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FOR AUSTIN, TAYLOR, KAYLEE, AND SPENCER:


May you always remember to look up from the screen










THIS ISN’T WELFARE


On the first day of Survivor: China, the 15th season of the show, Courtney turns to the camera and declares, “I am in my own private hell.” Courtney, 26 years old, is thin and ghostly pale. She works as a waitress in Manhattan. “People in New York don’t act like this,” she says. “I’m marooned with, like, flight attendants and Sunday school teachers.”


Several weeks later, Courtney is one of six remaining contestants. One of the others is the flight attendant, Todd, a 22-year-old gay Mormon from Salt Lake City. Todd has been in an alliance with Amanda, an unemployed hiking guide from Montana, since early in the game. Amanda says they are playing the same way: burrowing in, lying low. “Doing what we’re told. We’re doing a lot of work.”


At the reward challenge, each player is briefly reunited with a family member (“loved one,” in Survivor talk) and the pairs compete to finish a maze while blindfolded. Denise, a school cafeteria worker from Massachusetts who calls herself “the old lady”—she’s 40—wins the reward. She chooses Amanda and Todd to share it, and their relatives get to spend the night in camp. Denise wanders away with her husband, while Amanda and Todd sit in shallow water with their sisters and talk strategy.


Amanda says, “Honestly, it’s not a good idea for us to backstab anyone anymore. But I think as long as we take Denise to the final four, she’ll understand.” Will she? Every player is given some amount of money, but the top three contestants win big money—$85,000, $100,000, and $1 million—and so everyone longs to be one of the final three. Only a fool is nice about being number four.


“Would you vote Denise before Courtney, or no?” Todd’s sister asks.


“Yeah.”


“I freakin’ love Denise, I really do,” says Todd, “but—”


But Denise is a working-class mother who hasn’t backstabbed anyone.


“In the final three, she can play her sob story,” says Amanda.


“That’s right,” says Todd. “We, Amanda and I and Courtney, are all pretty much on the same level, because we have pissed a lot of people on the jury off, so it’s a pretty even chance between all of us, so—”


“It’s like a dream,” Amanda adds. “Perfect.”


Later, Todd says to the camera: “You can’t stop the game. The game keeps going. So, you know what? You want to feel comfortable and you want to feel you can trust people. And you just can’t, though. You got to keep on your toes. You got to keep yourself nervous, or else you’re gonna get screwed.”


For the rest of the day, the remaining players meet in pairs and trios, shifting from ally to declared enemy and back. They tell the same story to different people in different ways, then they tell different stories, and parts of stories; they tell each other the truth and versions of the truth and bits of truth and complete untruths, until no one is sure of anything.


“I’m definitely the swing vote tonight,” Denise says, in her broad Massachusetts accent. “For me, personally, I mean, this is do or die. When I get up there—I mean, I don’t know right now who I’m gonna pick. What happens when I come back to camp after I make this decision? Who’s gonna be flipping out? This is a game for a million dollars, and right now writing someone’s name down is a million-dollar signature. I’m a little nervous, I’m a little scared, I’m a little in turmoil, I’m a little flipping out.”


Erik is voted out that night. A few days later, Peih-Gee is gone. The remaining players walk back to camp in the odd blue-gray glow of the night cameras.


“Final four, bitches!” says Todd, slapping hands.


The next day, Todd, Courtney, and Amanda talk about voting off Denise. Todd is trying to avoid “them going all girl power on me and voting me out.” Then Todd and Denise talk about voting off Courtney, while Courtney and Amanda talk about voting off Todd. “Everyone likes him,” Amanda, his ally, his closest friend in the game, points out. At last she sees that Todd is her biggest threat. She’s afraid he will play the “I’m-the-smartest-guy-here, I’m-the-only-guy-left card.”


Courtney, her collarbones jutting out like coat hangers, says, “I know, but Denise is gonna cry.” Courtney thinks she’s in a great position. In her pregame interview, she said her main hobbies were “reading and learning new things,” and her main “inspiration in life” was “the laughter of children.” On the show she is brutal, unrelenting, her affect a narrow range between complaint and cruelty. She calls herself “the biggest bitch on the planet.” At one point in the game, she says, “I have never been anything except my own winsome personality,” tilting her head and smiling with contempt.


Amanda wins final immunity by balancing the tallest tower of porcelain cups and bowls. Now Amanda is the swing vote, because no one can vote for her. Courtney tells Todd that the smart thing is to vote off Denise, as they have secretly planned to do from the beginning of the alliance. Denise was always supposed to be number four.


“You’re, like, the schemer, and I’m the tagalong, and she won two immunities,” says Courtney.


Todd says, “Obviously, I want to win, but if I have to lose, I don’t want to lose to Denise.”


“Are you kidding me?” says Courtney. “This isn’t, like, welfare. You know? Like, she doesn’t deserve it just ’cause, you know, she sucks at life.”










PERCEPTION IS REALITY


What the host, executive producer, and kazillionaire Jeff Probst likes to call “the greatest social experiment on television” has been running for 40 seasons over 20 years. After 597 episodes, ratings are stable (“numbingly consistent,” said one critic). Viewer demographics are broad. The show usually leads its evening in primetime, as it has season after season, year after year. A critic for Time wrote, “This is the real miracle of Survivor: It just keeps going—and, so far at least, where it goes an entire genre follows.” Survivor has been nominated for Emmys 64 times, and won several, including “Outstanding Picture Editing for a Structured Reality or Competition Program.” The show has won ASCAP, Gold Derby, OFTA, and BMI Awards. People’s Choice Awards. A GLAAD Award for Outstanding Reality Program in 2018. Survivor spawned itself in multiple countries, and in turn spawned imitations of many kinds: elimination challenges, castaway shows, shows about strangers marooned together, and shows about actual survival.


Profits are closely guarded and tricky to define. The first season grossed $52 million. Forbes reported that Survivor: Pearl Islands a few years later made about $73 million. After 40 seasons, CBS has a loose hand on the reins; as long as the show is a golden goose, they seem willing to leave it alone. Survivor is wildly popular around the world. Over the years, it’s been played in Belgium, Sweden, France, Denmark, Israel, Norway, and the Philippines; there have been versions in South Africa, India, Slovakia, Turkey, Argentina, Pakistan, Georgia, and the Czech Republic; in Brazil, Finland, and Bulgaria. All these shows are licensed by Castaway Television Productions, based in London, which controls the show’s look and is supposed to police the behavior of the production crews. You don’t have to speak the language to follow the show elsewhere; there are only a few variations from place to place (usually, the music is better in other countries). Players will be voted off until only one remains. Almost everything else is the same, everywhere on Earth: not just the idol, not just the buffs, but the arguments, the flirting, the mistakes, the acres of bare skin marred by insect bites and bruises, the pseudo-primitive aesthetic and faux-religious rituals. The extinguishing of the torch. The tribe has spoken.


The seeds of Survivor were planted in Britain, when a producer named Charlie Parsons created a show called Expedition: Robinson with Bob Geldof. (Parsons is now an executive producer of Survivor.) The BBC rejected it, and the show ended up in Sweden, where it ran as Expeditie Robinson until mid-2020. At the suggestion of Lauren Corrao, a Fox executive, the freelance producer Mark Burnett bought the idea after Parsons’s production company was sold. The idea was rejected several times, including twice by CBS, before Burnett finally got a deal. (From the point of view of Swedish viewers, Survivor is the stepchild.)


The concept is brilliant and simple: a small group of strangers are stranded in a wild place with few resources; they must band together to survive but also vote one another off. Most of their time is spent on the fundamentals: shelter, fire, food, and getting along with one another somehow. (Or not.) They also compete: at first, tribe against tribe, the winning group sharing the spoils. Eventually, the tribes merge and players compete against one another as individuals. The game typically follows a three-day cycle: reward, immunity, elimination. One day they take on physical and mental challenges for rewards like fishing gear or peanut butter sandwiches. The next day, they do the immunity challenge: the winning tribe or the winning person is safe from elimination. (Read: execution.) That night or the next, the losing tribe—or everyone, after they merge—meet for Tribal Council, where a person is voted out. By then, deals have been made and players have formed alliances; such agreements may be secret and sometimes transparent, and they are almost always temporary. After the vote, Jeff snuffs the loser’s tiki torch—“Because fire is life”—and says, “The tribe has spoken.”


Players who are voted out after the tribes merge become members of the jury. They are taken to a kind of resort nearby called Ponderosa, where they eat, drink, sleep, and bicker. The jury members attend each Tribal Council but aren’t allowed to speak. (Oh, but if looks could kill…) The game ends when there are only two or three players remaining, and then, as Jeff puts it, the power shifts. At that Council, the jury asks questions of the finalists, supposedly about the Outwit, Outplay, Outlast aspects of the game, but often they are simply airing grievances. Then the jury votes for a winner.


Producers weren’t sure what to expect from the first season of the American version, in 2000. Would anyone want to play? More than 6,000 people applied for the first season. The producers conducted hundreds of interviews, dozens of physical exams, background checks, and psychological evaluations, until 16 contestants were chosen. They ranged in age from a 22-year-old rafting guide to a 72-year-old ex–Navy SEAL.


The first season took place on a small island in Borneo called Pulau Tiga, a place about a mile wide and three miles long with snakes, sharks, and plenty of insects. Burnett, who once said in an interview that because he was British, “I don’t know from racism,” said he chose Pulau Tiga because he wanted a setting that “looked like something straight out of Apocalypse Now.”


In those first episodes, the visibly nervous host strolled along the beach and talked into the camera. Prior to Survivor, Jeff Probst had been host of VH1’s Rock & Roll Jeopardy! On Survivor, he started out as a proxy for the audience and a friend to the players; his job seemed to consist of explaining the rules in the manner of a wide-eyed rookie. The contestants were equipped with good shoes, yellow rain slickers, pencils and paper, needle and thread, sunglasses, sunblock, a first aid kit, flashlights, even sparklers. The women wore jewelry. As the show opened, they were given two minutes to grab whatever else they could get off the boat, and they grabbed a lot—a frying pan, fishing traps, rope, life jackets, buckets, a machete, a mallet, a raft, canned food, kerosene, mosquito nets, blankets. Each contestant also had a backpack with ziplock bags for their personal gear, and each was allowed one “luxury item.” One man brought a Bible; one of the women brought a ukulele. In the middle of the season, the players received care packages; Sean got a razor, which he used to shave the hair around his nipple ring. The women borrowed it to shave their armpits. (Razors are no longer allowed. But many women wear bikinis and never show a hair, so perhaps a wax is mandatory. Inquiring minds want to know.)


The first Tribal Council set was little more than a log bench and a fire, and players stopped to ring a gong as they entered. The meetings were like gentle deprogramming sessions; in one episode Jeff even handed around a conch shell to use as a talking stick. (Jeff nixed this for the future; it left him with too little to do.) “What happens here is sacred,” he said soberly. “It needs to be respected.” He wanted “to see if we can get a little more truth,” because “you ought to be able to feel safe to say things here that maybe you can’t say back at camp.” Everyone pretended this nonsense was true. There was no discussion of voting strategy. In the first episode, Sonja and her ukulele were voted off, to no one’s surprise. Almost a fifth of the American population—51.7 million people—tuned in to the finale.





Recliner, sofa, and recliner in a semicircle, backed against the windows with the curtains closed so we could watch the TV set without glare. The Merv Griffin Show on weekday afternoons and The Wonderful World of Disney on Sunday evenings. Any movie starring John Wayne. The sad-sack longing of Queen for a Day. Voyage to the Bottom of the Sea. Captain Kangaroo and Bonanza. The Beverly Hillbillies and Hogan’s Heroes. Colombo and The Mod Squad. We were readers, all of us, but we read with the television on. We played Monopoly with the television on. We ate dinner with the television on. I think we might have opened our Christmas presents with the television on. Even during my delinquent years the television was on, but instead of sitting between my parents, I went over to Terry’s house and sat between his parents, in a semicircle with the curtains closed against the glare to watch professional wrestling.


I grew up with the television on all the time and then left home and didn’t watch much television for years. There was one set in our college dorm, but I don’t recall seeing anything other than the Watergate hearings and the occasional episode of Star Trek, with the sound turned down so we could make up our own dialogue. I took pride in my newly elevated tastes. When I visited my parents, I joined the circle in front of the TV, but I was pointedly reading Alan Watts at the same time. When I found myself living with a television again a few years later, it wasn’t my fault; it wasn’t my TV, but it’s a slippery slope and down I slid.


Stories. That is my drug. I am addicted to stories and I take stories in every form. I make up stories and I love to hear stories. I read a great deal, I watch a lot of movies, and I watch television. I like action films and comic books. In Thomas Hardy’s words, “I like a story with a bad moral.” My taste is more broad than low (and I can find any number of people willing to defend the artistic merits of action films and comic books). But for a long time, television was background companionship, less of a story than the Top 40 countdown. I went to the movies almost every week of my childhood; we watched previews, a cartoon, and the double feature. I was born just a bit too late for the serial, sometimes called a chapter play. What a great idea: a story progressing from week to week. But all the television shows I watched were self-contained. Colombo always had just one more question. Granny sent the neighbors a bottle of tonic on The Beverly Hillbillies; by the next week, the tonic was forgotten. Even Star Trek wrapped everything up by the end of an hour. But television got better. Characters began to move through time. They changed and grew and suffered the consequences of mistakes. We watched Hill Street Blues and Dallas. St. Elsewhere and L.A. Law and Twin Peaks. Television began to require attention. The Sopranos. Breaking Bad. Six Feet Under. And now? The Expanse. Schitt’s Creek. Trapped.


I’m not here to defend anything, but I’d rather surf the channels than the web. The artist Daniel Rozin made the “Self-Centered Mirror,” a sculpture of 34 vertical mirrored panes. The panes are arranged in such a way that standing in front of the mirror, you will see yourself and only yourself reflected in every pane. The web feels this way to me sometimes; it’s a useful tool, because it does what I tell it to do and goes where I tell it to go. (The internet also watches me in a disturbingly precise way; as far as surveillance goes, I prefer television’s blunt reflexes to the fine algorithms of data miners.) Grab the remote to surf the channels and it’s like riding the subway; it’s where everyone is. Everything is on television and almost everyone in the world is watching. People sometimes tell me they don’t watch TV, with a hint of pride. Instead they send me YouTube links and stream Netflix.


As a child, I watched Candid Camera, because didn’t everyone. But I was in my anti-television years before the Loud family decompensated in public view, and I was well into plot-driven dramas by the time The Real World appeared, well off my radar. Except for the comedic stylings of Pat Patterson on WWE, I didn’t know what reality TV was, exactly; I had a vague and critical idea of some amalgam of Jerry Springer and Cops. (Which isn’t entirely off base. The list of failed reality shows is long, with a throw-it-at-the-wall-and-see-if-it-sticks quality. There’s Shattered, where players have to try and stay awake for a week. Who’s Your Daddy?—a Fox show from 2005 in which a woman tries to guess which of 25 men is her biological father. Splash, a competition where celebrities perform high dives; many people were injured before the show was cancelled. Space Cadets, a Channel 4 show from the UK in which people were told they’d been picked to be astronauts and were sent into “space.” Few people were fooled. A few years ago, a reality show called Eden was filmed on a fenced 600-acre estate in a remote area of western Scotland. Twenty-three men and women were left there for a year to start “building a new life and creating a society from scratch.” They had personal cameras, a skeleton crew, and remote cameras around the property. Over the course of the year, many cheated and more than half quit. The show aired four episodes before being cancelled. But no one bothered to tell the remaining players that it was over. They just kept trying to create a society from scratch for seven more months.)


Reality television is not one thing. Are quiz shows and game shows reality TV? Maybe. A case can be made. Talent competitions are a kind of reality show. But the core, that which feeds the wildly popular and surprisingly diverse human preoccupation with each other, is where we find makeover shows and slice-of-life shows and so-called adventure shows. Such shows feel like a kind of espionage. At the center of it all is Survivor, one of the most influential shows ever broadcast. Survivor forces people to rely on one another and eliminate each other at the same time. It swings between the tedium of real housewives and the adrenaline rush of a footrace; Survivor puts people in faux danger and real discomfort and watches as they half-bore one another to death. It’s a little bit of everything and became the blueprint for countless other shows.


One day some years ago, and I cannot tell you why, I watched Project Runway, a fashion design competition. Fashion design does not interest me. But I was mesmerized by smart, creative people doing ridiculously difficult challenges under crazy time limits. My own work involves language and interior life as much as anything that happens; the problems I have to solve are often hard to frame. I do solve most of them, sometimes with a jolt. Watching people design and tailor a red-carpet look based on New York City architecture in 24 hours felt oddly familiar. I could see—I recognized—the small aha slide across a person’s face like a brief spark. I fell in love with Project Runway. I was struck by the weirdness of it all—not the thrill of solving a tricky problem, but the very idea of doing it on camera, in view. I’m a little introverted and private. (This surprises many people. I’m not shy; I’m comfortable with public speaking; I’m opinionated. And I’ve written at length about private matters. But if a writer does their work well, the work of it disappears and the words seem artless, natural. This can fool a reader into thinking they’ve seen behind the curtain. But writers reveal only what they wish to reveal, and take great care about it. You have no idea what I’ve left out.) I am perhaps more private than is good for me and certainly more private than is considered normal in current times. I was curious about the idea of so-called reality as a so-called show, with elements of games and documentary and improvisation and manipulation and rules all blended together. And the very idea.


The fact is, I watched Project Runway because a smart musician I know told me, with some embarrassment, that she liked it. And I was embarrassed, too, for a while; then I found out that another friend—and another—were watching secretly, too. So I’m not here to defend anything, especially myself, but I’m still a snob. It’s just that being a snob about reality television is a little different from being a snob in the world of, say, quantum physics. I knew I was getting sick when I watched America’s Next Top Model—once. (Okay, I watched it more than once.) I watched American Idol a few times. So did a lot of other people. (When American Idol first aired, only 27 of 140 million cell phones were used for texting. A third of the phones used for voting in American Idol had never been used for texting before. An ATT spokesman said that the show had done more to “educate the public and get people texting” than their marketing.) I watched Survivor. I watched The Amazing Race because I like to travel, but wouldn’t want to travel like that. I watched Top Chef because I like to cook, but I can’t cook like that. I watched Dirty Jobs because I don’t have one. A pattern, perhaps. Being private and avoiding social media means not always seeing other people’s lives as intimately as my native curiosity would like. A little reality television fills the same appetite that I think drives a lot of social media. These shows were about life, but they were not about my life. Maybe that is what I want from stories most of all.


More than 700 reality shows are being produced now around the world. I’ve never watched Big Brother, a show in which strangers are isolated together and kept under 24-hour surveillance. Big Brother may be the biggest reality show in the world, with hundreds of seasons in more than 50 countries. I had always assumed reality shows were a peculiarly American invention. Not so: Big Brother began in the Netherlands. The company that started Big Brother, Endemol, got very rich. There have been many imitations, like Star Academy, which aired in Lebanon, among other countries. A pan-Balkan show called That’s Me brought contestants from several former Yugoslav republics to live together in a Big Brother–style house. (Do we believe the producers’ high-minded emphasis on peace and harmony among former enemies? Perhaps you can imagine how it worked out.)


You’ve read this far. So maybe you’re not one of the people I’ve talked to lately who are dismayed at my choice of subject, who trash all of reality television and then admit they’ve never watched it, who are otherwise discerning and curious but willing to dismiss one of the most influential entertainments in the world. Reality shows have changed television, changed culture, affecting everything from the beauty business to the travel industry, yet a lot of people ignore them. Theodore Sturgeon famously responded to the complaint that 90 percent of science fiction is crap by saying, “90 percent of everything is crap.” When I tell people what I’m writing about these days, the blinds come down. I’d be curious about this if people had actually checked it out—I didn’t decide that soccer bored me until I suffered through an entire season of it. When I ask people how they came to the conclusion that, as a good friend said with a sneer recently, “Reality television is awful,” I get a whiff of internet conspiracy. Maybe they watched one episode of Real Housewives or The Bachelor several years ago, hated it, and thus proved that the entire ill-defined genre is terrible. Maybe they just assumed, and didn’t bother to watch at all.


Besides, the fact that we produce so much crap is interesting, too; so is the fact that we don’t agree on what crap is. I may think Real Housewives and The Bachelor are terrible shows, but an awful lot of people like them.


Talent competitions are popular everywhere. There’s a lot of singing and dancing but also pottery, tattooing, glassblowing, dog grooming, acrobatics, and drag. Poetry competitions are popular in the Arab world. The Holy Qur’an Caravan is a Koran-reciting competition in which the winners are voted on by the audience. A show called Green Light that aired in several Muslim-majority countries required people to compete on doing good deeds. Rough Science, a BBC show, landed teams of scientists in a strange place and challenged them to solve puzzles, like determining the latitude and longitude or making soap.


I followed Queer Eye for the Straight Guy with something close to delight, but I can’t get interested in any other makeover shows. The rest of the world can, though; makeover has a big audience, whether it’s about dieting, plastic surgery, interior decorating, fashion, cars, makeup, preparation for marriage, or life in general. I want stories, which means pitting strength against weakness, sending a character on a journey and into conflict. It means an end that is unexpected or an end that is expected but complicated or an end that never quite arrives. I’ve never been able to tolerate the slice-of-life shows like Jersey Shore or the many Real Housewives shows, because like The Real World, the only things that happen just happen. They’re like experimental films in which all the dialogue is the stream of consciousness in an unnamed narrator’s dreams. I don’t care what happens next.


The Amazing Race, in which pairs of people travel around the world as fast as they can, should be one of my favorite shows. Players go from Burkina Faso to Vilnius and then hand-deliver several packages without speaking any Lithuanian. They go from Singapore to Manila, where teams have to plow a muddy field with an ox. They fly from Auckland to Siam Reap, where they retrieve baskets of fish out of the harbor. From San Diego to a small town in Argentina, where they have to make 120 empanadas. There are petty pleasures to be had. In season 20, Rachel and her partner can skip to first place if they will shave their heads. She looks stricken, then begins to cry. “I don’t wanna shave my head! I paid five hundred dollars for extensions!” I like to travel, especially to places I’ve never been and where I don’t speak the language, but I wouldn’t want to travel with Rachel. And the show makes me nervous. There’s a lot of pressure and plenty of luck involved; taxis get lost and bicycle tires go flat and dancing with a bottle on your head is about as hard as it sounds. The Amazing Race can be like a bad dream where you run without getting anywhere and then stop to plow a field with an ox or make empanadas.


Last year, late at night in a hotel in a foreign city where I knew no one and couldn’t sleep, I discovered Lego Masters. It’s an improbably hypnotic competition, oddly soothing. Lego building has its own vocabulary, its own stars, its own genius hacks, and the obsessives who spend their hours at this are full of admiration and curiosity about each other’s work. Let’s face it; the last few years have been a slog for a lot of us. Maybe I need a competition for good deeds. Lego Masters, The Great British Baking Show? There’s goodwill in these shows. Floor is Lava and Holey Moley? The stakes are so low. These are the Vanilla Wafers of reality television.


But I can’t live on Vanilla Wafers. The stories I like are the ones where problems get solved. Make a garden party dress out of actual flowers, cook breakfast with this weird fungus you’ve never seen before, get across Saigon at rush hour on a bicycle. Scale this wall and solve this puzzle. Live with these people (yes, these people) for 39 days, on a tiny beach. I know I’m not alone; a lot of us have turned to this kind of entertainment in the last few years, as a kind of Novocain. I admit to a bit of numbing, but I’m also prone to the deep dive. I think of the unresolved in life as problems: that which I want to understand, that which slips out of my grasp, becomes the next thing to tackle. My love of other people’s stories, my urge to escape my own, the vast audience of strangers doing the same thing: this was worth investigating. The irony, of course, is that I can’t dive deeply into why we disappear into television without doing so myself. I started watching Survivor again a few years ago: tropical island, physical challenges I could probably never finish, a chance to break out my genetic tendency toward sarcasm. I watched off and on. Then I watched regularly. And then I went nuts.


Mark Burnett became known to some fans of Survivor as EP, which can refer to his role but more commonly means Evil Pecker. Mark Burnett is also responsible for Shark Tank, The Voice, and The Apprentice, the latter of which made him literally hundreds of millions of dollars. Burnett and a ghostwriter, Martin Dugard, wrote an unintentionally hilarious book about the first season of Survivor and its meaning to the human condition. He claims that they didn’t know what would happen in the first season, but they knew what they were after—in the words of a producer, “dramality.” That means reality with a story, contestants playing a character based on themselves, playing through a loose plot outline with an unknown end.


Burnett grew up in London, the child of factory workers, and then joined the British Army. He’s a self-made man and seems to believe his own press. He has a lot of self-esteem. I’ve read both his memoirs, thus saving you the work. (My task was made easier by the fact that entire sections of the books are identical.) I can tell you that Mark Burnett is a brave, persistent man with a vision; his style is “quiet micromanagement.” (Remind me not to work for him.) He describes a thunderstorm during an early season of Survivor. Lightning is flashing overhead, and it had rained so hard that the camera operators were standing in water. Burnett was confident that lightning wouldn’t strike, and refused to let people take cover. “There was never a question of stopping due to this storm. Survivor was real. Period. Real meant shooting until it was unsafe.… From that moment on, Survivor would have the stamp of authenticity.”


In early seasons, Survivor’s narrative floated the idea that the “castaways” might create a new civilization. “This is their story,” Jeff told the viewers. “Sixteen strangers forced to band together to carve out a new existence.” “Great waves, great beach, beautiful girls!” says Sash, in the first episode of Nicaragua. “It doesn’t get much better than that, does it?” In Worlds Apart, Joaquin is thrilled: “Fast money, loose women, lots of champagne—are you kidding me?” There’s no champagne or money yet, and he’s just met the women. It’s not clear if he’s referring to the moment in which he finds himself or the fantasy of what might happen if he won. I’m not sure he knows. Burnett has been known to wax philosophical about the transformative nature of a season on Survivor, that the players are “fighting for their existence, their mental health, their self-respect. Their money. If ever a device were invented to help men and women gauge the caliber of their character, Survivor is it.” The game changes people, he thinks, because they discover Maslow’s hierarchy. “The clothes go first,” he wrote. “Soon all life is fluid.” Burnett, who lives in a $25 million house in Malibu and whose net worth is around a half-billion dollars, added, “I cannot begin to describe the simple wonders of life on a deserted tropical island.”


Survivor sells us spontaneity, the fantasy that we are seeing people as they really are. If you like reality shows, it is partly to see people in spontaneous—unscripted—moments. Survivor is disconnected from daily life. (And yet so much of the show is built on the mundane chores of daily life.) It exists in unstructured time, ahistorical time, with no calendar, no watches. Sunrise and tides mark the days; lost weight and beard growth mark the weeks. The show is so dislocated in time and space that episodes from 20 years ago can feel as fresh as the most recent one. The producers seem to edit out telling slang or newsy comments, clothes don’t look like much after a few days, and everyone’s hair is a mess. The only person who changes is Jeff, and just barely.


Reality television sells a hologram of real life—which is (of course) the opposite of real life. But I am not sure it is all that different from the way many of us watch the greatly varied human circus stroll by. We have no idea who most people are, really, but that’s no obstacle to our opinions about them. We can guess. And we can judge. “Maybe that’s the unspoken contract: to be blank spaces for each other, holding the maps of desire that are projected on our skins,” wrote the artist Akwaeke Emezi. She was talking about the isolation of the pandemic, but her words are easy to apply to the hours of viewing. “Maybe we are alone together and that is a tender choice.”


The many academics who have studied reality television—alternately puzzled and offended by its success—have plenty of theories for why we watch. Perhaps we are reacting to the loss of a sense of reality in daily life, a growing inability to recognize what is true. Are reality shows part of the shared construction of reality that includes everything from Photoshop to QAnon? Or is it a “dialectic between affiliation and self-assertion” mirroring our childhood experience, as one psychologist says, which is altogether more theory than I need. Some of us are voyeurs and many of us are lonesome. Is that so complicated? When a friend recently told me in strong terms that reality television was simply awful, my reaction wasn’t just that he was tarring with a very broad brush. I felt he was missing something about our condition. I am eternally curious about people, even when I can’t stand them, even when I don’t understand anything about people. And if you’re curious about people, then you are curious about what drives them, compels and attracts them. There aren’t many better places to go for that kind of people-watching than a genre of performance in which people pretend to be real, think they are being real, are challenged to be real, and maybe fail to be real—and in the process, uncover something real they would never have shown us otherwise.


Then again, maybe I’m reaching. Maybe I’m feeling a little defensive.


A 2010 survey found that registered Republicans are more likely to watch Survivor and reality television in general than registered Democrats. (In the survey, Democrats seemed to prefer “character-driven dramas, like Dexter.”) The show practices a cheerful, unembarrassed product placement—Sprint and Outback Steakhouse, I’m looking at you. My favorite is the Charmin Café where the reward is a “modern toilet and plenty of Charmin.” On CBS All Access (now part of Paramount+), the commercials for Survivor are an odd mix: military recruitment, medications for ulcerative colitis, a variety of detergents, the deeply annoying Progressive Insurance campaign, ATT, and the Sleep Number mattress. I see the same ads over and over and over and over until I can recite them with the sound muted.


I’ve read so many pages trying to explain why people like Survivor, and it doesn’t seem that hard to understand. The show partakes of base archetypes, rewards bad behavior and sometimes punishes it, punishes good behavior and occasionally rewards it, and indulges a few impulses we like to imagine indulging. There’s satisfaction in seeing the strange bedfellows—people who would never meet otherwise are suddenly wrestling in the mud or fighting about whose turn it is to get water. Unlikely friendships develop, such as the one between two of the finalists in Gabon: Bob Crowley, a high school physics teacher who looks like Bill Nye the Science Guy—still the oldest player to win—and Sugar Kiper, a swimsuit model who looks like a blond Betty Boop and came in third. One kind of viewer is a technician, checking strategy and examining methods. Another watches in sympathy, to be able to say, That’s just what I would do. Another waits for the exquisite cringe of failure. And some of us lean forward as though we are in the Colosseum and the lions are strolling in. (The political writer Christopher J. Wright did a painstaking survey of viewers to find that a person’s social class and voting history could predict which contestant they preferred.) After the original season of Expedition: Robinson aired in Sweden, the chief of the network there said, “You felt embarrassed watching it, but you couldn’t stop.”


A lot of people want to play this game. Money is just a part of it. The winner, as everyone knows, gets a million dollars. The person in second place gets $100,000, and third place wins $85,000. But every player gets paid. Being on the jury is, according to a few sneaky sources, worth $40,000. Even the first player voted off gets $3,500—unless that person is a returning player, in which case it goes up to $25,000. For the reunion show, everyone who attends is paid again, reportedly $10,000. This, free travel, and a nice vacation after being voted out. But the money is part of a complicated equation: people are playing for their families, for their children, for their own self-worth, to prove something, to be something, to become something, because they love it. They’ve grown up watching the show and imagined themselves on that island many times. In Worlds Apart, at her first Tribal Council, Jenn says, “It’s fun being here—it’s Tribal Council! I’ve been watching this since I was eight! I still feel like I’m watching you on television right now!” She is smiling, self-aware, but it’s still true. “I can’t believe I’m here! I’m losing my mind! You have no idea!”


There are ways to win Survivor, though none are guaranteed. Success is not just about being strong or likable, and sometimes neither counts. Good players tolerate heat, cold, damp, discomfort, hunger, and boredom. They are willing to throw themselves into physical challenges, even if they have no skill. They are willing to eat food they’ve never considered eating. Good players can stand on a small shelf for hours, be rolled in a barrel down a hill, and answer trivia questions. They do hold-coins-between-your-fingers-while-standing-in-an-uncomfortable-position challenges and carry-raw-fish-in-your-mouth challenges and stack-blocks-on-a-wobbly-table-held-by-a-rope-while-walking-backward challenges and dig-chop-climb-swim-pole-vault challenges. There are many, many puzzles to solve and locks to open and knots to untie. Bridges to build, tightropes to walk, and, often, mud. Fire is key to what little comfort the players have, to clean water, light, warmth, and meals. But few people know how to start a fire. On Kaôh Ro¯ng, the 32nd season, the Brains tribe wins a fire-making kit that includes kerosene. One of the men promptly uses most of it on their first fire and the brainy tribe is stymied about what to do next—they have fire, but they don’t seem to know how to keep fire. A few people have started fires using their eyeglasses and now and then a great effort results in fire by friction. Often, a great effort does not. When a player who says he’s a longtime fan of the game announces that he’s been practicing starting a fire by watching YouTube videos, and then actually starts a fire, all I could think was, well, at fucking last.


I watch in wonder, that you would go through the elaborate process of applying to be on Survivor and sign life-altering contracts and travel to a foreign country to live on an island, yet make no effort to learn how to build a fire, solve puzzles, catch fish, make shelters, or follow a map. People end up on the game without a base tan, unable to swim, scared of crabs, having never been in a boat. People come to the game so woefully unprepared that it makes me wonder if they are coached. On season 38, a woman from New York says her sole outdoor experience is that she once peed in the bushes in Central Park, and “that was an emergency.” On Fiji, Cassandra, a middle-aged college administrator, says, “My outdoor experience up to this point consists of being maybe 20, 40 feet off the road. I love coconut, but it’s granulated and already shredded in the grocery store.” But having good survival skills won’t get you to the end. Winning requires a social game—the ability to make friends or the semblance of friends; to convey trust or the semblance of trust; to build an alliance, until an alliance is no longer worth keeping.


I hate the idea of Survivor, even as I am seduced, even as I give in. Why do I watch? Not because it’s real and not even because it’s good. As a whole, the show is sort of awful a lot of the time. Watching more than one episode in a row can make me feel a little sick (of television, the contestants, Jeff Probst, psoriasis medication commercials, myself). But I always come back. Watching is a verb: I’m watching the show and watching myself watch. I am torn between wondering how I would fare on the show and passing judgment on the people who are. I think, Why in the world would anyone do this? And immediately add, If it were me— Sometimes during the live finale, viewers can see a replay of the audience watching the final episodes. We are watching the audience watch the show we are watching.


I like the rituals of reality television—of television. There are so many tropes built into reality television that websites are devoted to collecting them, capturing all the recurring moments, objects, sayings, and characters, from “limited wardrobe” to the “dumb blonde” to the “oh crap” expression. I like the sing-along nature of the shows. Please pack your knives and go. That means you’re out. The tribe has spoken. I like that it’s kind of boring. Sometimes the tin pot dictators and tiny cold wars of Survivor are more manageable than the evening news.


Often the face the players present to me as a viewer is completely different from the face they present to their peers. In almost every season, someone will say, “Perception is reality.” These conversations happen within the conventions of performance—that is, players confess as castaways. Often what they are doing is confessing the way they’ve lied to the others. They are not breaking out of their performance; they speak to the eye of the camera as part of their performance, helping us build the shared reality of marooning. Now and then, a player is able to speak through the screen, directly to the viewer—in on the joke. We are reminded of the layers of deception at work: between player and player, player and viewer, camera and player, camera and viewer. Is Courtney really like that, or is she just filmed that way? Is she like that because she is being filmed? Is she being like “Courtney on Survivor”?


I’m curious about how it feels to become a character, to live behind a veneer in a state of ceaseless deception in this way, because I think this is how most of us live most of the time. Our interactions with each other are a kind of presentation, a performance. And we love to give confessionals. I watch because while I’m watching a swimming-climbing-hauling-weight-across-a-balance-beam-and-solve-a-ball-maze problem, I’m not worried about my own. I watch Ben and Chrissy go head to head guiding small white balls through a maze while standing on a balance beam. Because it might be a million-dollar challenge. Because fire is life. Starting to watch a new season sometimes feels like eating too many cookies. They do all taste the same; there is a sweet predictability in each bite. It’s too much, but I still want another one.


The social psychologist Erving Goffman described the conscious and unconscious behaviors of meeting other people as “a potentially infinite cycle of concealment, discovery, false revelation, and rediscovery.” We are stuck with first impressions, because we keep having them. (We are stuck with them even if they are filmed and edited.) Goffman used the word “performance” to describe how we try to impress others; he saw all shared and public experiences as fundamentally theatrical. All of us are actors in relationship to others, taking our parts in a complex play; all of us are audience to the relationships of others. By watching the game we are already playing it, and playing in the same way as the contestants. That is, we know some, but not all, of the players; we trust some, but not all, of the process; we are never sure if we’ve made the right choice about whom to trust. By watching, we connive to keep the game going, and even to keep the conniving going, because we like the game and we like the contrivances. That makes us collaborators, and part of the role of collaborator is to always pretend one is not collaborating. We join in the big and small and tiny lies. We’re not evil, says one of the first contestants. That’s just who we play on television.
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