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ABSTRACT 

Little attention has been paid to the rhetorical practices and implications of reality 

television within the field of rhetoric and composition. In fact, it is easy to argue that 

television as a whole has been largely ignored, leaving the research to scholars in media, 

communication, and cultural studies. However, the convergence of media has raised 

questions about the nature of the viewing practices of contemporary television 

audiences—specifically regarding how to reconcile the complex texts audiences produce 

in response to television with the passive model of consumption that has defined it. Game 

scholars, as well as scholars of computers and composition, have theorized the powerful 

rhetorical potential of play with regard to video games, but they have yet to consider the 

way play has been invoked in other more traditional media. Therefore, this dissertation 

seeks to connect old media and new by considering how television, specifically reality 

TV, engages audiences across platforms, how audiences extend their own experience 

with reality programs, and what this might mean to rhetoric and composition scholars 

about contemporary literacy practices.  

In this dissertation, I argue that reality television has successfully used rhetorics 

of play and new media technologies to engage audiences within, across, and between 

programs and their digital environments. Using Survivor as a case study, I analyze the 

strategies that producers use to invite audiences into the program, specifically focusing 

on the generic characteristics that instigate play, the program’s online presence, and the 

ways in which viewers respond by producing their own texts such as fantasy Survivor 

games, blogs, discussion forums, and video mash-ups. By doing so, I demonstrate how 
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reality TV and new media technology have renegotiated the relationship among 

producers, audiences, and texts. Significantly, viewers become active participants with, 

as well as producers of, texts. Additionally, I use this research to study how play 

encourages self-motivated writing, community building, and the possible uses for 

“serious play” within the composition classroom. 
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CHAPTER 1: RECONSIDERING “THE VAST WASTELAND”: 

TELEVISION IN THE AGE OF MEDIA CONVERGENCE 

 
“Television’s real value is to make people participants in ongoing experiences. Real life 
is vastly more exciting than synthetic life, and this is real-life drama with audience 
participation.”—News Commentator, 1969 Apollo moon touchdown 

 
“When television is good, nothing — not the theater, not the magazines or newspapers — 
nothing is better. But when television is bad, nothing is worse. I invite each of you to sit 
down in front of your television set when your station goes on the air and stay there for a 
day without a book, without a magazine, without a newspaper, without a profit and loss 
sheet or a rating book to distract you. Keep your eyes glued to that set until the station 
signs off. I can assure you that what you will observe is a vast wasteland.”—Newton N. 
Minow 
 

By the beginning of its 13th season, Survivor was not only the grandfather of 

reality television and one its most consistently successful performers, it was also the 

target of public outrage over its latest attempt at enlivening audience interest and game 

play: dividing participants into competing tribes based on race. Emerging from the 

ensuing criticism, Yul Kwon (through what other players characterized as superior 

strategizing and a smart social game) became the “sole survivor” of Survivor: Cook 

Islands. While other players are either quickly forgotten or become returning players, 

Kwon became the deputy chief of the Federal Communications Commission’s (FCC) 

Consumer and Governmental Affairs Bureau and, even more noteworthy in some ways, 

an adjunct instructor with the FBI. The FBI contacted him after his win, because they 

were beginning to realize that traditional interrogation techniques are increasingly 

ineffective in the post-9/11 landscape, where ethnicity and religious differences are at the 

core of many international conflicts. In a National Public Radio interview, he explains, 

“And interestingly enough, they [the FBI] were using Survivor as a case study. And once 
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I won, they were interested in how I was able to build rapport, build these teams and in 

particular convince someone from an opposing tribe to flip over to my tribe” (Kwon). 

Both Kwon and the FBI recognized that the game of Survivor could be much more than 

an adventure or an opportunity for an aspiring celebrity; in fact, the show employs 

“play”—free movement, characterized by playfulness and/or experimentation, within a 

more rigid structure—as a method for teaching and learning communication strategies 

between individuals from vastly different racial, socioeconomic, cultural, and educational 

backgrounds. Specifically, Survivor can function as a game that teaches the politics of 

personal interaction, strategies for information gathering, and the dynamics of alliances 

and betrayals.  

 Though the FBI is interested in Kwon’s direct experiences on the show, viewers 

play along with the participants, learning similar lessons from the safety of their couches 

and desks. Every season both new and returning contestants discuss how their strategy is 

based on the success and failure of previous participants—strategies formed as they play 

along at home. Blogs, tweets, and Facebook updates all discuss the relative merits and 

drawbacks of specific decisions made by castaways on Survivor and other reality shows. 

Significantly, the way strategies and decisions are assessed by viewers are often framed 

in terms of what they, the viewers, would do in the same situation. Indeed, reality TV 

programs provoke the question, “What would I do?” in a number of increasingly 

sophisticated ways. Obviously, the very nature of reality television is partly responsible 

for this response. The fact that shows like Survivor use participants who are “regular” 

people—pharmaceutical sales rep, camp counselor, ice cream scooper, lawyer, soccer 
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coach, lunch lady, and so forth—enables viewers to imagine the possibility of being a 

participant themselves and increases the level of identification between viewers and 

participants.  

But reality TV has also proven remarkably adept at rhetorically provoking 

audiences to produce texts, not only through generic conventions but also the widespread 

use of new media technology. Reality programs provide a variety of ways for audiences 

to play along at home, prompting viewers to create their own strategies, give feedback to 

reality show participants, and play other games within each show’s universe. What is 

particularly noteworthy about reality television, though, is that this interactive dynamic 

also manifests itself in unsanctioned or emergent ways, with audiences not only engaging 

in the proscribed manner but also becoming producers in their own right. The variety of 

texts that spring up around reality programs is far-reaching in scope: office pools that 

mirror the rituals of Survivor are played out in doctor’s offices; Top Chef parties—

complete with secret ingredients—are hosted in homes and restaurants around the 

country; spoiler sites employ satellite and phone technology to disrupt the outcome of 

competition-based shows like Amazing Race; and personal versions of The Bachelor play 

out on websites across the Internet. The same technology that allows producers of reality 

programs to engage viewers in increasingly interactive ways also provides the means for 

audiences to produce texts of their own. Reality programs provide the impetus for 

audience responses, but new media technologies allow for production outside of the rules 

and structure imposed on the participants in the actual programs. Specifically, the genre 

generates interactivity, which challenges traditional ideas about television audiences and 
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the medium as a whole. 

 Therefore, in the following dissertation, I will argue that reality TV has 

successfully used new media technology to invite audiences to play along with programs 

through new media, digital participatory technologies—some of which are legitimately 

sponsored by the industry and others produced by fans and non-fans alike—and an 

explicit rhetoric of play. Using Survivor as a case study, I will analyze the strategies that 

producers use to invite audiences into the Survivor experience, specifically focusing on 

the generic conventions of competition-based reality programs, how producers extend 

Survivor across media platforms, and how viewers extend their own experiences in online 

environments. By doing so, I hope to demonstrate how reality TV and new media 

technology have renegotiated the relationship among producer, audience, and text—with 

viewers becoming active participants, as well as producers, of texts—and use this 

research to study how play encourages self-motivated writing and the possible uses for 

“serious play” within the composition classroom.  

The “Vast Wasteland”: Television as a Negative Ideological Force 

 The past decade has seen a notable increase in the quality of television 

programming, with shows such as The Wire, Battlestar Galactica, The Sopranos, Band of 

Brothers, and Mad Men that push the boundaries of storytelling, character development, 

and production value to new limits—limits that are often said to be literary as opposed to 

televisual. In fact, critics with The New York Times, Entertainment Weekly, The 

Huffington Post, Newsweek, and a number of other venues have all recently declared 

what would have been blasphemous a decade ago: that TV is now better than film (Scott; 
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Harris; Fine; Gordon). However, as the label “literary” implies, these shows are often 

constructed as exceptions to the rule, more emblematic of what television could do rather 

than what it actually accomplishes in its day-to-day manifestation; in fact, reality TV’s 

domination of the industry has provided fodder for those who view television as a 

lowbrow form of entertainment that wreaks profound havoc on viewer and culture alike 

(Medved and Rios; Watson; Hedges; Postman). In Empire of Illusion: The End of 

Literacy and the Triumph of Spectacle, award-winning journalist Chris Hedges laments,  

The moral nihilism of celebrity culture is played out on reality television 
shows, most of which encourage a dark voyeurism into other people’s 
humiliation, pain, weakness, and betrayal. Education, building 
community, honesty, transparency, and sharing are qualities that you will 
see, in a gross perversion of democracy and morality, voted off a reality 
show. (112) 
 

His condemnation of reality television echoes Neil Postman’s withering attack on 

television in Amusing Ourselves to Death and Newton N. Minow’s, President Kennedy’s 

chairman of the FCC, declaration in 1961 that television is a “‘vast wasteland’” (188). 

For those concerned about the public good, television has commonly been held 

responsible for the death of good taste, morals, critical thinking, common sense, health, 

family, and civilization itself.  

Instead, I would argue that this response to television—one arguably based on 

anxiety—is a consequence of the rapid assimilation of TV into US households. By 1970, 

roughly twenty-five years after it became readily available, 96% of US households had at 

least one television (Nielsen TV Audience Report 2008), yet scholarship on television 

between the 1950s and 1980s was scarce. And there was no field of television studies. 

While film enjoyed scholarly attention thanks to the international journal Screen, the 
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reputation of television as a lowbrow medium made the legitimacy of such work 

questionable. The work that did exist largely came out of literature, which approached 

individual shows from a textual analysis standpoint, or the social sciences; what little 

scholarship did exist, however, was based on the assumption that television had little or 

no redeeming social qualities. John Corner, Head of the School of Politics and 

Communication Studies at the University of Liverpool, argues, “The overwhelming 

rationale for most research into television has undoubtedly been anxiety about its 

influence. This was true of the earliest studies and remains the case today, despite there 

now being many different kinds of research questions concerning influence” (Critical 

Ideas in TV Studies 4). Despite changes in the distribution and consumption of TV, 

television scholarship continues to reflect the assumptions and fears of early media 

theorists. At that time, media had already established itself as a significant organizing 

force that reinforces social experience, so anxiety about the power of media permeated 

theories of mass media and often focused on one particular concern: the unilateral, 

hegemonic nature of media messages. 

 Emerging from the Marxist tradition, Frankfurt School theorists assume that 

media and its products privilege the ideological agenda of the elite—those who controlled 

the capital and, therefore, the modes of production—by reinforcing traditional power 

structures. In their classic critique of the culture industry, Theodor Adorno and Max 

Horkheimer claim that the entertainment industry is essentially an extension of the “most 

powerful sectors of society,” which therefore reinforces the interests of government and 

big business. This critique of media as tools of oppression is echoed by scholars who link 
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mass media, and television in particular, to the erosion of democracy and has profound 

consequences for the construction of messages in media texts; early theorists’ focus on 

labor and material resources reflects their assumption that the struggle for meaning takes 

place at the site of production (Lazarsfeld and Merton; Gitlin; Kellner). Media texts not 

only reinforce the power of the ruling class but also offer consumers an abundance of 

information, which has two significant effects: (1) audiences have an inflated sense of 

knowledge about the world around them and (2) the sheer amount of knowledge replaces 

the need to act in the world—knowledge becomes enough (Lazarsfeld and Merton 21-3).  

Audiences, then, are constructed as receptacles for information, taking in messages as 

they are produced and intended. Such passive consumption characterizes early television 

theory and still shows up in popular discussions of television, in the form of references to 

the “boob tube,” encouragement to “kill your television,” and depictions of viewers 

staring blankly at flickering TV screens such as Sesame Street’s Telly Monster.   

 Coming out of the Centre for Contemporary Cultural Studies (CCCS), cultural 

studies scholars complicate the act of reception by constructing a more active role for 

audiences. The result of this renegotiation is that media are not only tools for the 

construction and dissemination of hegemonic ideologies, but they are also a collection of 

mediums through which subcultures can construct their identities. In New Media 

Cultures, P. David Marshall points out that cultural studies challenges the Marxist 

approach because “the media and its messages, instead of articulating the endpoint of 

meaning, represent the starting point for the production of meaning in culture. Media is 

the raw material for a process of making meaning that is remade to make sense within the 
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particular cultural setting” (8). The production of meaning occurs, then, at the point of 

reception; significantly, such a shift in the location of meaning making empowers 

audiences by imbuing the act of reception with political potential (Hebdige; Hall). 

Despite the power to decode media messages in potentially oppositional ways, decoding 

still relies on the range of possible decodings proscribed by the production process. 

Additionally, the decoding process is primarily an individual act that lacks the organizing 

power of production. Groundbreaking audience studies of the 1980s and 90s (Morley; 

Fiske; Ang) and the ideological analyses of individual shows and genres, which 

characterize later television scholarship, further reinforce this producer/audience dynamic 

(Condit; D’Acci; Gitlin; Jhally and Lewis). 

 Consequently, the process of production is imbued with the power to determine 

meaning to a great extent, while the power of those who consume media has been 

theoretically curtailed. Because the production of television requires an enormous amount 

of capital and access to resources impossible for most people to attain, the material 

conditions of production have historically left no room for audiences to become more 

active participants in that process. In essence, traditional television scholarship has 

defined the process of consumption—spatially, temporally, and, therefore, 

ideologically—based on material conditions that no longer exist. As the editors of New 

Media: A Critical Introduction point out, while some people still watch television shows 

with commercials during primetime and some still go to opening night of the latest 

blockbuster, “These are old habits and practices, residual options among many other 

newer ones” (Lister et al. 9). Until recently, audiences have lacked meaningful ways to 
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interact with television, but the arrival of new media, with its cheap, accessible modes of 

production, has changed the way audiences can engage with TV. Specifically, the 

convergence of old and new media has led to a collapse in the distinctions between 

consumption and production. 

The Convergence of Old and New Media: Challenging Traditional Notions of 

Consumption 

At the 2010 Consumer Electronics Show (CES), 3D television, which is currently 

being developed by all the major brands, was the most talked about technology 

previewed. Samsung, for instance, debuted a 3D TV that comes with a touchscreen 

remote, allowing viewers to watch live TV on the remote screen while a movie 

simultaneously plays on the television. In October 2010, Apple unveiled its new, 

improved Apple TV, and Google announced its most recent development, Google TV, “a 

new experience that combines TV, the entire web, and apps—as well as a way to search 

them all” that uses a Droid or iPhone as a remote. These technologies have the potential 

to change the way people watch television; and, like every technology, which at one point 

in its evolution was new, they have the power to change the way people are entertained, 

the way they consume culture, and the way they interact with technology and one 

another. In this way, “new” media goes beyond the date of its production or the novelty 

of its use. Instead, labeling something new differentiates it from that which comes before 

and, therefore, necessarily imbues a range of possible qualities to both old and new (Rice; 

Manovich; Gitelman).  

Indeed, the very coining of new media as “new” privileges it, promising a break 
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from the constraints and limitations of older forms. In Reality TV: The Work of Being 

Watched, Communication scholar Mark Andrejevic argues, “The rhetoric of the digital 

revolution assumes a fundamental discontinuity between old media and the new. This 

assumption is predicated on the dramatically new technological capabilities of the 

Internet, which presumably herald a rupture with more traditional forms of one-way, top-

down media production” (24). Like most new technological advancements, new media 

offers a promising change from the constraints and disappointments of older forms—the 

belief that “technological change leads to productive social change” (Selfe “Revolution” 

293). Specifically, for many critics and scholars, the Internet promised the death of laugh 

tracks, more hospital and police dramas, and the near-constant presence of Ryan Seacrest. 

In other words, new media seemed to signal the end for television, the most ubiquitous of 

one-way, top-down mediums. 

The predicted dominance of new media over older media sets up an antagonistic 

relationship between media forms, framing the competition as an economic, aesthetic, 

and cultural struggle for audiences in the world market. This framing, however, ignores 

the practices associated with technology use and the evolution of new technologies 

themselves.  Anne Francis Wysocki, new media and composition scholar, maintains, 

“new technologies are always designed out of existing technologies and out of existing 

material economies, habits, and practices,” and, furthermore, they “do not automatically 

erase or overthrow or change old practices” (8). Instead, old and new technologies 

converge, borrowing from the technologies that came before. This convergence does 

present challenges for traditional media industries, but it also presents opportunities for 
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expansion that defy the notion that old and new media are engaged in a war of survival 

and dominance. Henry Jenkins, professor of comparative media at MIT, defines 

convergence as “the flow of content across multiple media platforms, the cooperation 

between multiple media industries, and the migratory behavior of media audiences who 

will go almost anywhere in the search of the kinds of entertainment experiences they 

want” (Convergence Culture 2). From this perspective convergence is framed as a 

dynamic relationship between media and their producers, emphasizing the possibilities 

for both old and new media to benefit from mutual borrowing, while maintaining the 

medium’s recognizable identity. 

Despite these possibilities, new media have been blamed for the decline of both 

the music and film industry, but, as pointed out previously, the same cannot be said for 

television. In Remediation: Understanding New Media, Jay David Bolter and Richard 

Grusin point out that television, as opposed to film, has historically been an extremely 

malleable and adaptable medium, freely borrowing from other mediums. Therefore, the 

appearance of new media offered another potential source for borrowing; in the case of 

TV and the Internet, “the remediation is mutual: the Internet refashions television even as 

television refashions the Internet” (224). What characterizes TV from other media is its 

claim to immediacy, such as live news coverage and sporting events, and the intimacy of 

the medium itself, which is further enhanced by the addition of new media. The rhetoric 

of reality television goes even further by promising unmediated access to the minutiae of 

real people’s lives in a variety of settings and the sophisticated deployment of new media 

technologies as a part of the production and marketing of that reality. Specifically, reality 
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TV was made possible by advances in surveillance and satellite technology and makes 

explicit use of the Internet to supplement programming. Early reality producers knew that 

the use of new media technology would not only enable the production of their programs 

but also set them apart, making the genre appear novel at a time when the medium of 

television itself was showing its age. Thus, rather than signaling the end of television, I 

would argue that TV continues to be relevant because of the successful convergence of 

reality programming and new media technologies.  

The real promise of reality television, however, has always been that audiences 

could star in and become producers of their own shows. While that has gone largely 

unrealized because of the economics of television production, reality TV does use new 

media to enable viewers some degree of control over the production process—unlike 

traditional television programming. Likewise, some fans do employ new media to 

produce fan tributes, as I discuss in Chapter 4, which they then share on sites like 

YouTube. Though skeptics often question the actual level of access and degree of 

control, viewers seem to perceive, at the very least, that they have some control over 

production and that they can influence the outcome. First, the evidence of perceived 

control manifests in the secondary texts produced by networks and cable channels, which 

are intended to supplement the show and draw in audiences. While producers of fictional 

programming have developed a Web presence—most notably the phenomenon that is 

Lost—reality programs use increasingly innovative ways to cast reality programs, allow 

viewers to direct the arc of the narrative by voting online or through cell phones, provide 

access to unedited dailies and live feeds, and encourage interaction between viewers and 
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participants of shows through a variety of digital communication channels. In addition to 

these sanctioned methods of interaction, forums not officially associated with shows, 

such as fan blogs and other online entertainment sites, also indicate a high degree of 

perceived control and short posts on some of the more popular reality shows regularly 

result in thousands of comments that not only respond to the article but also often engage 

with each other, forming a community centered around the show of choice. The 

competitive, game-based nature of reality programs encourages viewers to play along, 

and the convergence of television and new media has provided easy, immediate avenues 

for doing so.  

These dynamic interactions among the producer, text, and audience can be seen 

vividly through a quick examination of American Idol (AI), which attracted 48 million 

viewers in its ninth season premiere and routinely has higher voter turnout than 

presidential elections. At least part of American Idol’s appeal is its promise that viewers 

get to pick the next big music star (even if the winners continue to fail commercially, for 

the most part) and that anyone can be that star. The program itself reinforces this promise 

through a variety of secondary texts, such as a video game that allows the players to be 

coached and judged by the Idol judges or the “American Idol Experience,” which can be 

played online or in person at Disney World. American Idol also has an official website 

with video and backstage access, text chat with each season’s top 12 finalists, AT&T 

voting and voting reminders (for the forgetful), and MyIdol forums where fans can 

predict who will win and who will be voted off. The traffic through these official forums 

is heavy. Season eight’s runner-up, Adam Lambert, had over 380,000 posts dedicated to 
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him on the American Idol website as of February 2010. These posts run the gamut from 

complaints about his wardrobe to advice on his next performance. Such feedback is 

encouraged by American Idol, which asks forum participants what advice they would 

give contestants as part of the registration process. The website also solicits feedback 

from fans through the “AI-Insider Blog.” Over the years, producers have implemented 

some of the fans’ suggestions by changing the weekly themes, hiring and firing judges, 

using specific mentors, and changing the age requirements for participants. The 

solicitation of feedback and the responses indicate a dynamic relationship between those 

who produce the show and those who watch, promoting a sense of involvement in the 

production process and further interaction by fans—something lacking in most scripted 

shows where audience response and feedback seems to have little effect on the narrative 

arc.  

Often to the chagrin of producers, viewer-generated production goes far beyond 

the parameters dictated by American Idol. In addition to forums sanctioned by the show, 

fans form communities on personal blogs, in the comments of online magazines, and on 

other unofficial Internet sites. For instance, Dialidol.com enables phones to speed dial 

votes to the hotlines more efficiently and predicts which contestant is winning by 

measuring the busy signal. As a result, dedicated fans can ensure more votes for their 

favorite and glean clues about the results before they are officially announced. Dialidol 

has also functioned as a watchdog of sorts and official results are often measured against 

the predictions made by the website for validity. Interestingly, in addition to its fans, 

American Idol has successfully engaged its detractors and skeptics. On the controversial 
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website Vote for the Worst, users “vote en masse for the contestant that we feel provides 

the most entertaining performances that go against what the producers want in a winner 

and that annoy the viewing public” (votefortheworst.com). Arguably, one of the most 

recognizable contestants, Sanjaya Malakar, benefited from Vote for the Worst’s 

campaign, lasting six weeks after they chose him as their winner. These sites, in 

particular, indicate that, despite doubts, AI viewers perceive the program as a game where 

they can influence the outcome and enforce the rules. In each of these cases, the 

opportunity to intervene in the process of production is made possible by easily 

accessible and sophisticated personal media technology, which enables both the 

individual production of disruptive texts and the dissemination of those texts to a wide 

audience. 

 Given these complicated webs of interaction, I would argue that changes in 

modes of consumption have outpaced television scholarship, challenging the very notion 

of consumption itself and the relationship between users and entertainment media. In 

“Media Convergence: Creating Content, Questioning Convergence,” the editor of 

Computers and Composition’s special issue on media convergence, Jonathon Alexander, 

points out that consumers’ use of new media to remix media and produce original content 

indicates not only a shift in the dynamics of the public sphere, but more importantly, also 

a change in the personal relationship consumers have with media: 

Perhaps one of the most interesting dimensions of “media convergence” 
and “convergence culture” lies in our changing relationship to 
communications technologies. Indeed, the richest convergence point in 
media convergence may be between person and machine, the human and 
the technological, as the mixing and converging of media offers yet more 
sophisticated, potentially more nuanced forms of communication, 



 24 

representation, community building, and reflection on our own 
subjectivity, on what it means to be a communicating person in a techno 
culture. (5) 
 

These opportunities for production, interaction, and community-building challenge 

traditional criticisms of television--particularly the model of consumption associated with 

TV. Both Jonathon Alexander and Henry Jenkins argue that consumption can no longer 

be perceived as an individual act, with the consumer acting as a receptacle for 

ideologically encoded messages. Instead, convergence challenges us to see consumption 

as a consciously political and communal act, where popular culture acts as a central 

organizing force. In the face of new media, it is important for scholars to reconsider the 

old—especially old media whose ubiquity has such a profound, daily impact—and the 

way it continues to evolve. Relegating TV to the archives only furthers the idea that it is a 

dead or dying medium, while giving strength to the anxieties that surround it. Ignoring 

television has not made it go away; it is time that we study the literacy practices and 

community-building that surround medium. 

 Approaching the genre of reality TV, specifically, from a new media perspective 

acknowledges the changes that have accompanied television-watching in the past decade 

and forces scholars to confront the complexity of a medium and genre that now promote 

intervention in the production process. The convergence of television and new media is 

an opportunity for viewing television through a new lens—both literally and 

figuratively—and provides a starting point from which to acknowledge all the potential 

of a reinvigorated medium. In the introduction to The Small Screen: How Television 

Equips Us to Live in the Information Age, Brian L. Ott, Associate Professor of Media 
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Studies, argues, “There is not much scholarship on television, then, that begins with the 

premise that television’s social influence can be positive and productive, as well as 

negative and harmful” (ix). This dissertation seeks to do just that.  

Far from glorifying or apologizing for television, I simply acknowledge that 

reality TV is fun and inspires interaction through play—a reality that gets lost in the 

discussions surrounding the “work” that audiences perform. In chapter 2, I will explore 

the way scholars—predominantly from anthropology, childhood development, game 

studies, and rhetoric and composition—have theorized play, looking specifically at the 

complexities of and relationship among the terms play, games, and gameplay. Viewing 

the producer/audience/text relationship in terms of play gives scholars a framework to 

construct television as productive and potentially positive; furthermore, play allows 

scholars to move passed the preoccupation with passive and active audiences and instead 

focus on how audiences interact within and between multiple media forms, while 

acknowledging the pleasure associated with the consumption and production of media 

texts. Essentially, through play, reality television provokes action, production, and 

interactivity in ways that call for scholarly attention. 

iTV: An Interactive Approach to Television 

Whereas the television was, and still is, the most common form of personal 

media, it has now been joined by a host of other personal media devices, the most popular 

of which are instantly recognizable by the ubiquitous “i”: the iPod, iPhone, and, the most 

recent addition, the iPad. These types of personal media devices are integral to the rise of 

new media and the changing literacy practices of users. The vast amount of information 
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being exchanged through the Internet and personal media devices points to the ways that 

we compose and consume texts every day in a variety of different mediums. In their 

study of the evolution of text-based technologies and the future of research on ITexts, 

Geisler et al. argue that the use of new media technologies is inherently rhetorical: 

“ITexts—in their newly emerging genres, publishing, and circulation patterns, and 

occasions and situations of use—will develop according to the situations, relationships, 

and activities within which they will be accessed and comprehended” (281). In television 

the development of new media technologies has been used to form communities that 

include producers of shows, as well as those who engage with them. 

Similar to previous research on television and media, this relationship has often 

been characterized by scholars as “work,” with media user’s essentially agreeing to 

market themselves  (Andrejevic; McAllister).  In iSpy: Surveillance and Power in the 

Interactive Era, Mark Andrejevic expands the scope of his research beyond reality TV by 

analyzing the way contemporary media acts as a form of surveillance. He argues that 

“The hip, tricky little ‘i’ that appears in front of an increasing variety of popular products 

(many manufactured by Apple) and concepts (including, during the 2004 election 

campaign, iPolitics) is freighted with a timely double meaning, both solipsistic 

customization and the democratic promise of the ability to talk back—to ‘interact’” (5). 

Specifically, the “i” represents the individualization of personal media devices, like the 

digital video recorder (DVR), which is accomplished through an implicit agreement 

between audience and producer. While the democratic promise has, according to 

Andrejevic, failed to materialize, users of new media perceive the ability to control 
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media. For instance, viewers conveniently allow producers to access their personal 

information and consumption habits in return for some amount of control over their 

media—essentially turning TV-viewing and other media use into work. 

Recognizing the promise, dynamics, work, and pleasure of interactivity points to 

the complexity of the concept. While it seems relatively straightforward, there is little 

agreement on what exactly constitutes interactivity and how that affects the relationship 

among text, audience, and producer. As Andrejevic points out, “The term itself, although 

scattered enthusiastically and indiscriminately throughout popular and academic 

descriptions of new media is an ill-defined and slippery one that has been used to 

describe everything from staying in constant contact with family, friends, and relatives to 

voting for our favorite ‘American Idol’” (iSpy 5). Generally speaking, Andrejevic’s 

observation is telling in that each example he cites constructs interactivity as implicitly 

positive for the user. On the surface, interactivity provides the opportunity for 

symmetrical two-way interaction, which disrupts the traditional concept of the audience 

as a receptacle for messages. Instead, interactivity is conceptualized as a conversation, 

one where messages are not simply received and decoded within previously proscribed 

parameters, but a space where the audience contributes to the production of the text in a 

meaningful and potentially revolutionary way. 

 The interactive component of new media has produced enthusiasm for the 

adoption of new media technologies, allowing users to more readily produce and 

consume media. While fans have always invested in the objects of their affection, 

Bronwyn Williams points out, in Computers & Composition’s special issue on 
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convergence, that new media offers the ability to engage more dynamically with texts to 

a far greater number of people:  

The difference now is that the ability to engage with and combine content 
across media happens quickly, easily, and is shared by traditional 
producers and individual members of the audience, with each drawing the 
interest of fans. Individuals can combine and publish these texts with 
technologies that make posting photos of movie stars on a web site far 
faster and easier than cutting up photos and pasting them inside a locker. 
(28)  
 

Producers of media content have increasingly made their content available online, and 

audiences have also ensured through a variety of means that the vast majority of 

entertainment media is available for sharing on the Internet. The speed with which this 

happens allows viewers to respond immediately through the production and 

dissemination of their own texts. Therefore, new technology not only offers audiences 

some agency where they previously had none but also creates a dialectical relationship 

between producers and audiences. 

 The main reason for the enthusiasm for new media’s ability to change the nature 

of mass media is the technology that drives it. In its most simple form, new media refers 

to media composed of digital code. According to Lev Manovich, author of the seminal 

text The Language of New Media, “A new media object can be described formally 

(mathematically). For instance, an image or shape can be described using a mathematical 

function” (27). The fact that new media is digitally represented is significant, because 

new media objects can then be manipulated digitally, meaning, “media becomes 

programmable” (27). As a result, the term new media not only refers to the digital 

technologies that have exploded on the scene in the past 20 years or so, but also 
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traditional media that have been converted to digital forms. The recent conversion of 

television from an analog medium to one that is now completely digitized in the US (and, 

increasingly, elsewhere) is a prime example of an older medium that has kept pace with 

the shift to digitization. The US government explains that in addition to superior picture 

and sound quality, digital TV “offers multiple programming choices, called multicasting, 

and interactive capabilities” (DTV.gov).  

In fact, the digitization of TV offers fans more than multiple programming 

choices; it also offers them multiple ways to respond to content. The digitization of media 

ensures that “a new media object is not something that is fixed once and for all, but 

something that can exist in different potentially infinite versions” (Manovich 36). 

Whereas old media was produced and replicated for mass distribution, new media tends 

to manifest in slightly altered, and usually improved, forms (hence the labeling of an 

object as 2.0). Variability also lends itself to the promotion of individuality and choice, 

since the discrete units of new media text can be manipulated and reconfigured by not 

only the original producers but also anyone with access to technology and a bit of 

technical knowledge. Specifically, the technical characteristics Manovich describes offer 

viewers more choices in terms of using television content for their own ends. Instead of 

the time-consuming process of recording and splicing tapes, viewers can juxtapose and 

make use of images, video, and sound to create their own texts and meanings. Then they 

can easily distribute that text to anybody with Internet access. 

Reality TV fans often take advantage of new media technology through 

multimodal composing practices—producing new texts from pieces of original shows. 
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For instance, YouTube user and blogger Rich Juzwiak has created dozens of YouTube 

videos that challenge the reality of the genre and critique its ideological agenda. The most 

popular of these videos, “I’m Not Here to Make Friends!” splices together hundreds of 

clips of reality show participants claiming they are not on TV to make friends; instead, 

the participants claim they are on their respective shows to win, reinforcing the idea that 

these two goals are irreconcilable. To date, this particular montage has received hundreds 

of thousands of views and was featured on a This American Life story called, 

“Frenemies” (Glass). Incidentally, of all the participants shown in the video, none of 

them were winners, reinforcing Juzwiak’s criticism of a genre that seemingly promotes 

cut-throat behavior. Though the video is merely a collection of 1 or 2 second clips lifted 

from dozens of different shows, it implicitly critiques the basic premise of most reality 

programs: friendships are not important, winning a reality show is, and relationships are 

compromises made in order to win. The video also prompts other YouTube users to 

engage in dialogue—which I will detail in Chapter 4— about the values they see being 

promoted by reality TV, focusing specifically on the problems with celebrity culture. 

Juzwiak is able to accomplish this critique largely because of the marriage of new 

media and television, which enables him to access, remix, and distribute media texts—a 

feat that can be accomplished at home and relatively cheap. As Dan Harries points out in 

the introduction to the chapter, “Technologies,” in his edited collection, “The digitization 

of media creates content that is highly ‘portable,’ making the distribution and exhibition 

of such content across platforms and technologies easy” (1). He acknowledges the 

difficulty this type of borrowing presents because any discussion of emerging technology 
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brings up a host of other technologies that make use of the same digitizing capabilities. 

However, portability has changed the face of television in particular. Far from killing the 

medium, digitization has revitalized TV and made it possible for television to more 

successfully negotiate the global market and the sweeping changes in personal 

entertainment media.  

Television’s successful integration of new media is perhaps most striking in 

relation to the film industry. As mentioned previously, while TV is enjoying a 

renaissance of sorts, film is struggling to stay relevant and turn a profit in the new media 

age. The iconic studio Metro Goldwyn Mayer (MGM) was looking for a buyer for most 

of 2010 and finally filed for bankruptcy in November of that year. Disney sold Miramax, 

the formerly independent powerhouse that produced and owns Pulp Fiction, No Country 

for Old Men, and Good Will Hunting, to a group of private investors in July 2010 after 

years of losses. Significantly, those investors have signed a distribution deal with Netflix, 

demonstrating a promising attempt to update the business model that drove Disney to sell 

Miramax in the first place. The current state of the film industry is complex and, like the 

music industry, executives often point to the difficulties presented by pirating and illegal 

downloading. But what both industries have yet to figure out is a way to engage 

audiences and turn them from consumers into participants. Certainly, fans engage in self-

sponsored writing in the form of movie reviews or produce parodies and critiques in ways 

that are similar to television fans. However, television creates long-term relationships that 

span years. TV allows audiences to get involved in the production process through 

casting and voting. TV promises that anyone can be a star on the small screen or on the 
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Internet. TV lets people in. And then it asks them to play along. 

Playing with TV: What Game Studies Has to Offer the Rhetorical Study of Television 

When it was published in 2004, Mark Andrejevic’s compelling analysis of reality 

TV offered a new perspective on the genre. While criticism of reality TV was still in its 

infancy at the time, the scholarly research that did exist mainly focused on defining the 

genre, analyzing representation on various shows, mapping the economic origins of the 

genre, and arguing over how real such contrived situations could possibly be. So, 

Andrejevic’s analysis of reality TV as an agent that normalizes surveillance in the post- 

9/11 landscape, one that does so by prompting consumers to surveil themselves in the 

name of customization and convenience, was, and still is, a groundbreaking critique in 

the rapidly growing literature on the genre. It also provides an interesting revision to the 

consumer relationship by adding the interactive component of work. Andrejevic, 

however, does not explore the corollary to work, play, which has struggled to gain critical 

acceptance in the face of cultural and academic anxiety (Bernstein; Wolf & Perron; 

Shultz Colby & Colby; Alberti). Instead, play, as a concept, has been constructed as 

distinctly separate from work, lacking any serious investment or outcome. Approaching 

mediums that struggle with being seen as inappropriate objects of scholarly inquiry, such 

as reality TV or video games, from the perspective of work is one way of lending them 

critical legitimacy; however, the focus on work over play not only reinforces 

unproductive binaries that demarcate what is useful, worthwhile, or serious but also 

ignores the motives that drive users to interact with media in meaningful ways.   

 Until recently, the scholarly interest in play and games has been located in 
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anthropology and childhood education, where the interest specifically focused on the 

cultural role of games and their psychological impact, respectively. The explosion of 

computer games in the 1970s and 1980s failed to spark additional scholarly interest in 

video games and even scholarly work on new media largely ignored their significance for 

some time. Eventually, however, video games began to lure audiences away from other 

forms of media, which sparked the interest of cultural critics in media studies, gaining 

enough momentum to produce a field of its own: game studies. In the introduction to The 

Video Game Theory Reader, Mark J. P. Wolf and Bernard Perron argue, “The video 

game is now considered everything from the ergodic (work) to the ludic (play); as 

narrative, simulation, performance, remediation, and art; a potential tool for education or 

an object of study for behavioral psychology; as a playground for social interaction; and, 

of course, as a toy and medium for entertainment” (2). While it is clear that game studies 

has been heavily influenced by its relationship to media studies, scholars have proven that 

game studies is moving beyond textual analysis and into a more dynamic consideration of 

games as a complex cultural system that blurs the distinction between work and play, 

consumption and production, and reading and writing (Gee; Dibbell; Ulmer). 

 The challenges faced by game studies are reminiscent of those experienced by 

television studies, particularly in establishing the legitimacy of video games as objects of 

study. But, scholarship on video games has managed, in some respects, to escape the 

anxiety tied to video games’ influence. Seeing the similarities between the two fields and 

their theoretical approaches can offer media studies new ways of approaching more 

traditional media texts. To do so, communication scholar Ted Friedman argues, “A good 
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place to start is with the concept of play. Game scholars have turned to play to pinpoint 

what’s distinctive about gaming. We tend to assume that games require active 

participation, whereas other media require only a passive audience: you watch TV and 

movies, but you play games” (“Play Paradigm”). This distinction, as Friedman and others 

point out, breaks down upon closer inspection. At its most basic level, play is defined by 

its activity, but it can also been defined by the use of imagination to try out different roles 

and activities in a safe environment. Dutch historian Johann Huizinga further defines play 

as “a voluntary activity or occupation executed with certain fixed limits of time and 

place, according to rules freely accepted but absolutely binding having its aim in itself 

and accompanied by feelings of tension, joy, and the consciousness that it is different 

from ordinary life” (20). While Huzinga’s definition is based on more traditional games, 

such as chess or mancala, many of its tenants can also be applied to more traditional 

media texts. The separation of the real world from that of play, the emotional response to 

play, and the voluntary engagement with games can all be applied to television as well as 

games.   

Because 21st-century television can be considered new media, however, defining 

play from the perspective of new media and game studies can help scholars gain a more 

sophisticated understanding of how audiences interact with television in ways that are 

markedly differently than the ways previously theorized. For game scholars, interactivity 

is an integral part of play and also addresses the limits or rules that games scholars mark 

as a defining characteristic of games (Crawford). Video games provide a closed system 

that players explore and interact with, which provides a challenging environment that 
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evolves to keep pace with the level of the player. While television programs appear at 

first glance to be more like a toy, which can be imaginatively used in a variety of 

different ways each time, television shows provide the starting point and, therefore, the 

parameters of the interaction. Michael Joyce argues that hypertext enables users to 

“create, change, and recover particular encounters with the body of knowledge” and 

viewer’s use of new media to respond to reality television shows functions in largely the 

same way (615). Producers do what they can to protect significant information about their 

show and attract large audiences. Viewers go to great lengths to critique shows and 

outsmart the producers in an effort to “spoil” or otherwise effect the outcomes. 

Essentially the relationship between producers and viewers becomes a competitive one—

much like the relationship between reality show participants themselves. 

 Certainly the competitive nature of many reality programs affects the way viewers 

respond, but the integration of new media into the genre and viewer’s households also 

pushes the relationship among producers, texts, and audiences toward one of play rather 

than consumption.  Furthermore, the idea that reality TV rhetorically and technologically 

invokes play fits within the broader history of the genre and its roots in documentary film 

and, specifically, game shows.  

A Decade of Reality Television 

As television matured as a medium, the rhetorical appeal of reality coincided with 

a rise in the popularity and profitability of infotainment, which appeared in various 

incarnations throughout the 1960s and 1970s. As Susan Murray and Laurie Oulette 

explain, “Other precursors [to reality TV] include the staged pranks pioneered by Candid 
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Camera, celebrations of ordinary people in unusual or unusually contrived situations 

(examples include Queen for a Day, It Could Happen to You, That’s Incredible, and Real 

People), and the amateur talent contest first brought to television by Star Search” (3). It 

is particularly important to note the sociological value assigned to some of these shows at 

the time. In “Stanley Milgram, Allen Funt, and Me,” Anna McCarthy points out, “Even 

as critics condemned his [Funt’s] work as an invasion of privacy, many agreed with 

sociologist David Reisman’s assessment of Funt as the ‘second most ingenious 

sociologist in America’ (after Paul Lazarsfeld)” (21). The acknowledgment of value 

beyond entertainment or schadenfreuden of similar “lowbrow” programming of the time 

mirrors the arguments made in defense of the reality programming that would take Funt’s 

work as inspiration in the decades to come. 

In fact, the show that is often pinpointed as the beginning of reality TV appeared 

shortly thereafter, as An American Family embodied the drama, potential, and anxiety 

that has come to define the genre and its cultural influence. Airing on PBS in 1973, the 

show followed one family for six months, editing thousands of hours of footage into a 

media event. Indeed, even by today’s standards, An American Family drew in huge 

numbers; ten million people watched the trials and travails of the Loud family in what 

was, at the time, considered a documentary of an everyday American family consisting of 

two parents and five children. An American Family presented a picture of a family in 

trouble, as opposed to the more stereotypical TV nuclear family of the time; whereas The 

Brady Bunch had innocuous sibling rivalry that resulted in broken noses, An American 

Family had homosexuality and marital strife that resulted in a broken family. In other 
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words, the show not only focused on real people, but it also showcased real problems. 

According to Derek Kompare, the point of the show was to get at “the truth” behind the 

nuclear family ideal and “producer Craig Glabert wanted to examine how family life had 

changed in the 1960s” (105). Critics labeled the show “a manipulative sociological 

experiment in perpetual surveillance” and the Loud’s themselves were commonly seen as 

either symbols of the failures of the 1960s or victims of exploitation (Kompare 99).  

The in-depth documentary approach of An American Family, combined with the 

economic realities of the 1990s, resulted in the grandfather of contemporary reality 

shows: The Real World. Now in its 22nd season, The Real World premiered on MTV in 

1991. As the brain child of Mary-Ellis Bunim and Jonathan Murray, the show is “the true 

story of seven strangers picked to live in a house, work together, and have their lives 

taped, to see what happens when people stop being polite and start getting real” (The Real 

World). While Bunim and Murray originally conceived of the show as a scripted drama 

using non-actors (much like The Hills, which would follow much later), they eventually 

decided to cast a diverse group of participants in what was conceived of as a sociological 

experiment of sorts. In fact, “According to Murray, An American Family served as a 

direct inspiration for MTV’s The Real World and its later spin-offs, including Road 

Rules. His stated goal was to remake An American Family for the MTV generation” 

(Andrejevic 71). The first season nearly failed (because, despite hours and hours of 

footage, nothing really happened), but Bunim and Murray were finally able to produce 

the drama and volatility that would come to define the program, which was the first of 

many reality-based hits for the network and its partners. 
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Culturally, the influence of The Real World cannot be underestimated; as Murray 

and Oulette argue, it was this show that “trained a generation of young viewers in the 

language of reality TV” (3). Not only did we learn the language of reality, but the success 

of The Real World also provided important lessons about programming and target 

demographics. MTV targeted 18-25 year olds through their music selection, video 

rotation, and an increasing number or original programs, which were mostly game show 

variations (and game shows have traditionally been targeted at the young, old, and 

female) such as Singled Out and Remote Control. With The Real World, MTV proved to 

the major networks that at least one highly desirable advertising demographic was willing 

to consume reality in large quantities during primetime hours on cable television. MTV 

successfully sold reality to young people—the audiences that have grown up with and are 

still buying reality two decades later—and was even more successful at selling young 

audiences to advertisers. 

The Real World was a watershed moment for contemporary television; for years, 

it was the lone icon of reality, but the show provided the template and impetus for all the 

reality shows to come—and not just in terms of generic characteristics and conventions. 

Though The Real World was unlike anything MTV’s audiences had seen before, the 

novelty of the genre, like other television concepts, would eventually wear thin. To 

maintain relevance and audience interest, MTV incorporated a variety of interactive 

elements into the show, including college tours, allowing the audience to cast the 

roommates from video submissions, live Twitter feeds by cast members, live chats, blogs, 

and so forth. The Real World has always claimed to represent a specific generation of 
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viewers and the show has evolved over the years, using increasingly sophisticated 

technology to allow audience more control and interaction, while still maintaining the 

very recognizable format that is The Real World. 

Despite the success of The Real World, major networks were skeptical, since they 

require programming that translates beyond the 18-25- year-old market and into top-tier 

advertising dollars. They weren’t sure, that is, until Mark Burnett—the producer and 

creator of Survivor—came along. Survivor aired only due to the tenacity of Mark Burnett. 

While he had produced eco-challenges for years, he had never produced a show for 

primetime network television, which, as mentioned previously, demands a tremendous 

viewing audience. Survivor surprised everyone when it became popular; in fact, popular 

is an understatement. The Survivor: Borneo finale pulled in a remarkable 51 million 

viewers. That summer, Survivor was a hit, becoming the television show that people 

talked about and inspiring office pools that allowed audiences to win and lose along with 

their favorite castaways. 

 At the same time, the European import, Big Brother, also made its American 

debut on CBS. Big Brother is primarily known for its use of the Internet to supplement 

original programming and the way producers plays with audience participation. In The 

Work of Being Watched, Mark Andrejevic points out, “With the emphasis on gardening, 

on tending the chickens, and so on, the Big Brother house harkened back to the era of 

handicraft-based community. Indeed the paradoxical absence of the mass media (in a 

show created by and for these media) was described as a return not only to face-to-face 

community but as an incitation to participatory forms of entertainment” (118). Like 
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Survivor, the houseguests voted for the contestants they wanted evicted each week; 

however, audiences made the final call—at 99 cents per call—and voted for the person 

they thought should be evicted. Big Brother also aired five nights a week, offered a 

subscription-based 24-hour feed on the Internet, and incorporated polls and other 

interactive components on the website: “the promise that the viewers—real people all—

were sharing in the production of the show was bolstered by the program’s format and, at 

least in part, by its use of the Internet as an auxiliary marketing tool” (Andrejevic 152). 

Using inside knowledge gleaned from confessional footage and hours of live feed, 

viewers were able to critique each and every move the houseguests made and play a role 

in the outcome of the game through voting. This combination of mediums and points of 

entry gave viewers, those who stayed around for such a time-consuming investment, a 

sense of control over the narrative and outcome.  

As is obvious now, Survivor and Big Brother were merely the tip of the iceberg. 

The material conditions of the last several decades, the rise of technology, and the 

changing preferences of audiences finally converged, producing the boom in reality 

programming that we are still experiencing.  Every year, as summer rolls around and ads 

for increasingly spectacular programs hit the airwaves (More to Love, Megan Wants to 

Marry a Millionaire, Dating in the Dark, Hoarders, RuPaul’s Drag Race, and so forth), 

the press predicts the end of the genre, its fading influence, audience’s disgust with it, or 

some such variation on reality TV’s demise. However, since the summer of 2000, reality 

programming has continued to expand across channels and time slots. Commercial 

successes like American Idol, The Bachelor, So You Think You Can Dance, The Voice, 
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and Dancing with the Stars dominate primetime, pulling in a large percentage of 

audiences on a weekly basis, with increasing competition from cable mainstays like 

Project Runway, Celebrity Fit Club, What Not to Wear, Top Chef, Ultimate Fighter, 

History Detectives, and The Next Food Network Star. Indeed, it is the cable channels, 

with smaller budgets and more specific audiences, who are expanding the genre of reality 

TV by using celebrities, playing with representations of sexuality, and presenting the 

truly spectacular: fighting, bounty hunting, sex changes, and/or nervous breakdowns. 

Both cable channels and networks have also found more and more sophisticated 

ways to prompt audience interaction. For instance, Bravo, which is now exclusively a 

reality channel, even presents its programs in a way that invokes participation on a 

number of levels. On the channel’s website, the “About Bravo” section claims, “Bravo 

reaches its unique audience through every consumer touch point and across all platforms 

on-air, online, and on the go, providing the networks highly-engaged fans with a menu of 

options to experience the network in a four-dimensional manner” (Bravo TV). Each 

show, for instance, has a scrolling banner across the bottom of the screen announcing 

upcoming episodes, things to look for on the website, questions on Twitter, and text 

message-based polls. In addition to all the widgets, games, and videos on the website, 

Bravo uses an actual interface for their television programming—complete with roving 

cursor—that mimics a website. While Bravo in particular has embraced both reality TV 

and new media technology to encourage interaction and play, Bravo is but one example 

of reality programs to do so. 

Where We Go from Here 
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Scholars who study contemporary television in the US must begin to reconsider 

the consumption model that has guided much of the cultural and rhetorical analysis of the 

medium. Because the convergence of TV and new media has changed the relationship 

among producer, audience, and text, we must look to the genre that has pushed TV into 

the realm of interactivity and how it functions differently within the sphere of popular 

culture than other similar, but struggling, mediums. As a scholar studying contemporary 

reality television, I am particularly interested in understanding how reality TV engages 

audiences and, specifically, how it provokes play through the rhetoric of the genre itself 

and the use of new media technologies. I am also interested in looking at how use of play 

provokes audiences to respond, producing their own multimodal texts through self-

motivated writing.  

 In order to understand reality TV’s potential contribution to the rhetorical study of 

popular culture and television studies, scholars must acknowledge that in addition to the 

“work of reality TV,” the genre uses play in sophisticated ways that go a long way 

toward explaining the cultural cache of such lowbrow entertainment. In this dissertation I 

ground my analysis in theories of play across disciplines—with a specific focus on play 

as culture, learning, code, and genre—and I do so as a rhetorician, one who studies the 

rhetorical dynamics among text, audience, and producer, and the implications of that 

relationship. I have chosen television because, as a medium, it has changed the dynamics 

of our homes, work, and culture, but it has also been critically overlooked as a powerful 

cultural influence. The emergence of reality TV, in particular, has changed the television 

landscape, raising questions about the role of audiences in the production and distribution 
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of contemporary television. Reality TV provides a specific site of inquiry for 

investigating the convergence of old and new media and its ramifications.  

 In Chapter 2, I will explore how play has been theorized across disciplines. As 

Ted Friedman points out, “Historically, academic interest in games and, more broadly, 

play has centered in the disciplines of anthropology (play as culture) and child 

psychology (play as learning)” (“Play Paradigm”); therefore, I will begin with a brief 

overview of play as it has been theorized in those disciplines, and then I will discuss the 

ways in which it has been recently approached in game studies, which often explicitly 

deals with play in terms of game genres. Therefore, it is also necessary to frame play as 

genre, since play is a type of social action that both informs and is informed by genre. 

While game scholars often point to play as the defining characteristic of video games—

that which distinguishes it from television, for instance—I would argue that a thorough 

review of the literature on play will show that it has the potential to be a useful 

framework for scholars in rhetoric and composition, television, and new media studies. 

Enabled by the convergence of old and new media, play, as an often overlooked 

rhetorical strategy, raises the level of interaction and engagement with texts. 

 Chapter 3 is the first half of a two-part case study of Survivor. I begin by 

discussing the specific subgenre to which Survivor belongs, the gamedoc, and how the 

generic characteristics of both documentary and game shows work to engage the viewer 

in a playful, interactive viewing experience. In terms of play, the reliability and 

immediacy of Survivor’s representation of the real—specifically, audio and video 

production—invite the viewer to go along with the action, even simulating the experience 
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of being on the island. The use of the confessional furthers the engagement of the viewer 

by turning them into both a confidante and a critic. All of these documentary strategies 

work to immerse the viewer in the world of Survivor. At the same time, the competitive 

element of the gamedoc sets up the game as a problem to be solved, engaging the viewer 

in prediction and fantasy, and, often real, gameplay. Such gameplay constructs identity 

and builds community around the show.  

 In Chapter 4, I analyze the texts the online presence of Survivor. I begin with the 

CBS website as the interface for initial online interaction, then I examine the types of 

interactions enabled through Facebook and Twitter. For instance, Jeff Probst live tweets 

during the East and West coast broadcast of the show, engaging with viewers, offering an 

insider’s perspective, and giving them incentive to watch the program during its actual 

broadcast. The widespread use of new media, and its relative ease of use by anyone with 

access, has afforded regular viewers with the opportunity to engage with each other in 

noteworthy ways. I will also look at fan forums, such as Survivor Sucks, that demand 

more investment from fans but also provide more payout—detailed strategy analysis, 

insights from former contestants, and so forth. The sheer volume of self-motivated 

composing that occurs in these spaces is overwhelming, but I focus specifically on fan 

fiction, spoiling, and fan shows, which demonstrate sophisticated multimodal composing 

practices. Through an examination of texts produced by members of these communities, I 

illustrate the significance of the literacy practices of contemporary media users. 

Last, in Chapter 5, I discuss the ways in which Survivor fan’s online interactions 

demonstrate 21st literacies and how we, as writing instructors, can replicate the 
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enthusiasm and experimentation that characterizes fan compositions by harnessing the 

power of play. While the introduction of cultural studies made it acceptable and even 

trendy to bring television into the writing classroom, many critics have pointed out that 

the cultural studies approach has largely focused on textual analysis, awareness, and 

consumption rather than cultural production and the making of writers (S. Miller 499). 

Survivor fans turn our attention to production. Many fans engage in self-motivated 

writing—writing that takes a significant amount of thought, time, energy, and critical 

thinking. How does Survivor encourage viewers to expand their role as consumers to also 

become producers of texts? What role do new media technologies play in the turn to 

production? Can play be used similarly in writing classrooms in order to reshape the 

relationship between students, assigned texts, and their own writing and research? My 

conclusion will explore how play can be used as a rhetorical model for both engaging 

with texts and producing them by providing guidelines for constructing classes as affinity 

spaces (Gee) and suggestions for several writing assignments that use play to encourage 

rhetorical awareness and thoughtful, critical experimentation with various composing 

practices. 
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CHAPTER 2: PLAY AS CULTURE/LEARNING/CODE/GENRE: THEORIZING 

PLAY ACROSS DISCIPLINES 

Mr. Sulu: “Play? As advanced as you obviously are, and you still play?” 
Captain James T. Kirk: “Yes, play, Mr. Sulu. The more advanced the mind, the greater 
the need for the simplicity of play.” –“Shore Leave,” Star Trek 
 

As children, we all engaged in imaginative play, swarmed over playgrounds, 

played board games with family, and probably tried our hand at an organized sport or 

two. Of course, play is not confined to the world of children. Many of us still play on 

sports teams, play cards and video games with friends, and complete the weekly 

crossword. Play also makes an appearance in everyday language when we talk about 

things as different as going to a play, playing hardball, playing the field, or indicating 

when something is played out. Accordingly, games are as old as civilization itself; in fact, 

games are older, considering the types of play or games that animals engage in. Though 

play is pervasive and games predate civilization, the theorizing of play has a significantly 

shorter history. Despite the relative lack of scholarship on play until the past one hundred 

years or so, it has since been theorized across a variety of disciplines, producing a broad 

range of perspectives on the importance and functions of play and/or games on an 

individual, social, cultural, biological, and political level. In The Study of Games, play 

theorist Brain Sutton-Smith explains how play gets theorized differently, depending on 

perspective: 

Each person defines games in his own way—the anthropologists and 
folklorists in terms of historical origins; the military men, business men, 
and educators in terms of usages; the social scientists in terms of 
psychological and social functions. There is overwhelming evidence in all 
this that the meaning of games is, in part, a function of the ideas of those 
who think about them. (qtd. in Salen and Zimmerman 1) 
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In order to understand how fans of reality television and producers engage in different 

forms of play, it is important to consider the specific rhetorical practices that define 

contemporary television viewing. 

Because television has not been theorized in terms of play, however, a broad 

definition of play, games, and gameplay is required—one that accounts for the complex 

interaction that marks the rhetorical relationship among producers, audiences, and texts. 

Though game designers and theorists, Katie Salen and Eric Zimmerman, approach this 

task from the discipline of game design, their work has broad applications: “Our focus on 

the understanding of games in and of themselves can benefit the emerging academic 

study of games in fields as diverse as sociology, media studies, and cultural policy. 

Engagement with ideas, like engagement with a game, is all about the play the ideas 

make possible” (2). They expand upon the relationship noted here between games and 

play by pointing out that games and play are both components of one another: games are 

a type of play and play is one way of understanding and interacting with a game. 

Gameplay—one of three categories of play, which also includes ludic activity 

(improvised, imaginary play) and the broad state of playfulness—is the interaction 

between the player and the game. To put it simply, play is “free movement within a more 

rigid structure,” while a game is the system where play occurs (Salen and Zimmerman 

304). 

 Salen and Zimmerman’s definitions are based on a thorough consideration of the 

extensive corpus of texts that theorize the roles, practices, and rhetorics of play. While 

they provide a good starting point for this dissertation, it is also necessary to consider 
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some of the more influential theories of play that form the basis for these definitions. A 

consideration of the relationship between play, games, and gameplay illustrates how 

systems, such as genres, prompt play through specific rhetorical practices and the types 

of gameplay that result from those practices. Though rhetoricians have contributed only 

sporadically to the scholarly work on play, mostly in computers and composition, the 

rhetorical scholarship on genre furthers our understanding of play. I will discuss the 

contributions of this rhetorical scholarship later in the chapter, arguing for a consideration 

of play as the social action that produces and is produced by genre. To begin, however, 

an informed discussion of play must account for the interdisciplinary nature of the 

scholarship; therefore, this discussion of play and games will begin with a review of how 

play theory was established and how that theory has been extended and challenged within 

and across various disciplines. 

In this chapter, I will review four distinct conceptions of play: play as culture, 

play as learning, play as code, and play as genre. Within this review, I explore what each 

of these concepts can tell us about reality television and the rhetorical practices that 

define the contemporary viewing experience. To do so, I first discuss the work of two 

theorists who laid the foundation for contemporary theories of play—namely, the Dutch 

historian Johann Huizinga and sociologist Roger Caillois. Next, I will review how 

Huizinga’s and Caillois’ theories have been developed by theorists studying childhood 

development, who extend the understanding of how play facilitates learning through 

socialization and representation.  Most recently, play has been taken up by game studies, 

which has extended our understanding of games as systems and categorized the rhetorical 
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practices that characterize specific types of play such as emergent play and role-playing. 

Furthermore, what each of these approaches to play implicitly reference, through a 

variety of means, is play as genre. Therefore, in the final section, I review the rhetorical 

scholarship on genre, ending with a consideration of how it can be used to extend the 

meaning of play and illustrate the rhetorical relationship between reality television, new 

media, and fans. Throughout this chapter, I show how theories of play have continued to 

evolve, meaningfully expanding the notion of play and allowing for a consideration of 

reality television as convergent systems of texts that remediate the rhetorical practices 

and technologies of the Internet.  

Play as Culture: Johann Huizinga’s Theory of Play 

 In order to understand contemporary theories of play, an overview of Huizinga’s 

approach to play is necessary. Indeed, the methodologies that characterize his work 

inform most theories of play, whether scholars are building upon Huizinga’s ideas, 

applying them to contemporary artifacts, or trying to reconcile his ideas with seemingly 

incompatible theories. Additionally, beginning with Huizinga allows for the 

consideration of entertainment media, in this case television, as both media and a form of 

play—a position that Huizinga argues for in his discussions of philosophy and art as 

media.  

 In Homo Ludens, Johann Huizinga connects a theory of play to culture, as 

opposed to the biological and scientific approaches that had come before 1938 when 

Homo Ludens was published in Dutch, which would later be translated into English in 

1955. In the preface, Huizinga points out that his goal is to avoid psychological 
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explanations, while also acknowledging their importance, in order to focus in the history 

of play and its integral relationship with culture. He does so specifically because the 

psychological and physiological explanations of play all seek to define it as serving some 

other need or function, ignoring what play is in and of itself and what it means to be a 

player (2-3). In fact, he makes this point most clearly when discussing the subtitle of the 

book, which, though it is published as “A Study of the Play-Element in Culture,” should 

be “of Culture.” By stressing that play is part of culture, Huizinga is arguing that play is 

inseparable from all aspects of culture as opposed to a separate-but-related element. 

Indeed, he argues that play itself is what produces culture and the resulting relationship 

between the two is dialectical and dependent on the “play community”—those who play 

games together. The appeal of the play community is based on what Huizinga identifies 

as the “feeling of being apart together,” of mutually withdrawing from the rest of the 

world. This emphasis is indicative of the wide-ranging study that characterizes his book 

and why it has informed the majority of play scholarship published in the proceeding 

years. 

 So, if play is important in and of itself, what is play? Huizinga broadly defines 

play as both a “contest for something” and “a representation of something,” which 

sometimes unite and overlap. However, he defines play more specifically as a voluntary 

activity—a person cannot be forced to play despite what our parents have implied when 

they told us to go outside and play—with the following parameters: 

Summing up the formal characteristics of play we might call it a free activity 
standing quite consciously outside of “ordinary life” as being “not serious,” 
but at the same time absorbing the player intensely and utterly. It is an activity 
connected with no material interest, and no profit can be gained by it. It 
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proceeds within its own proper boundaries of time and space according to 
fixed rules and in an orderly manner. It promotes the formation of social 
groupings, which tend to surround themselves with secrecy and stress their 
difference from the common world by disguise or other means. (13) 
 

Though this seems somewhat idealized now, Huizinga is careful to note that his 

definition of play does not include all possible types of play and he focuses on the play 

that is characteristic of culture, not necessarily that which is engaged in by young 

children or animals. To do so, he not only differentiates play from games, he uses specific 

examples, particularly those commonly seen as definitive of “civilization,” such as law, 

theatre, and religion. As a result, he establishes a compelling starting point for thinking 

about the paradigm of play. 

 Play is commonly characterized as something we do that is disconnected from 

serious life—an activity engaged in strictly for fun. Likewise, Huizinga begins his 

definition of play with that observation. He understands play as a type of freedom from 

the limitations of ordinary life. Play does not provide for us in ways that work does, 

putting food on the table and a roof over our heads, but it is still a necessity. Like the 

expression “work hard, play hard” implies, play is what we engage in to escape the 

pressures that accompany the daily struggle to exist, providing an active form of 

relaxation. Not only is it integral to personal and social health, but also play is often acted 

out with marked intensity. This intensity, for example, is evident in the tantrums both on 

the field and in the stands when a controversial call is made at a little league game. In this 

case, play proceeds “with the utmost seriousness, with an absorption, a devotion that 

passes into rapture and, temporarily at least, completely abolishes that troublesome ‘only’ 

feeling” (8). Though the stakes of such a game are fairly low, the players are invested to 



 52 

such a degree that the game becomes more than just a game or recreation, raising the 

status of play as a meaningful activity. 

 While Huizinga does comment on the meaningfulness of play (an observation that 

makes it more than appropriate for the classroom, which I will discuss in detail in the 

next section), he also alludes to the emotional, delightful component of play when he 

discusses the ways in which it is immersive, engaging, and accompanied by intense 

feeling. For the most part, play is associated with pleasure and fun; the voluntary 

component of play is largely dependent on play being enjoyable. This is especially true 

when considering Huizinga’s point that play is not driven by material acquisition or 

profit, which would turn play into work, as in the case of professional poker players for 

instance. Once the profit motive is removed from the equation, pleasure and relaxation 

are the primary motives for the initial act of play. As illustrated in the previous 

paragraph, however, play often produces more varied and complex emotions than joy. 

Play can be frustrating when players cannot improve their game. Play can be 

disappointing when goals remain just out of reach. Play can cause envy, pride, fear, 

excitement, and a broad range of other intense feelings. According to Huizinga, the exact 

feeling is not as important to the study of play as the intensity of it —an intensity that is 

predicated on the uncertainty of the outcome. However, by using the word rapture, 

Huizinga does allude to the temporary delight or enthusiasm that players achieve through 

their devotion to play. 

 In addition to the role of the player, Huizinga focuses on the parameters of actual 

play, specifically the limitations of play and the ways in which it is fixed in time and 
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space and bound by freely accepted rules. All games, from Candy Land to video games to 

Survivor, are guided by a set of governing rules that indicate when, where, and how a 

game is played. While these rules are often obvious, even more free-form types of play 

are constrained by logic. The rules of play produce “a peculiar kind of order,” which can 

manifest differently. Imaginative play, for instance, lacks explicit structure in many ways, 

but it is in fact implicitly structured by context. Cultural norms and expectations, even the 

rules of “reality,” inform what is possible and can be imagined, even within an imaginary 

framework. And within that framework rules are established that further confine what 

may happen.  These rules are essential to Huizinga’s concept of play, because as he notes, 

“They determine what ‘holds’ in the temporary world circumscribed by play. The rules of 

play are absolutely binding and allow no doubt...Indeed, as soon as the rules are 

transgressed the whole play-world collapses” (11).  So, not only are rules a definitive 

aspect of play, but they dictate whether that play takes the form of games—as structured 

play—or imaginative play, though the boundaries between the two are fluid and porous. 

 Huizinga further emphasizes the importance of rules to play during his discussion 

of spoilsports—a particularly salient point when considering play in the context of reality 

TV. He differentiates the spoilsport from the cheater by defining a cheat as someone who 

plays within the game-world, but a spoilsport as someone who either does not 

acknowledge or respect the parameters of the rule set. As a result, the spoilsport ruins the 

game for other players by calling attention to the contrived nature of the game world, 

which threatens the existence of the play community. For Huizinga, this makes the spoil-

sport more dangerous than the cheater but also presents an opportunity for the spoil-sport 
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to build a separate play community based on his or her own rules. As I will discuss in 

Chapter 4, this is particularly evident in the spoiling communities that arise in reaction to 

various reality programs. Indeed in spoiling communities, the spoiling itself becomes its 

own game played among spoilers, fans, and producers. And it is rarely a solitary activity. 

Effective spoiling requires a community to gather information, put clues together, and 

distribute the resulting knowledge. Therefore, play defines community, since spoiling 

demands an audience, effectively determining who is in and who is out—the effect of 

being alone together.  

 But perhaps the most compelling argument Huizinga makes about play is that all 

play means something. While play can and has been dismissed as the something children 

do, Huizinga emphasizes the effect such action has on the individual and culture. Though 

he argues that games are separate from reality, they still exist within and interact with real 

life, transmitting ideas about the outside world, its rules, and expectations. As such, 

games are mediums for ideology and meaning. Huizinga even argues that traditions such 

as art and philosophy are forms of play. He specifically cites the way play permeated the 

culture of ancient Greece where exhibition and competition were hallmarks of not only 

culture but also sophistic rhetoric. The language games that characterize sophistic 

rhetoric are based on dialogue and word play. Game scholar Hector Rodriguez clarifies 

Huizinga’s analysis of play in the online journal, Game Studies: 

Philosophical thought arises in a competitive process. It is in many cases 
intrinsically polemical. In this context, Homo Ludens singles out 
Nietzsche’s emphasis on competition as rediscovery of the playful aspect 
of philosophical competition. Philosophical games are not external 
adornments but essential acts of philosophical activity. While philosophy 
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is not mere play, it has nonetheless preserved some ludic characteristics. 
(“Playful and Serious”) 
 

The playful nature of sophistic rhetoric illustrates the complexity of meaningful play, 

which uses play as a medium in the pursuit of philosophical issues such as truth. In this 

way, Huizinga establishes that philosophy, art, theatre, and language are play. Since they 

relay messages about the real world, they are also media that engage audiences and 

perform the work other media. Like the media that Huizinga specifically names, 

television also functions as play in social, intellectual, and ideological ways.  

 While Huizinga does acknowledge the ideological and social work of play in 

these examples, his main purpose in Homo Ludens is to study play—as play rather than in 

the service of something else—with a focus on the player. His discussion of cultural 

institutions should not overshadow the motivations of the player to experience play in all 

of its intensely emotional glory. In fact, of the many useful aspects of play that Huizinga 

develops here, the focus on the player as the starting point for play, play as media, and 

play as culture are the most fruitful for my research and provide further justification for 

focusing on play while other contemporary television theorists focus on work 

(Andrejevic; Chamberlain; Lotz).  

Roger Caillois and the Systematization of Play 

 Though Huizinga allows for a broad view of play, he does little to classify or 

diversify the concept of the play and the needs it serves across cultures. In fact, it is this 

omission that Roger Caillois seeks to remedy in his book Man, Play and Games. In most 

ways, Huizinga and Caillois are more alike than different, and, arguably, Caillois 

critically expands the work of Huizinga, maintaining the construction of play as culture.  
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To Huizinga’s definition, he places greater importance on the element of uncertainty. He 

also looks past the individual to consider the community as an outgrowth of play. While 

Huizinga theorizes play as culture, Caillois uses play to define the nature of culture. 

Many theorists have since taken issue with this, especially since his work seems to 

elevate his own culture over “non-elitist” cultures (Turner; Bogue and Spariosu). 

However, his taxonomy of types of play does provide some useful concepts for the study 

of television and its relationship to play, offering the space for both Survivor and the 

related online communities to be classified as play. 

 Caillois categorizes play into four distinct, but often overlapping types: agon 

(competition), alea (chance), mimicry (simulation), and ilinx (vertigo). Oftentimes, these 

types of play occur at the same time within the same game—particularly in more 

complex games. As with Huizinga, Caillois is careful to note that his system does not 

account for every single type of play, but he does attempt to complicate his categories by 

including a wide variety of examples within each one. For example, he uses both adult 

and childhood games, physical and mental, strength and logic, and so forth within single 

categories. In “Play Theory, Playing, and Culture,” Patricia Anne Masters points out that 

this conscious attempt at complexity demonstrates that Caillois “recognizes the 

contradictions and ambiguities of play and provides insight into the disparate activities—

sometimes rowdy, sometimes reverent, sometimes sacred, sometimes profane—that are 

embraced by the term ‘play’” (859). Because television is a complex text, the types of 

play engaged within Survivor and between its communities encompass all four types of 
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play; therefore, understanding Caillois’ categories can help define the types of play that 

surround the program. 

 Caillois focuses first upon the kind of play that characterizes the Olympic Games 

or professional sports, which he calls agon: “a whole group of games would seem to be 

competitive, that is to say, like a combat in which an equality of chances is artificially 

created, in order that the adversaries should confront each other under ideal conditions, 

susceptible of giving precise and incontestable value to the winner’s triumph” (14). In 

agon, the winner triumphs by ideally displaying the most talent or skill—strength, speed, 

memory, and so forth—on a level playing field. Ideally, no single player should have 

more resources than another player; strict equality, admittedly, is impossible but drawing 

lots for who initiates the game and strict adherence to taking turns negates that inequality 

to some extent. The challenges that characterize Survivor are good examples of agon, 

since they focus on a specific skill such as swimming or puzzle solving, during which 

everyone competes under the similar conditions. Furthermore, the longevity of Survivor 

ensures that participants know what to train for and can prepare in sufficient ways. The 

challenges also rotate so that different types of skill are emphasized, which is an attempt 

to further level the playing field in the overall game of Survivor. 

 The second category of play Caillois describes is alea, games of luck or chance, 

which he sets up in opposition to agon. In games of chance, no training or skill is 

required of the players. He argues that alea is a particularly human type of play, since it 

requires the ability to give up the rewards of play to fate or some higher deity. Like agon, 

alea is dependent on the creation of equal playing conditions; additionally, many games 
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are a combination of the two and Caillois uses card games as an example of games where 

luck determines the cards received but skill determines, to some extent, the outcome of 

the game. Certainly, Survivor is also dependent on a fair amount of luck. Castaways have 

little to no choice of their team at the beginning of the game, which controls the elements 

that often play a part in determining the outcome of challenges. Shelter, food, and 

alliances are all dependent upon which team a castaway is assigned to. The role of chance 

is one the primary appeals of Survivor; in fact, it is so important that writers of Survivor 

fan fiction try to replicate it in their writing, as I will discuss in chapter 4. 

 Survivor, particularly the way it combines agon and alea, also illustrates one of 

Caillois’ more notable contributions to the theory of play. In both types of play, the 

outcome of the game is uncertain. With games of luck or chance, the player never knows 

which way the dice is going to roll or how the cards will fall. In games of skill, where the 

players are matched as equally as possible and the playing conditions are fair, it is also 

difficult to determine who will win. In fact, that uncertainty gives rise to gambling, which 

is the joining of agon and alea. In Survivor, as in most competition-based reality 

programs, a large part of the appeal is the uncertainty of the outcome from week-to-week 

and over the course of the whole season. In “Expect the Unexpected: Narrative Pleasure 

and Uncertainty Due to Chance,” Mary Beth Haralovich and mathematician Michael 

Trosset posit,  

The program’s hybrid design allows for, indeed requires, unscripted 
chance to play a significant role in each episode and across the series. The 
possibilities of chance contribute to suspense about “what happens next” 
akin to the pleasure of scripted fiction. Furthermore, chance extends into 
the production and the reception of the program. (2) 
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This can be seen in communities that have formed around Survivor both online and off. 

In offices, where types of Survivor fantasy games are commonly played, this uncertainty 

promotes gameplay. Office mates are eliminated along with their chosen castaways, 

losing the opportunity to win the pool of money or requiring that they provide a gift to 

the surviving castaways. In online forums, speculation about every aspect of the game 

drives the community and the interaction among producers, fans, players, and spoilers. 

Clearly then, Caillois’ addition of uncertainty, and his treatment of it, to the definition of 

play is important to the study of Survivor and its use of play to engage audiences. 

 Like Huizinga’s allusion to the arts as play, Caillois also opens the door to their 

inclusion as play with his third category, mimicry. Caillois states, “All play presupposes 

the temporary acceptance, if not of an illusion (indeed this last word means nothing less 

than beginning a game: in-lusio), then at least a closed, conventional and, in certain 

respects, imaginary universe. Play can consist not only of deploying actions or submitting 

to one’s fate in an imaginary milieu, but of becoming an illusory character oneself” (19). 

Caillois describes in detail the way play is often engaged as “playing a part,” which can 

include any kind performance such as theatre, circus acts, television, and so forth. In 

Survivor, castaways are often put in the position to play the part of the villain, confidante, 

or friend; likewise, fans play the part of spoilers, critics, and castaways in digital spaces. 

And all viewers have to suspend disbelief, to pretend that castaways really are in danger, 

and that they could run out of food or clean water. In all these cases, the illusion Caillois 

refers to is integral to the experience proffered by Survivor, many other television shows, 

and more traditionally recognizable games.   
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 The last category in Caillois’ schema is ilinx, wherein the players strive toward 

vertigo, which “consists of an attempt to momentarily destroy the stability of perception 

and inflict a kind of voluptuous panic upon an otherwise lucid mind” (23). The aim of 

this kind of play is the rush that accompanies skydiving, “playing chicken,” or spinning 

in circles. While it is true that producers are not going to let castaways on Survivor starve, 

injuries are quite common, weight loss is severe, and perception is distorted from lack of 

sleep and food. As Masters points out, however, viewing ilinx as risk-taking opens the 

door to the inclusion of less physical types of play in this category and could be 

conceived as “taking risks by restructuring the conventions of art” (859). Fans engage in 

this type of play often, such as in the “I’m not here to make friends mash-up” described 

in the first chapter. Drawing on the kind of digital composing that fans and critics of 

Survivor regularly engage in, this type of play could also be used teach composing and 

revising techniques in the writing classroom—an angle I will discuss in chapter 5.  

 In addition to these categories, Caillois also defines play, whatever the type, as 

occurring on a continuum. In the preface, Caillois’ English translator, Meyer Barash, 

explains the continuum as, “representing an evolution from paidia, which is active, 

tumultuous, exuberant, and spontaneous, to ludus, representing calculation, contrivance, 

and subordination to the rules. (As the derivation of the term paidia implies, children’s 

games would predominate in this category.)” (Caillois x). As Barash points out, the kind 

of play we usually think of, specifically child’s play, exists on the side of paidia and as 

we move toward ludus play takes on a more structured form with rules, techniques, 

practice, and so forth becoming more dominant. Ludus itself represents play at its most 



 61 

structured, according to Caillois, where the object of play is figuring out the rules. 

Puzzles are the best example of ludus where figuring out the conventions purely for the 

personal satisfaction involved in doing so is the reason for playing, but video games, with 

their highly structured gameplay, also fit this category as is evident from the ludological 

approach to game theory. Again, the opposite poles of this spectrum essentially form the 

basis for the difference between games and play. 

Both Huizinga and Caillois define play in a way that is at odds with the study of 

television in the 21st century and the use of serious play in the classroom. Huizinga 

explicitly denies the seriousness of play, which has vexed proponents of “serious play” 

who believe that play can be used for learning in educational settings. Caillois explicitly 

states that play is unproductive, that it does not create anything. That said, both of these 

features have been retheorized in light of the passage of 60 years and the rise of digital 

games and reconsidered through a closer reading of their works. As Hector Rodriguez 

points out, “When we begin to view all culture under the aspect of play, the distinction 

between the playful and the serious often becomes irrelevant” (“Playful and Serious”). I 

argue that close attention to these early theories, combined with the interdisciplinary 

approaches of more contemporary scholarship, do allow for the consideration of 

television from the perspective of play and, as a result, an actively engaged audience. So, 

while the theories of mass communication often set up the television audience as passive, 

play gives contemporary television and new media scholars a historical perspective from 

which to proceed. 
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Play as Learning 

While Huizinga and Caillois legitimized the study of play and its role in the adult 

world, play continues to be considered, in many ways, children’s activity. The common  

perception of video games as a waste of time reinforces the notion that adults have better 

things to do—the very mindset that some educators and instructional designers seek to 

challenge. As a result of the connection of play with childhood, it is unsurprising that the 

disciplines of childhood development and education have focused on the use of play as an 

educational tool, expanding the understanding of play as culture. However, the study of 

play and its role in human development by psychologists and educators provides some 

useful concepts—notably, play’s compelling effectiveness as a learning tool and its 

socializing effect—for both the study of reality television and its implications for the use 

of serious play in the composition classroom. 

 The relationship between psychology, learning, and play is born out in many 

theories, specifically in regard to the way that children use play in the early stages of 

development to experiment with the world around them. Both Abraham Maslow and Erik 

Erikson framed play as a basic need, a medium for recreation and interaction, which must 

be attended to in order to obtain fulfillment. Specifically, they hypothesized that play was 

an important way of connecting with others and creating a personal and communal sense 

of belonging. While Maslow frames playfulness broadly, Erikson connects play to 

childhood development, postulating that play provides a safe place for children to work 

out personal conflict, enact authority, and explore the world. He compares the way that 

children and adults use play noting, “The playing adult steps sideward into another 



 63 

reality; the playing child advances forward to new stages of mastery” (112). In this 

instance, Erikson reinforces the idea that games exist outside of the real world.  For those 

who play, then, the game is an emotionally and psychologically safe place to experiment, 

which facilitates progress toward greater mastery, sophistication, and development. 

 The emphasis that early childhood development theorists place on the autonomy 

of play is useful for understanding how children learn the rules of a game and also how 

they negotiate them. In Rules of Play: Game Design Fundamentals, Katie Salen and Eric 

Zimmerman point out that Jean Piaget’s emphasis on the isolation of the play community 

implies a kind of social contract: “This contract consists of rules that determine how 

players interact with each other in the game, as well as the meaning and values players 

give life through play. Sustaining the contract to the end of a game requires players to 

maintain the integrity of the magic circle” (473). Within the magic circle, Huizinga’s 

name for the special game space where play occurs, play socializes children to recognize 

the rules of a game, how to function within the game space, and reinforces notions of 

leadership, team-building, and empathy. The interaction that takes place within the play 

community is guided by implicit rules, which are learned as children develop. They 

progress through improvisational play (which has no rules) to play that is married 

absolutely to the rules and then to the realization that rules are flexible. Finally, players 

can agree to changes in the rules to suit the context—which is the way adults see play. 

Fans of Survivor also learn to negotiate the fan community, learning the spoiler rules and 

practices that guide most of the fan community interaction, and some also consciously 
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work outside the rules—though within the spoiler community—to spoil the show. Players 

who break the social contract of these forums are kicked out of the play community. 

 The linking of play with development and progress is a recurrent theme in 

childhood development and psychology, and Russian psychologist, Lev Vygotsky, who 

focuses on the acquisition of language and the agency of learners, expands upon that 

relationship. Vygotsky asserts that children learn about representation though symbolic 

play, the substitution of one object for another. For instance, a young child will use a 

squirt gun to represent a gun (a representation that is fairly literal), and then progress to 

using increasingly abstract objects such their thumb and forefinger, until they no longer 

need a prop at all. In this way, play provides the basic building blocks of literacy by 

reinforcing how representation works in increasingly sophisticated ways. As their 

understanding of representation progresses, their imagination develops alongside as they 

experiment with language, objects, and meaning. For Vygotsky, play is best characterized 

as “experimental activity designed to create possibilities,” which encourages this type of 

experimentation (Smagorinsky 5). Because Vygotsky studies play in relation to language 

acquisition, it is worth noting here that he does not necessarily see play as fun. Like 

Huizinga, play can be frustrating, satisfying, and intense in a variety of ways. 

 Vygotsky’s work on play has greater implications for this dissertation when 

looked at in conjunction with his most famous concept—the zone of proximal 

development (ZPD). According to Vygotsky, ZPD is “the distance between the actual 

developmental level as determined by independent problem solving and the level of 

potential development as determined through problem solving under adult guidance, or in 
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collaboration with more capable peers” (86). There are a couple of concepts touched 

upon here that a particularly relevant to the contemporary studies of play—specifically 

when it comes to new media. Though scaffolding is not mentioned explicitly, progress is 

achieved through scaffolding, which presents learning as a series of interrelated, 

progressive steps to the next developmental stage. While many people have read this as 

disempowering the learner—progress can only be achieved through intervention—the 

emphasis here is collaboration between the learner and teacher or, notably, a peer. These 

two ideas are particularly visible in video games. In order to progress through the levels 

of video games, players must complete increasingly difficult tasks. Rhetorically effective 

game design always presents challenges that are difficult for a player to achieve but not 

impossible. Through practice, players can progress through each level and acquire the 

skills they need, or they can work with other players to gain the information and mastery 

they need more quickly. Many times, particularly at higher levels, progress is made 

through a combination of the two. As James Paul Gee points out, “gamers know fully 

well that to really learn to play video games one must become a ‘gamer,’ drawing on 

resources that reside in other gamers and their associated websites and social 

interactions” (Video Games 8). The same is true of online television communities where 

the group builds a repository of shared knowledge that values contributions from all the 

members. Spoilers, whose aim is to find out information about competition-based reality 

shows ahead of time, pool their resources on site like Survivor Sucks to determine how 

long players remain in the game. Fans on YouTube trade strategies for remixing the 

introduction sequence, effectively workshopping the videos they put together. Online TV 
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communities are constructed around dialogue aimed at better understanding television 

programs. 

 Using a video game to illustrate ZPD is also useful because of the way digital 

games are designed to consistently and usefully challenge players. In Mind in Society, 

Vygotsky argues, “Play creates a zone of proximal development of the child. In play the 

child always behaves beyond his average age, above his daily behavior; in play it is as 

though he were a head taller than himself” (102). This description of the child at play 

clarifies Vygotsky’s theories of play and learning as a social act. In play, the child is the 

agent, one who acts and thinks in developmentally progressive ways; at the same time, 

the child needs social support to fully develop. It is this interplay between freedom and 

imagination, and structure and rules that produces the potential for development—

potential that is often achieved through playful experimentation. Simply put, when it 

comes to learning, play should be challenging. This is also the case for fun. Though, as 

mentioned previously, play is certainly not always fun, it is equally true that easy games 

are rarely fun (Papert; Gee). The idea that play should be challenging informed the 

influential New Games Movement, a group that developed as a response to the Vietnam 

War, in an effort to connect and empower people. They were, in essence, spoilsports who 

started their own game. Through challenging multi-player games, the New Games 

Movement sought to reject the cultural values that led to Vietnam and establish their own 

set of counterculture values (Brand; DeKoven). Though they were not consciously 

drawing on Vygotsky’s theories, they reflect the importance of challenge, community, 

and culture that inform Vygotskian theory. 
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While video games present a clear picture of how Vygotsky conceives of 

learning, development, and play, the multimodal practices of Survivor fans provide a 

slightly different, albeit still compelling, account of learning and play as well. As fans 

become more engaged with the program, they seek out increasingly sophisticated ways to 

interact with other fans and demonstrate their knowledge of and affection for Survivor. 

As a result, many fans take it upon themselves to learn multimodal composing techniques 

and increase their familiarity with social media in order to extend their experience with 

the show. In fact, this example is in many ways more representative of ZPD in that there 

is no teacher—or game designer—ahead of development; in this case, the learners are the 

agents who play in experimental ways with new tools, techniques, and literacy practices, 

testing their own limits. Furthermore, spoiling is often one of the more sophisticated 

practices fans engage in online, and it is a product of the ways fans negotiate the rules of 

Survivor with the freedoms offered by the Internet. 

By linking play to learning, theorists are certainly suggesting that play is serious. 

However, the idea of serious play is somewhat complicated by Huizinga’s work. The 

controversy is understandable, because, on the one hand, Huizinga implies that play 

should be taken seriously since it is culture; on the other hand, Huizinga’s theory of the 

“magic circle” separates play from the seriousness of the real world:  

The arena, the card-table, the magic circle, the temple, the stage, the 
screen, the tennis court, the court of justice, etc, are all in form and 
function play-grounds, i.e. forbidden spots, isolated, hedged round, 
hallowed, within which special rules obtain. All are temporary worlds 
within the ordinary world, dedicated to the performance of an act apart. 
(10) 
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However, many contemporary scholars have re-read and extended his work to allow for 

the idea of serious play (Bogost; Rodriguez; Frasca). They argue that not only does the 

very terminology used by Huizinga, “not serious,” raise many questions about definition 

and context, but also that the way Huizinga frames the magic circle invites a 

reconsideration of its relationship with the world and potential for seriousness. 

Specifically, theorists have argued that the game space, or magic circle, is a protected 

space (Apter; Crawford) and that the way players move in and out of that space suggests 

a kind of permeability that does not completely separate it from the real world (Sutton- 

Smith; Bogost). Proponents of serious play go on to argue that play and games can be 

used as a pedagogically compelling learning tool. In fact, this learning can go beyond 

content and skills, even changing the way players behave in the real world and affecting 

social change (McGonigal). 

 As is evident from the scholars cited in the previous paragraph, much of the 

scholarship on serious play has focused on digital games—specifically the use of digital 

games to achieve specified learning objectives, even in the writing classroom (Colby and 

Colby; Moberly; Alberti; Sheridan and Hart-Davidson). In What Video Games Have to 

Teach Us About Learning and Literacy, James Paul Gee argues 

 If the principles of learning in good video games are good, then better 
theories of learning are embedded in the video games many children in 
elementary and high school play than in the schools they attend. 
Furthermore, the theory of learning in good video games fits better with 
the modern, high-tech global world today’s children and teenagers live in 
than do the theories (and practices) of learning that they sometimes see in 
school. (Video Games 5) 
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The predominant educational method that Gee is alluding to is play, which prompts 

children and adults to spend enormous amounts of time, energy, and resources toward 

achieving an end goal. Reaching that end goal often requires higher order skills, such as 

problem solving, imagination, and the ability to make sense of complex semiotic 

domains. Therefore, “play is an ideal construct for linking human cognition with 

educational application of technology given its rich interdisciplinary history” (Reiber et. 

al. 30). Specifically, proponents of using serious play in the classroom cite the state of 

flow that can be achieved, where students are caught up in the learning process to the 

point where they are compelled to continue engaging and time disappears. Like ZPD and 

hard fun, serious play relies on challenging the player; though flow often has moments of 

anxiety, the overall state of flow is characterized by a feeling of satisfaction 

(Csikszentmihalyi). Such satisfaction then translates into self-motivated learning, which 

an integral part of the learning process; as with play, a person cannot be forced to learn—

a lesson we have learned all too well—but instead need to be inspired (Zimmerman).  

  Instructional designers and educators have stressed both the learning possibilities 

and the pleasure of serious play, but it is important to note that, unlike Caillois, they also 

consider play productive—a point which leads us effectively into the next section, where 

I will take up the way play has been theorized by game studies in particular. Though the 

learning element of play integrates a lot of the work being done in game studies, it is also 

important to consider on its own, separate from the consideration of video games and 

new media. By observing the way children develop and learn, theorists have provided 
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valuable insight into the type of play—specifically progressive, serious, situated play—

that enables learning and community building. 

Play as Code 

In Reality is Broken, game designer and theorist, Jane McGonigal, notes that 

gamers are deserting reality in droves; specifically, she cites the number of active 

gamers—regular players that spend an average of 13 hours a week on playing games—in 

the United States at 183 million. However, by calling attention to the large number of 

active gamers, she is not bemoaning the idea of time wasted. Instead, she points out, “The 

real just doesn’t offer up as easily the carefully designed pleasures, the thrilling 

challenges, and the powerful social bonding afforded by virtual environments” (3). 

Basically, she argues that gamers turn to digital environments to fulfill needs that go 

unmet in real life, specifically the passion, joy, and challenge detailed in the previous 

section (Turkle; Castronova). But, it is not just digital games that provoke such a 

response. While game theorists and designers like McGonigal have focused on play as 

the defining characteristic of games when compared to other forms of entertainment 

(Salen and Zimmerman; Friedman; McAllister), the notion of play, when conceived of 

broadly, can clearly be applied to any number of realms, including television, as Huizinga 

and Caillois indicate. Scholars in game studies have understandably focused on games, 

more so than play, but much can be inferred about play from the scholarship on digital 

games, specifically the emphasis on games as systems. Furthermore, theorizing emergent 

play, play that is unplanned for by designers, and the work of role-playing games is 

useful to understanding how these practices play out in reality television. 
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Game studies has traditionally approached video games from two perspectives: 

narratology and ludology. Narratology theorizes games as texts where the narrative or 

narrative practices are the point of meaning making, and gameplay can only be 

understood in relation to narrative. This approach to understanding games comes directly 

out literary criticism, which has been taken up by media studies and used to make sense 

of television shows, movies, and now videogames, because narrative “transcends media, 

disciplines, and historical as well as cultural boundaries” (Ryan 102). Narrative can exist 

either in the audience, who impose a narrative on the text, or it can be encoded into the 

text to evoke a specific response. Those who view games as narrative, first and foremost, 

often cite Roland Barthes, who mentions games specifically as having the same symbolic 

structure as language, to justify their approach. In the first issue of the online journal, 

Game Studies, game theorist Jesper Juul explains that approaching games through 

narrative makes sense (while he fundamentally disagrees with it): “Since we use 

narratives to make sense of our lives, to process information, and since we can tell stories 

about a game we have played, no genre or form can be outside the narrative” (“Telling 

Stories?”). Games admittedly do often share many features with narratives—protagonists, 

conflict, back story, resolution, and so forth—but they are also engaged with and 

experienced in a way that problematizes a purely narrative approach. 

In fact, that first issue of Game Studies was devoted to the controversy over 

whether video games are more than narrative—a position taken up by ludologists. 

Ludology is an approach that constructs games as systems, arguing that they should be 

understood in relation to their technical structure and rules (Aarseth; Eskelinen). In his 
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preface the first issue of Game Studies, the Editor-in-Chief, Espen Aarseth, argues, 

“Games are both object and process; they can’t be read as texts or listened to as music, 

they must be played. Playing is integral, not coincidental like the appreciative reader or 

listener. The creative involvement is a necessary ingredient in the uses of games” 

(“Computer Game Studies”). Like many who privilege the ludological position, Aarseth 

cites the non-linearity of games, specifically the interactivity that only progresses through 

the involvement of the player, and the resulting uncertainty of the outcome. Games are 

also unique from narrative in that they have rules, goals, and lack an audience. 

Approaching games from the perspective of narrative overlooks and undervalues what is 

unique to video games in particular: “Using other media as starting points, we may learn 

many things about the construction of fictive worlds, characters ... but relying too heavily 

on existing theories will make us forget what makes games games: Such as rules, goals, 

player activity, the projection of the player’s actions into the game world, the way the 

game defines the possible actions of the player” (Juul, “Games Telling Stories?”). In 

short, a video game is more complex, interactive, and structured than a text. Games 

should be treated as the systems they are. 

 But, the reality is that videogames are both narrative and gameplay, story and 

system. Marie-Laure Ryan argues for an approach that recognizes both components of 

games, suggesting that transmedial narratology can account for narratology’s 

shortcoming as a traditionally text-based approach. Transmedial narratology recognizes 

the role of the medium to affect the story, although “it also assumes that stories do have 

‘gists’ that can be remediated more and less fully and recognizably—depending in part 
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on the semiotic properties of the source and target media” (Herman 83). While this form 

of narratology can account for the game system and its effect on narrative, it still 

privileges narrative and, as a result, undermines the argument of game scholars that 

games are unique. Somewhat surprisingly, Juul also comes to place games in the middle 

of the narratology/ludology spectrum by exploring video games as both rules and fiction 

and focusing on the details that join the two such as cut scenes and quests. Framing 

games holistically treats games as the complex systems they are, whereas 

narratology/ludology divide necessarily rules out dimensions of games that are 

rhetorically compelling (McAllister).  

 This debate brings to mind the one that frames this whole dissertation, namely 

whether TV is active or passive and how to account for its textuality. The focus on both 

systems and stories is a more effective lens for most contemporary popular culture 

experiences than one that focuses on a single (outdated) text while ignoring the larger 

system. Espen Aarseth criticizes the framing of games as texts by noting, “A central 

‘text’ does not exist—merely context” (“Genre Trouble”). Composition scholars, 

particularly those interested in serious play and/or new media, extend this argument, 

noting that these systems and texts require new paradigms for analysis (Selfe; DeVoss et. 

al.; Alexander; Alberti). Using Regis Debray’s mediological theory as a method for 

interrogating digital media, Melinda Turnley explains that the mediological approach 

accounts for context in sophisticated ways that bring together the technical elements of 

media with larger cultural, political, and social structures: “One way in which mediology 

productively disrupts traditional hierarchies is in its rejection of the inherent primacy of 
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any one medium. Debray asserts that people are influenced by more than just words. 

Massages are transmitted through a whole panoply of signs, including gestures, figures, 

and pictures” (130). Turnley situates the mediological method at the center of convergent 

and emergent media, as a method that can account for both form and content through an 

artifact’s technological, social, economic, archival, aesthetic, subjective, and 

epistemological dimensions. 

Certainly Survivor fans are engaging with and responding to the show, but 

speaking about Survivor as one text is misleading. The way many fans engage with the 

show makes it more akin to an experience; they learn the history, practices, and rules of 

that experience—the context—and engage in a variety of spaces, producing texts of their 

own along the way. They extend the narrative, but they also engage in play in any 

number of documented ways. Many of the scholars engaged in the narrative/gameplay 

debate note that movies and other media texts are closed, structured systems, whereas a 

game is an open, structured system. The network of spaces, texts, and games that make 

up Survivor, and the ways fans engage within and between these dimensions, marks it as 

an open and structured system with all of the dimensions that Turnley describes. The 

debate that has shaped the relatively new discipline of game studies can be seen as lesson 

to those of us who study other media—that a holistic, complex approach, such as 

Turnley’s mediological method, reinforces the complexity of the objects we study. It is 

not just games that rely on story and gameplay; television, at least, bridges the 

text/system binary in ways that extend our understanding of contemporary TV. 
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 Even within game studies, there is one type of game that is often discussed for the 

ways in which it also bridges story and gameplay with varying degrees of effectiveness: 

role-playing games. Role-playing is an avenue for Survivor fans to play with the program 

in physical and virtual spaces. Also a popular video game genre, role-playing presents 

some challenges for game studies. In tabletop role-playing games, there is a master who 

can change the rules as the game progresses; as a result, the structure is much more open-

ended than many games, they can take place in the real world, and there is often no 

quantifiable outcome. However, role-playing also clearly conforms to the traditional 

types of play that Huizinga and Caillois describe, specifically more free-form types of 

imaginative play and mimicry. Regardless, scholarship on role-play games within game 

studies has been fairly limited and what little there is has focused predominantly on 

identity and the immersive experience of role-playing. 

 Role-playing games, be they table –top games or online, are based on a kind of 

self-contained logic that creates an immersive experience for those who play. Each game 

has a set of rules or guidelines, but the gameplay is dependent upon the interaction of the 

players and the goals of the game can fluctuate in both the long- and short-term. Despite 

the seemingly unstructured nature of such games, however, they are “systematic, logical, 

and realistic to the assumptions they make” (G. Fine 12). That is not to say, however, that 

this logic always easy to come by or does not take a fair amount of negotiation on the part 

of the players. In fact, because players have had the freedom to act within the game space 

and negotiate its parameters, the investment in the game is often high. In Game Studies, 

Joris Dormans explains, “Most players experience role-playing sessions quite vividly. 
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They have not just listened to a story, they have actually played a part in it, without them 

it might have finished differently” (“Role of the Die”). Additionally, in traditional role-

playing games, enthusiasts with broad knowledge of the genre and other games, come 

together to produce their own games. Similarly, in role-playing games like The Sims. 

game designers sometimes provide game modifications (MODS), which enable players to 

extend the game in more personalized ways. The willingness and commitment it takes to 

extend role-playing to this degree is a direct result of the immersion that is generated by 

role-playing games—and is a good example of emergent play, which will be discussed 

shortly.  In fact, because The Sims is a simulation of everyday life, it should not be 

surprising that Survivor also exists there as Simvivor. 

 The other facet of role-playing games that has received a fair amount of critical 

attention is the construction and performance of identity, especially in online games 

(Turkle; Wagonner; G. Fine). Much has been made of the fact that real identity is 

subsumed by the avatar, the persona that a player chooses to represent themselves in 

order to interact with the digital environment. The relationship between the user and 

avatar is a complex one, and scholars have often noted that the anonymity and choice that 

an avatar provides can be both cathartic and empowering (Murray). Gee discusses three 

different types of identities on What Video Games Have to Teach Us About Learning and 

Identity: virtual identity, real world identity, and projective identity. The third, projective 

identity, is the middle ground between the real and virtual, where tensions between who 

the player is and who they want to be play out. Here identity is something to be played 
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with in a safe, protected space, and this identity game plays out many digital 

environments. 

 Though the anonymity of the Internet promotes immersion and experimentation 

with identity, generally speaking, role-playing games provide a way to connect those 

practices to play. In “Story and Narrative Play in Computer Games,” Craig Lindley 

focuses on the player, defining the level of immersion into character and game world as 

types of players: (1) the audience, which is defined by passive reception; (2) the 

performer, which is “the active performance of a character role within an unfolding story; 

and, (3) the immersionist, which is the “immersion of the player in the character, i.e., the 

player/character distinction is dissolved into a unified persona within the game world” 

(5). Notably, the increasing activity of each of these play styles is hierarchically related to 

the example used to define them, with cut scenes (movie-like clips that provide 

background during non-activity in a video game and require no interaction) used to 

define the audience and role-playing and Massive Multi-Player Online Role-Playing 

Games (MMPORG’s) illustrating the immersionist. These play styles can easily be 

applied to television audiences as well, with fans—particularly those who produce their 

own videos, fan fiction, and fantasy games—making up the most engaged players as they 

literally play with genre, narrative, and composing. 

 The level of commitment evident in the immersionist play style also manifests in 

emergent play, which has been an important part of the scholarship in game studies. 

Emergent play is typically defined as play that was not intended by the design or designer 

of the game; however, emergent play can certainly be guided by the designer through the 
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use of MODS, as mentioned earlier, and through lack of restrictions and relatively simple 

guidelines that prompt players to increase the sophistication of the game on their own. 

Salen and Zimmerman explain that this is a product of conscious design choices that 

allow for a great degree of freedom: “When game designers frame games as open 

systems and take into account the potential for emergent cultural effects, games can be 

specifically crafted to produce unexpected forms of play” (539). This is a natural 

extension of the idea of games as open systems, though it challenges the role of rules 

with regard to gameplay. 

Not all emergent play is accounted for in the design of games however. Game 

Studies mostly focuses on machinima as the primary example of emergent play. 

Machinima is the use of the graphics engine of a video game to produce a computer 

animation film. Essentially, a player uses the character and settings from a game like 

Halo to produce their own story, critique, or performance. Henry Lowood, editor of The 

Machinima Reader, argues, “Machinima is a form of emergent play in that it toys with 

the game, and in that it records its own kind of time-motion study of the gamer: whether 

in speed run or in quasi-documentary footage of other in-game performances;” but he 

clarifies that machinima is at its most promising when “it is not merely recording a media 

set-up but reconfiguring its parameters” (9) As Lowood insinuates, machinima displays 

the ability to not only play with genre but also medium, existing simultaneously as 

games, movies, and theatre. Emergent play is notable, because it suggests that consumers 

can also become producers and they do so, especially in the case of machinima, through 

sophisticated digital literacy practices. Creating machinima involves remixing of video, 
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audio, and storytelling practices, then redistributing that production online through digital 

participatory technologies, which also suggests digital technologies might encourage 

experimentation and flexibility in ways of thinking.  

With the exception of the use of a game engine, this practice is also common in 

many television-based fan communities including reality television programs. Survivor 

fans remix the intro sequence of the show, produce video mash-ups, fan fiction, and fan 

series using these same audio and video editing techniques. Salen and Zimmerman point 

out that when players become producers, they “engage with the game and each other 

through activities and interactions outside the confines of explicit gameplay. The player-

as-producer paradigm exaggerates these metagaming tendencies to create more radical 

forms of open play” (540). Perhaps nothing is more radical in the world of reality TV 

than spoiling. Spoiling exemplifies emergent play in that spoilers exhibit deep levels of 

engagement, criticality, and technical know-how. Clearly a show like Survivor is not 

designed to encourage emergent play, but the secrecy and speculation that characterize all 

gamedocs does produce play in ways that are unplanned for and extend the experience 

across platforms, creating a system of objects that define the Survivor community.  

Regardless of what kind of objects video games are, game studies approaches to 

their design and practices has produced critical scholarship toward the understanding of 

games as games, in addition to the type of play they invite. Additionally, composition 

scholars interested in digital games and new media have also begun to develop methods 

for understanding play and its relationship to consumption and production. Reality 

television programs, as both old and new media, can encompass narrative and gameplay, 
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production and consumption; therefore, any consideration of reality TV should include 

the ways that play negotiates such tension within the system of reality TV artifacts. 

Further attention should also be paid to the specific types of play that the rhetorical 

practices of shows like Survivor encourage by studying the product of that gameplay. 

Play as Genre 

 When I discuss types of play, I am referencing both play and games, which can be 

categorized in terms of genre. In “Boundary Negotiations: Electronic Environments as 

Interface,” composition scholar Rick Carpenter argues that genre theory is useful in order 

to “define texts by what they do and how they are used rather than what they are, a 

methodology that better accounts for the dialogic, collaborative, and interactive nature of 

electronic texts than do formulations based on features and form” (142). While the form 

of the gamedoc is an important rhetorical point of contact, which should be considered in 

conjunction with what texts do and how they are used, Carpenter’s focus on genre and 

action has several useful implications for the understanding of Survivor as convergent 

texts that instigate play. As noted in the previous chapter, reality television has been 

theorized in terms of genre in a variety of ways that account for features and rhetorical 

framing; however, scholarly work has not considered what types of play emerge from 

reality TV viewing. Therefore, it is important to understand Survivor and its online 

communities from the perspective of genre and play. 

Fans understand and interact with Survivor in ways that are significantly different 

than they did in 2001, because the technological, social, and political contexts that 

surround television have rapidly changed. In order to understand how the impact of these 
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changes, it is necessary to contextualize the genre and account for those changes. Indeed, 

Carolyn R. Miller and Dawn Shepherd argue, “A Darwinian approach to genre requires 

an understanding of what makes a rhetorical action fitting within its cultural 

environment” (“Blogging”). They build on Jamieson’s argument that genres are 

dynamic—in that they are constantly evolving and adapting—which indicates that any 

critical approach to genre needs to employ a Darwinian approach rather than a Platonic 

one. As a result, they turn their attention to blogs, because a blog is “an evolutionary 

product, arising from a dynamic, adaptive relationship between discourse and kairos” 

(“Blogging”). Much like the prevalence and importance of blogs at the time of C. Miller 

and Shepherd’s article, television programs and the communities that form around them 

are also the direct result of this adaptive relationship, specifically one of convergence.  

 A rhetorical approach to genre is based on the understanding of how texts fit into 

specific rhetorical situations; this relationship forms the foundation for Carolyn R. 

Miller’s landmark essay “Genre as Social Action.” Specifically, Miller reframes genre as 

“typified rhetorical actions based in recurrent situations;” furthermore, particular texts 

within a genre are “discourses that are complete, in the sense that they are circumscribed 

by a relatively complete shift in rhetorical situation” (159). Though she builds on Bitzer’s 

theory of the rhetorical situation, she also diverges from the deterministic, materialist 

undercurrent that some scholars have perceived in his work by arguing that situations are 

socially constructed and that human action is at the center of the process of interpretation 

that leads to generic classification. Indeed, genre is the result of consistent responses to 

recurring action, which occur within specific rhetorical situations, which can be defined 
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socially, politically, and culturally (“Rhetorical Community”). If genres are social, 

political, and cultural, then they are also necessarily dynamic: “If genre is entirely 

imbricated in other social processes, it follows that unless we view society itself as static, 

then neither social structures, social processes, nor therefore genres are static. Genres are 

dynamic, responding to the dynamics of other parts of social systems” (Kress 42). 

Changes in all of these structures and processes mark a change in the rhetorical situations 

that give rise to genres and the resulting ideologies that infuse them. However, the 

relationship between genre and social processes is not unilateral; genre is recursive in that 

the responses to recurring actions help shape genre, and genre then influences future 

responses. The recursive nature of genre is important to consider because is reinforces the 

work of genre as productive (Miller; Bawarshi; Devitt). Therefore, with reality television, 

the genre instigates play, the product of which is fan-produced games, videos, forums, 

and games. 

Though early work on genre as action focused on the singular genre, Charles 

Bazerman extended Miller’s work to consider genres as part of a system, focusing on the 

way that the actions produced by one genre impact other interrelated genres. Bazerman 

explores how intertextuality, social action, and genre systems come together in order to 

present “a vision of how people create individual instances of meaning and value within 

structured discursive fields and thereby act within highly articulated social systems” (67). 

This interplay of individual meaning and social systems occurs not just within one genre 

but also within a vast network of genres. The texts that make up these genres are 

connected to one another through a sequential set of actions and relationships that give 
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rise to one another. In the age of networked texts, however, rhetoric and composition 

scholar David R. Russell’s combination of genre systems and activity systems provides a 

more complex and useful framework for considering how genre functions. Significantly, 

genre systems here are less structured in their relationships, overlapping instead of 

following one another sequentially, and allowing for the consideration of less formal 

texts, such as to do lists, to be part of the activity system that comprises genres. Similarly, 

communities tend to use multiple genres both simultaneously and over time, with 

different genres going in and out of practice. These fluctuations of genre activity can 

reveal the dynamics of communities, their practices, and values (Orlikowski and Yates) 

and demonstrate the evolutionary nature of genres. 

Like genre systems, genre ecologies construct genre in pluralities, which account 

for the way that people use multiple artifacts not only to communicate but also mediate 

activities. In genre ecologies, the emphasis is on distribution and decentralization, 

concepts that also appear in Gee’s work on affinity spaces. In the Survivor forums on 

Survivor Sucks, for instance, fans share knowledge communally, welcoming the 

contributions of newcomers and veterans alike as they move in and out of various digital 

spaces. In “Describing Assemblages,” rhetoric scholar and genre theorist Clay Spinuzzi 

explains that genre ecologies are more flexible than previous notions of genre allow for, 

emphasizing evolving relationships between genres and texts:  

In this framework, genres are not simply performed or communicated, 
they represent the “thinking out” of a community as it cyclically performs 
an activity. They represent distributed cognition in the sense that cognitive 
work is spread among the genres and the artifacts that belong to them, and 
opportunistic connections among those genres are historically made, 
cemented through practice, yet dynamic enough that new genres can be 
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imported or can evolve to meet new contingencies. (6) 
 

This theory of genre echoes the emphasis on systems seen in game studies, specifically 

with regard to genres as an open system (Spinuzzi and Zachry; Edbauer). Additionally, it 

is important to note that genre ecologies focus on mediated action that results from the 

interaction among genres within the context of the entire ecology; in other words, genre 

ecologies account for multiple dimensions of genre and action. In this way, they begin to 

address the calls for paradigms of rhetorically-informed generic theory that can be more 

easily applied to digital texts (Brooke; Basgier; Edbauer).  

This scholarship on genre as social action opens up television as a site of active 

engagement in numerous ways. At its core, theories of genre as social action make the 

assumption that genres are evolving and dynamic. Reality television, as it is experienced 

now, is unlike the reality TV of 10 or 20 years ago, and therefore we need new ways to 

discuss how audiences interact with and respond to such programs. In overview of genre 

scholarship, genre is also determined by human action, not external exigencies, thereby 

providing a method for framing how reality television fans produce their own texts and 

meanings. While producers absolutely use play to extend their the narrative across media 

for their own purposes, it is also important to recognize the way that fans extend their 

experiences of the show via their own means. In essence, fans drive play in emergent, 

productive directions. The emphasis on action here also sets up genre as social and 

networked, as communities of fans produce texts with and for one another through the 

use of digital participatory technologies. Like Huizinga and other early play scholars 

suggest, play builds community while also emphasizing agency. Unlike Huizinga, 
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however, play here is productive. 

Because genre is constructed as dynamic, television scholars are encouraged to 

view TV programs as evolving systems, considering new media texts as part of the genre. 

Though none of these theorists explicitly discuss the technological context of genre, 

technology undoubtedly plays a role in all rhetorical situations. Indeed, the technological 

context of contemporary television programs calls to mind the networks of texts that 

characterize programs such as Survivor. By acknowledging genre systems, Bazerman and 

Russell allow for a consideration of how engagement with popular culture today occurs 

across multiple platforms. Within one episode of Survivor, producers use genre to invite 

viewers to play. In turn, viewers might then perform a Google search of the show, create 

a mash-up, or attempt to spoil upcoming seasons. This focus on action is also useful for 

seeing television viewers—those who interact with genre intimately—as agents in the 

rhetorical situation. Miller, in particular, stresses the role of agency when she takes the 

focus off external factors and places the shaping of genre at the level of human action. In 

fact, given this scholarship on genre, it might be misleading to call those who engage 

with television viewers, when many of them act in ways that go far beyond viewing to 

include learning, composing, and playing. In other words, genre brings together the play 

in terms of culture, learning, technology, and gameplay. 

Television and Play 

 The scholarship on play has generally been divided—in assumptions, goals, and 

rhetoric—by the emergence of video games. Before video games, research often focused 

on the role of games as subservient to something else, such as learning or community 
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building, whereas game studies focused on games in and of themselves. While this has 

been a divisive issue, the interdisciplinary approach to play is beneficial when applying it 

to a complex genre such as contemporary reality television. Speaking about the divisions 

in the way old and new media are theorized and taught, television scholar Graeme Turner 

makes the argument that television studies has focused on content and its uses, while new 

media has focused on technology (which is parallel to the split in game theory):  

Historically, television studies has been strongly focused on understanding 
its texts and genres, its industrial and policy structures, and television’s 
local or national functions as a media institution. New media studies have 
been less interested in content and more interested in the technological 
capacities and affordances available; and from these, there is an interest in 
mapping the possible shifts in the power relations between those 
producing and those consuming media, particularly those resulting in the 
customization of consumption and the production of user-generated 
content. (“Television Studies”) 
 

As stated earlier, such divisions not only deny the complexity of the objects they study, 

but they also obscure the similarities present in each approach. Much like play and games 

are intimately related, fan’s interaction with Survivor is more similar than different to the 

ways that player interact with the game of their choosing—especially in the age of new 

media. This overview of play seeks to connect the reality TV experience of the 21st 

century within the ecologies and rhetorical practices of interactive media. 

 As rhetoricians and teachers of composition, we need to investigate the online 

practices of ourselves and our students, harnessing the immersion, passion, and 

playfulness that these experiences produce in order to better understand contemporary 

rhetorical practices of television and their effect on literacy. Overall, we have contributed 

little to the conversations about television and play, despite the fact that both are 
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significant influences in student’s lives. Just as media companies are seeking increasingly 

restrictive ways to limit the way fans can play with television by restricting access to 

content, we should be seeking ways to increase the kind of experimentation that the 

convergence of new media and television offer. Rhetoric provides a paradigm, an 

umbrella if you will, that constructs play as culture, learning, games, and genre 

simultaneously; and, rhetoric provides a lens that can be applied to systems regardless of 

scope or complexity and that can assess how they function within specific contexts. Play 

is a powerful rhetorical practice that deserves more attention both in relation to all types 

of media and for its own merit. 
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CHAPTER 3: SURVIVOR: THE ULTIMATE GAME(DOC) 
 

“The struggle lasted for 39 days. The show aired for 14 hours. It changed television 
forever.” –E True Hollywood Story advertisement, 2001 

 
“Just as murder mysteries transform our fear of death into playful entertainment, 
‘Survivor’ turns the competitive nightmare of everyday life into a benign game.”—Caryn 
James of The New York Times, 2000 August 24 

 
“This is gonna be just like a game show. Wait a minute…This IS a game show!” 
—Colleen, Survivor: Borneo 
 
 In “Technology and Literacy: A Story about the Perils of Not Paying Attention,” 

Cynthia L. Selfe convincingly argues that “As composition teachers, deciding whether or 

not to use technology in our classes is simply not the point—we have to pay attention to 

technology” (415). Her conviction about the importance of technology to the future of 

college writing instruction proved well founded. In the years since her address, teachers 

and scholars have begun to integrate technology in both practice and theory, though much 

of that work has centered around computer and Internet-related technologies, focusing on 

new media without considering the role of older media forms. Selfe argues that we have 

to pay attention to technology, and she is correct in defining that imperative broadly. We 

need to pay attention to all the technologies that affect the way we relate to and 

communicate with one another. The most overlooked of those, particularly in rhetoric and 

composition, is arguably television.  

For many contemporary viewers, TV-viewing has evolved from tuning in at the 

scheduled time and perhaps engaging in some water cooler talk to tracking down the 

show on any number of streaming sites, viewing Facebook updates about individual 

shows, watching behind-the-scenes footage on the network website, arguing the finer 
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points of strategy or story editing on various blogs and gossip sites, and perhaps actively 

engaging in the production process by voting, responding to casting calls, or engaging in 

“Save One Show” campaigns. This level of interaction may not be as obvious as that 

required by games, but the interaction that does take place should not be easily dismissed 

as passive consumption. With the steady increase in TV-viewing overall and a particular 

increase in multi-platform viewing (Rideout et al. 15), the medium provides a compelling 

site for studying how individual programs invite viewers to play, encouraging viewers 

move between, through, and beyond various media in response.  

 Increasingly, our lives and our classrooms are organized around the convergence 

of media, with media technologies connecting home, work, and school; but, with the 

changes in the location of media usage, there also comes a change in the practices 

associated with them. In Computers and Composition’s special issue on “Media 

Convergence,” Jonathon Alexander points out that media convergence has a profound 

impact on us as theorists, educators, and consumers: 

Traditionally, we as compositionists have been among the “gatekeepers,” 
those who help determine what passes as “writing” and who indoctrinate 
others into “standard” literacies, usually formal, traditional, and academic. 
Media convergence, however, challenges both our traditional notions of 
literacy and our relationship with our students who are exploring literate 
lives well beyond the confines of the classroom. (6) 
 

Programs are produced with the aim of increasing viewership and reinforcing the 

commitment to follow a story across media platforms, but viewers produce complicated, 

analytical texts of their own in response to their favorite programs (and, sometimes, 

programs that they despise), playing with conventions and genre in often critical ways. 

As both rhetoricians and compositionists we should be paying attention to the context, 
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strategies, and forms that inspire people to build communities and repositories of shared 

knowledge through the self-motivated production of texts. 

 Reality TV, for better or worse, best represents this new age of television and 

media convergence. The history of contemporary reality programming coincides with the 

rise of multi-national media conglomerates, technological advances in surveillance 

technology, widespread Internet access, and cheap, easy-to-use digital technologies. Not 

only did these factors combine to create the economic conditions for reality TV, as 

discussed in Chapter 1, but these advances in technology provided the equipment 

necessary for filming in small spaces, remote locations, and extreme conditions. Early 

reality programs, such as Big Brother, began as “transmedia franchises” that reached 

audiences across multiple media platforms. And the current generation of students in our 

classrooms has always known reality TV as a fact of life, just as voting on American Idol, 

posting videos on their Facebook wall, and being in front of cameras all day, every day 

has been.  

 In order to better understand contemporary literacy practices, I will use Survivor 

as a two-part case study—one chapter on the rhetorical moves within the actual show that 

prompt play, and another focusing on the online world of Survivor—to show specifically 

how the convergence of old and new media has resulted in the conscious use of play as a 

rhetorical strategy to engage audiences with television and extend the experience of the 

show beyond the medium. I begin by exploring how Survivor, as a gamedoc, combines 

the documentary and game show genres, using the rhetorical strengths of each to invite 

audiences into the text. The surveillance technology employed in the production of 
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Survivor consciously references and makes use of documentary film techniques. In the 

early seasons of the show, these techniques not only leveraged the cultural value and 

immediacy of documentary, but they also created a more intimate and immersive 

experience for audiences by locating them firmly within the gameplay and prompting 

them to act and play in turn. Additionally, the producers of Survivor consciously 

complicate the structure and conventions of the traditional game show. On a fundamental 

level, Survivor expands the length and depth of the genre by developing a narrative for 

the gameplay; by doing so, the show emphasizes the unique combination of skill and 

chance that makes game shows so popular. The careful balance of these game show 

characteristics increases the opportunities for interaction between Survivor and audiences, 

capitalizing on the rhetorically engaging impact of competition, which prompts viewers 

to imagine themselves in the island faced with similar decisions and challenges.  

Why Survivor? 
 
 In 2001 Survivor was still in its infancy, but already the E! Network, which 

focuses all aspects of the entertainment industry, was proclaiming the sweeping influence 

Survivor would have on the television industry as a whole. Reality TV scholars, myself 

included, often pinpoint the premiere of Survivor and Big Brother as the origins of the 

contemporary manifestation of reality TV. I do not want to diminish the influence of Big 

Brother, but, in a variety of ways, its cultural and industrial influence in the US has been 

much more limited than that of Survivor. Though Big Brother is still sporadically on the 

air, the long isolation imposed on the housemates—which prohibits any contact with the 

outside world and confines them in a house together for three months—and the sheer 
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number of episodes that air each week (3), result in a lot of down time for the participants 

and require a huge investment from viewers. During its first season, Big Brother was 

noteworthy for its use of new media, specifically the 24-hour Internet video feed, which 

reinforced the idea that audiences had unmediated access to the show and its goings-on. 

While the idea of a live feed was intriguing to many viewers, the overall response to Big 

Brother has proven that unfiltered reality has limited appeal (Andrejevic; Bignell; 

Murray). The show is filmed in real time, so each week over the course of 90 days the 

contestants are required to complete a set of relatively simple tasks. The practical 

outcome of this set up is that, for most of the week, the contestants are sitting around 

doing nothing. In fact, much of the footage from the live feed shows contestants sleeping. 

There was typically not enough action to fill the show, which aired 6 times a week that 

first season. Even after revamping the show for subsequent seasons, audiences in the US 

have been reluctant to engage Big Brother in the numbers or depth that they have with 

Survivor. 

Instead, the longevity and popularity of Survivor suggests that audiences respond 

more readily to slick production and more complex narratives within the paradigm of the 

real. Unlike Big Brother, Survivor employs sophisticated editing techniques that enable 

producers to exploit the promise of reality television while still crafting the kind of story 

that audiences expect: 

The show’s phenomenal success suggests its ability to navigate the inherent 
tension in reality programming between making an appeal to the “reality” of the 
spectacle and staging the spectacle so that it fulfills the expectations audiences 
have for prime-time drama: fast-paced action and complicated plot lines that 
provide both suspense and resolution during a one-hour time slot. (Andrejevic, 
Reality TV, 195)    
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By invoking Guy Debord and labeling the show a spectacle, Andrejevic emphasizes the 

importance of the representation of reality within this specific context and alludes to the 

paradox inherent in reality television. Earlier reality programming often relied on amateur 

video or a talk show format—neither of which would work during primetime hours. 

Instead, primetime is the home of sitcoms and one-hour comedies where the standard is 

multimillion-dollar production value and noteworthy above-board talent. In order to 

succeed during primetime, reality programs needed to represent reality with the same 

appearance, narrative complexity, and character development as the programming it 

competes against. As a result, Survivor neatly embodies the paradox of reality television 

by offering audiences a highly edited, seamless version of reality with the appearance, 

rhythm, and narrative conventions of a drama. 

 Notably, unlike the cinéma vérité style (documentary filmmaking that emphasizes 

naturalism) of reality shows that came before it, Survivor also introduced competition—

outside of, and differently from, the traditional game show—to the genre and primetime 

programming. While ideological critiques of the show have acknowledged that the appeal 

of reality TV is the ability to simultaneously see through the glamour of production, 

decoding the specific strategies producers use to manipulate the audience, and still find 

the viewing experience immersive, little has been written about the effect competition has 

on that experience—how gameplay works alongside the rhetorical moves made by the 

producers in and across reality shows. Borrowing from the game show genre, Survivor 

added the element of gameplay and chance to its narrative structure; unlike game shows, 

though, Survivor manages to invite viewers into the text in ways that traditional game 
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shows do not. For instance, it is difficult to insist, as a viewer, that you might have spun 

the wheel a little harder or softer on Wheel of Fortune or The Price Is Right. In contrast, 

Survivor provides a complex interplay of narrative, strategy, and chance that allows 

viewers to insert themselves into the game, study the same set of circumstances and the 

castaways and other viewers, yet reach radically different conclusions about what they 

would have done within the game. 

 Because Survivor altered the US television and media landscape in such 

significant ways, it is an effective place to begin an inquiry into the impact of reality 

television, the convergence of television and new media, and the resulting change in the 

viewing experience. In this chapter I will predominantly focus on the first season of 

Survivor, the one that started it all, to see how it engages viewers rhetorically at the main 

site of interaction. During that first season, the producer’s choices succeeded in igniting 

the public imagination and, furthermore, helped establish the gamedoc as a subgenre 

within reality television. I hope to show how Survivor extends a rhetorical invitation to 

play as the starting point for a new television experience—one that is both social and 

productive—by challenging the traditional dynamics among television producers, 

programs, and audiences.  

Survivor and the New Face of Television 
 
While reality shows and their predecessors had appeared in various manifestations 

throughout the history of television, it took the success of Survivor to ignite the reality 

TV explosion that consumed the first decade of the new millennium. Daytime 

programming had embraced cheaper, reality-based programming throughout the 1980s, 
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but primetime had remained the domain of sitcoms and both serial and procedural 

dramas. Then, the success of Who Wants to be a Millionaire? In 1999 proved that 

scripted programming was not the only way to draw in primetime audiences, pushing the 

ailing ABC into first place among the major networks and setting the stage for the mass 

importation of European show formats. In other words, Millionaire suggested that the 

television industry could and should make drastic changes to their business practices. In 

the wake of Millionaire’s success, Les Moonves, President and CEO of CBS, remarked, 

“What’s happening is people are realizing you need to be different. You can’t go with the 

same old meat and potatoes anymore. You’ve got to shake things up” (qtd. in Carter). 

And shake things up he did.  

Moonves’s comment alluded to the drastic changes that CBS was about to 

undertake. While the network had some hits—Touched by an Angel, Dr. Quinn: 

Medicine Woman, and Diagnosis Murder—these shows appealed to a decidedly older 

demographic than their rival networks, which had a negative impact on advertising 

revenue. Both ABC and NBC were successfully attracting younger audiences, but they 

were doing so at an unsustainable rate. Television in the late 1990s was notorious for the 

rising salaries of actors, with each of the Friends stars making $1 million per episode and 

Kelsey Grammer pulling in $1.6 million for each episode of Frasier. Between the sheer 

cost of producing one hit show (out of the dozens that rarely make it into production or 

past the pilot) and increasing competition from the Internet, the television industry itself 

was in crisis; clearly, all the networks needed business strategies that would reduce costs 

and attract a younger marketing demographic. In the end, Moonves’s new approach 
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would not only bolster CBS but also alter the landscape of television as a whole. In the 

summer of 2000, CBS aired Survivor. 

While Moonves was ultimately responsible for CBS’s programming decisions, 

Survivor only aired due to the tenacity of creator and producer Mark Burnett, who 

purchased the American and Canadian rights to the show from Charlie Parsons, creator of 

the Swedish show Expedition: Robinson. At that time, Burnett had been producing Eco-

Challenges, a multi-day team adventure race, for cable television since 1995. However, 

he had never produced a show for primetime network television, which demands a 

significant investment from the home network and immediate success with viewing 

audiences in order to justify that investment. Expedition: Robinson had proven extremely 

successful overseas, which made it a more attractive risk, and the show combined the 

economic benefits of reality TV with the physical trials of an eco-challenge type of 

competition and the drama of fictional programming. In Survivor: The Official 

Companion Book to the Television Show, Burnett explains, “The major lesson I learned 

from the Eco-Challenge was that success depends far more on team dynamics and 

interpersonal skills than any other attribute. It was this understanding that led me to 

search for a new and clever ‘nature-based’ way of providing men and women with an 

opportunity to discover who they really were” (9). However, Survivor did much more 

than offer participants self-awareness; the show attracted increasingly bored and skeptical 

audiences using sophisticated rhetorical strategies, which I detail throughout this chapter 

and the next, to engage them in gameplay. 

Burnett spent years trying to persuade the networks to pick up the show before 
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finally convincing CBS to air it. Because Survivor was considered a risky proposal, CBS 

refused to pay him a licensing fee and instead proposed that they split the advertising 

revenue. So, before the show even aired, Burnett secured funding by approaching 

advertisers himself, securing ad space, and, more importantly, product placements. 

Burnett secured eight sponsors, ranging from Anheuser-Busch to Target, who paid $4 

million each for advertising time. This would turn out to be a bargain given the success of 

the show and the cost of advertising that future seasons would command. As Ted Magder 

points out in “The End of TV 101,” the deal between Burnett and CBS was a significant 

and rewarding revision of television practices: “Put another way, CBS doesn’t have to 

pay to have the show made; the sponsors do. And even though Survivor is probably the 

most expensive reality show to date, with production costs rising from $1 million an 

episode for the original Survivor to $1.5 million for subsequent editions, the margins are 

good” (140-41). Up until Survivor, the networks used the rare hits to finance the vast 

majority of television programming. But, Burnett exploited the reality of the television 

industry—that the real consumers of television are the advertisers, who buy the attention 

of audiences—and changed the TV business model irrevocably when Survivor became a 

bona fide hit. 

 In fact, to simply call Survivor a hit is an understatement. The finale of Survivor: 

Borneo pulled in a remarkable 51 million viewers, which was only exceeded by one other 

television program that year: the Super Bowl. Summer television had, until that moment, 

been the domain of reruns; successful TV shows were seldom, if ever, launched during 

the summer. The prevailing logic was that people do not watch television—at least not 
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consistently—during the summer when the weather is nice and the kids are out of school. 

However, that summer, Survivor became the television show people talked about, gaining 

viewers week-to-week as word got out about the show. In the following years, it inspired 

a spate of shows that attempted to replicate its formula and, therefore, its popularity: The 

Amazing Race, Manhunt, Fear Factor, Temptation Island, The Mole, and so forth. CBS 

kept the momentum going by immediately greenlighting the production of Survivor: The 

Australian Outback, which marked the beginning of Survivor’s unprecedented production 

and distribution schedule of two full seasons per year. While significant industrial 

changes occurred throughout the 1980s and 1990s, the popularity of Survivor really 

proved television was evolving and could adapt in an increasingly competitive 

entertainment market (Magder; Andrejevic; Raphael). 

The Gamedoc: An Invitation to Play 

 
 In addition to radically changing the business of television, Survivor provided the 

model for many reality shows to come and established a specific subgenre: the reality 

game show or gamedoc. Much of the early work on reality TV has focused on 

categorizing the genre in order to understand the appeal for mass audiences and the 

cultural ramifications of such widespread appeal. However, generic categories are 

complex, evolving systems that often create as many challenges as they answer questions. 

In “Performing the Real: Documentary Diversions” John Corner, Head of the School of 

Politics and Communication Studies at University of Liverpool, points out that genre is 

“a changing and increasingly hybridized set of practices, forms, and functions, one in 

both which cultural and commodity values lie most often in the right blend of the familiar 
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and the new, of fulfilled expectation and shock” (255).  Reality television is, at its core, 

the model of generic hybridity in mass media. The classification of reality television has 

often been linked to the confessional experience of the talk show, the performativity of 

fictionalized drama, and, especially, the all-access promise of documentary and the 

competitive nature of the game show. 

  The gamedoc, which combines the filming style of documentary with the 

competition and drama of a game show, is defined primarily by the combination of these 

last two genres. First and foremost, the use of documentary filming and editing 

techniques encourages identification with the castaways and immersion into the setting 

and action. Second, the competitive nature of the game itself, along with a focus on 

character development and gameplay, provide an opportunity for imaginative interference 

in the text. The intent of the producers is to engage viewers and increase their investment 

in the show and they do so through the combining of generic forms. But, the effect of 

such a combination is that the relationship among the producers, the program, and its 

audiences shifts from one of consumption, where a story is being told, to one of play 

through the active, imaginative insertion of oneself into the game.  

 Understanding how these generic characteristics come together in Survivor is 

about more than fitting reality TV into familiar taxonomies. Indeed, as discussed in the 

previous chapter, to view genre in this manner “overlooks the sociorhetorical function of 

genres—the extent to which genres shape and help us recognize our communicative 

goals, including why these goals exist, what and whose purposes they serve, and how 

best to achieve them” (Bawarshi 339). For Anis Bawarshi, genre provides the context for 
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all communicative practices and the actions that arise from them. Furthermore, in “Genre 

as Social Action,” Carolyn R. Miller explains, “Genre, in this way, becomes more than a 

formal entity; it becomes pragmatic, fully rhetorical, a point of connection between 

intention and effect, an aspect of social action” (153). Miller’s approach to genre is 

significant here, because it emphasizes the action that arises from the meeting of form 

and content, providing a rationale for the ways in which we read, relate, and interact with 

various texts.  By analyzing how the characteristics of both game shows and 

documentaries are deployed specifically in Survivor, I hope to clarify how the social 

action produced by the gamedoc is play, which is both productive in terms of 

composition and social in its formation of communities. 

Documentary and the Representation of Reality 

 In a number of ways, the Survivor of 2011 shares only a passing resemblance to 

the first season. Though the show has always been highly produced, the switch to high 

definition has guaranteed that it looks better than most shows on television. But, in the 

beginning, Survivor more closely resembled the eco-challenges that Mark Burnett was so 

familiar with. While the content—specifically, the narrative and character development—

set it apart from the purely physical nature of that event, the documentary style of the 

show lent it credibility during its premiere season and engaged viewers in a way that 

fictionalized programming seems to be struggling with. On the most basic level, the 

documentary characteristics that set the show apart from other primetime offerings was 

the use of nonprofessional actors—contestants ranged in age from 23 to 72 and included 

a corporate trainer, truck driver, retired Navy SEAL, single mom, student, and doctor—
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who interacted without a script within a structured environment.  Though viewers quickly 

became savvy to the narrative editing that occurs in all reality programming, the early 

promise of Survivor was simultaneously that anyone could compete on the show, and, 

conceivably, anything could happen.  

 Because of the format and the competitive nature of the show, Survivor is easy to 

dismiss as nothing more than a complicated game show, but the relationship to 

documentary is also important to acknowledge in order to understand how audiences 

react to programs and their level of engagement. One of the distinctions made between 

reality programs and documentaries is the rhetorical framing of each genre (Murray; 

Corner). While reality programs are seen, at best, as entertaining spectacles, documentary 

is defined by its educational or social value. Historically, the rhetoric of documentary has 

been one of objectivity. The implicit claim is that the camera is simply capturing the 

events and people on which it is trained. In Television Mockumentary: Reflexivity, Satire, 

and a Call to Play, Craig Hight explains, “Integral to the genre is an assumed indexical 

bond to the socio-historical world, based on a deeper cultural belief in the validity and 

integrity of photographic forms of evidence” (16). However, in the age of new media, 

easy-to-use digital manipulation tools have repeatedly compromised that faith in the 

integrity of photographic forms. There is now widespread knowledge of the work that 

goes into representing the real and popular recognition of the tension in documentary’s 

studied lack of mediation. As a result, viewers get to play the part of the savvy critic and 

producers get to play with the conventions and codes of documentary—the hybridized 

results being mockumentary and reality television. 
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 So, despite the perceived difference in value and aesthetics, documentaries and 

reality programs employ many of the same rhetorical strategies and, as a result, generic 

markers. For instance, the cinéma vérité style that defines the documentary is also used 

by reality shows in order to reinforce the real-ness of the content. The use of handheld 

cameras to film nonprofessionals in an unscripted environment is integral to the veneer of 

unedited access to the content in both documentary film and reality TV. In fact, this 

exchange of filming techniques between the two genres has caused Corner to 

acknowledge the difficulty of identifying a documentary and proclaim the possibility that 

we now exist in a post-documentary world, where documentary is now sometimes 

indistinguishable from reality TV, news satire, or even fictional drama (“Performing the 

Real” 255-67). In other words, only in a post-documentary world could there be 

questions about whether The Hills is a scripted show that focuses on the drama of rich 

young adult played by actors or an unscripted docusoap (a TV show that focuses on the 

lives of an ordinary groups of people and their day-to-day activities) that made those real 

young adults into actual celebrities. 

Sound and Vision: Producing Immersion and Intimacy in Survivor: Borneo 

 The influence of earlier documentary-style programs, like An American Family, 

certainly influenced the producers of Survivor, but the rhetorical and stylistic choices 

were also largely enabled and dictated newly available media technologies. In fact, 

significant advances in camera and sound technology were required to film the program. 

Not only did filming Survivor require shooting demanding physical challenges in remote 

locations, but it also necessitated cameras that would be as unobtrusive as possible and 
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could capture the action 24-hours a day. Due to the tropical locations, the castaways wear 

very little clothing (or, in the case of Richard Hatch, none at all) while they compete and 

work in these remote areas. Capturing conversations and events that occur between 

individuals and within the whole group is difficult and requires strategic filming. The 

only way to record the action without calling attention to artifice of the production is 

through the use of very small portable cameras and powerful microphones. 

 The invisibility of the technology and the conspicuity of the filming style 

associated with reality TV are integral to the genre, because viewers increasingly require 

media that go beyond simple mediation and instead produce some sense of the real or, in 

television terms, liveness, which Bolter and Grusin, as previously discussed, refer to as 

immediacy. Because the distance between the representation and what it represents is 

diminished, the viewer gets caught up in the action and experiences it as real. That said, 

Bolter and Grusin are careful to point out that viewers do not mistake the representation 

for the real experience—an important point to make, particularly in regard to reality TV. 

As noted, viewers can simultaneously acknowledge the construction of reality while also 

becoming immersed in the representation. For the gamedoc, the filming style is 

significant in locating the viewer on the island. The perspective, camera movement, and 

sound editing all reinforce the experience of playing along with the castaways, 

representing some of the same trials and tribulations. 

 During the initial run of Survivor, one of the more obvious filming choices 

producers made was the frequent use of a single handheld camera that panned between 

contestants. The use of handheld cameras results in extremely shaky footage and the 
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primary use of extreme close-ups during scenes filmed at the camps. For example, during 

the first episode, much of the focus is on the interactions within each tribe. When one 

tribe, Tagi, discusses how to build a shelter, the cameraperson shoots the discussion from 

the perspective of a tribe member, panning between castaways as they offer their opinion 

on how to build the best shelter and where. The lack of space between the camera and the 

players, as well as panning and the shakiness of handheld camera footage, mimics the 

perspective the viewer would have if he or she were on the island, in the tribe. Using 

handheld cameras belies the sophistication inherent in a network production within any 

genre. Indeed, the perspective offered by a handheld camera is now widely used 

(especially in reality-based satire), in order to produce a sense of immediacy and, as in 

the first season of Survivor, an obvious rusticity and intimacy. 

 The use of extreme close-ups, in addition to handheld camera work, also 

demonstrates a rhetorical sophistication and savvy manipulation of the medium itself. 

Historically, television has been considered an intimate medium because of its location—

in our homes with our families—and its size (McLuhan). Until recently, TV’s were 

small; the picture was not capable of showing small details with anything approaching 

clarity. So, the cameras focused on human faces and the stories that supported the 

limitations of the medium. Survivor: Borneo is characterized by the extreme focus on the 

faces of the castaways, which reinforces the intimacy of the medium. Seeing other 

castaway’s faces in that much detail allows viewers to see them as if they were there in 

person in terms of perspective and scale. An important aspect of Survivor is also the 

ability to read people as most aspects of the game rely on social skills. As a result, 
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viewers get a clear “read” of the castaways, which give them more information with 

which to play the game from home. 

 The sense of immediacy is reinforced through the rhetorical use of diegetic and 

non-diegetic sound—respectively, sound that has an obvious source on the screen and 

that which does not, such as voice-overs and background music—which provides clear 

delineation between the game and non-game elements of Survivor. Both narration and 

thematic music are used in conjunction with long or establishing shots, primarily 

providing context for the game in terms of setting and exposition by the host. Natural 

sound, on the other hand, is used rhetorically in order to locate the viewer firmly in the 

middle of the action. For instance, when Tagi gathers to discuss the shelter, the sound of 

wind and waves breaking in the background is prominent. Because the show is shot on 

location, island noises are going to be a natural part of the set, but Survivor editors choose 

to emphasize the background noise by filming in a way that fails to minimize the sound 

from the island—and even emphasizes it.  

 Additionally, rather than focus on one speaker at a time, the sound is recorded as 

if all the tribe members are speaking into a single boom mic, with each person shouting 

over the other. Similar to handheld camera footage, this type of editing invites the 

audience into the fray, giving the illusion of limited editing. As opposed to telling the 

viewer where to look and who to listen to, the viewer is forced to not only choose whom 

to listen to, but also struggle to hear them over the elements. Indeed, the viewer is forced 

to act instead of simply watching, to play along as a member of the tribe. The sound 

editing and recording choices made during the production of Survivor are a certainly 
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predicated on the available technologies of the time, but they are also explicit rhetorical 

strategies that create the immersive experience the show depends on to invoke playful 

interaction with the audience. The more easily audiences can envision themselves within 

the game, making the same choices that tribe members are forced to make, the greater the 

investment in the game and the more likely audiences are to interact with Survivor on 

various levels. 

  Perhaps the most generically significant characteristic in terms of identification 

and intimacy is the use of the confessional. Documentaries, reality programs, and 

mockumentaries all make ample use of the confessional, which is footage of a participant 

who is isolated from other participants and speaks directly to the camera. The Real World 

pioneered the use of the confessional and made ample use of the technology required to 

elicit an intimate response from participants surrounded by cameras and sound 

equipment; however, even in the midst of a jungle, Survivor is also able to exploit the 

rhetoric of the confessional to meet its own tonal and narrative needs. Because Survivor 

is shot in remote island and jungle locations, producers are forced to isolate participants 

in ways that differ from most other reality shows, which rely on a soundproof room set 

up with surveillance cameras and sound equipment designed to record anything that 

might happen in any corner of that room. Instead, on Survivor, castaways are isolated in a 

generic jungle location. During the first season, in particular, the players speak in low 

voices during their confessionals and sometimes action is visible in the background—

specifically, other players milling about camp—which heightens the sense of secrecy and 

furtiveness that accompanies Survivor gameplay. 
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 The nature of the first season’s confessionals and the way they are filmed clearly 

serve two purposes within Survivor and the reality genre as a whole. On the one hand, it 

gives story editors additional footage to work with in the construction of a narrative. Like 

cinéma vérité, which foregoes narration, reality show producers use editing to guide the 

narrative (reality show “writers” are referred to as story editors), supplemented with 

close-up confessional footage of the participants explaining events, their reactions to 

them, and how they might respond—essentially, the confessional is the narration.  Story 

editors can insert footage of castaways explaining their motivation or strategy as the 

action is playing out within the narrative. This type of storytelling helps viewers at home 

better understand the action unfolding onscreen and provides the viewer with more 

information than the castaways have, which “positions viewers as confidant and critic.” 

Viewers’ accessibility to these intimate confessional sessions encourages them to frame, 

but also evaluate, footage: “Projecting themselves into the situations on screen, viewers 

are encouraged to decide whether they would behave similarly” (Schroeder 186) and 

creates a relatively unique relationship between the program, the castaways, and the 

audiences in that it consciously breaks the fourth wall for rhetorical effect. 

 Historically, in theatre, film, and television the fourth wall has served as an 

invisible partition separating the actors from the audience and representing the gaze of 

either the camera or the audience. Ignoring the fourth wall was, and still is, a central part 

of maintaining the realism of modern productions by offering audiences a window onto 

the action, much like the objective eye of documentary. Ironically, reality TV breaks the 

fourth wall in the same pursuit. In The History of Sexuality, Michel Foucault argues, “the 
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confession is one of the main rituals we rely on for the production of truth,” (58) and 

confession combines both the scrutiny of oneself and interrogation by others. The 

confessional, in the case of Survivor, requires the castaway to perform and narrate their 

various sins for the viewer. During the first season, in particular, castaways are clearly 

answering questions lobbed at them from producers off screen, which puts the producers 

in the role of interrogator. However, the viewer, as the audience for the confession, also 

becomes the interrogator—specifically, the one who possesses the right answers to the 

game’s questions. Like the handheld filming techniques that define the appearance of 

reality TV, the confessional collapses the boundaries between public and private, thereby 

closing the distance between the castaway and the viewer. Rhetorically, the confessional 

invites audiences into the text by simulating interaction between the viewer and viewed 

and giving audiences access to information that is framed as private and therefore more 

‘true’ than other parts of the narrative. The castaway speaks directly into the camera and 

divulges information within the space of the confessional that they do not want others to 

overhear.  

 On Survivor: Borneo, during his various confessionals, Richard Hatch is entirely 

open about the fact that he insists on doing the fishing everyday not because he is good at 

it but because he knows the rest of the tribe will not vote off the person who is feeding 

them. He gives the audience knowledge that he denies to the rest of his tribe, who only 

suspect his motivations are not entirely altruistic. With this information the viewer is able 

to frame his behavior as strategic rather than selfless, which emphasizes the gameplay 

element. In this way, the show sets up the audience to ask themselves what they would do 
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in the same situation with the knowledge they have. Would they vote Richard off anyway 

when not eating well means not performing well in challenges? Would they do the 

fishing themselves? Would they let someone else try? Would they simply vote him off in 

the final days when fishing no longer mattered as much? The audience has an abundance 

of information with which to play the game, which increases their involvement and 

creates greater intimacy with the castaways. In fact, the confessional provides the viewer 

with more knowledge than any other single castaway can possibly have, since, through 

the confessional, all of the castaways are exposing themselves to the audience.  

 As a number of media scholars have pointed out (Andrejevic; Palmer; Scanell; 

Wright; Dovey), these rhetorical strategies evoke the traditional look and feel of 

documentary, particularly early documentary style, which promised a kind of fly-on-the-

wall perspective of the intimacies of other’s lives. Because the reality genre has struggled 

with legitimacy on a number of levels since its inception, it is unsurprising that media and 

television scholars began theorizing the genre by genealogically connecting it to 

documentary, particularly since its connection to game shows does little to elevate its 

legitimacy. However, while game shows may be considered low brow entertainment for 

the masses, they provide elements of performance, strategy, competition, channeling the 

immediacy and immersion of documentary into the social action and community building 

that Carolyn L. Miller argues is the defining purpose of genre. Specifically, in the 

gamedoc, documentary establishes the relationship between producer, program, and 

audiences; game shows produce the playful participation of viewers in the televised game 

and beyond. 
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Playing Survivor: Setting up the Game 

The editing and filming techniques used in Survivor: Borneo brought audiences to 

the show in large numbers, but the competitive nature of the gamedoc helped drive that 

relationship to more sophisticated levels of interaction. The documentary style of filming 

enhanced the drama of the show, developing a narrative around the relationships and 

dynamics of the castaways. As Mark Burnett points out on several occasions, “I didn’t 

belong in a purely documentary world, I belonged in a dramatic world” (Dare to Succeed 

36). In Survivor, the narratives of personal conflict and growth, plus the drama of high-

stakes competition is what sets the show apart from all that came before it. Indeed, 

Survivor outperformed the Eco-Challenges Burnett himself had produced and every game 

or reality show of the previous decades—even the wildly popular An American Family. 

In fact, the television phenomenon most similar, in terms of material success and cultural 

capital, to Survivor is the game show craze of the 1950s and 60s, early in the history of 

television.  

Survivor, and by extension the gamedoc, co-opts and expands the basic idea of the 

game show, including the game play format and the use of regular people instead of 

actors. Reality TV and game shows also share the tendency to be dismissed too easily 

despite longevity and their overwhelming presence in popular culture. As a result, few 

scholars have investigated the connection between game shows and reality TV, even 

though the game show craze of the 50s and 60s certainly reflects the beginning of 

audiences’ obsession with personal, interactive television. Talent shows, in particular, 

were quite popular and offered participants a little of what reality shows offer now. In 
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The Television Genre Book, William Boddy alludes to this connection, when he points 

out, “The various television quiz formats turn around different calibrations of luck, 

knowledge and skill, and almost all offer the spectacle of ordinary people facing life-

transforming decisions in extended real time” (163). But, reality television goes beyond 

that. The game of Survivor, like the quiz show format, depends on slippery combination 

of strategy and chance, particularly the audience’s perception of how these two elements 

interact, but the editing of Survivor adds the additional element of narrative to heighten 

the stakes of the competition and prompt play.  

Every game has rules, and Survivor appeals to audiences by sticking to an 

engaging, yet predictable formula, “the rules” established by and for the show as whole. 

The rules on Survivor have changed little over the years and are generally just variations 

on a tried and true formula. Throughout each season, participants are forced to compete 

either individually or as a group in physical and mental challenges. During the first half 

of the season, Survivor strands a group of 16-20 participants in a remote wilderness with 

no amenities, where they are divided into two groups, made to compete in various 

physical challenges as a team, with the losing team voting one team member off the 

island every three days. Approximately halfway through the season, the two teams merge 

into one tribe and each member then competes in challenges as an individual. The winner 

of each individual challenge gains immunity and the tribe collectively votes another 

player out. In order to win Survivor, the two to three players who survive the preceding 

tribal councils must get the ousted participants to vote for them to win the title and the 

million dollars. 
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But because the eventual winner must convince his or her former competitors to 

award them the prize, there is also a strong emphasis on the social game. The strategies 

each winner uses to make it to the end vary, but the need to at least adequately compete 

in challenges and, more importantly, successfully integrate into the group are basic 

components of the game. This is why Burnett described the show in an early press release 

as “two parts adventure contest and eight parts surviving the peer group” (Burnett and 

Dugard 10). Players are often voted out for not contributing to the maintenance of camp, 

backstabbing other players, or simply being annoying. Commonly, anyone who is 

perceived as different—older players, vegetarians, people of color—tend to fall victim to 

the social game early on, which is why Survivor has often been constructed as a metaphor 

for modern life.  In theory, negotiating the various components of Survivor evens the 

playing field—and important aspect of play—and requires the winner to play the mental, 

physical, and social aspects of the game well, though not well enough to be considered a 

threat in any one area. The details change slightly from season to season—teams are 

divided up differently, immunity is offered in various ways, and so forth—in an effort to 

refresh a long-running franchise, but the social game remains the same. 

Indeed, when castaways talk about “playing the game,” they are in fact talking 

about negotiating the perils of the social game. Despite the possibilities inherent in this 

part of the game, there are still rules guiding the strategic possibilities and actions: 

someone must be voted out every three days, immunity prevents elimination for one 

round of voting, information from outside of the game is verboten, and so forth. This 

aspect of the game is far more complicated and open-ended than the straightforward 
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challenges on Survivor. While luck and strategy both play a role in both the regular 

challenges and the social game, the number of possibilities present in the social game and 

the numerous factors that players have to negotiate make it a much more exciting game to 

watch—and provide an opportunity for gameplay to those at home as well. Most 

members of the viewing audience do not have the swimming ability demonstrated by 

Ozzy Lusth of the “Cook Islands” and “Micronesia” seasons nor the innate ability to 

decipher puzzles like four-time Survivor player Rob Mariano, or the all-around athletic 

ability of soccer player and winner of Survivor: Africa Ethan Zohn nor the ability to win 

any challenge like Terry Dietz of Exile Island. While these names probably are not 

recognizable to many people, fans of Survivor know them as some of the best players in 

the history of the franchise, ones that are unbeatable in certain situations. However, the 

complex nature of competition, specifically the role of strategy and chance, allows for 

other tribe members, potential future players, and those playing along at home to find 

places to insert themselves into the game and imagine how they might beat the featured 

castaways at the overall game of Survivor.  

It’s All in the Game: Competition, Strategy, and Chance 

Building on Caillois’ theory of play, Helen Longino outlines two distinct types of 

competition in “The Ideology of Competition.” In the first, she describes a footrace 

where all the contestants are evenly matched. Given equal ability, she argues, there is no 

reason why they shouldn’t all cross the line at the same time, except that other factors, 

such as what they ate for breakfast, will determine the quality of their performance. The 

second type of competition is a zero sum game where the rules prevent the possibility of 
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more than one winner (249-50). In Survivor, the rules do restrict the number of winners. 

Castaways are strictly prohibited from forming an alliance to work together and split the 

prize money. Only one player may win the money. At the same time, the common 

perception of Survivor castaways is that “Inequalities (differences, however momentary 

and transitory) in the relevant qualities of the competitors make for winner and losers” 

(Longino 249). These two types of competition play out in Survivor in the form of chance 

and strategy. Prediction, based on the analysis of strategy, is rhetorically promoted 

through the confessional and structure of the game in order to give the illusion of control. 

However, prediction is no fun without the element of chance. Mary Beth Haralovich and 

Michael Trussett, authors of “‘Expect the Unexpected: Narrative Pleasure and 

Uncertainty Due to Chance in Survivor,” argue that chance plays a more powerful role in 

the gamedoc than it does in scripted fiction: “In Survivor, unpredictability whets the 

desire to know what happens next, but how that gap will be closed is grounded in 

uncertainty due to chance. It isn’t a scriptwriter who has already decided how the action 

will end, but the players themselves and unscripted chance” (9). Therefore, differences in 

gameplay ability, along with chance, both play a role in the outcome of the show and 

pleasure of the viewer. On the other hand, strategy also manages the perceived influence 

of chance and brings players together to form communities over shared goals and values. 

Most players go on the show with a specific strategy that they share with the 

audience, via the confessional, throughout the course of the season. Former players, 

employed by Survivor to blog about the current season, spend thousands of words 

dissecting strategies and offering advice based on their own experience with the game. 
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On the other hand, throughout 23 seasons of the show, each winner has had a distinctly 

different personality, approach, and experience with the game; indeed, tribe members 

consistently act in ways that are unexpected and sometimes incomprehensible to 

everyone watching. In addition to the unpredictability of players, reward and immunity 

challenges alter the game in untold ways, momentarily protecting players who would 

otherwise be voted out, providing sustenance to those who need it, and making some 

players too much of a threat to other players. Despite careful strategizing, chance can 

always intervene to radically alter the direction of the show and those whose fortunes are 

tied it. The balance of these elements is important for managing the level of involvement 

of those playing along at home. The narrative emphasis on strategy implies a level of 

control for the players and the possibility of predicting the outcome; however, the 

vagaries of chance change the conditions often enough that predicting the outcome of 

Survivor is still more of an art than a science. 

The reward and immunity challenges, which define the trajectory of the game of 

Survivor, are most closely linked to the traditional game show. Whether players are 

solving puzzles, balancing blocks, or perching on increasingly small steps, the rules of 

the challenges are specific, concrete, and construct a highly structured environment. Tribe 

members must adhere to the rules in order to compete in the challenge and they must 

perform in the specified manner. This aspect of gameplay within Survivor offers limited 

opportunities for interaction between the show and its audience. Much like the appeal of 

Press Your Luck, the enjoyment comes more from viewing the turns of luck rather than 

viewers actively inserting themselves into the game and imagining what they might do in 
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those circumstances. Instead, chance works to engage viewers in the gameplay 

differently, by playing out on all levels the production of and interaction with Survivor. 

For instance, a fallen stack of cards can determine castaways’ fates, but the show itself is 

also subject to chance at the narrative level and with regard to audience reception. 

Producers never know what the castaways will do or what stories they’ll be able to tell, 

since the action is unscripted. As a result, it is also difficult to tell how popular any given 

season will be. In this respect, the effect of chance is reflected in the subtle changes to the 

format that occur every few seasons and the public decrying of specific seasons where the 

casting, action, and winner, often due to dramatic turns of chance that seemed to unfairly 

effect the outcome, are widely considered a failure. 

As mentioned, these vagaries of chance are managed through a focus on strategy 

and the promotion of prediction. The number of possible strategies for playing Survivor is 

overwhelming and forms the basis for most of the storylines and, consequently, many of 

the popular conversations that happen around the show. For instance, in the Survivor 

Sucks discussion forums people discuss the best and worst Survivor players of all time, 

best and worst seasons, gossip on upcoming seasons, tips for the audition process, and 

any number of other minutiae. That said, the forums with the most responses are 

routinely those that rank players and strategies, which often focus on what makes a great 

player, what strategies are valid, whether a winner is necessarily a great player, and so 

forth, and the “what if moments…” threads. Throughout these lengthy discussions (and 

there are many, many other similar lists and arguments on various message boards and 

blogs), fans not only rank the players in order of strength or weakness, based on carefully 
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thought out criteria, but they implicitly put themselves in the players’ place—an act that 

is abetted by the filming techniques discussed next, which place viewers right in the 

midst of the action.  

While “what if moments…” dominate many of the discussion threads and real-life 

discussion when fans consider what would have or should have happened differently in 

any given episode, there are entire threads devoted to sussing out alternate scenarios and 

outcomes from any season in any episode throughout the entire twenty-two seasons. The 

level of detail in the responses indicate not only the viewer’s attention to detail, but, more 

importantly, their level of involvement with the show and the gameplay as can be seen in 

this post about the final 5 (F5) elimination round: 

F5: Colby probably still wins IC. If Tina doesn't consult Colby about the 
previous Amber vote then I could see Colby/Nick teaming up to shake 
things up. Otherwise perhaps Nick is the swing vote between the pairs of 
Rodger/Liz and Tina/Colby. Tina's a pretty shrewd player though and 
probably realized Rodger/Liz need to be broken up before F4 and perhaps 
Colby/Nick blackmail her. Let's say 3 votes Rodger, 2 votes Nick or Tina 
depending on the circumstances. (Jet Jagga) 
 

This “what if,” posted by Jet Jagga, is just one of the possible repercussions this viewer 

imagines if Amber had made a different alliance during Survivor: Australian Outback. In 

the complete response, Jet Jagga outlines a new outcome for each of the episodes—in this 

case, during the Final Five (F5) eliminations—and, ultimately another winner. While 

ignoring the role of chance, Jet Jagga is using knowledge gleaned from watching the 

show to predict and suggest what each player should have done when he or she was 

playing the game. The detail of the response, assessment of each player, and step-by-step 

description of what might have happened reveals a kind of gameplay logic—knowledge 
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of the rules, probabilities, and players—based on the viewer imagining what they would 

have done if they were on the show.  

Through critique of the castaways’ strategic choices and the imaginary 

implementation of their own gameplay, Survivor viewers construct their personal 

identities, as well as social identities. In “Why Sport and Games Matter,” rhetoric and 

composition scholar Barry Brummett and Rachel Kraft argue, “People form communities 

around sports and games, and the shared symbols of those activities ground the 

community” (13). The authors use the example of the exclamation, “Hook ‘em Horns!” 

drawing people together, bonding over shared knowledge of the language, history, and 

codes of UT Austin football fans. “Outwit. Outlast. Outplay.” or “You’ve been voted off 

the island” function in precisely the same way for Survivor fans. The specific castaway a 

person roots for, or the type of strategy one promotes, constructs a certain identity for 

other viewers; communities spring up around those preferences in office, family, and 

online environments.  

While simultaneously connecting people through shared strategy, Survivor, as a 

game, constructs difference, reflecting the dominant ideals of the culture: “Impressions of 

deviance label non-normative individuals as either god-like or as pariahs” (Brummett 16). 

Richard Hatch, the first winner of Survivor and an older gay man, was alternately 

represented as both during the course of Survivor: Borneo. He was the pariah who was 

tolerated for his ability to catch fish, until he won the game. He was then constructed as 

the genius corporate trainer who could bend people to his will through manipulative 

rhetoric. Other castaways and viewers defined themselves and their communities around 
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perceptions of him and his strategies, thereby using shared codes and constructions of 

difference as occasions for community building through play. 

While these discussion threads illuminate the level of identification and 

investment involved in imaginary gameplay, the Survivor pools that have sprung up in 

workplaces around the country indicate a more concrete way to play along with the show. 

While online versions of the Survivor pool exist for anyone with an interest in the show, 

these pools also exist in real-life workplaces. Each pool has slightly different rules, but 

they function similarly to fantasy football leagues and March Madness pools. Essentially, 

once the new castaways are announced and their bios are released by CBS, each 

employee picks a castaway they want to play the game with. The fate of the employee is 

then linked to the success of their player. In some pools, each employee buys a player for 

a small fee and the winner at the end gets the total sum. In others, the eliminated player 

has to bring a small gift to all those left in the game. And, sometimes, the game is played 

simply for bragging rights—to compete and connect with people in the game space and 

workplace simultaneously. Here the interplay of chance and strategy are even more 

pronounced. The employee has no control over the actions or fate of the castaway and no 

real way to know who will be the most successful player. But, the bemoaning of the 

eliminated castaway’s fate—and, therefore, that of the employee—along with the critique 

of the strategies at play, provide the means of building community through the actual act 

of play.  

Moving Audiences Online 

In this chapter, I discussed the genre of the gamedoc and how the generic 
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characteristics of both documentary and game shows work to engage the viewer in a 

playful, interactive viewing experience. For the purposes of this dissertation, it is the 

notion of play that is most integral to this examination. The reliability and immediacy of 

the representation of the real allow the viewer to go along with the action, even 

simulating the experience of being on the island. The use of the confessional furthers the 

engagement of the viewer by turning them into both a confidante and a critic, effectively 

enabling role-play. All of these documentary strategies work to immerse the viewer in the 

world of Survivor. At the same time, the competitive element of the gamedoc sets up the 

game as a problem to be solved, engaging the viewer in prediction and fantasy, and often 

real, gameplay. Such gameplay constructs identity and builds community around the 

show. Thus, the social action produced by Survivor can be summed up in terms of play 

and community building. 

The next chapter will detail the texts that anchor these communities and the 

multimodal practices of its members. The widespread use of new media, and its relative 

ease of use by anyone with access, has afforded regular viewers with the opportunity to 

engage with each other in noteworthy ways. Facebook and Twitter bring the discussion to 

viewers, providing the chance to respond in 140 characters or less, and those who desire a 

more immersive experience can seek out forums that demand more investment but also 

provide more payout—detailed strategy analysis, insights from former contestants, and so 

forth. While networks like MTV and Bravo superimpose an interface of sorts over the 

broadcast of many of their shows, making the screen resemble a computer screen more 

than the traditional TV show, producers of Survivor have leveraged the social action of 
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the genre to drive them to the computer before, during, and after the broadcast. An 

examination of the multimodal texts produced by members of these communities can 

reveal the significance of the literacy practices of contemporary media users. 
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CHAPTER 4: THE SURVIVOR EXPERIENCE: EXTENDING GAMEPLAY 

ACROSS MEDIA PLATFORMS 

 Facebook, Twitter, Wikipedia, YouTube, and any number of other sites are now a 

common dimension of most entertainment experiences. Their use is integral to the 

marketing strategies employed by networks and producers; significantly, the rhetoric and 

practices of the gamedoc, as discussed previously, push viewers to engage with programs 

across platforms, using play, via digital participatory technologies, to extend the scope of 

the narrative in subtle yet powerful ways. On his website, media scholar Henry Jenkins 

describes this practice as transmedia storytelling, which “represents a process where 

integral elements of a fiction get dispersed systematically across multiple delivery 

channels for the purpose of creating a unified and coordinated entertainment experience. 

Ideally, each medium makes it own unique contribution to the unfolding of the story” 

(“Transmedia Storytelling”). At the same time, fans use social media to enhance their 

viewing experiences. Reality TV viewers themselves are largely unable to change the 

course of narratives mid-season, but they can extend their knowledge of the key players, 

events, and production choices, which provides fans with both the knowledge and the 

impetus to engage in various types of play. For both those who produce TV programs and 

those who interact with them, the goal of employing new media technologies is to deepen 

the audience’s commitment to the program and connect viewers who can share their 

expertise and passions through play. 

 The narrative uncertainty that defines competition-based reality programs plays a 

significant role in promoting gameplay on the part of fans within various physical and 
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digital spaces. Narrative uncertainty in gamedocs is based predominantly on the fact that 

the outcomes of the show—from the casting to challenges to eliminations—are unknown 

by the general public, which produces intense speculation on the part of viewers, 

informing much of their interaction and gameplay. In fact, the importance of uncertainty 

is underscored by the fact that gamedocs tend to fail in syndication; once the outcome of 

the program has been determined, viewers are no longer interested in watching, which 

indicates that timeliness is an essential part of reality TV. Certainly, though, the gamedoc 

is not the only genre that is noteworthy for the way it encourages speculation. Programs, 

such as Lost and Heroes, both relied heavily on speculation to engage viewers, 

particularly in digital spaces (such as the hunt for clues on LOST’s fictional “Oceanic 

Airlines” website). These shows prove that the combination of speculative fiction and 

social media can produce an intensely devoted and interactive viewing audience and, as 

rhetoric and composition scholar Debra Journet argues, also “suggests the kinds of 

interactive, collaborative, collective, and participatory literate practices that media 

convergence may promote” (214). Unfortunately, other mainstream fictional television 

programs have had less success producing such a vibrant online community and at least 

part of the reason could conceivably be the lack of an explicit invitation to play. In the 

world of gamedocs, on the other hand, this practice is quite common.  

 Unlike other networks that specialize in reality programming—MTV and Bravo, 

for instance, which have remediated the Internet by making the screen resemble a website 

interface more than a traditional TV show—producers of Survivor have leveraged the 

social action of the genre, play, to drive them to the computer before, during, and after 
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the broadcast. In this chapter, I continue my exploration of Survivor by examining the 

ways producers extend Survivor across platforms and how viewers respond through 

specific forms of play. To do so I first analyze Survivor’s official online presence, 

specifically the CBS website, as the interface or starting point for online interaction. I 

then focus on the official Survivor Facebook and Twitter presence, including 

host/producer Jeff Probst’s live tweets during the East and West coast broadcast of the 

show, including video status updates through the website Tout. Next, I explore the 

fantasy Survivor games in both official and unofficial online forums such as Survivor 

Sucks. The chapter concludes with an examination of the multimodal practices of the 

Survivor community with special attention to Survivor fan fiction and the various 

incarnations of fan-made videos on YouTube. Through such an analysis, I show that fans 

and networks are constructing and being constructed by rhetorical practices that instigate 

play—both sanctioned and emergent, role-playing and spoiling—and likewise define the 

convergence of social media and reality television. 

CBS and Survivor’s Official Online Presence 

 Like American Idol, whose online presence I briefly described in Chapter 1, 

Survivor has a dynamic and lively online community. For Survivor fans, clues to the 

motivations behind the decision-making of the castaways are spread across the program’s 

website, Facebook page, YouTube channel, Twitter, and Tout (a sort of video version of 

Twitter). During the week of November 14, 2011, there were eleven posts on Survivor’s 

Facebook page. While this may not seem like a lot (Top Chef and Amazing Race, for 

instance, were both in current seasons and had several more posts each), they were 
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effectively varied in their approach to inviting interaction. The posts range from “submit 

your questions for the latest Survivor to leave Redemption Island by commenting below” 

to “Who do you think is the Player of the Week? Vote for the Survivor you think made 

the best move for your chance to win $10,000!” to links to behind the scenes footage of 

castaways, eliminated players, and a sneak peak of that week’s elimination challenge and 

how it works. The number of comments these posts elicited range from 80 to almost 

1000, with the number of “likes” hitting upwards of 7000. This small sampling from just 

one of their online forums shows that Survivor provides a number of ways for viewers to 

take their experience of the show beyond viewing through the invitation to interact within 

these online spaces.  

 In order to more effectively gauge the online presence of Survivor, I did several 

Google searches and took note of the first 12 pages of the 10.2 million hits that Google 

returned to me in .12 seconds. In each of the searches—“Survivor CBS,” “Survivor CBS 

game,” “Survivor CBS blog” and “Survivor CBS fan”—I noticed that the majority of the 

hits were news-related or corporate sites. Given that I preformed the search on November 

20, 2011, just days after CBS announced that it would produce two more seasons, the 25th 

and 26th, this is unsurprising. With the current season winding down toward the finale, 

many of the news articles were also related to ratings and features on the remaining 

castaways. Most of these articles are featured on corporate sites like EW, TV Guide, 

Wikipedia, TVbytheNumbers, and so forth. Additionally, CBS itself had eight different 

hits that routinely appeared, ranging from the main CBS site, CBS News, the official 

Survivor website, CBS casting, The Ultimate Fan Social Game, Survivor Central, the 
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official message boards, and Survivor’s YouTube channel, which includes secret scenes, 

voting, and clips showcasing the lives of the players on the island after they were 

eliminated. 

 While scholars are continuing to rethink what it means to consume TV, the extent 

of Survivor’s online presence illustrates how the television industry has taken an active 

role in redefining consumption and the role of the viewer. The predominant method for 

doing so has been to extend the experience of television—the narrative, characters, water 

cooler talk, and so forth—into digital territory. Industry insiders refers to the ability to 

move audiences across platforms as extension, which they clearly practice in order to 

increase sales and prompt audiences to buy products related to their interests. Inherently, 

though, networks recognize that television audiences are active and social and that their 

attention can often be fleeting. Extension allows them to connect with audiences in a 

wide variety of ways and reinforce the commitment to content. In doing so, producers 

strive to find ways to promote fan behavior and the Internet provides many opportunities 

for regular viewers to act like fans—which is, for all intents and purposes, a more 

interactive relationship with media than “viewing” implies.   

 What this broad overview of the Survivor community reveals is the central role of 

the fan—who actively engages with television through play—in television today. As 

Melissa Ames points out in “The Inter(Active) Soap Opera Viewer,” audiences 

themselves extend the television experience: “The storyline does not stop on the screen; 

they are expanded through the informal discussions fans share with one another in 

person, through the online speculations found in Internet chatrooms, and even, on an 
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individual level, through the lone experience a viewer might have talking back at the 

screen in her own home” (21). As we will see as the chapter progresses, Survivor fans 

engage in exactly this kind of dialogue, particularly judging the castaway’s decisions and 

speculating on the outcome of the game and seasons to come. While there is obviously an 

interactive dialogue between producers and audiences that extends Survivor in productive 

ways for both parties, it is easy to overlook the quality that defines these interactions, 

whether they be in real life or in digital spaces—play. In the following sections, I will 

detail how producers engage audiences in play through the website and social media, 

focusing on the parameters constructed by the interfaces and the way those interfaces 

legitimize and reinforce specific types of knowledge and provoke play. Not only does this 

analysis reveal how producers extend narrative in proscribed ways, but it also illustrates 

how Survivor in particular has managed to exploit the rhetorical practices of new media 

in order to bring viewers back to their living rooms for the actual broadcast of the 

program—to play in real time—which is a significant accomplishment in an age where 

most media is consumed on demand. 

The Official Survivor Guide: How Producers Promote Play 

 Initially, Big Brother was better known for its attempts to engage audiences 

online, while Survivor could certainly be characterized as being a little slower on the 

uptake. In fact, the fans better defined the early online presence of Survivor than by the 

television network itself. Though the network took its time, however, Survivor now has 

an effective online presence. In fact, while television producers have used the Internet to 

effectively engage audiences, driving audiences toward the computer and other 
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multimedia devices comes with its own dangers; namely, producers have to take the 

chance that viewers will not come back to the television. Like many other reality shows, 

Survivor has lost viewers over the years, but they have also retained a remarkable number 

and the commitment of those viewers is astounding. Even more astounding is that 

Survivor has used new media to drive its audience back to the television during the 

original airing of the program on Wednesday nights.             

 With a complex, multi-platformed experience, like the one that defines Survivor, 

there are a variety of digital spaces where viewers can interact with the television 

program. For most fans, the initial point of contact outside of the broadcast of Survivor is 

CBS’s website. Not only is the website advertised during the broadcast, but the first page 

of results in a Google search turns up eight results that link through CBS’s official site. 

As a result, the website is one of the primary interfaces, which Stuart Selber, associate 

professor of English and Science, Technology, and Society, describes as, “the place 

where different agents and contexts are connected to each other: it is where the 

communication process is centered” (141). The Survivor website (along with the 

Facebook page) provides the introduction and initial extension of Survivor into digital 

spaces. Presumably the point of the website then is to prompt fans to engage with the 

program in a way that is different, yet complementary to the ways in which they engage 

as a viewer.  

 As should be expected with any program website, the focal point of the homepage 

is the banner, which, in this case, displays the current cast of the program and links to 

episodes that users can watch online. However, the banner picture is part of a slideshow 
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that rotates two other pictures through directing users to the Facebook game and the 

Survivor fantasy league. Above the banner are four dropdown menus that help users 

navigate all the content on the site and organize the individual media that are posted 

chronologically below the banner and correspond to each week’s episode. For instance, 

on the day after each episode, an exit interview with the eliminated castaway is posted on 

the main page. The dropdown menu is divided into four tabs: “Home,” “Videos,” 

“Photos,” and “More.” The “More” tab includes nine categories, which will direct users 

to the fan forums, various Survivor games, the “Immunity Blog” by Rob Cesterino (a 

former castaway), and elimination interviews. Videos and photos also appear as entries 

below the banner. While there are a number of options and related pages, even a cursory 

glance at the website makes it clear that the producers are focusing the dialogue on the 

current season, leaving no space for considerations and critiques of past seasons—a 

marked departure from the content on the fan-generated forums. Additionally, the design 

and content of the website reveals the ways that producers encourage viewers to expand 

both their knowledge of the game and their gameplay through a variety of routes within 

and between this site and others.  

 Overall, the amount of interactivity required by the website is minimal, as both 

the photos and videos simply require clicking through and lack any space for discussion 

or responses.  As will be discussed later in this chapter, the photos are often used by 

spoilers to chart the dates of challenges and other events, which are then used in 

conjunction with other bits of information to try to spoil eliminations. Pictures are also 

usually the first introduction viewers have to new castaways. On the other hand, videos 
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provide more detailed information to viewers. The most noteworthy videos for viewers—

and those that tend to get the most comments when they are reposted on Facebook—are 

those that feature interviews with castaways or explain how the challenges are set up. 

Both of these types of videos feature prominently on the homepage and make up a large 

percentage of the overall posts. And, both perform a pivotal function in enabling 

gameplay among fans. 

 Many scholars have explored the reasons why reality TV is so popular; arguably, 

one of the more compelling reasons for its popularity is that it provides an behind-the-

scenes perspective into worlds that most of us have limited access to. Talent-based 

competitions, in particular, allow viewers to see the machinery of celebrity. Project 

Runway features the design process and regularly schools its viewers in latest trends and 

sewing techniques. Top Chef and American Idol do the same for chefs and pop singers, 

respectively. Though also a gamedoc, Survivor does not pull aside the curtain on any type 

of creative, celebrity endeavor (except maybe the making of a reality TV star). Instead 

the information available on the website provides insider information into the game itself. 

Specifically, fans can use the information from the website to inform their own 

gameplay, which they can pursue on the CBS website, to a certain extent, or in other 

online forums. 

 For example, in an interview posted December 8, 2011, Cochran, the most 

recently eliminated player of the 23rd season, answers questions submitted by fans via 

Twitter and Facebook. During the game, Cochran made the controversial decision to 

switch tribes, which, he thought, might allow him to get further than the 6th place he was 
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assured to get in his own tribe. The condition of his betrayal was that his new tribe would 

take him to at least fifth, if not further, but they ended up voting him out. In response to 

Chelsea H., who asks him if tribal alliances will inform his vote for the eventual winner, 

he responds, “I wouldn’t vote based on tribal lines. I view it a decision based on the 

actions of the individual. Savaii or Upolu? I’m fine either way as long as they played a 

good game” (Cochran). While this response and many of his others are vague enough to 

read as evasive and clearly indicate that he has probably been coached to conceal a good 

deal of information from the audience, it also reveals that he will not be swayed by 

Upolu’s betrayal. Whereas another player might automatically shun his betrayers, 

Cochran leaves his options open. Viewers to continually reassess their growing body of 

knowledge as they speculate about whom Cochran might vote for in the final tribal 

council and who might win as a result. 

 Indeed, every little bit of information is used to speculate on the outcomes of each 

stage of the game. Viewers comb through the website to garner more information and 

trade theories with one another. In the discussion section of the very same post, for 

instance, website users respond to Cochran’s answers, particularly his decision to change 

alliances earlier in the game. “Leeann Summers” supports his decision saying, “If he had 

not switched I am sure he would have been the next to go… besides omg they was so 

rude and mean to him!!! [sic] I was so sad to see him go!! I hope they bring him back 

again.” “Magaly Wing” then replies, “it seems to me that both Jim and Whitney saved 

him again and again, plus they would have brought him to the end, if only because they 

would have a better chance to win the million by dragging him to the top three...  [sic] he 
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should have stuck by Savaii.” The debate continues when “Matt the Atheist” disagrees, 

“Magaly Wing Absolutely not, they didn't do anything save Cochran, they just had other 

focus at the time and Cochran being voted out could wait. They didn't do anything 

specific toward saving Cochran” (Cochran). Of the 91 comments that follow these, the 

vast majority of them carry on a similar debate with varying degrees of detail. In “Going 

Deep: What Online Sports Culture Teaches Us about the Rhetorical Future of Social 

Networks,” Michael A. Trice points out that the Internet facilitates communal 

competition through arrangement: “Just as an audience chants in a live stadium, on the 

Internet they can shout back and forth in a forum complete with interjections, the 

emotional release of instant response, and an informal textual style that allows an 

arrangement on the Internet previously unique to speech, particularly social speech” (36). 

Cochran’s controversial decision to change alliances and his subsequent betrayal by his 

new alliance is one of the more divisive issues of Season 23. Certainly the emotionally 

charged responses that characterize the CBS comments demonstrate the intense, 

competitive relationship that other sports fans have with one another. As with sports, fans 

play along with their favorite players—or root against those they deem inferior—through 

viewing, research, and debate. 

 That said, the debate that occurs on the Survivor website is substantially more 

limited in scope and criticality than it is in many independent fan forums. At least part of 

the reason for that is the limitations imposed in regard to content and the limits of the 

interface itself. Unlike fan sites where examples from past seasons and evidence from 

previous episodes are often used to justify individual interpretations of how the program 
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works, the discussions on CBS tend to be emotional and have limited historical 

perspective. While the CBS site as a whole has search function, the Survivor section of 

the CBS website lacks effective search capabilities. Individual seasons and players are 

not categorized for easy reference. So, users are required to rely on memory when 

debating the finer points of strategy. Given that many castaways have now been on 

Survivor multiple times, this can present a problem. More than that, however, is that the 

CBS’s Survivor site tends to focus on the individual. Interviews are always with 

individuals and questions focus on the actions of individual players. Posts that do focus 

on how the challenges are set up, for instance, do not have comment boxes, which 

prohibits any kind of critique of the material conditions of the program and how the 

challenges themselves favor a certain kind of strength and therefore certain players. 

Weakness in terms of castaways physicality and character then become the primary 

consideration for the speculation that occurs in other areas of the website. 

 Regardless of the limitations of the interface on the CBS website, there is room to 

extend the experience of the show, allow fans to become more active participants through 

various types of gameplay. In “Interface as Exordium: The Rhetoric of Interactivity,” 

Teena Carnegie, associate professor of technical communication, argues,  

New media requires action (clicking, scrolling, dragging, typing, sending, 
receiving, downloading—to name a few). By converting these actions to 
interactions, new media actively involves and engages the user in using, 
playing, exploring, experimenting, discovering, and sharing. High levels 
of interactivity produce high levels of engagement, exemplified in 
experiences of immersion and captivation. (166) 
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CBS’s website does allow for the sharing of some content: “Liking” a video records that 

action on Facebook and the same can be done on Twitter. But, CBS does not allow the 

user to have any control over the actual video; there is no embed code. Unless the user 

has more advanced knowledge of video editing, it is difficult to acquire the video in a 

form that allows a fan to post it to a personal site or manipulate the video with editing 

software. As a result, the level of engagement that Carnegie alludes to is limited on the 

CBS website in ways that it is not in other places. This interaction is not to be dismissed 

easily though.  

 Notably, even the limited responses on the website indicate gameplay on the part 

of the users. In their critiques of player strategies, fans put themselves in the game, 

playing the role of a castaway who could or would make better decisions than those who 

are actually playing the game. In many ways, this type of role-play does not appear to be 

gameplay in that there is no quantifiable goal, but, as Salen and Zimmerman point out, 

there is no “single goal toward which all players strive during role-playing games” (81). 

There are, however, outcomes along the way. Ultimately it is impossible to deduce 

whether a castaway could have produced a better outcome if they had done something 

differently, but users on the website can test the veracity of their predictions at the end of 

each new episode when whatever they have predicted either comes true or fails to. These 

efforts at role-playing involve a complex assessment of the program’s location, other 

players, self-knowledge, and knowledge of the game as a whole (such as when the merge 

might happen or whether there will be another hidden immunity idol). This type of role-

play is particularly effective at engaging Survivor viewers because of the ongoing act of 



 135 

speculation that the program induces. Such speculation is a hallmark of other, more 

typical role-playing games where “the uncertainty of each action, each encounter, and 

each adventure plays a crucial role in building narrative engagement” (Salen and 

Zimmerman 388-89). By imagining themselves in the game, viewers actively take part in 

the ongoing narrative even if their actions do not affect the outcome.  

 Gameplay is more explicitly encouraged in the official Survivor Fantasy Game. 

Like some of the fan-created fantasy games, CBS has an official fantasy game that users 

can log into and play for the chance to win a trip or a Survivor viewing party. Keeping 

with the design of the rest of the site, the interface is relatively simple. The homepage has 

a leader board, but you can navigate to six other pages by clicking the corresponding item 

on the menu bar: “Set Lineup,” “Your Groups,” “Invite Friends,” “Episode Scoring,” 

“FAQ,” and “Official Rules.” Each week the Survivor Fantasy player picks four 

castaways who they think will perform the best that week. Points are available for a range 

of events and actions from finding the hidden immunity idol to Jeff Probst saying the 

name of the chosen castaways, and points are lost if the chosen castaways get injured, 

voted off, bleeped out for swearing, and so forth. Players can also put together private 

groups of people they know to play with or they can play with the public group of fans or 

both. The goal of the game is to see if the players can “Outwit, Outlast, and Outplay the 

rest of the Survivor Fantasy game contenders!” (CBS).  

To be honest, while fan generated Survivor fantasy is active in other places, the 

CBS’s fantasy game is not. Part of the reason is that CBS has refocused on the Facebook 

version of the game. Players had begun complaining about the quality of the gameplay 
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prior to CBS’s move however. When they failed to update the scores for season 23, one 

fantasy player, “Pat Larkin,” remarks, “Come on we’ve been at this for weeks now and 

still no episode scoring. Get with it. You are taking some of the fun of the game away.” A 

veteran of CBS’s fantasy game, “Laura Maze Hall,” responds, “The fantasy has become a 

sham… scoring is impacted not by your analyzing, favorites, guessing interpersonal 

relationships.... [sic] but by EDITING! It has grown more and more the editors decisions 

as to who is going to get points... [sic] The new bit about losing points when someone is 

bleeped is ridiculous. What does that have to do with surviving?” (“Fantasy Forums”). 

What this exchange reveals is important in two related, yet distinct ways. On the one 

hand, fans clearly view the fantasy game as playing along with the castaways and they 

consider the competition and fun an integral part of the gameplay. On the other hand, 

they do not accept any type of gameplay as adequate. The comment made by “Laura 

Maze Hall,” and echoed by others in the fantasy forum, indicates that the gameplay needs 

to mirror the gameplay that happens on the show. Picking castaways who build a fire or 

open a coconut is more important than whether they swear, because it matters within the 

context of the show. Changing the focus of the fantasy game cheapens the gameplay and 

shatters the immersive experience of Survivor. 

Despite the limitations of CBS’s Survivor website, however, it does perform a 

significant and important role in the extension of the show. Announcements during the 

website and the Google search set up the website as the starting point for fan’s 

engagement with the show in online environments; as the initial interface, it limits the 

user to the official, sanctioned reading of the show and privileges a type of play that is 
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likewise limited. However, some producers, Jeff Probst in particular, and many fans have 

responded to the limitations of the official website by producing online space of their 

own where play and community occupy a more central role in the Survivor experience. 

They use the website as a source of information, but perform the more critical role of fan 

in other spaces that lend themselves to the type of playful, multimodal composing that 

marks the convergence of new media and reality TV. 

Watching TV with Jeff Probst 

 While the Survivor website provides viewers with an opportunity to indulge in 

limited fantasy play and information to more effectively assess the game from a variety 

of angles, the use of social media is what has slowly come to define the Survivor 

experience. The face of Survivor is the host, Jeff Probst, and he has also single-handedly 

become the ambassador who mediates the interactions between CBS, Survivor, and its 

audiences. Probst has been the host since the program’s debut and is also one of the 

executive producers. As the host, Probst points out that fans have always approached 

him, making him the physical point of contact between fans and the show:  

Whether I’m at the beach or in an airport, people want to talk about 
Survivor and they don’t just say, “Hey, it’s nice to meet you!” They say, 
“Tell me about Boston Rob” or “Is Russell really as crazy as he seems?” 
They get very specific because Survivor fans are loyal. We don’t have 
casual viewers. People don’t turn on Survivor and say, “I might watch this 
week.” They tend to say, “I’ve never missed an episode.” (qtd. in 
Silberman)  
 

In this way, fans are illustrating in person the desire to get more information about the 

players and the game from an insider’s perspective. Despite corporate laws stating 

otherwise, the network does not in fact act like a person. Viewers have no relationship 
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with it. Judging from interaction like this one, however, they do feel like they have gotten 

to know Probst, that they can approach him, and that he asks the questions that they 

themselves would ask if they too were able to sit in on tribal councils. 

 Indeed the ability to ask questions of those involved with the production of the 

show, see how challenges are set up, and expand their interactions in any number of ways 

is the general appeal and goal of the program’s social media presence. But the ability to 

engage viewers in this manner has both advantages and disadvantages. In a nutshell, 

virtually unlimited types and amounts of media are competing for viewers increasingly 

limited time and, at this point, it is clear that the Internet, with all its myriad temptations, 

can distract people from other tasks for huge chunks of time. So, while the digital 

presence of Survivor can work to further engage fans and elicit more immersive 

gameplay, producers also need to find a way to manage the audience’s attention—to 

bring it back to the show itself. This is a common problem across media and, arguably, 

television has found more sophisticated ways to manage and engage audiences than other 

media. As Stephanie Vie points out in “Digital Divide 2.0: ‘Generation M’ and Online 

Social Networking Sites in the Composition Classroom,” “Online social networking sites 

are poised to thrive in an economy of attention; advertisements and viral videos can be 

passed rapidly from user to user in a site like MySpace and quickly reach an audience of 

millions” (16). CBS has already realized this to a certain extent and has, like many other 

networks, the obligatory Facebook page, which is used to extend gameplay and 

knowledge-making in a more accessible and personable form than the website. The real 

promise of social media, however, became evident when Jeff Probst began interacting 
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with viewers on Twitter by live-tweeting both the east and west coast premieres of each 

episode, which further engages viewers by providing a person as an easily-accessible 

point of contact with the show but also drives audiences back to the television set—a 

remarkable and lucrative feat in this age of portable media. Both social media sites act as 

significant, easily accessible places for viewers to obtain information about the show in a 

personalized manner. 

 As of February 1, 2012, Survivor has 2.5 million fans on Facebook. While the 

number of Facebook fans pales in comparison to larger popular music acts like Justin 

Bieber or heavily trafficked websites such as YouTube, the number does represent about 

20 percent of the total estimated viewing audience from the previous season of the 

program. As of this writing, the most recent posts focus on the upcoming season, 

introducing the newest castaways to the Facebook audience through videos. Each of the 

videos receives hundreds of comments ranging from the generic “Can’t wait!” to more 

critical insights into the program, its casting, and the promises of another change in the 

format. The official Survivor Facebook page essentially acts as a bulletin board where 

producers can post videos and pictures, since the posts focus largely on promotion. 

However, a closer look at the rhetorical strategies used on Facebook illustrates how the 

producers continue to provide insider information to fans through an easily accessible 

medium and how fans who might not seek out less mainstream sources of information 

about the show engage in dialogue. 

 The Facebook page also clarifies how the Survivor community engages in role 

play and knowledge-making in response to the rhetorical invitation sent out by producers, 
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often going beyond what producers even have in mind. In “Towards a Mediological 

Method: A Framework for Critically Engaging Dimensions of a Medium,” Melinda 

Turnley discusses the how media forms subjective roles for users and audiences, 

describing how users are subject to the limitations of the medium and must work within 

those parameters—not, notably, unlike the context for game play. Specifically, Turnley 

argues, “Online spaces, including websites like YouTube and Facebook, expand the 

forms and venues for presenting ourselves online. Creating a public presence, however, 

entails a certain kind of accountability because authorial intention cannot ‘fix’ 

multimedia artifacts with particular intended meanings” (136). Though Turnley is 

concerned with the subjectivity and empowerment of users, this idea is worth noting in 

terms of producers as well. Survivor producer’s main goal is obviously to increase 

engagement and therefore viewership, while bringing more eyes to more ads; as with any 

Facebook user, Survivor is also unable to fix meaning and Facebook fans use these posts 

to create their own identities, communities, and practices surrounding the show.  

 Posts on Facebook also drive fans toward Twitter every Wednesday for the 

broadcast of the show. The move to Twitter was Probst’s idea and he began live-tweeting 

each episode on both east and eest coast time. His goal was to interact more intimately 

with viewers and, as executive producer, get feedback from fans, including suggestions 

for future players, locations, and challenges. Initially, the network believed that their 

social media presence was already well developed and that live-tweeting shows would 

not add anything to the brand. But Probst discovered that “You can pose a question and 

within two or three seconds you'll have several hundred responses, and you're able to go 
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back to the creative team with that intel. In fact, part of the reason Ozzy is on the show is 

because I randomly tweeted “Who would you like to see back?” (qtd. in Silberman). The 

instant feedback Twitter provides to producers has obvious implications for Survivor’s 

bottom-line and began to connect viewers with producers and with each other in both 

immediate and intimate ways. 

 Though many people argue that social media is isolating, Probst has managed to 

construct a fairly compelling online relationship with viewers. In addition to Twitter, 

Probst has also begun adding video to the Wednesday night line-up where he answers fan 

questions via video-based messaging service, Tout. He decided to start posting video 

messages during live commercial breaks, because, “Video is the next phase in the 

evolution of how we communicate online. The Web has gone from text to image and now 

to video. Touting during Survivor is a great way to experiment. It connects me with 

Survivor fans, engages them more in the show and paves the way for what I hope will 

ultimately become a global conversation” (qtd. in Lawler). The content of the video posts 

is based on questions submitted by fans via Twitter during each episode; they range from 

questions about the challenges or contestants to personal questions to broader views of 

reality TV and the future of Survivor. Not only does Probst provide a much-needed 

distraction from commercials, along with invaluable insight, but he also produces the 

short videos at home on his computer. The Tout posts are, in many ways, more intimate 

than his Twitter feed. The videos are shot in Probst’s home, in what appears to be his 

office. So not only are viewers allowing Probst into their homes on Wednesday nights, 

but he is also inviting them into his—again exploiting the intimate nature of the medium. 
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The setting constructs intimacy and reciprocity, even in the age of reality TV when every 

struggling celebrity is offering up their life for scrutiny. Television has always been an 

intimate medium in some ways, but Probst has managed to bring those behind and in 

front of the cameras even closer to those watching at home. The impact of that intimacy 

and the way it manifests is what impressed CBS. Live tweeting the broadcast produced 

incentives for viewers to turn in to their TV sets at the scheduled hour; this kind of 

synchronicity is difficult, if not impossible, to recreate. 

 Probst’s use of Twitter and Tout is also an important in that it invites viewers into 

the text and provides immediate feedback on the actions of the castaways as it is being 

experienced by the viewers. Viewers ask questions on Twitter, then Probst answers them 

live on Tout. Given that one of the important functions of play is how it enables learning, 

this kind of immediate feedback cannot be underestimated. No one has more information 

or experience with the show, so his answers give fans feedback and information on their 

own reading of the castaway’s gameplay and the show as whole. Not only is this 

interaction happening in real time, simulating a conversation between the two parties, but 

Probst also provides an important incentive to get fans to post questions. Specifically, for 

those whose questions he chooses to answer, Probst give them a buff, which is the piece 

of circular fabric that can be worn as headgear, skirt, tube top, and so forth. Survivor 

provides the castaways with buffs in order to identify which team they are on. When 

Probst gives them to fans, he is literally making them part of the Survivor team and part 

of the game.   
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Emergent Play: How Fans Extend Narrative and Gameplay 

 The efforts of producers in this rhetorically complex situation are not the only 

ones that are noteworthy here however. Many viewers extend their own experiences far 

beyond the sanctioned forums, investing considerable time and effort into the production 

of their own websites, blogs, diatribes, mash-ups, and various other digital texts. Other 

than CBS-related sites, that previously mentioned Google search was made up of a large 

number of fan sites—typically message boards, personal blogs, and fantasy games—that 

are predominantly noncommercial (though some have ads). The personal blogs, about 

10% of the overall results, are mostly comprised of episode recaps and analysis, 

predictions, and news. The three most heavily trafficked are Bitchy Survivor, Brenda’s 

Survivor Blog, and Let Me On, a Canadian blog where one man campaigns Survivor to 

allow him on the show despite his nation of origin. Additionally, five other personal 

blogs appeared in the search that are general TV blogs, discussing a wide range of shows, 

which also happen to recap Survivor such as Reality Steve. Because blogs as a genre are 

generally reader-centered and exist to engage larger audiences in dialogue, the relatively 

small number of personal blogs is probably somewhat misleading. The discussions that 

take place on them are nearly identical to those that appear in the highly-trafficked fan 

forums and message boards, and the biggest difference between the two is that blogs 

begin without a built-in community of fans, making forums an easier option for those 

looking to discuss the show. 

 Fan forums and message boards made up an additional 10% of the Survivor 

search results. Survivor Sucks, for instance, has about 1.3 million threads in the Survivor 
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forums and each thread contains numerous replies—many in the thousands. Notably, it is 

just one of many similar sites: Survivor Fever, Survivor Skills, Survivor Addict, Survivor 

Junkie, Survivor Shrine, Survivor Fan Wiki, Survivor Wikia, Survivor Fandom, and so 

forth. Most of these sites also contain some version of Survivor fantasy games, though 

there are some stand alone fantasy sites as well such as Fantasy Survivor and Lance’s 

Survivor Pick ‘Em Game. Though Survivor Sucks is the oldest and most active of these 

sites (and there are certainly people who participate in multiple forums), they all continue 

to host current, active discussions. Furthermore, the discussion takes shape visually on 

YouTube (supplemented by discussion in the related threads) where there are a variety of 

video-based tributes to the show. Like the sanctioned forums, most of the interaction 

entails role-playing—as player and critic—and the analysis of strategy. Furthermore, 

each of these forums also deal in news, and, significantly, spoiling. 

 While the complexity and sophistication of the texts that make up these sites vary 

drastically, they are worth studying, specifically from a rhetorical perspective, to see 

what motivates this output, what aspects of the program they respond to, and what 

available means of persuasion viewers employ in their responses. Though reality TV fans 

are often painted as unsuspecting dupes who buy such dangerous representations of 

reality, the wide variety of texts produced by fans indicates otherwise. In his 

ethnographic study of television audiences, Textual Poachers: Television Fans and 

Participatory Culture, Henry Jenkins combats the stereotypes of fans as mindless 

consumers who are socially isolated and awkward. Instead he argues that fans are often 

the most critical viewers and actively look for ways to insert themselves into the action. It 
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is important to note that Jenkins conducted his study in 1992 before the either reality TV 

or the Internet had fundamentally changed the entertainment media landscape. However, 

the popularity of reality TV and the ease with which the Internet promotes fan 

communities only serves to strengthen his argument. Whereas early fans committed hours 

to writing fan fiction and putting together zines, the accessibility of participatory media 

tools can make anyone a fan and the output of that reality is staggering. Survivor fans 

engage in shared knowledge building through the use of digital participatory 

technologies, using that knowledge to produce technically and rhetorically sophisticated 

texts. Such texts demonstrate an extension of play, as they play with the content of the 

show, each other, and the language of reality TV to extend their experience of Survivor. 

Survivor Fictions: Multimodal Tributes on the Forums and YouTube 

 Zines were once a significant part of fan culture and required an inordinate 

amount of time, glue, and paper, along with a significant copy budget. Fan zines often 

included fan fiction, which allowed fans to play with the narratives, tropes, characters, 

and various other aspects of their favorite shows. While the product of this fan behavior 

was critical and thoughtful, it also had an extremely limited audience. Karen Hellekson 

and Kristina Bosse, editors of Fan Fiction and Fan Communities in the Age of the 

Internet, point out, “Technological tools affect not only dissemination and reception, but 

also production, interaction and even demographics” (13). For obvious reasons, 

geography and lack of resources to aid in distribution often necessarily meant that zines’ 

readership was limited to others who passed through a local coffee shop, other students at 

the author’s high school, or, for some more well-to-do fans, fellow fans at a national 
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convention. Though a computer and software are certainly not free, their widespread 

availability in workplaces, schools, and libraries, as well as the decreasing cost of these 

technologies, make them more accessible than a copy machine or video camera were to 

fans a couple of decades ago. Social media has drastically changed the fan’s world, 

making it easier for more people to act like fans through increased consumption but also 

inturn, an increase in their own production of texts. Indeed, Wiki’s, websites, and 

YouTube are similar to zines in that they are multimodal tributes, but they clearly have 

wider, easier, and cheaper distribution than TV fans of the 80s could imagine. 

 While Survivor does not seem to lend itself to the kind of playful reimagining that 

fictional shows such as Buffy the Vampire Slayer do, there actually is a small, devoted 

group of fans who reproduce the show in various forms. Like more traditional fan fiction, 

Survivor seasons have been rewritten in story form where fans imagine what would 

happen if the conditions, decisions, and alliances of a season were different. Likewise, 

fans use YouTube to share and discuss fan-produced videos that perform a similar type of 

reworking of the show. In “Making Our Voices Heard: Young Adult Females Writing 

Participatory Fan Fiction,” Susana Coleman discusses her own role as a writer of fan 

fiction and how it relates to the larger community of fans online: 

Our participation goes beyond merely consuming cultural products such as 
television shows, movies, and videogames. Instead we invest considerable 
time and effort online both researching the original text that is the basis for 
our fan fiction and interrupting this text as we write, reshaping into what 
we deem a more satisfactory narrative and exposing this new text to other 
fans. (96) 
 

By using Nedra Reynolds’ concept of interruption, she confronts the way fanship has 

been historically feminized and, more importantly for this dissertation, consciously 



 147 

reinforces the agency and activity that fans can invoke. In the case of Survivor, fans use 

multimodal composing techniques and social media to play with the conventions of the 

program, produce their own meaningful arguments, and contribute to the shared 

knowledge of the Survivor community.  

 In the fan-generated Survivor forums—particularly on Survivor Sucks and 

Survivor Addicts—fans further the depth and detail of their speculation by writing their 

own fan fiction. Sometimes they simply rewrite seasons and other times they imagine all 

their favorite past players in the ultimate “All-Stars” episode (or some other themed 

episode). Jenkins details the approach of one particular Survivor fan fiction writer in 

Convergence Culture. Jenkins describes how the writer, Mario Lanza, writes fictional 

episodes of an imagined all-star season set in locations such as Greece or Alaska. During 

the off-season, he releases one episode per week that, like the show, focuses on strategy, 

but also pays particular attention to motivation—a luxury of this literary approach. 

Jenkins notes that Lanza even tries to maintain the most important aspect of the show by 

incorporating chance: “So as he started to write the challenges, he rolled a dice to see 

which team or player wins and then wrote the scene accordingly. A single roll of the dice 

could wipe out weeks of planning, much as it did for the producers of the television, and 

as a consequence, the stories are full of surprise twists and turns that capture something 

of the spirit of the series” (39-41). Jenkins offers this example as a counterpoint to 

spoiling, which I will explore shortly, noting that it goes one step beyond spoiling by 

imagining how the characters respond to fictional situations and settings. Fan fiction also 

necessitates playfulness. Writers play with the medium and the genre when they write 
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“the script” for a reality show. They role-play when they imagine what each player would 

do in the imaginary situation. And, they play a game with their own text by maintaining 

the element of chance within the fictional text.  

 Lanza’s fan fiction is noteworthy because it has become popular with former 

Survivor participants, which has given him access to interviews to get a better sense of 

their motivations and reasoning, which he then incorporates into his stories; however, 

even less renowned fan fiction writers employ a similar set of skills toward the end of 

critical, productive, and celebratory extension of Survivor. For instance, on the Survivor 

Addicts boards, user “Taloson,” displays intimate knowledge with the castaways 

themselves and with the conventions of the program. Taloson’s first “episode” contains 

the introduction by Jeff Probst, which even replicates the rhythm of his delivery using 

ellipses: “This… is Survivor All Stars. They are all assembled in this rowing boat, Jon, 

Kelly not knowing what to do next. Will past relationships come back to help them, Rich 

or haunt them? Jerri These castaways claim they’re the best of the best? Well, it’s time to 

prove it. 39 DAYS, 20 PEOPLE, 1… SURVIVOR! [sic]” (“Survivor All Stars”). Taloson 

also puts the castaways names in italics to indicate how the camera cuts to them to 

illustrate who exactly Probst is talking about in this fictional intro to “Survivor All Stars: 

Fan Fiction.”  

In addition to commercial breaks and picking establishing shots for the intro, 

Taloson shows a critical understanding of the conventions of the genre through the use of 

the confessional, which also works to reinforce Taloson’s credibilty. As the primary 

means of contact with the audience, the confessional encourages identification and 
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intimacy. Rhetorically, the confessional invites audiences into the text by breaking the 

fourth wall, simulating interaction between the viewer and viewed, and giving audiences 

access to information that is framed as private and therefore more ‘true’ than other parts 

of the narrative. In Taloson’s piece, one of the all-stars is Sue, who made it to the finals 

of the first season and is a critical part of Talosons’ first episode:  

SUE (confessional): I have my own take on all the winners. Richard, well, 
I think I’ve said enough about him, Tina is sweet, but a little too much of a 
Stepford wife, Ethan is a pretty boy soccer player, Vecepia, she’s the most 
lazy person I’ve ever seen, Brian, I actually like Brian. Good work ethic. 
Jenna, don’t know how the hell she won, Sandra is actually quite feisty, 
and Chris, he looks so alone all the time. But my main focus is on Rich. 
Kelly, well, you know all about that. (“Survivor All Stars”) 
 

This confessional is written to not only conform to Sue’s personality—working class, 

aggressive, and outspoken—but it also reflects the opinions of many avid fans of the 

show. These are the kind of comments that define confessionals in that these opinions 

could not be stated within the show without offending people and giving away strategy. 

But, by acknowledging well-known weaknesses and strengths of the past winners, the 

fictional Sue connects with the audiences in the fan forums, reaffirms the group’s 

collective impression, and establishes the writer’s credibility.  

 The seriousness with which these fan fiction pieces are created is also evident in 

the careful avoidance of spoilers. Fan forums typically establish their own guidelines for 

preventing spoilers of the broadcast—by omitting important information from subject 

lines or labeling a post as a spoiler—and fan fiction authors spoiler-proof their episodes 

in a variety of similar ways.  The eliminations, in particular, are hidden so that readers 

cannot see them before they get to that part of the narrative or accidentally stumble upon 
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the outcome. Taloson, for instance, posts who gets eliminated and how each tribe 

member voted, with their short statement about why they voted that way, in a font that is 

the same color and the background of the forums, so the reader must highlight the text to 

read it. “RyanCahill98,” author of “Survivor: Easter Island” on Survivor Sucks, uses a 

spoiler tag, with a minimized symbol next to it, which requires the reader to click on it to 

then reveal the elimination in a dropdown. As with real spoilers, the avoidance of spoilers 

in fan fiction reveals the commitment of those who participate in the fan fiction aspect of 

the Survivor community and reinforces the importance of chance. Even in fictional 

situations, knowing the outcome does spoil the game by preventing play. 

 These fictional retellings of Survivor are also presented as visual arguments on 

YouTube. Of the 245 videos that result from a YouTube search of “Survivor fan CBS,” 

there are really only a few different types of videos: audition videos, fan-made intros 

(both remixes of the actual intros to various seasons and intros for seasons with fictional 

casts), and a fan-made reality show, Survivor: Bush, which features a full season shot in 5 

days with 16 participants. While the audition videos do demonstrate some rhetorical 

sophistication in terms of soliciting other fans for feedback, the audition tapes on 

YouTube are, for the most part, simply visual testaments to the intensity of their fanship 

and desire to get on the show. The intro videos and fan-made reality show, on the other 

hand, are texts that actively reimagine Survivor, playing with the conventions of the 

genre, while adding multimodal composing techniques to the use of social media. 

 As noted, the fan-made intros take two general approaches. In the first, fans mash-

up—edit together short clips of audio and video into a new sequence—the music and 
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video from the intro sequences to different seasons and produce a new intro sequence 

using the same settings and castaways. While other fans write pages and pages of text to 

demonstrate their commitment to the show, fans who create these types of remixes of 

Survivor intros do much the same thing by attending to the details of the introductory 

sequence of the show. For instance, YouTube user, “Nickelstank,” created a new intro 

combining the establishing shots and cast of seasons 10 and 16. One commenter, 

“Dragoondaniel,” responds by deconstructing the exact sequence and sources of the new 

intro: “The mix of the song went something like this for those interested: Survivor 

Guatemala - Fiji - China - Fiji - China - Vanuatu - Exile Island - Guatemala - Palau - 

Guatemala - China - Exile Island. Very well done, IMHO. But I think whoever the music 

artist is, could improve it further by adding a bit more of Vanuatu, which had a great intro 

music” (“Survivor Micronesia Fan Mix”). This description makes is clear that writing can 

only accomplish some of what fans can do in other mediums. In Writing Spaces, Jay 

David Bolter argues, “What is unnatural in print becomes natural in the electronic 

medium and will soon no longer need saying at all, because it can be shown” (143). In 

this case, fans take the most consistent element of the show and remix it to enhance the 

rhetorical effect, which is meant to establish setting, character, and the primitive dangers 

of the environment that Survivor strives to maintain—something they would be unable to 

do through textual means. As the comment also suggests, other fans make a game out of 

guessing which elements of the intro come from which seasons, demonstrating who is the 

biggest fan through play. 

 Furthermore, the videos demonstrate both sophisticated literacy practices and an 
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understanding of the evolving nature of digital literacies. Some fan-made intros mirror 

the arguments made in forums and fan fiction by putting together the ultimate Survivor 

cast in an intro for the show they would like to see. Fans use various strategies for 

picking these casts with some simply picking the players they personally liked, picking 

players based on themes like “strategists vs. physical dominators,” or letting other fans 

vote for the cast, mimicking the casting practices of some other reality programs. In 

“Reframing Fan Videos,” Angelina Karpovich points out that fan videos can 

“dramatically juxtapose the characters’ actions with the lyrics of the song, reframing the 

characters and their relationships and thus altering their significance; or it can bring 

together characters from multiple sources” (19). Regardless of the purpose of the intros, 

they all display this playfulness with conventions, which is impossible to replicate in 

writing, while also demonstrating both technical and rhetorical literacies.  Specifically, 

they display a facility with the technical aspects of video editing and social media, but 

they also show critical engagement with and understanding of the language of television 

and reality TV in particular. Additionally, fans view this production as a fun, enjoyable 

activity not as work or learning. 

 An even more notable example of the way fans interact with Survivor is the fan 

made show, Survivor: Bush. Josh Pereira, the creator of Survivor: Bush, is a 20-year-old 

college student who produced his version of Survivor with 8 friends over 3 days. He then 

produced a second season featuring 16 participants on a friend’s Louisiana property. The 

second season, Hidden Oaks, was filmed in 5 days with 4 cameras, $5000, and took a 

year to put together in post-production. Promoting his show on the Survivor: Bush 
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website, Pereira explains, “This new season of Survivor rivals actual seasons and 

promises to be just as entertaining. Here we are continuing the lasting tradition set by 

CBS and the Survivor show and presenting real people facing real problems.” Pereira 

recreates the show with incredible attention to detail. As the host,  he wears the same 

uniform as Probst; delivers lines in a similar diction and rhythm; sets up challenges that 

exploit the same types of skills; and, edits the content to emphasize the mix of physical 

and social elements that make up the game. The participants in Pereira’s show, young 

adults between the ages of 15 and 20, are relatively unfamiliar with show. Some have 

never seen an episode. But they are adequately versed in the conventions of reality TV. In 

an interview with “The Daily Reveille,” one participants says, “We were in Survivor 

mode. You didn’t know who you could trust” (Nunez). Survivor: Bush does have real 

stakes (the winner gets $250), but they are clearly playing this game as though it were the 

real Survivor. They play the role of villain and confidant with aplomb and use the 

confessional to divulge their impressions of the game. The immersion Pereira achieves in 

the course of this 5-day shoot promotes real gameplay on the part of the participants and 

those who watch along on YouTube. 

 Just as kids are socialized through play, Pereira learns the craft of television 

through his play with Survivor. As a mass communications major, Pereira is clearly a fan 

of Survivor and has studied it extensively. In creating his own show, he not only practices 

the technical conventions of the show—playing host, cameraman, director, editor, casting 

agent, and so forth—but he considers what it takes to make and promote a television 

show in the 21st century. As a result, the show has its own website, Twitter feed, 
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Facebook Page, Forums, fantasy game, casting application, and blog. He has given 

interviews to his local college paper and TV Guide. He has played every role and thought 

through the various institutional contexts that affect the production and distribution of a 

TV show. This type of play is what Brian Sutton-Smith describes as play as progress in 

The Ambiguity of Play. Play as progress refers to the learning that takes place as children 

progress into adults, learning cultural roles and expectations through games. Pereira’s 

play with Survivor clearly demonstrates play as progress, but it is also worth noting that 

this demonstrates Sutton’s notion of “playful forms of play,” in which the player is able 

to “convert their own playful characteristics into play scenarios for other” (46). Pereira 

does this physically, by setting up the actual show, but also through the use of social 

media to extend this play to other fans of Survivor.  

Spoiling Survivor: Fans “Outwit, Outlast, and Outplay” Producers (Sometimes)  

 Spoilers have always been a part of Survivor, but they reached a peak in terms of 

the types of spoilers and the response by Burnett’s production company in the 2009-10 

seasons. The reason for this is simple: Jim Early, a frequent contributor to the spoiler 

section of Survivor Sucks, revealed the order of boots and the season’s winners for two 

consecutive seasons. While information like this had leaked before as a result of intensive 

investigative work, Early claimed he was getting the information from someone involved 

with the show. CBS, as a result, decided to file a lawsuit against Early in order to 

discover who was leaking Survivor secrets to the public. To put an end to the lawsuit, 

Early would eventually admit that his source was Russell Hantz, the most notorious 

villain to ever play the game, who appeared on three separate seasons of the show, 
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including the two Early had posted spoilers for. CBS’s decision to file a lawsuit against 

Early was unusual move for the network, because they had long turned a blind eye to 

spoilers. However, the real possibility that this incident was a breach of contract instead 

of the kind of intense play that generally characterizes spoiling was in some ways also a 

breach of the spoiling rules that producers and fans implicitly agree to. 

 Beyond the fans who play along at home trying to determine who will be the next 

to go home and who will ultimately win, there is a large contingent of online players who 

also participate in the such prognostication, though their timing and techniques place 

them in the category of “spoilers,” which is a very specific kind of player. For them, the 

opportunity to pull back the curtain on the show, to beat the producers at their own game, 

is part of the thrill of reality TV. Spoilers can range from people who comment on or blog 

about the results of a reality competition from the East Coast before the rest of the 

country has had a chance to watch the episode to those who redirect satellites in order to 

spy on Survivor contestants and challenges. The black market economy of reality TV 

deals in information about the casting, the order of eliminations, specific challenges, the 

final four, and the ultimate winner. Indeed, some people and websites have become so 

good at spoiling shows that they know not only who the ultimate winner is but also what 

happens at every step of the production process. 

 While some might argue that spoilers simply provide more publicity, reality TV, 

as mentioned previously, depends largely on unpredictability and suspense for its appeal. 

Reality shows, unlike game shows, play out over the course of a season with each 

episode moving the narrative along with the same players who start the game. 
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Timeliness, therefore, is integral to the reality genre; basically, a spoiled show is 

impossible to play along with since the players, strategies, and outcome are known ahead 

of time. Producers, therefore, go to great lengths to prevent information about their shows 

from getting out ahead of time, attempting to discredit well-known bloggers by feeding 

them misinformation and imposing strict bans on the participants and crewmembers. 

Anyone associated with Survivor, for instance, has to sign a confidentiality agreement 

that includes significant fines—rumored to be around $5 million—for breach of contract. 

 While the publication of spoilers is, in and of itself, a contentious issue in 

entertainment media, the significance of the phenomenon goes beyond the effect it has 

viewer’s enjoyment and ability to play along with the program. For those who do the 

spoiling, the search for information is the game. Because the show is filmed months 

before it airs—like most gamedocs—viewers know that there are people who know the 

outcome before they do. Gaining that knowledge before the general public is the goal. 

The amount of time, effort, and invention that goes into uncovering the outcome of a 

season before it is aired is compelling enough to devote hundreds of hours toward and 

heightens their investment in the program itself. Survivor’s slogan, “Outwit, Outplay, 

Outlast” may be meant as a blueprint for how castaways have to win the game, but fans, 

in particular, take the “outwit” portion to heart and often direct their energies toward 

outwitting Burnett himself. Mark Burnett acknowledges that spoiling is part of the game, 

so to speak, and that the lengths producer’s go to hide the program’s secrets work to 

make the program that much more attractive:  

With so much of our show shrouded in secrecy until it’s broadcast, it 
makes complete sense that many individuals consider it a challenge to try 
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to gain information before it’s officially revealed —sort of like code they 
are determined to crack. While it’s my job to keep our fans on their toes 
and stay one step ahead, it’s fascinating to hear some of the lengths these 
individuals are willing to go to. (qtd. In Jenkins 25-6) 
 

He even points out that “spoiling is part of the fun,” while also admitting that it keeps 

people invested in the show which is good for everyone involved. And Burnett is right. 

 The process of spoiling often takes a lot of time, incredible patience, an eye for 

detail, and some technical know-how. Overall, Chillone describes the process of spoiling 

succinctly in his book, The Spoiler: Revealing the Secrets of Survivor, when he says, “I 

used careful strategy, a fair amount of wit, some intelligence-gathering techniques I had 

learned from rubbing elbows with professional detectives and ‘spies,’ a good amount of 

luck, and a lot of determination to tap into the some of the most closely guarded secrets 

this side of the CIA” (Marson xiii).  

 In the upcoming season, Survivor: One World, has been a relatively unspoiled one 

up to this point. No one has vacationed in the same location where the show was shot (as 

in the other famous spoiling case involving “ChillOne”) and nobody associated with 

show has broken their confidentiality agreement. That is not to say, however, that the 

enterprising spoilers at Survivor Sucks have been idle. In fact, with a season that has not 

had any big breaks, the spoilers try that much harder to break the code by analyzing 

information released by the network itself. On February 03, 2012, CBS released press 

photos of the first challenge. Spoilers at Survivor Sucks immediately began EXIF’ing 

(extracting the storage data that digital cameras attach to each photo) the photos in order 

to assess when they were taken and in what order. The photos were posted at 4:37PM, 

another user began EXIF’ing them at 8:14PM, and other users began analyzing the 
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sequence and drawing conclusions from them by 8:20PM. Many of the conclusions 

attempt to reconcile the photos with other information gathered from Twitter that 

indicated one player broke her arm. Her absence from many of the “Day 3” photos 

suggests to many of the spoilers that she broke her arm in or around the first challenge 

and was flown out as another spoiler confirmed previously when describing five “actor” 

types that were on a plane with him departing the location around the time of filming. 

 Of course, this kind of spoiling is subtle when compared to the spoiling work of 

long-time, dedicated spoilers such as Dan and Wezzie, whose work Jenkins details in 

Convergence Culture. Working as a team (though they live thousands of miles apart), the 

two analyze the comments made by those affiliated with the show looking for little clues 

about the next location and then consult with their network of travel agents, tourism 

officials, and others related to the travel business. They consider what kind of location is 

required in order to provide isolation, livable conditions, appropriate weather, and so 

forth: “‘ We look at latitude, climate, political systems, populations, density, road 

systems, ports, accommodations, attractions, culture, predominant religion, and proximity 

to past Survivor locations” (qtd. in Jenkins 33). Additionally, Dan has made contacts with 

satellite imaging companies who can take photos from space of the suspected shooting 

locations. Once Dan and Wezzie figure out the locations, other spoilers take up the work 

of figuring out who the cast is and how long they are on the show. Some of the most 

common techniques used to determine the order of eliminations is to track down 

contestants, take their picture, and then estimate how long they played the game based on 

how emaciated they look. The skinnier the castaway, the longer they were in the game. In 
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this way, as “ChillOne” suggests, spoilers play many roles in the process of spoiling the 

show, ranging from detective to teacher to producer. Spoilers role-play in the process of 

figuring out the puzzle that is Survivor challenging the rules and guidelines laid out by 

Burnett and the other Survivor producers. 

 This emergent play, while unplanned for by producers, shows significant 

investment by a handful of viewers, though it has a direct impact upon most other 

viewers. Spoiling is, in and of itself, a game with its own rules logic, and etiquette. New 

media technology and social media allow viewers to not only engage in this gameplay but 

also form communities around it, sharing information, producing knowledge, and joining 

teams to play against the producers. While it is easy for those not familiar with spoiling 

to be surprised—and perhaps critical—of the time and energy that goes into this 

endeavor, spoiling provides a compelling site of study for the formation of affinity 

groups, which I will discuss in Chapter 5, and the ways in which new media encourages 

play to produce a highly active, productive viewing audience. 

Recognizing Play in the TV-Viewing Experience 

 Certainly, Mark Andrejevic is correct when he argues that sites that promote fan 

feedback “can be enlisted by producers as a form of instant feedback—a free online focus 

group, as it were—as well as a marketing tool and an invitation for viewers to identify 

with the imperatives of the producers” (iSpy 139). Much like Jenkins privileges the 

enjoyment and complexity of this type of fan behavior, Andrejevic focuses on the ways 

in which it benefits the producers with only a cursory acknowledgment of the powerful 

ways viewers are also using social media. But fans are equally empowered. Digital 
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participatory media offer fans multiple avenues through which they can fulfill the early 

promises of reality television—to have a hand in the production of television—and also, 

as shown throughout the case study, various ways to play with television. Most 

importantly for rhetoric and writing scholars, however, is the immense amount of 

production taking place in Survivor’s affinity spaces. Both the celebratory approach to 

convergence and the construction of interactivity as work ignore the amount of writing 

and critical engagement that the marriage of television and social media produces. 

Beyond the sheer volume of production, fans also demonstrate rhetorical awareness in 

terms of audience, context, and, particularly, genre. As a result, the rhetorical relationship 

that has long characterized television viewing is continually challenged in fan fiction, 

forums, videos, and assorted other spaces, where the interaction, productivity, and 

experimentation that occurs is more accurately defined as play rather than consumption. 
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CHAPTER 5: WHAT REALITY TELEVISION CAN TEACH US ABOUT SELF-
MOTIVATED WRITING 

 
“For me, blogging was a gradual climb. I’ve certainly grown as a blogger, and a writer 
through blogging. It’s almost been a science for me, an experiment. Constant checking 
and revising. Replying and surprising. I’m definitely not the writer I was 4 months ago. 
[…] I have also learned that commenting provides a great gauge for a writer’s ability to 
elicit responses from an audience. This is one of the most enjoyable aspects of blogging. 
Knowing that people will be reading and commenting on my ideas makes the process all 
that more stimulating and fun.” –WRTG 3020 student 
 
 In the fall of 2011, I was teaching a topics-based writing class called, “Television 

and American Culture,” which I had been teaching every semester for a number of years. 

Because blogging is an integral part of the online television community, especially reality 

television, I require students to blog and comment on each other’s blogs at least once a 

week. In terms of content, the only requirement is that the students have to engage with 

some aspect of the television industry. Students become familiar with the genre of blogs, 

study how other television bloggers approach the task, and (hopefully) approach their 

own blogs rhetorically. In other words, it is a fairly open-ended assignment in many 

ways. One day a student came to my office hours to ask me about podcasts, which are 

simply digital audio recordings made available for listening and downloading on 

websites. He wanted to know how to produce one and if it counted as a blog post, 

because he had heard one on another blog and really enjoyed the experience of listening 

to television criticism instead of reading it. I walked him through the technical details—

which are not all that technical—of making a podcast and assured him that it did indeed 

count. Plenty of bloggers offer podcasts as an alternative or supplement to their regular 

written posts. 
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 A few days later he posted the podcast on our class blog. He had recruited two 

other people from the class and another student from a psychology class to talk about the 

most recent episode of Teen Mom. The podcast was about 45-minutes long, critical, and 

utterly enjoyable to listen to. What struck me about this project most was that, though 

none of the students had ever created a podcast before, they were clearly enjoying the 

discussion and the whole process; their analysis of the program was not only engaging 

but also remarkably critical. In the podcast, they talk about, among other things, the 

construction of class on the show and the way abortion is silently condemned. They also 

discuss whether the program glamorizes teen pregnancy or serves the educational goals 

stated by the producers, deciding that celebrity culture itself glamorizes the circumstances 

of these young mothers. The psychology student, who was not in any of my classes, 

played the role of “guest expert” and contributed some research on the psychological 

effect of fame on children and the emotional hardships of young, single parents. As the 

instructor, this podcast was an illuminating moment for me. Though I had never said the 

blog posts had to be text-based, that is exactly how students were reading the assignment. 

 Indeed this example illustrates the types of lessons that reality television can teach 

us, rhetoric and composition scholars and practitioners, about how the invitation to play 

prompts self-motivated writing and illustrates contemporary literacy practices, 

specifically the composition practices that define digital spaces. At that point in time, the 

vast majority of my students were posting traditional text-based blog posts, though I had 

never given them a word count or told they could not put together visual or aural 

arguments. The context of the blogging itself—a university writing class—had shaped 
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student’s perception of the possibilities even though blogging is not traditional academic 

writing to begin with. As television fans themselves, this group had clearly thought about 

the habits of other 21st-century television fans, produced a response to a current program 

based on that consideration, and learned new technical skills in the process. These 

students implicitly understood that “the various materialities of a text contribute to how 

it, like its producers and consumers, is read and understood” (Wysocki 15). In their 

experimentation with form and role-play, they found a way to present their analysis of 

Teen Mom in a way that was not only critical but also playful and fun. The other students 

in the class all commented that it was akin to being part of a conversation with friends. 

They felt included in that conversation—like they were part of a community. 

Reality TV, Play, and Multimodal Composition 

The importance of this classroom experience is, in many ways, an extension of 

the discussions of reality TV, play, and digital composition in the previous chapters. In 

this dissertation, I have examined contemporary reality television as a site of playful 

interaction, which encourages audiences to play along with the producers and program. 

Because the viewing practices of audiences are so fractured in terms of time, location, 

and media, I frame reality TV as a convergent text—one that extends reality television 

experiences across multiple media platforms—subsequently challenging much of the 

scholarship on television before the convergence of old and new media. In order to frame 

this activity as play, I also explore the ways play has been theorized across disciplines, 

beginning with Huizinga’s and Caillois’ foundational studies of play as culture, which 

not only influenced all the research on play to follow but also set the stage for 
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considerations of media as forms of play and therefore this dissertation. I also consider 

the contributions of rhetoric and composition to the study of play. Within our discipline, 

play has largely been theorized by those in computers and composition who are interested 

in the pedagogical potential of video games and those who have theorized genre in terms 

of social action, which can be used to create an immersive experience (Freedman et al.; 

Fisher).  

I use this exploration of play to frame a case study of one of the most popular and 

influential reality contemporary reality programs, Survivor.  Specifically, play is the 

result of a complex set of interactions among Survivor’s producers, fans, and the program 

itself. Producers rhetorically extend the invitation to play at the site of consumption 

through generic choices that immerse the viewer in the action of the show, giving them a 

insider’s perspective visually and aurally. This immersion forces viewers to act, to choose 

which details to focus on and assign meaning to. Producers extend this action into online 

spaces such as the CBS website, Facebook, and Twitter, where Jeff Probst literally makes 

some viewers part of the tribe through his interactions. I have chosen to focus on 

Survivor, in particular, because Jeff Probst has made a concerted effort to engage fans in 

increasingly innovative ways. The program is a compelling example of the ways old 

media is adapting to the challenges of new media by creating a more engaging experience 

across platforms through play—which is manifested more easily in online environments. 

It is, in many ways, a glimpse of what is to come if old media want to survive. More 

importantly, I have also explored the agency of contemporary television audiences, 

detailing how they extend their own experience through various types of play such as 
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role-play and emergent play. Again, new media is of vital importance here because it 

enables play through easy-to-use, interactive, and readily available means.  

 To conclude my consideration of the way reality television employs and inspires 

play, I want to investigate this analysis’s implications for how writing instructors might 

use the invitation to play in the composition classroom. In Chapter 2, I used Salen and 

Zimmerman’s definition, “free movement within a more rigid structure,” as the starting 

point for useful conception of play.  Throughout my exploration of the scholarship on 

play, I also emphasized the elements of playfulness and experimentation to define play as 

both enjoyable and process-driven as it manifests within the Survivor community. The 

case study provides an overview of the types of composing that characterize the Survivor 

experience and the rhetorical awareness demonstrated by the authors of those texts; it 

also indicates that such composing practices are learned through interaction with genres, 

specifically with texts that challenge and/or conform to the generic characteristics of 

reality television.  Through role-play and emergent play, Survivor fans willingly produce 

critical, thoughtful, complex texts of their own. But, can writing instructors turn students 

into fans or at least provoke fan-like behavior?  

In order to offer methods for replicating the passion, immersion, and voluntary 

production that characterizes fan dynamics, I first explore how play and multimodal 

composition work together, defining multimodal composition and its relationship to 

serious play. I then argue that one compelling way to facilitate multimodal composition 

through play is to envision the classroom as what James Paul Gee defines as an affinity 

space, a space where people congregate drawn by shared interests, which can help 
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instructors of writing extend the invitation to play, promoting emergent play and 

experimentation with writing by students. Finally, I describe several writing assignments 

that can be used in a variety of writing classes in order to expand student’s conception of 

all the available means of persuasion and what that means in terms of contemporary 

literacy practices. Each of these writing assignments can be adapted and revised to reflect 

the needs of different instructors, even those with interests that lie outside of television. 

Multimodal Composition and Serious Play in the Writing Classroom 

 In her keynote address at the 2006 Computers and Writing Conference, titled 

“Writing, Technologies, and the Fifth Canon,” Andrea Lunsford discusses the changes 

that have occurred within the discipline of rhetoric and composition in the past three 

decades. She focuses on how the Program in Writing and Rhetoric at Stanford attempted 

to redefine writing in light of contemporary literacy practices, focusing on writing as 

mediated through “vocal, visual, and verbal” elements. The failures and successes of that 

attempt notwithstanding, she emphasizes the importance of approaching “writing as 

epistemic, performative, multivocal, multimodal, and multimediated” (171). By 

illustrating the complexity of contemporary writing practices, Lunsford brings together 

the work of computers and composition scholars who founded the subfield such as 

Cynthia L. Selfe and Gail E. Haiwasher’s work on visual and digital composition and 

James Porter’s and Kathleen Welch’s reconsideration of delivery for the digital age. 

Together they not only acknowledge the returning importance of the fifth canon, delivery, 

but also that all the available means of persuasion have expanded beyond what is often 

taught in today’s writing classroom. 
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 This complexity is recognized by a number of composition scholars, appearing 

predominantly in arguments for an expanded view of writing to include multimodal 

composition. In “Contending with Terms: ‘Multimodal’ and ‘Multimedia’ in the 

Academic and Public Spheres,” composition scholar Claire Lauer traces the use of the 

term multimodal, which is more commonly used in scholarly work than the public 

sphere, noting that the difference between it and multimedia is clearly one of modes 

versus media. Drawing on Kress and Van Leeuwen, she defines modes as the 

composition elements such as words, sound, and images, while media are the tools used 

to produce and distribute texts. While they are distinct entities, Lauer argues, “Modes and 

media are independent of and interdependent with each other, meaning that although 

media and modes are different from each other, the media we use affect the ways in 

which we can realize meaning through various modes” (227). In other words, media 

establishes the parameters for the kinds of modes that are readily or easily available in a 

given situation. For instance, the expense of camera equipment and the skill required to 

edit film meant that fans of television prior to the 1990s often resorted to interacting with 

their shows through zines, whereas today’s user-friendly apps make editing existing 

footage or shooting an original homage or parody a distinct possibility.  

 Multimodal composition can be understood simply as texts that “exceed the 

alphabetic and may include still and moving images, animations, color, words, music and 

sound” (Selfe, Resources, 1), but the Survivor experience, as I described it, adds some 

additional characteristics of writing that should be considered. Because this dissertation is 

interested in the practices of Survivor in relation to convergence, my research focused 
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mostly on the technologies surrounding the production of the program itself and the 

technologies that enable easily created and disbursed fan production. Indeed, this focus 

on digital technologies reinforces the common belief that multimodal production is 

defined by its focus on the digital, but it is also worth emphasizing here that fans have put 

together their own versions of Survivor in workplaces, schools, and churches, performing 

their fandom and reinforcing community in a physical space. This experience of Survivor 

reflects Geoffrey Sirc’s argument of composition as a happening, which includes 

physicality, spontaneity, and innovation as part of the experience of composition (8-10). 

The choice of the word happening also alludes to the ongoing, dynamic nature of 

composition, emphasizing writing as a verb, which is reflected in the ways fans play with 

texts, create dialogue about them, and continually update both texts and the shared pool 

of knowledge.   

To this definition of multimodal composition, I would also add performance, as 

Lunsford also notes at the beginning of this section, which opens the door for play 

(especially role-play) as a part of multimodal composition. For Jody Shipka, in particular, 

performance and activity are an important part of multimodal composition, and she 

argues for a definition that goes beyond the digital—again, expanding the modes and 

media of composition. In “Sound Engineering: Toward a Theory of Multimodal 

Soundness,” Shipka advocates for an activity-based approach to composing that 

privileges a fuller range of rhetorical modes and encourages serious play: 

In privileging rigorous play, purposeful choosing, alternate goal structures, 
and the articulation of choices in relation to goals, an activity-based 
multimodal theory of composing provides us with a way, but, perhaps 
more importantly still, it provides students with a way to begin attending 
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to the various ways a greater variety of senses, modes, and materials might 
be brought together, if only briefly and if only in sound-for-now ways, to 
help them accomplish the kind and quality of work they are most invested 
in pursuing. (372) 
 

Shipka furthers this line of argument in Toward a Composition Made Whole, where she 

frames multimodal composition as a “streaming interplay of words, images, sounds, 

scents, and movements” (21). For Shipka, then, play is in integral aspect of multimodal 

composition. Indeed, it is also an integral part of the pedagogical possibilities afforded by 

reality television, as I will demonstrate shortly in a number of possible writing 

assignments. 

In addition to the type of play that occurs in re-creations of Survivor, fans are of 

course also playing with media in a multitude of digital spaces in a way that can indeed 

be critical. In Ground Zero, though, Paul Virilio connects play and media in his concept 

of a “ludic democracy,” where politics are played out on first the television and now the 

Internet. This is, he argues, the triumph of “telecracy” over democracy. For Virilio, the 

linking of play and democracy result in the infantilizing of citizens, an argument that can 

be seen being played out in the debate over whether satire news programs—themselves 

derivatives of reality television—are providing young people with fake news, which 

replaces criticality and real civic participation. However, in “Writing and Rhetoric for a 

Ludic Democracy,” Nancy Penrod argues that playfulness can indeed be critical and that 

students can benefit from the critical practices associated with the production and 

consumption of texts defined by playfulness:  

There are rhetorical strategies and techniques at work that not only 
provide participatory pleasure, they also demonstrate larger social issues at 
play in society. Students learn how to incorporate these newer rhetorical 
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principles into their thinking processes reduce the chances or remaining 
one of Virilio’s infantilized tele-citizens. (150) 
 

Though Virilio’s concerns are well-founded, Penrod makes a compelling argument for 

the criticality required for students to read and produce playful texts by using several 

examples of YouTube videos that remix original TV programs in ways that are similar to 

those in the Survivor YouTube forums or mash-ups like Juzwiak’s “I’m Not Here to 

Make Friends” mash-up.  

Penrod argues that learning to analyze the way other people put together YouTube 

videos makes students more critical, but it is also true that teaching students how to 

manipulate the technologies to produce their own videos is also an integral step in 

combining play and media. As noted previously, video game scholars have noted that the 

feeling of control is an important part of gaming, that the immediacy of one’s choices 

playing out on the screen increases immersion in the game play. By incorporating 

multimodal composition into writing classrooms, teachers can imbue students with a 

sense of control, the ability to produce their own messages through the manipulation of 

existing digital texts or the creation of original texts, over the media they interact with on 

a daily basis thereby reinforcing student’s agency. Playing with video to parody, critique, 

or satirize reality television is a form of serious play that encourages criticality of the 

conventions and resulting ideologies of the genre. Additionally, role-playing, as I 

describe in the third writing assignment detailed in this chapter, can be immersive and 

empower students to create their own messages, which circulate in ways that were once 

reserved for more traditional media forms. 
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The connection of play to multimodal composition and learning indicates the 

potential for serious play in the classroom. The Center for Serious Play at the University 

of Washington approaches play with a simple goal: “to transform education and foster 

community development by bridging the gaps between innovative design, development, 

teaching and application of interactive media technologies” (1). The lessons that reality 

TV has to offer those of us interested in multimodal composing are no less. In this case 

serious play is that which reinforces rhetorical awareness, immerses student in the 

composing process, engages students in the production of their own messages, and 

situates them in larger activity systems and communities through a wide variety of 

rhetorical modes and media.  

Extending the Invitation to Play: Classrooms as Affinity Spaces 

 The roles of genre and producers in extending the invitation to play and providing 

the impetus for extending the Survivor experience are integral elements of the case study. 

While fans have long taken it upon themselves to play along with television and other 

media, the convergence of reality TV and new media has encouraged even more people 

to engage in various types of gameplay as is evidenced by the overview of the digital 

presence of Survivor fans (though that overview only represents a small portion of 

Survivor fans’ activities). Given that Survivor fans produce a variety of texts of their own 

free will through playful interaction with the series, it is worth investigating how we, as 

composition instructors, can use Survivor as a case study to structure our writing 

pedagogies, thereby inviting play and self-motivated writing. 
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 While online spaces such as the Survivor forums are often referred to as 

communities, James Paul Gee defines them as “affinity spaces,” which he differentiates 

from communities by focusing on the reason that users occupy the space: “What people 

have an affinity with (or for) in an affinity space is not first and foremost the other people 

using the space, but the endeavor or interest around which the space is organized” 

(“Affinity Spaces” 19). Based on his observations of the video game, The Age of 

Mythology, Gee defines eleven features of affinity spaces: 

• Organizes around shared interests: As opposed to communities, which are 

organized around identity, affinity spaces are organized around shared interests or 

practices. 

• Frames knowledge as non-hierarchical: People with varying degrees of 

knowledge and skill occupy the same space. 

• Provides strong generators: Affinity spaces encourage production and interaction. 

• Transforms the space through action: The content of the affinity space is 

transformed by the actions and interactions of those who occupy the space. 

• Encourages intensive/extensive knowledge: Portals encourage people to gain both 

specialized knowledge and broad knowledge. 

• Encourages individual and shared knowledge: Portals encourage individual 

acquisition of knowledge, which they are encouraged to add to the collection of 

shared knowledge, so “their partial knowledge and skills become part of a bigger 

and smarter network of people, information, and mediating devices” (23). 
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• Encourages the use of dispersed knowledge: The space is open-ended and 

encourages people to seek out information in other spaces, which is then added to 

the shared knowledge. 

• Uses and honors tacit knowledge: People possess knowledge they often cannot 

articulate, but affinity spaces provide ways for people to pass this knowledge on 

through interaction. 

• Provides multiple routes to participation: People can participate at different levels, 

location, and intensities. All contribute to the space. 

• Provides multiple routes to status: If status is desired, it can be achieved through a 

variety of means such diverse forms of knowledge are valued. 

• Makes leadership porous and dynamic: People are encouraged to both lead and 

follow in different situations, blurring the boundary between the two. 

As a whole, these features point to the democratic, productive nature of the spaces. 

Specifically, he emphasizes that in this digital environment content is more important 

than identity; users of varying skills and levels of knowledge voluntarily contribute; that 

knowledge—which varies in depth, breadth, distribution, location, and acquisition—

transforms the space; and, participation and goals can be achieved through a multitude of 

avenues. Because his theory of affinity spaces is based upon online game spaces, Gee 

also suggests that play is a central part of successful affinity spaces in that participation is 

immersive, voluntary, and productive. 

 Constructing a classroom as an affinity space begins with a significant challenge 

in that affinity spaces, like play, require that interaction be voluntary. A writing class, no 
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matter the level of interest of the student, is rarely voluntary, so creating the kind of 

immersion and democratic dynamics that define affinity spaces is problematic. In “A 

Pedagogy of Play,” Rebekah Schultz Colby and Richard Colby grapple with the same 

problem when they consider turning the classroom into a game space:  

Ideally, writing teachers encourage students to become immersed in their 
writing and research, but is this possible? Immersion occurs because 
gamers learn as they play: solving puzzles, learning strategies, and 
meeting the challenges of the game while staying within the constraints of 
the game world. Learning not only makes play enjoyable, it is the whole 
basis for games. (304) 
 

Like Schultz Colby and Colby, I argue that the classroom can approximate the dynamics 

of the affinity space that make it so effective for facilitating learning. To begin, the 

contemporary writing classroom no longer has to be conceived of as a room but can be 

expanded to online spaces and other physical spaces beyond the traditional classroom 

space. In Composition as a Happening, Sirc discusses the impact of architecture on 

composition programs, arguing “the spaces of our classrooms should offer compelling 

environments in which to inhabit situations of writing instruction, helping intensify 

consciousness in the people who use them” (1). Instead, he observes, classrooms are 

places where writing becomes repetitive, formulaic, and rote, existing as it does within 

bland buildings and functional rooms. Sirc’s architecture metaphor raises the possibility 

of changing the architecture of the classroom and expanding the space to create the play 

and immersion that Schultz Colby and Colby seek. 

Digital spaces, such as blogs, are ideal for approximating the affinity space 

because they employ multiple media, encourage group interactions and shared 

knowledge, allow students choose content around which they congregate (commenting, 
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for instance, on the blog posts about the shows they themselves are interested in), and 

prompt students to teach each other through dialogue and other forms of feedback. 

Additionally, blogs and other complex multimodal assignments offer multiple avenues 

for participation because they require or value a variety of skills (Hellekson; Kleinfeld; 

Reid; Shipka; Vie). As a result, dispersing the class into digital environments goes a long 

way toward establishing the classroom as affinity space, especially since students already 

associate online environments with play, community, and life, which can aid in the 

transfer of those values to the composition classroom. 

In addition to the classroom space, assignments can be crafted to allow for the 

maximum amount of freedom possible, creating the illusion of choice, by providing a 

broad but rigid structure that students can play or experiment within with relative 

freedom. A rhetorical approach to writing instruction is particularly conducive in this 

respect, because an instructor can provide students with assignment objectives and target 

audiences, while encouraging students to decide which media, modes, and conventions 

best address the rhetorical context. In this way, the freedom that results from trying to 

construct the classroom as an affinity reinforces rhetorical awareness. Open-ended 

multimodal assignments, like those offered by Shipka in Toward a Composition Made 

Whole, also encourage play providing students with the opportunity to experiment with a 

variety of approaches (as opposed to having the approach defined for them) as they learn 

to determine which are the most rhetorically effective for a specific rhetorical situation. 

While setting up the classroom as an affinity space has its challenges, the 

potential rewards are worth considering. The affinity spaces that surround Survivor 
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demonstrate engaged, immersive play with media, modes, and discourse, and many times 

the results of that play are sophisticated and critical. Gee argues that affinity spaces offer 

such a compelling model for education that students may seek out those spaces instead of 

classrooms: 

Young people today are confronted with and enter more and more affinity 
spaces. They see a different and arguably powerful vision of learning, 
affiliation, and identity when they do so. Learning becomes both a 
personal and unique trajectory through a complex space of opportunities 
(i.e., a person’s own unique movement through various affinity spaces 
over time) and a social journey as one shares aspects of that trajectory 
with others (who may be very different from oneself and inhabit otherwise 
quite different spaces) for a shorter or longer time before moving on. What 
these young people see in school may pale by comparison. (29) 
 

Jane MacGonigal and Edward Castronova make similar arguments about video games. 

The apathy that many teachers note in today’s students, the increasing amount of time we 

all spend in online environments, and the excitement surrounding MIT’s recent online 

course offerings suggest Gee may be right. Instructors who seek to uphold the dynamics 

of the affinity space—which, it should be noted, closely resemble Freire’s student-

centered classroom—can look to actively engaged spaces that already exist, such as 

Survivor, for a compelling model. 

Using Play to Teach Multimodal Composition 

 As discussed previously, play and reality television can be used as a rhetorically 

effective tool to teach multimodal composition in the writing classroom. In the following 

sections I discuss three assignments I have used in upper-division writing classes, which 

focus on television and culture. Each of the activities and assignments that follow are 

useful for employing play and reality television in order to facilitate the teaching of 
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multimodal composition, rhetorical awareness, and genre; additionally, they can easily be 

adapted to both upper- and lower-division writing classes.    

Community and Shared Knowledge: Playing in the Blogosphere 

 Blogs, a digital series of personal posts that include multiple types of media, are a 

vital part of the online television community. Much like the forums where Survivor fans 

congregate, blogs provide a space for fans of television to meet and discuss their favorite 

TV programs. Some of the most popular blogs are written by critics, but fan blogs are 

also plentiful. Both types can easily be defined as affinity spaces since the people who 

frequent them do so out of a desire to connect with people with common interests. As a 

result, instructors can use blogs to provide an affinity space to extend the classroom 

experience and encourage experimentation and play through multimodal composition. 

Blogs are a particularly effective medium where instructors can provide students with a 

fair amount of freedom within which students voluntarily choose from a variety of 

approaches, genres, forms, and media. By using blogs as affinity spaces, instructors 

create the possibility for emergent play because students are able to gather around shared 

interests and are encouraged to experiment with various modes and media that interest 

them, as is demonstrated by the Teen Mom example that frames this chapter.  

 As I mentioned at the beginning of this chapter, I ask students to post at least one 

blog and two comments per week. The blog can be about anything television related and 

can take any form that is appropriate to the blog genre—a written blog, a mash-up, 

podcast, a Photoshopped photo, a “top five” list, and so forth. Comments must respond to 

the content of the post and attempt to continue or establish a conversation; in other words, 
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they must be substantive. All the students post on the class blog, which I set up before the 

beginning of the semester. Since the experience with the Teen Mom podcast, I encourage 

students to think about nontextual forms of composing by posting examples on the blog 

throughout the semester. By doing so, students can see how other people approach, for 

example, making an argument about the representation of gender on TV by adding a 

caption to a photo of the most recent Bachelor or photoshopping a character, such as Carl 

from The Walking Dead, into scenes from movies to illustrate inconsistencies in 

scriptwriting. Regularly posting examples of different types of writing also works to 

normalize multimodal composition within the context of our classroom, setting it up a 

critical and viable option.  

Like the assignments that follow, the blog also raises copyright issues, providing 

instructors with teachable moments regarding fair use and the challenges social media 

present for copyright law. In the age of social media, where texts get shared and 

retweeted with abandon, these assignments call attention to the constraints of copyright 

law and the affordances of using media for educational purposes. Questions about how 

much of the original work is used and to what end are critical to all of these assignments. 

Instructors should address the context and purpose of the blog—whether it is public or 

not, for instance—and where the boundaries of the educational setting begin to blur into 

public domain. Furthermore, because attribution is a critical part of research-based 

writing assignments, instructors can use the blog to teach not only how to use other texts 

but also how to attribute them correctly—a move that rapid spread of digital media has 

made increasingly challenging and confusing. 
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To get students thinking about the rhetorical possibilities and conventions of a 

blog, they should consider the following questions in order to facilitate rhetorical 

awareness: 

• Audience: While it is true that the main readers of our class blog will be your 

classmates, the blog is open to the public and we do get readers who find us in 

searches. We also tend to get subscribers. Who might be interested in our blog? 

What do you think they are hoping to get from your posts? Most people who read 

blogs about their favorite shows are also fans, so what kind of information can 

you assume they have when they come to the blog? How do you respect that 

knowledge in your own writing? 

• Purpose: Blogs about television are extremely common, though they all approach 

television in different ways. Though many blog posts include an episode recap, 

they also offer something in addition to summary. Looking at some other blogs, 

why do you think bloggers focus on television? What are they trying to say about 

the programs they write about? What do they offer besides a summary of the 

episode? When you write your blog post, think carefully about what your purpose 

is. Do you wan to offer some insight? Humor? News or Gossip? Criticism?  

• Strategies: In any given semester, there are between 20 and 60 people posting on 

the class blog. In order to respect the time and effort of your readers, how can you 

make your post stand out? What information should be included in your title? 

Should you use the “read more” option? Where should you include images? How 

will you establish the tone, content, and purpose of your blog post in the first few 
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sentences? Additionally, given your purpose, what media will work best for 

getting your point across? Is it important that your readers be able to hear or see 

parts of the episode in order to understand your purpose? Do you want to create 

something that could potentially be shared on social media sites easily? Consider 

the advantages of video, photos, podcasts, and text-based blogs.  

• Discussion: Seek out a blogger who regularly gets dozens of comments (at least) 

per post. Read both the post and the comments. How does the blogger invite 

dialogue? Does s/he use prompts such as questions? How is opinion expressed in 

the blog post? For a full picture of the discussion, look at not only how the 

blogger extends the invitation to discuss the show but also how readers respond. 

Specifically, analyze what sections of the post they reference or respond to. How 

do they respond? Are they emotional? How did the blogger evoke that response? 

Does the blogger respond to the readers and continue the discussion in the 

comment section? What is the tone or focus of that conversation? Overall, what 

kinds of posts on the blog as a whole elicit the most responses? Why do you think 

that is? Which of these strategies for eliciting dialogue would work best given 

your own purpose, audience, and choice of media? 

Because blogging allows for so much freedom, it also provides for a variety of ways to 

play with argument, media, genre, and so forth. As I discussed in the previous chapters, 

both fun and experimentation are an important part of play, particularly play that 

enhances learning. In order to further reinforce experimental play, instructors can 

emphasize the digital nature of blogs, which allows for constant revision; therefore, 
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students can begin to envision writing as a process rather than a final product. In 

“Metaspace: Meatspace and Blogging Intersect,” rhetoric and composition scholar 

Elizabeth Kleinfeld notes, “A majority of my students admit that they’ve glossed over 

thinking and writing processes to spend more time on writing products to ensure good 

grades. Blogging helps to counteract the tendency to gloss over the thinking and writing 

processes by putting those processes on display” (230). Whereas a printed out final draft 

has a kind of finality to it, blogs posted during the first week of the semester can be 

revised throughout. Code is easy to change.  

Because both television and blogs are so timely, they also provide a form of 

instant feedback to students about the effectiveness of their rhetorical choices. This 

feedback works similarly to traditional workshopping in that students can see what other 

students reference or reply to in the comment section. Additionally, like many fan and 

professional bloggers, this medium allows for further conversation in the comment field 

where the blogger can engage with those who leave comments. These conversations often 

challenge, reinforce, and further student’s thinking, which they then use to revise or as 

the content for a follow-up blog post. In this way, blogs connect students outside of class 

time where they can produce a body of shared knowledge and pursue the types of 

composition that are both rhetorically appropriate and personally meaningful. The more 

casual nature of the genre sets up an environment where play is more likely occur 

because it frames writing as dialogue with a real audience who has real opinions—

opinions they often value. Therefore, the grade is not the only motivator. 
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Admittedly, despite prompting, students will often fall back on what they know 

best—text-based writing.  Though blogs can allow for a lot of freedom, instructors can 

also assign specific tasks to encourage students to experiment with different modes of 

production. One method for doing so is to ask students to represent the same purpose or 

argument in another mode. For instance, a student might turn a humorous rant about The 

Bachelor into a series of pictures with captions added to detail the “real thoughts” of the 

girls who have to share a date with 10 other women. Students with illustration skills 

could draw a comic, or a group of students could produce a parody of the same scenes 

that they film and post to the site.  

Instructors can also choose to assess blogs as a portfolio, allowing students to 

choose a set number of blogs they feel best represents their blogging and require students 

to reflect on the process, how different modes of discourse are rhetorically effective, and 

what they learned about rhetoric and writing by playing with different modes, content, 

and conventions. In order to facilitate play more effectively, instructors should also make 

room for failure; as with “real” bloggers, some posts are more effective then others. 

Allowing students to submit a set number of blogs to choose for inclusion in a portfolio 

also gives them room to experiment with new technologies or genres without fear of 

failure. Students can always choose to exclude a post that did not work for some reason. 

Additionally, because the goals of experimenting with composition in such ways is to 

also make them more rhetorically effective writers in an academic setting, students 

should consider the ways these in which these lessons can be applied to the more 
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traditional types of writing they do in the university and which ones can translate to their 

own disciplines.  

Finally, the blog meets a variety of goals for those interested in multimodal 

composition, which Anne Frances Wysocki describes eloquently: 

If we do want something new to come out of new media—if we want to 
achieve abilities to see and hear voices that we traditionally haven’t, and 
to open composition even more to those whose ways with words and 
pictures don’t look like what we know and expect—then generous 
approaches to texts that look different, and practice in making texts that 
look different and that therefore position us differently, seem to me worth 
exploring. (23) 
 

Though blogs are being more commonly used in writing classes, as a genre with its own 

conventions, blogs still do not look like the essays produced in most writing classes and it 

provides a space for the generous approach she describes. Her choice of the word 

“practice” is also noteworthy, for the preparation and continuance of play is also aided by 

practice and ongoing experimentation. Furthermore, the blog is an extremely adaptable 

genre, which can be used in writing classes of all types and levels. This assignment could 

easily be adapted to writing courses regardless of content or focus. For instructors 

interested in emphasizing rhetorical awareness and all the available means of persuasion, 

blogs provide a space where digital technologies—as viable, effective means—can be 

easily experimented with and implemented by students. 

Analysis and Video Editing: The Episode Commentary 

The reflection in the previous assignment indicates that all of the assignments 

should work toward not only expanding literacies in the direction of new media but also 

reinforcing academic literacies in productive ways. Multimodal composition does 
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important work toward making students more critical and proficient with the types of 

writing they are likely to encounter in the multiple places where they produce and 

consume culture; at the same time, however, asking students to constantly switch 

between different audiences not only encourages them to think more rhetorically in 

general, but it also reinforces the expectations and conventions of scholarly writing 

through juxtaposition with other rhetorical contexts. In other words, part of the method 

for teaching scholarly writing is also teaching what it is not from a rhetorical perspective. 

Whereas the blog is a fairly casual forum where the tone and content can remain 

popular, the episode commentary marries the casual tone and content of the blog with 

close reading and rhetorical criticism (ideological, feminist, rhetorical, narrative, etc.). 

We have all watched an episode (or movie) commentary in the special features of various 

DVD releases. Generally, they feature key contributors discussing the production of the 

program, retelling funny stories from the set, or pointing out details that casual viewers 

may have missed delivered in a voice-over narration style. For fans of a show or movie, 

this information can supplement the viewing experience by providing an insider’s 

perspective. When programs are re-released or released for the first time in a new format, 

studios will often entice viewers to purchase the new media by adding these special 

features. So, often, even programs that are older than the commentary genre will feature 

commentaries with experts or scholars discussing the original artifact (see The Wild 

Bunch for a particularly good example) instead of the original contributors. Regardless of 

who contributes to the discussion, the syncing of commentary with actual footage 

provides the unique experience of seeing exactly what is being discussed as it happens, 
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visually and aurally connecting analysis and evidence from the program in a way that 

written analysis cannot do as smoothly or immediately.  

So, for this assignment, small groups are asked to produce their own episode 

commentary for a reality television program. Episode commentaries should be 18-20 

minutes long, which means students must also choose clips from their episode, splicing 

them together to illustrate the points they discuss in the voice-over. While some 

background information on the program is appropriate, students should focus on 

rhetorically criticizing the program. Instructors can provide students with some of the 

following questions to prompt critical analysis: 

• What “reality” does your show construct and how does it do so? Focus on 

the elements of production such as film stock, camera angles, set design, 

costuming, lighting, and so forth. How does each of these elements 

construct your show’s version of reality? How do the dialogue and 

interaction further that message? 

• What metaphors—both visual and verbal—are employed throughout your 

show? For instance, what do you think the red rose means on The 

Bachelor? Why choose that particular symbol? Or, why does Survivor use 

the term “immunity” to refer to people who cannot be voted out? 

Immunity has both biological and legal implications. How do those apply 

in Survivor? Do several metaphors in your show belong to a certain class 

or group? Consider how each of those metaphors interact with and build 

upon one another. 
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• How is difference represented in your show? How are gender, race, 

ethnicity, class, sexuality, and ability constructed? Which groups are 

represented? How? Which are left out? How far do minority groups make 

it in your show (if it’s a competitive show)? How do the producers and 

other participants treat them? Is their “story” connected to their 

difference? How? 

• Find one monologue in your show and rhetorically analyze it. What 

rhetorical strategies does that participant use in their monologue? Do you 

think the monologue was rhetorically aware in terms of the context? Was 

the monologue—particularly in a final speech in a gamedoc—effective? In 

other words, do you think the speech affected the outcome? How? 

These are just a few examples of questions that prompt students to focus on the rhetorical 

work of reality TV programs, their constructions of reality, and the implications of those 

rhetorical choices. Clearly, these questions would work just as well for an essay about the 

same topic. However, the episode commentary forces students to find the evidence within 

the program. Though the vast majority of students have familiarity with the language and 

conventions of television, they often lack the language with which to discuss it critically. 

For instance, they know reality TV is a construction of reality, but they cannot articulate 

how that reality is constructed through camera angles, the lack of fourth wall, handheld 

camera work, editing, and so forth. Students should edit the episode commentary so that 

this evidence is highlighted as they analyze the show.  
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Notably, the episode commentary, as a genre, is made for fans and features people 

with extensive knowledge of the topic, which is something students should consider as 

they produce this assignment. While the analysis is academic in nature and they should 

play the expert, the commentary still needs to be entertaining. As a result, instructors 

should stress the rhetorical impact of delivery to students so that the commentary is both 

critical and entertaining. Style, tone, rhythm, and a sense of spontaneity should 

characterize the audio portion, while the video should support the analysis. 

By connecting rhetorical criticism with supporting evidence both visually and 

aurally, this assignment models the same moves they are required to make in academic 

essays. For this assignment, students are required to learn to edit video and sound, taking 

physical control of the show in order to produce their own powerful messages. Most 

video editing applications provide a number of tools that students play with, such as intro 

sequences and fades, as they produce the episode commentaries. This assignment also 

provides instructors with a hands-on opportunity to talk about copyright law and what 

constitutes fair use—an important discussion in a writing classroom where issues of 

attribution are taught and reinforced. 

From Pitch to Production: Playing the Role of TV Producer 

The last assignment in this sequence is based on assignments created by Jason 

Mittell, a television scholar who focuses on genre and narrativity, which he generously 

shares on his website (“Just TV”). Mittell created one semester-length project which 

requires students to pick one channel or network and research its industrial context, 

analyze one show on that network and how it fits into the larger context, and then analyze 
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its audience and online presence. As part of a midterm exam, he also asks students in the 

class to pitch an original television show. Building on both his work and the previous 

assignments detailed above, for this third writing assignment students are asked to 

explicitly engage in role-play and hone their rhetorical awareness in a multi-faceted 

project where they (1) research a network or channel, (2) pitch an original reality 

television show based on that research, (3) compile the research and pitch into a well-

designed prospectus, (4) produce a trailer or advertising campaign (which is defined 

broadly) for their original show, and (5) present the whole project to the rest of the class 

who play the network executives. Though students do this project in groups, they should 

all play multiple roles and use a variety of multimodal composing techniques, in addition 

to expanding their research skills. Students should adhere to the following guidelines: 

• Prospectus: While the prospectus is typically used to map out a research 

plan for longer projects, you will be using it to provide background 

information and framing for the television pitch; it will provide the 

rhetorical justification for your pitch. The prospectus is made up of four 

parts: background and industrial context, a brief analysis of one show and 

how it fits into the industrial context, an audience and online analysis, and 

an original TV pitch. In addition to the strength of the research, analysis, 

and creativity, the prospectus should be designed to be aesthetically 

pleasing, brand appropriate, and reader friendly. 

• The Pitch: In the final section of the prospectus, you will pitch an original 

reality TV show for the channel/network you have just researched. The 
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pitch should involve a clear, concise rationale for the show (based on your 

research) and a detailed description: title, casting process, scheduling, 

trajectory, subgenre, and other relevant details. You need to be as detailed 

as possible, tailoring your idea to the channel/ network you are pitching. 

Consider whether they have migrated toward gamedocs, celebreality, 

docusoaps, self-improvement, renovation, etc. What have they had success 

with? What audience might they be courting (given recent shows that have 

retired, been cancelled, or been huge successes—either on your channel or 

off)? When will your show premiere?  

• Marketing: As a group, you must produce a trailer or advertising campaign 

for your show. Consider who your target demographic is and what type of 

marketing would be effective for that market. You may shoot a trailer, put 

together a social media campaign, a series of print ads, or some other kind 

of event. If you stage an event, make sure you capture it on film. Your 

goal is to advertise your show, generate interest or enthusiasm, and use 

audio, visual, or performance elements to convey the tone, setting, 

characters, and purpose of your show. 

• Presentation: You will present all your research, the original pitch, and the 

marketing to the network executives (the class). Your goal is to 

demonstrate knowledge of the network/channel, generate enthusiasm for 

your ideas, and keep the executives interested in your presentation. You 

must have either a digital presentation or some kind of handout (an 
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adaptation of your prospectus) for the executives. Remember that you 

have a live audience and focus on delivery: enunciation, rhythm, tone, 

projection, eye contact, etc.  

Much like the role-play detailed in the fan-created Survivor series and intro sequences, 

students are asked to play the role of writer, producer, and critic, as well as network 

executive, graphic designer, and marketing representative. In each of these cases, 

students should consider the expectations, values, and goals that people in these roles 

possess as they embody them. For example, network executives are always going to be 

concerned about the economics of a program, especially since reality programming exists 

to save networks money. But executives for A&E, a channel that hosts a number of 

reality shows, will also require that programs are educational and socially or individually 

philanthropic, because shows like Intervention and Hoarders define their brand. Thus, the 

writers who produce the pitch have to research the network, its programming, branding, 

and history to get an adequate sense of what rhetorically fits within that context. As 

graphic designers, students need to also consider the branding and design of the networks 

website and promotional materials, designing the prospectus to fit within that design 

scheme. The marketing for reality programs also have network and genre specific 

conventions that guide their production, where editing and music work together to set the 

tone and excite audience interest. In other words, while they are not required to produce 

an entire program, they need to role-play and consider the television industry in ways that 

are similar to what Josh Pereira does for his production and promotion of Survivor: Bush.  
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Notably, the marketing portion of this assignment is broad enough to 

accommodate not only student’s disciplinary interests but also the multimodal approach 

to composition advocated by Wysocki and Shipka, among others. For instance, students 

who propose a program that follows the planning, choreographing, and dynamics of flash 

mobs, groups of people who gather seemingly spontaneously to put on a performance, 

could stage their own flash mob, film it with a camera phone, and promote the video via 

various social media sites attempting to make it go viral. While this example does include 

digital composing practices and knowledge of digital participatory practices, it is also an 

example that includes performance. This multifaceted assignment is based upon Shipka’s 

activity-based multimodal theory of composing [that] draws on theories of 
mediated activity and rejects the highly decontextualized skills and drills 
linear, single-mode approach to writing instruction, offering participants 
instead a richer and more intricately textured understanding of how 
communicative practices are socially and historically mediated. (357) 
  

Indeed, the pitch project as a whole emphasizes working within and between a range of 

rhetorical situations, modes, and media—framing reality television as a system or 

experience rather than an isolated text—each of which reinforce sophisticated rhetorical 

awareness of 21st century media and communication practices; furthermore, that 

awareness is gained through critically engaged role-play.   

Conclusion 

In “Designerly ≠ Readerly: Re-Assessing Multimodal and New Media Rubrics for 

Use in Writing Studies,” Cheryl E. Ball argues that the texts that US teachers most rely 

on for theorizing and assessing multimodal texts provide limited resources for assessing 

the rhetorical decisions and, ultimately, effectiveness of digital compositions: “While his 
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[Manovich] rubric can be used by readers, interpreting a new media text according to 

what technological components a designer chose does not help writing teachers explain a 

fuller picture of the new media elements a text uses as a product of audience, purpose, 

and context” (394). However, playing the role of designer or producer does help 

instantiate the types of rhetorical decisions that they are faced with. An articulated, fully 

rhetorical approach to multimodal composition, one that is open-ended, concretizes the 

process for students as they themselves make those same decisions from a similar set of 

conventions and tools. Because students are intimately familiar with reality TV, using it 

as a site of learning and play capitalizes on the everyday knowledge students come to our 

classes with while also expanding it in new critical directions. As I have argued in this 

final chapter, reality TV provides a site of interaction where play, multimodal 

composition, and learning come together, a site that has been critically overlooked by 

those of us in rhetoric and composition. 

Play, particularly in digital environments, takes the form of both reading and 

producing. In “Thinking About Multimodality,” Cynthia L. Selfe and Pamela Takayoshi 

argue that integrating multimodal composition into contemporary writing classrooms is 

necessary to produce “intelligent citizens who can both create meaning in texts and 

interpret meaning from texts within a dynamic and increasingly technological world” (8). 

Additionally, I would argue that intelligent citizens need to be able to read the 

technologies around them, especially those that get marginalized, denigrated, and 

overlooked. One of the most compelling ways to do so is to put the means of production 

into the hands of students, to ask them to play with those media that they have been 
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taught to consume, and to allow them the freedom to do so. As a result, I hope that this 

dissertation is the first step in a more critical, open discussion of the importance of 

television and its role in the formation of contemporary literacy practices. 
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