CLOSE-UP ON CONTROVERSY

Humiliation TV

“South Park,” Comedy Central’s cartoon for adults, features a group of foul-mouthed fourth graders named Cartman, Kyle, and Stan.  In a recent season premiere, an alien disguised as a giant talking taco informed the boys that Earth was actually a reality television show that had been set up for the amusement of beings from another planet.  The taco explained the concept:  “Asians, bears, ducks, Jews, deers, and Hispanics, all trying to live side by side together on the same planet.  Great TV, right?”

Kyle is shocked.  “Dude, that’s messed up,” he says.

“Why?” asked the Taco

“You’re playing with people’s lives,” said Stan.  “You’re turning people’s problems into entertainment.”

“Yeah,” says Cartman.  “We’d never do that on Earth.”

Of course, Cartman was being naïve.  American TV has made a staple of turning people’s problems into entertainment.  One of the most successful early television programs was “Queen for a Day,” in which housewives competed to see who had the most heartbreaking problems.  The winner was showered with new appliances.

Today’s reality programs, however, have added something to the equation:  They actually create the problems for the participants.  Some recent shows that were huge hits include the following:

“Fear Factor,” which has ordinary people tackling death-defying or merely disgusting stunts, such as being placed in a pit with hundreds of rats.

“The Chamber,” which appears to be a game show, but instead of making the questions difficult, they torture the contestants.

"Joe Millionaire," a program where attractive women get duped into thinking that Joe Millionaire's bank assets are as good as his abs.

"Temptation Island," in which committed couples are enticed into straying.

“The Osbournes,” a voyeuristic look at the dysfunctional family of an addled rock star.

Reality programming is a global phenomenon.  “Wife Swap,” in which two women switch husbands and families, was a hit in England.  “Shattered,” in which contestants try to stay awake for a week, experiencing hallucinations and paranoia, was popular in Canada.
That deafening howl you hear is the critics’ reactions to these shows.  Many of them ask, “What are these programs doing to us?”  The more important question for our purposes here might be, “What do they say about us?”

