious world. Syverson’s dead-on understanding of cheap entertainment and its symbiotic relationship to the failures of the Left make this an invaluable read.

Jarett Kobek, author of Only Americans Burn in Hell and I Hate the Internet

Syverson forces us to contemplate and wrestle with the possibility that reality television represents not so much a “staged” version of our lived existence, but rather a mirror for our own fictively structured social universe. At a time when it so often feels that the truth has become stranger than fiction, Syverson’s dive into the world of reality television suggests a more uncomfortable “truth”: there is no longer a meaningful difference between the two.

Naomi Snider, author of Why Does Patriarchy Persist?

In a so-called post-truth era, underwritten by the interminable logic of finance, and with a former gameshow host and professional wrestling guest star as president, Syverson invites readers to take seriously that reality television might be the paramount artform of our time. Far from obfuscating reality, its precise performativity plays back the implausibility, instability, and irrationality of our own lives in extraordinarily legible ways. Playing reality shows like The Hills, The Real Housewives, and The Bachelor against ideas from cultural theory, psychoanalysis, and critical theory, Syverson argues that reality television serves as a kind of ethical matrix and, perhaps, a way station onto a grander political consciousness. It is hard to agree with every argument, claim, or provocation but, just like its source material, it’s hard to turn away either. Reality Squared plays precisely in a murky zone where one considers what happens if we really do stop being polite and start getting real.

Ajay Singh Chaudhary, Brooklyn Institute for Social Research
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I’m not a housewife, but I am real.
 Bethenny Frankel





Chapter 1

Don’t Believe Anything You Don’t See on TV

One way we came to terms with Donald Trump’s election to the United States presidency was to tell ourselves it wasn’t real.

To be more specific: it was real, but it wasn’t quite real. The latter half of November 2016 saw millions of people suddenly knocked off kilter, stumbling and weeping as they awoke to find themselves dreaming. The dream—in the sense of an abstract vision—was always a familiar metaphor in our political imagination. But this time, center-liberalism was elbow-deep in nightmare. Famously, Otto von Bismarck described politics as the art of the possible; after Trump, it’d involve supervising the impossible. The next few years of political life would be a terrorizing mix of fantasy and reality, never quite conforming to the dictates of either pole. In this way, Trump’s election was not only a shocking political development, but also a decisive moment in redrawing the metes and bounds of social reality. As novelist Jarett Kobek put it:


Donald J. Trump, the world’s best approximation of living fiction, whose body appears to be constituted of media coverage stitched together with plastic surgery, was elected to the Presidency of the United States of America…Reality collapsed into fiction.1



For the political mainstream, the problems posed by Donald Trump were sui generis. He wasn’t just another crooked politician or fattened racist. He was something much more disorienting. From the beginning, Trump’s entry into politics was the wrong kind of pop-culture incursion. He married tabloid celebrity with electoral politics so successfully that it forced a new legitimation crisis for democratic capitalism. After all, for democracy to have any sense, mustn’t the political sphere separate itself, at least to some modest extent, from the trashy habits of mass culture? But Trump represented all at once the many ways the polis could be defiled, whether by commerce or counter-meritocracy, giving body to an unspoken fear among elites: that democracy always had, within it, the potential to go too far.

What were supposed to be his failings—a compulsive ability to enrage and titillate audiences; a stained persona of lowbrow consumer artifice; and a singular reputation for crass, cruel, and duplicitous behavior—these were in fact his greatest powers. With warmed-over Reaganism and overtures to the ugliest social resentments, his campaign tied together in one vulgar display all the darkest manipulations of commercial advertising theory. As it turned out, baffling audiences with bullshit was no liability, but rather an unlikely gift. The key was to understand how flimsy the laws of social reality always were; that even the unwritten rules of public knowledge were meant to be broken.

It was in this context, amid an ostensible breakdown of reason in a society gone mad with frivolity, that a purveyor of lies qua entertainment had become president. Who, or what, was to be blamed?

Some said reality television.2

Trump’s actual career in reality television dovetailed nicely with that explanation. He’d been the icon of NBC’s The Apprentice and Celebrity Apprentice all through the Bush and Obama years, and he’d made several memorable appearances on pro wrestling, that masculinist older brother to reality television.3 As far as his public image went, there was never a clear demarcation between fabricated and fake personas, nor a line between his entertainment endeavors and political ambitions. “Life is not all sincerity,” he’s supposed to have said. “Life is an act, to a large extent.”

As such, his knack for carrying out an insidious, lifelong form of method acting preceded him, and only a month after his election, this dual persona—epitomizing the lowest form of celebrity and holding the highest political office on the planet—followed him directly into the White House.

In December 2016, Time ran a piece by Jeff Nesbit, former communications director to Dan Quayle, titled “Donald Trump Is the First True Reality TV President.” The president elect had by then confirmed that he’d maintain an ownership stake in NBC’s Celebrity Apprentice, and though he would no longer host the show, he would hang onto an executive producer role. But truthfully, maintaining this pecuniary thread to reality television was only a metaphor for a much broader characterization of his presidency as something terribly unreal. In Time, Nesbit offered up a paradigmatic diagnosis:


[The Trump presidency] will look and feel a lot like a political reality TV show played out on a grand stage, with producers scripting the biggest fights behind the scenes while leaving plenty of room for unrehearsed, populist public drama. Trump is the first truly made-for-television president. Every day will literally be a new episode shot in real-time, in front of a public and a world that simply can’t get enough of the spectacle.4



A year into his presidency, Trump had already embraced this characterization himself.5 He greeted reporters by saying “welcome back to the studio.” In press conferences, he boasted of high ratings and great reviews.

Was this anything new, or had hysterical liberal commentators suddenly lost their perspective? After all, how fabricated was George W. Bush’s salt-of-the-earth drawl, or Bill Clinton’s charade of moral rectitude? In many ways, conceiving of politics as socially useful improvisational theater was old hat. For decades before Trump, politicized for-profit media like cable news and talk radio had already been dominant in shaping public perception, particularly on the right. Likewise, pseudo-news programs like The Daily Show helped craft mass liberal identity, which formed along a chain of condescending jokes punctuated by rhetorical orgasm. Particularly as the entertainment industry continued to hold itself out as somehow political, only the most naïve among us could be scandalized by the thought of politics as entertainment.

Be that as it may, the gravity of an ascendant Donald Trump collapsed everything fake or frivolous about politics into an over-potent node, now radiating lies directly from the White House. For many, Trump was the logical conclusion of our terrifying, shameful, and now deadly conflation of fantasy with reality. But how, and in what way, was this narrative useful? For one thing, it served the intelligentsia as it struggled to reconcile the conditions of Hillary Clinton’s loss with its own unflagging sense of superiority. If the story were true, then Hillary never lost on the merits after all; her only mistake was in failing to realize she was on a game show. Next time, all that had to be done was to change the channel, from E! back to C-SPAN.

Or so we thought.

* * *

A few months into the Trump administration, the picture would complicate itself significantly, and its implications for political culture would resist easy interpretation. Before we knew it, the moment took on a strange vocabulary of pop epistemology. Paradoxical concepts like “fake news” and “alternative facts” became common in political conversation as the line between fact and fiction grew blurrier and blurrier. Sean Spicer conjured an imaginary audience to declare the president’s inauguration to be the most well-attended in history. Kellyanne Conway repeatedly referred to a fictional event called the Bowling Green Massacre to justify the administration’s travel restrictions. The central political question of the early Trump era wasn’t a choice between competing policy programs—or traditional dividing lines like race, class, gender, or foreign policy—but rather whether the very notion of truth had any shared meaning at all anymore. It was a subject until then confined to philosophical salons and Philip K. Dick novels; but now it was being discussed openly on CNN and at White House press briefings.

The year we elected Trump, Oxford Dictionaries chose “post-truth” as its word of the year. It was defined as “relating to or denoting circumstances in which objective facts are less influential in shaping public opinion than appeals to emotion and personal belief.” The adjective had increased in usage by 2000 percent that year.6

The uncanny pseudo-reality emanating from the Trump administration took on a darker and more complex tone when viewed alongside the theoretical tenor of his most insidious supporters. A brief examination of the eccentric theoretical foundations of the alt-right (and alt-light), now understood to be a new and dangerous force in America, reveals a political culture in the midst of a reckoning with social reality itself.

What was the ideological context of such an alarming development? Angela Nagle has argued, controversially but persuasively, that by the time Trump took office the Right had come to be characterized by everything the Left used to be: “The libertinism, individualism, bourgeois bohemianism, postmodernism, irony, and ultimately the nihilism that the left was once accused of by the right actually characterized the movement.”7 This included adopting a playful and sometimes outright hostile relationship to truth, “where every statement is wrapped in layers of faux-irony, playfulness and multiple cultural nods and references.” For Nagle, this transgressive right-wing postmodernism was the natural enemy of left-wing class materialism.8

Once considered the key failing of a degenerate left academia, the Right’s shift away from observable reality and toward the chaos of cultural meaning meant that Trump was no garden-variety liar. Instead, he embodied the negative truth of the lie, and he was its natural tactician. Thus, the situation we faced was not a straightforward contest between liars and truth-tellers, but rather a far more expansive and disturbing shift in cultural metaphysics. Viewed in this light, the first reality television president was also the first postmodern president.9

What’s postmodern? Though it remains a term subject to repetitive academic litigation and clarification,10 for our purposes we can define postmodernism loosely as the idea that reality and truth consist in whatever those in power assert to be real and true. It can be thought of most basically as a theoretical orientation critical of whatever is taken as given in mainstream discourse, shaped as it is by unseen powers and unconscious ideologies. Already, many liberals today prefer to associate the notion of ideologically mediated reality with right-wing quackery, but traditionally postmodernism has been a creature of far-left thought. Generally, and again imprecisely, we might point to the French post-structuralism of Baudrillard, Foucault, Derrida, and Lacan; gender deconstructionists like Butler, Cixous, and Irigaray; and the critique of Enlightenment rationality and culture industry by the Western Marxists of the Frankfurt School.

But now, those playing with the relationship between power and discourse were right-wingers.11 Perhaps the apotheosis of this strange overlap came in August 2018, when Rudy Giuliani declared on Meet the Press that “truth isn’t truth.” A meme followed, superimposing an image of Giuliani on the cover of Jean-François Lyotard’s seminal work, The Postmodern Condition: A Report on Knowledge.

This unusual convergence of right-wing agitation with left-wing epistemology did not go unnoticed on the Left. A piece in Jacobin argued that if the far Right had adopted a postmodern critique of reason, then it was the duty of socialists to return to rationalist Enlightenment values.12 The piece suggested not only that postmodernism was an ineffective analytic framework for today’s politics, but that the split was fundamental: “The alt-right will always outflank the postmodern left because, in the words of Mike Pence, the former are ‘coming home’ while the latter are attempting to camp on alien territory.” In other words, as Jürgen Habermas has argued for decades, socialism is rational and scientific by its very nature, while fascism is characterized by superstition, mysticism, and an innate distrust of social facts.

Either way, a theoretical turn had occurred by which the dialectical musings of the Frankfurt School and the lofty French theory of the former century had come to resemble too closely the reactionary psychosis of the present one. Seizing the ostensible moment, reasonably worded materialist outlets like Jacobin and Current Affairs emerged to offer a pitch for a new, lightly scientific brand of socialism.

Across these publications and others, a new wave of materialist-left explanations for Trump began to gain currency as a result: the death spiral of identity politics and deteriorating race relations in the superficial Obama years; the implosion of the Republican party as a manageable political institution; the hollow embrace of progressive neoliberalism by the Democratic Party; and most of all the story of capitalism, class, and crisis since the late 1970s. For a new generation of socialist activists, most notably those within the swelling ranks of a resurgent Democratic Socialists of America (DSA), these explanations were compelling, and they laid the theoretical foundation for countless activist actions, reading groups, and primary challenges.

But it has always been possible that this debate between culture and economics—repeating that old duel between base and superstructure—now provides an outmoded and misleading framework for coming to terms with Donald Trump’s ascendancy. Indeed, as Fredric Jameson has argued, postmodernism consists in precisely the eclipse of a distinction between the two, such that “the cultural and the economic thereby collapse back into one another and say the same thing.” As a result, it remains unclear whether orthodox left materialism still serves as a viable mode of political analysis, let alone something that can generate a workable ideological basis for a movement capable of competing with the populist right.

Indeed, outside of DSA reading groups and sporadic Twitter threads, mass political culture remains preoccupied on both sides with either vulgar theodicies or flagrant conspiracy theories, and one can hardly conceive of a mainstream American politics anymore that is not structured by the every tweet and blunder of Donald Trump himself. While academics were pontificating about the political legacy of Heidegger and Derrida, and while leftists renewed old debates about base and superstructure, the most salient explanation on everyone’s mind was simpler: in a society constituted by mass-media experiences and virtual interactions, a fraud like Trump was the inevitable result. More specifically, the conflation of facts and fantasy via reality television laid the foundation for the degradation of public discourse and the disruption of social reality.

Like it or not, the political culture we face today remains mired in a thoroughly postmodern jumble, and untangling it will take new forms of thinking, and in particular a renewed understanding of what it feels like to be a person today.

* * *

It’s not the primary object of this humble book to undertake a comprehensive explanation for the problem of postmodernism or the relevance of class-first politics. Many of the Left’s finest thinkers, including a number of those with whom I tend to agree, would question the wisdom of analyzing political problems without a firm anchor in materialism and class analysis; and yet, as Lenin once noted, an intelligent idealism is still superior to an ignorant materialism. To the extent that material analysis still serves as the basis for left politics, it’ll need to be an intelligent materialism that thoughtfully takes into account the complexities of mass media, has the ability to navigate our increasingly fragmented social reality, understands the dominant role of aesthetics in the cognitive-cultural economy, and doesn’t shrink from the pervasive strain of doubt and distrust running throughout our political institutions, voting behaviors, and bases of material power. In other words, there’s a contingency that the Left must begin to prepare itself for: What do we do if it turns out that we can’t put the genie back in the bottle?

Insofar as this book does have a primary object, it will seek to provide a theoretical account of reality television and the conditions of its significance today. In order to begin doing so, a few more words are necessary, as a means of laying introductory context, on the relationship between reality television and political life. At the very least, it remains incumbent on me to begin to justify how anybody with the slightest concern for progressive politics, or any form of political morality for that matter, could justify watching reality television after Trump—let alone writing a book about it.

In short, if the befogging of fact and fiction has been a boon to the Right, then what does that mean for the Left?

In his classic formulation, Lyotard defined postmodernism as an “incredulity towards metanarratives.” For Lyotard, a metanarrative was a shared understanding to justify knowledge in some way beyond its bare utility. The postmodern condition does not so much entail disposing of the notion of observable, structured reality, but rather draws our attention to our shared inability, or unwillingness, to agree on which stories to tell about it.

Within the frame of postmodern politics, the efficacy of a resurgent scientific socialism now embraced by contemporary democratic socialists—a linear emphasis on material conditions and concrete conflicts—is perhaps less of a panacea than some of us want it to be. But while it’s too early to tell, we might consider that an effective materialist politics might require its own postmodern turn. In our rush to oppose Trump, we risk forgetting our own lessons and casting off too much of the Left’s own critical tradition. In so doing, we lose sight of the social complexities we remain subject to, with or without Trump. As one writer argued in The Outline:


Isn’t it disheartening—how quick we are to sacrifice postmodernism at the altar of politics? Solipsistic thinking is a real danger, especially in the hands of a far-right government…But at its best, postmodernism offers something essential: a key to mapping the complex terrain on which the many falsehoods of the Trump era are manufactured.13



For example, the facts of wage stagnation are crucial, but they do not obtain significance by reference to an epistemological distinction between liars and truth-tellers. Rather, the facts of inequality are useful to the Left only insofar as they are embedded in a plausible political narrative. To imagine politics as a site of struggle between scenes that are staged and those that are faithfully depicted is to misapprehend the real conflicts at stake. The social disorientation of our current moment suggests that our most immediate political struggles won’t be epistemic or metaphysical in nature, but rather material and ideological, and thus decidable only as a matter of political willpower. Power is not a question of adjudicating claims to truth; in fact, as Humpty Dumpty famously argued in Through the Looking Glass, the resolution of competing truth claims is precisely the opposite: “The question is which [of us] is to be master—that’s all.”

The Right understands this well, and it goes a long way toward explaining its dominance in this moment. For instance, as David Harvey has argued, the ideological hegemony of neoliberalism today doesn’t result from its triumph in the marshaling of economic facts, but rather from the mobilization of class power and the social instantiation of an intelligible metanarrative of market fundamentalism. Crucially, neoliberalism has been a successful project of “theoretical utopianism,” but it has been a total failure as a technical matter.14

Similarly, the political economists of the Austrian school, in forming the theoretical foundations of neoliberalism, didn’t view themselves as bland technicians, but rather saw themselves as intensely moralistic thinkers. The underpinnings of their thought can be traced to the reactionary cultural philosophy of Friedrich Nietzsche, in particular his reverence for the individualistic elite and concomitant disdain for the mediocre multitudes.15 Crucial to both Nietzschean aesthetics and Austrian economics is the structural necessity of social hierarchy in preserving the very concept of value. Thus, as one peels back the layers of rhetoric gleaned from Economics 101 classes, beneath the right-wing’s concrete economic program is just more metanarrative.

In the neoliberal metanarrative, the story of market politics is a progression toward greater and greater freedom for all. You can stamp your feet and point to Thomas Piketty’s data all you like—and don’t get me wrong, you should—but in a postmodern moment such as ours that won’t be sufficient without first rediscovering a metanarrative of socialism, equality, and the promise of a humane future. Like the fantasies of market fundamentalism that do so much work on behalf of the bourgeoisie, a socialist metanarrative need not be experimentally demonstrable to be politically effective. Any fan of reality television will tell you: it doesn’t matter what’s staged and what’s not. The program need only be compelling.16

In this simple sense, reality television helps expose the false dichotomy between privileged facts and mere fictions. Understanding reality television isn’t simply a matter of negotiating a conflict between fact and fiction; rather, the genre is about generating their synthesis. The decision incumbent on the Left is not whether facts exist or whether we can measure them; rather, it’s a question of how to marshal and interpret those facts, how to conduct our story editing and produce an engaging show for voters. Which facts we point to depends on what we want to build with them. It’s precisely within the context of a postmodern blurring of fact and fantasy that we can open up a dialectical space of meaning, taking control of both the facts we encounter and the stories we wish to tell about them.

Through the lens of reality television, this book considers the extent to which we can confront today’s postmodern condition by accepting it on its own terms. Fredric Jameson’s touchstone work on postmodernism famously considered “the enormity of a situation in which we seem increasingly incapable of fashioning representations of our own current experience.”17 For Jameson, the postmodern “death of the subject” also meant the death of authentic style and expression, resulting in a situation in which “aesthetic production today has become integrated into commodity production generally.” Pushing beyond Jameson’s classic observations, this book argues that reality television is the postmodern art form par excellence, and as such the only mode of expression capable of properly aestheticizing life in a world in which artistic representation itself seems to be failing us.

In reproducing the process of fictively structured reality, the phenomenology of reality television approximates the postmodern experience, which is a human condition as mediated by virtual formations. Joan Didion famously said that stories are how we render life bearable in the first place; today, the most acute examples of this palliative function of storytelling occur on reality television.

Importantly, this book is not about how we or anybody else can defeat Trump, the resurgent far Right, or global finance capitalism. In fact, we might as well just proceed from the assumption that watching reality television is as shallow a consumerist act as any other, and that in many ways writing this book is no more political an act than tweeting about Harry Potter.

But in what follows, I hope to establish that there is nonetheless an essential difference forming between the two types of entertainment—Star Wars on the one hand, and Real Housewives on the other—insofar as the former provides a childish escape that tells us nothing about how life is really lived today, while the latter provides a more exciting and useful gateway to understanding. At its best, reality television shows how postmodern life is constructed and, more importantly, how it feels for us to take part in it.

A fortiori, this book also stands to refute the notion that reality television is illegitimate or undignified because it manufactures a sense of reality, rather than communicating something preexisting about it. Primarily through the work of Jean Baudrillard, Fredric Jameson, Slavoj Žižek, Jacques Lacan, and Jodi Dean, we’ll see that this commonplace view has all but lost its consistency.

Understanding reality television requires first accepting the premise that reality is by no means an external given, but rather a condition of social relation.18 To the extent that it’s a useful concept at all, “reality” does not refer to much on its own, and it should never be understood as existing outside of our apprehension. Rather, reality is produced through a shared, intersubjective process of symbolization and communication. Reality comes together as an interplay of shared understanding, a virtual edifice built by signifiers, which are parcels of relational meaning with an agency all their own. We do not speak through signifiers; rather, as Lacan famously claimed, it’s the signifiers that speak through us.

As in reality television, signifiers are the “producers” of linguistic reality, manipulating us from the outside and installing us into an external symbolic framework. The purpose of being placed within the symbolic order is to be dolled up and presented for the gaze of another. This structure of meaning, upon which we all rely for subjective consistency and access to social reality, forms according to an autonomous logic that generates narrative to hold itself together. To claim that reality television is “staged” is simply to restate the process of social reality’s formation in the first place; reality television is the same process carried out at another level of abstraction.

Fredric Jameson once described dialectical thinking as “thought to the second power, a thought about thinking itself, in which the mind must deal with its own thought process just as much as with the material it works on.”19 This book’s working definition of reality television follows from Jameson’s model of dialectics. Reality television is reality squared; it’s a form of representing social reality that says something about social reality itself.20

The formal structure and aesthetics of reality television reflect back at us all the most dynamic characteristics of subjectivity today. To name a few: We exist continuously in the gaze of a Big Other, unseen but apprehended. Our contingent experiences are punctuated by internal confessionals and regulated by retroactive attempts at narrative. Our behavior is driven by a destructive thirst for drama and a recognition that, in a Schumpeterian sense, crisis is what generates the most potent lived experiences. In reality television we recognize the simulative labor of our own psychic processes.

Contrary to many liberal critiques of so-called post-truth politics, our ability to construct and narrativize social reality need not be a dangerous anarchy. Rather, it can be a wellspring of human creativity and progress. Likewise, reality television can be both an object of critical analysis and a worthy avenue of narrative pleasure. The reason for this apologia is not in spite of, but precisely because of, the bizarre cultural metaphysics we face in today’s postmodern political moment. In a social context so fundamentally ambivalent about the relationship between data and narrative, we’re caught between the cold-hard facts and the stories we need to tell about them. But studying reality television reveals the choice between fact and fiction to be a false dilemma. Reality television emerges not as a dangerous site of epistemic contamination, but rather as a useful and thoroughly contemporary vehicle for exploring the fictive truths of human experience.

That is, if you’re willing to give it a chance.
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