
 

 

  

  

  

  

 

 

   

     

     

   

 

 

 

   

   

 

 

 

 

 

  

    

     

 

 

 

 

 

Reality TV Is What We Make of It 

Eric Deggans is the television and media critic for The Tampa Bay Times and is the 
author of "Race-Baiter: How the Media Wields Dangerous Words to Divide a 
Nation." 
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The question of whether reality TV is pop culture’s greatest boon or worst nightmare is a bit of a false 
choice: It’s actually both. 

So-called reality shows have given us the countrified stereotypes of Honey Boo Boo and the empty, 
unearned celebrity of the Kardashians. But they’ve also unearthed a triumphant Kelly Clarkson on 
"American Idol," the stalwart crab fishermen on "Deadliest Catch," a saucy Tim Gunn on "Project 
Runway" and the sweeping vistas of the world’s most picturesque locations in "The Amazing Race." 

Even the term "reality TV" is highly misleading. Originally, the reality was supposed to come from 
ordinary people having genuine, unscripted reactions to highly contrived situations. 

So you take an insecure girl, pit her against 24 other women for the attention of one cute guy, and 
watch the fights explode on "The Bachelor." Or strand a bunch of competitive people on a tropical 
island with no fire, little food and an ejection vote every few days to see who becomes the "Survivor." 

But as franchises worth millions were built on the backs of these shows, the subjects became more 
professional, the situations more contrived and the material more provocative. The goal for too many 
modern reality TV shows now is to push the envelope just enough to inspire a tut-tutting “talker” 
segment on the "Today" show, without shocking viewers so much that they reject the program itself 
in disgust. 

There’s a sign of life at the end of this tunnel. The biggest reality shows on broadcast TV ("American 
Idol," "Dancing With the Stars") are fading as new series struggle to fill their shoes. It turns out, no 
one except network executives really wants to watch "The Voice" and "X-Factor" in the same week. 

Still, the pop culture success of reality TV hints at a more troubling truth. In the end, reality TV is us; 
a reflection of our best and worst urges in one toxic blend of arguments, ominous sound effects and 
music montages. 

So perhaps the better question is: Are we all still worthwhile or just lowering the bar for ourselves? 
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