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At the turn of the 20" and 21" centuries, Reality TV or Reality
TV Show emerged and thrived rapidly in America as a new television
genre, which has become a noticeable cultural phenomenon. Its rapid
development is sided with the unsure future of American television
industry which is facing the challenges posed by the new media. Yet,
as a very mature mass communication medium and an industry,
television is still playing a crucial role in shaping American mass
culture as well as conveying mainstream ideas. American television
relies highly on genres, thus the big rise of a new genre usually
suggest this industry is undergoing some important transformation and
changes, via which we can examine the trends and ethos of current
American society and culture. Besides, Reality TV is the television
genre which is named clearly with the very tag of “reality™ | but it also
sells the participations of “ real people™ as the most importan
enlertaining element, so it oflers us a particularly good angle of view
into the complex relationships between television and reality, and
between television and its viewers. Studying American Reality TV in
historical , textual and social contexts, this book aims to provide an
overall examination of this new genre, including the history of its
forming and development, its generic characteristics, its  social
functions and cultural influences.  When analyzing the multiple
relations between Reality TV | real people and society, this book will
focus on the ways reality is constructed and dissolved.

The texts American Reality TV olfers us should be rendered with
from two aspects: first of all, the genre itsell can be considered as a

historical text of American TV genre development, which should be
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interpreted in a broad historical and social framework; secondly, its
popularity has provided us a rich body of media texts which can be
read closely. This book then has chosen four groups of cases of
American Reality TV shows to carry out a close reading. They are
Survivor and  Big Brother from CBS, The Apprentice from NBC,
American Idol from FOX, and The Bachelor, Super Nanny: American
Version and Extreme Makeover: Home Edition from ABC. These cases
represent different subgenres of Reality TV, and they are all very
popular shows that have considerable social influences. While they
have their own distinctive characteristics and features in the sense of
contents, forms and narratives, they are corresponding to and
comparable with each other as well. Thus, this book intends to
provide both a broad account of the representations of Reality TV as a
genre in historical , cultural and social contexts, and a close reading of
its media cases, analvzing their contents and constructions in a deep
and concise way with special attention on the symbol systems
established around real people’s bodies and identities, the ways those
systems construct and interpret reality, and ultimately the ideological
functions achieved.

This book argues that as a newly emerging mainstream television
genre . having inherited the twin legacies from the traditions of
American show culture and television culture, Reality TV, by using
real people and their bodies as the sources and carriers of reality,
interferes into and reshapes reality, functions ideologically to integrate
the individual’s self and social recognition with broader consciousness
of community and nation, and ultimately reflects and assists the

cultural transformation at the era of new media.
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This book is divided into three parts and seven chapters to
expound and verify this thesis. Introduction gives a literature review of
media genre studies and Reality TV studies. defines the object,
methods, contents and value of this research. John Thompson’s
ideological analysis of cultural texts and the relevant sociological
theories on body studies are the mainstays of research theory and
methods of this book. Thompson's ideclogical analysis of cultural texts
emphasizes the importance of viewing texis as the integral body of
symbols and symbolic forms in the histornical and cultural frameworx .
while the key subject of the body studies in sociology matches well the
major concerns of this book in real people’s roles in the textual
construction as well as the social functions of Reality TV. It is also an
exploration for this book to combine these two into the close reading of
Reality TV show cases.

The first and second chaplers survey the genene charactensiics of
American Reality TV and its generic development from the histoncal
angle. The first chapter looks into the tradition of American show
culture and the nature of American TV culture, and redefines Reality
TV in a historical and cultural sense. Amencan show culiure is
characterized by the bond between entertainment and mass popularity,
which helps differentiate  American  culture  from its  European
traditions. On the other hand, American show culiure continuously
uses cultural prejudices and biases as its creative sources, which
leaves a deep historical and cultural mark on its entertainment
products. As the most important carrier of American show culture at
the age of digital communication, American TV passes on the

entertainment culture, but remolds it constantly because of its natural

il

=




4\ AR WS HAM - RN A S b bkt

connection with presenting reality. The debates around television’s
nature of being real or entertaining also impact the recognition and
acceptance of Reality TV as a genre. After analvzing the disputes on
American Reality TV, the dissertation offers an alternative historical
and cultural definition of this genre. It is defined as an unscripted
prime-time entertainment television genre appearing at the turn of the
20™ and 217 centuries in American television networks which is
characterized by presenting real people’s conflicts and changes when
they are showing their talents or living experiences in their daily life or
in some fictional scenarios.

On the basis of this definition, m light of the relations between
television and reality, the second chapter reviews the generic
development of American Reality TV in the context of television
genres’ evolution. The relationship between American television and
reality has experienced three phases, from presenting reality, 1o
participating reality, and finally to transforming reality. During the
process, television adjusts its ways of organizing images of reality 1o
meet the viewers' anticipation of television reality. The sports show,
the news show, documentary and docudrama connect presenting reality
with showing contradiction and conflicts, while the variety show, the
game/ quiz show and the talk show relate reality with ordinariness of
real people, which pushes television into the phase of transforming
reality. Television’s social impacts and the surreal spectacles of its
realily presenting stimulale viewers' longings of changing their life
realities by the power of television. With the evolution of television
genres, Reality TV clearly combines real people’s participation with
transformation of reality, which blurs and transgresses the boundary

»
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between television reality and factual reality, and opens up a new
television genre.  Reality TV emphasizes the spectacular ways of
transforming the ordinary to the extraordinary, and shapes these
processes as a kind of reality which can be achieved with the aid of
television.  With this categorizing, this book also sets out to explore a
new theoretical approach to elassifying subgenres of Reality TV to
supplement the traditional way of categorizing by conelusion.

Chapter Three to Six carry out a close reading of the texts of
Reality TV shows, examining the symbol systems fabricated around
Reality TV participants and the ideas those systems have subverted,
sustained or reinforced. From a chronological point of view, the third
chapter analyzes and compares CBS’s Survivor Season One and Season
Nineteen, which are separated in broadeasting time by ten vears. By
making use of the diversity of real people’s bodies and identities,
Survivor restores a mini-American society in exotic wildness, exploiting
the contradicting elements imbedded in real people’s bodies and
identities to create conflicts and drama that is to manifest its realness.
Real people’s natural bodies ¢lash with the modernized rules of
competition in the game of survivors and the submission of the former
to the latter is a metaphor of the living conditions modern people have
to deal with. Similarly placing competition at the core of storyline and
using real people’s identities as the sources of dramatic conflicts | the
fourth chapter's case The Apprentice by NBC locates real people in
Manhattan, the heart of the metropolitan New York City, which can be
read as inter-textuality of Survivor. The Apprentice incarnates real
people into a series of binary oppositions, while those between men

and women, and beiween the elites and the grassroots run through the
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