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Introduction 

When George Orwell wrote, “Big Brother is watching you” in his novel 1984, I am not 

sure he would have ever imagined that his words would have come true in such a relatively short 

span of time. Pop culture seems to no longer be a separate recreational entity but rather it 

encapsulates modern culture almost completely. Private marketers (or producers) track 

audiences’ viewership, preferences and demographics in order to construct a package to 

successfully sell to the population more so than ever before. What are they selling? It does not 

necessarily have to be a product, but the culture itself meaning its values or beliefs. In this paper 

I will examine how the dominant and powerful forces in Western society reinforce their values 

through these “packages” (the way a reality TV program is constructed to be presented to its 

intended and preconceived audiences). What are the values of the dominant Western society? 

Neoliberalism and the long withstanding idea of the American Dream say that the market is open 

for anybody who can work hard enough and that through hard work anyone can be successful 

and achieve capital gain. Through this paper, Orwell’s depiction of the godlike control of the 

symbolic Big Brother and the further regulation of the fictional population through the “thought 

police” can be seen to be not that far off as a prediction. 

Much of the writing on neoliberal values in reality TV has discussed that these ideals are 

typically conveyed implicitly. Through my analysis of entrepreneurial reality TV shows such as 

Dragon’s Den and the US version Shark Tank, I will show that these shows represent a more 
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explicit conveyance of neoliberal values. But before I go into more detail on these programs, it is 

important to layout a framework and give a general idea of liberalism and also the ways through 

which producers of reality TV and their financing (advertisers) have widespread access to 

platforms that allow them to constantly bombard the population with it. 

As stated before many academics have written about how neoliberal values are implicitly 

put on display in reality TV programming. Kiersey in his article on the Irish version of Dragon’s 

Den writes that neoliberal theory “is premised on an imagining of the free market as an 

exemplary technology of the self, and therefore necessary in the essential task of producing a 

population that is ever mindful of the ‘transactional reality’ of its existence” (Kiersey 358). One 

of neoliberal theory’s biggest emphasized aspects is the rule of the free market. What Kiersey 

means here is that neoliberals see the free market as a tool to further propel oneself towards 

success and that success is attained through transactions which would typically lead to one of 

two outcomes: a win or a loss. He also writes that, “…the more contemporary ‘neoliberalism,’ 

however, has a fairly explicit understanding of the market as an essential technology of 

subjectification, allowing for ‘the strategic programming of the individuals’ activity’” (368). 

This quote is important because it reiterates my point on how reality TV is a platform for 

business people (producers) to access valuable marketing information on a population, use that 

population to further sell to them, influence what the population wants to buy, and most of all to 

further indoctrinate neoliberal ideals into society. 

How successful is the business of television and how much access does this business 

have? Ted Madger presents some interesting figures that could answer these questions. He 

mentions that TV takes up 50 percent of the time Americans spend on media products and 

cultural events and that on average an American household watches over 1,600 hours of 
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television a year (Madger 145). He discusses that the job of TV producers is to grab viewer 

attention, which is then sold to advertisers (146). Another interesting figure he mentions is that 

U.S Advertising expenditures in 2002 were over 63 billion dollars. 

A figure from Madger’s article to take note of is that TV takes up fifty percent of the time 

Americans spend media products and cultural events. But, now in 2015, there are other ways to 

reach an audience than just primarily TV. Murray and Ouellette delve into this topic by 

examining media convergence, which is multi-platform interactivity for the audience using live 

blogs, podcasts, websites, live-feeds and television (Murray and Ouellette 2). People can access 

these media in an instant and anywhere at anytime because of the Internet and smart phones. 

This is what I meant when I wrote earlier in the paper that pop culture is no longer a separate 

recreational entity but rather it encapsulates what culture is in the first place. People are now 

completely surrounded by tools that advertisers, businesses, and producers can use for outreach. 

It could even be said that through the constant immersion created by these circumstances of 

access that there is a dependency developed by the population to these tools. This dependency 

opens up opportunity for these advertisers and producers to sell products, ideals and values to the 

population that are able to generate profits or maintain neoliberal control. 

Ouellette also wrote another very relevant article titled ‘Take Responsibility for Yourself’ 

Judge Judy and the neoliberal citizen. This one more specifically outlines the principles and 

goals of neoliberal theory through an analytical framework of the Judge Judy show (an insanely 

popular reality TV program). Five basic principles of neoliberal theory that can be found in 

basically every explanation of neoliberalism itself are: the rule of the free market, reducing the 

safety net for the poor, eliminating the idea of community, privatization and deregulation. Put 

simply, Ouellette demonstrates that the Judge Judy Show conveys these principles by 
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systematically promoting the private court system (power taken from the public systems), 

demonstrating the lower class in a negative and hopeless light (demeaning public services such 

as welfare) and trying to teach people about “good culture” which is being self sufficient and 

non-reliant on public services, good competition and success through money. This serves as a 

good example of the goals of neoliberalism.  

Judge Judy is also a good example of an extreme representation of the perfect neoliberal. 

And in the next section I will discuss the symbolic “Kings” of neoliberalism: the dragons on 

Dragon’s Den and the sharks on Shark Tank. 

Entrepreneurial Reality TV 

Reality TV took it a step further with their neoliberal approach and came up with an idea 

for a show that represents the theory’s values more than any other: Dragon’s Den. In Dragon’s 

Den (and the American equivalent, Shark Tank), entrepreneurs come onto the show and try to 

sell stakes in their businesses to a panel of wealthy and experienced veteran entrepreneurs. The 

panel judges are the shining representatives of the neoliberal ideals and the people that come 

onto the show are hoping to be. One of the original judges Robert even goes as far to brag about 

how he came to Canada with only one dollar and turned it in millions. These “Dragons” are often 

very condescending to the more amateur businesspeople that come onto the show and sometimes 

even poke fun at some of the “contestants” lack of business expertise. This further reinforces 

neoliberal ideals as the Dragon’s are wealthy, slick and superior to the people on the show, and 

the only people who get respect from them are those similar to them. This could be seen as 

explicitly promoting the liberal system of the Western culture. 

To go further with this analysis, I have chosen a specific episode. It is one of the more 

recent episodes: episode 1 of season 5. Right away we get insight to whom the “Dragons” are 
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and how they got so successful. The narrator says that one of the Dragons, David Chilton, has a 

philosophy of “always pay yourself first” which right off the bat conveys neoliberal ideals of 

individualism over community. The first contestants have a steeped tea company. At first the 

Dragons are condescending and act humorously toward the contestants until they hear about their 

1.3 million dollars in sales and straighten up and show them a bit more respect (aside from Kevin 

O’Leary of course, who is the most aggressively liberal of them all and has the character of 

respecting no one else besides himself). The second contestants are a husband and wife who have 

an idea that will appeal to children. The couple is dressed casually and talks about how they have 

worked on their idea for 15 years. They mention that they have lost their house and other 

hardships they have gone through. The Dragons seem to not like that idea, and one of the 

Dragons even says, “we get asked a lot whether we invest in people or ideas and inevitably the 

answer that comes back is that we invest in people because ideas can change and you can’t 

change people. You either have it as an entrepreneur or you don’t.” He then proceeds to back out 

of any dealings. This is a bit of a contrary statement to my point so I figured I might as well 

address. In this quote the neoliberal idea of the power of the individual and the power that 

individual takes toward success is of utmost importance. Yet, the quote can be seen to disregard 

the idea of achievement through hard work when he says you either have it or you don’t. My 

rebuttal to this though is that we are to look at these working class people who are begging the 

Dragons for help and then look at the nicely dressed, composed dragons and make a judgment of 

superiority. The camera zooms in on a few of the Dragons’ faces and they all have expressions of 

pity, except Kevin who appears to be disgusted by the people before him. And to even further 

reiterate my point Kevin says right after, “don’t tell me you need my help and that you’re tired, I 

don’t care. I just want to make money.” This line represents the ingrained Western liberal values 
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completely. Kevin is a winner, and nobody wants to hear about a person who is down on their 

luck unless it was in the past and success followed. It is not your story or hardships that matter 

until after the fact, it is your capital and the amount of money and power you have. This episode 

works as a great example of the way that reality TV explicitly promotes neoliberal ideas of the 

ruling free market, individualization and also the ideal of the American Dream. But when I say 

that it promotes the ideal of the American Dream, it does not promote necessarily the 

preconditions of the American Dream (working hard gets you rich) but the results of it. The 

show’s respected judges make jokes at working class people or people who are more dissimilar 

than they seem to be (“classy”, “composed”, “powerful”) and respect those that are more similar 

to them, which means successful. 

An article by Chad Newsom helps further support my previous point when he discusses 

the American version of Dragons’ Den, Shark Tank. He discusses a couple who was on the show 

who were poor and going through hard times, but took initiative and worked hard to start up their 

own business. Newsom pulls a quote from panel member and billionaire Mark Cuban, “Good for 

you because there’s going to be people watching at home, that are in similar circumstances, 

thinking, ‘If I only knew somebody, if I only had capital available.’ You didn’t know anybody, 

and you put it all on the line, and you went for it. That’s the American dream, and that’s exactly 

why we do this show”. This quote could not be more obviously neoliberal in its approach, yet 

people who criticize the American Dream ideal of ‘working hard brings you riches’ would say 

that there are many people who work hard that are still poor. But in my previous paragraph I 

mention that the results of the American Dream are promoted more-so than the preconditions and 

that is to avoid this criticism from being easily brought to mind for viewers. Newsom goes on to 

say something similar when he writes, “Cuban accurately describes the American dream: money 
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and connections don’t matter if you do not possess initiative and ambition. But personal drive is 

not enough. If Cuban’s statement were wholly true, there would be no Shark Tank; the show 

exists to provide networking and capital—to provide those necessary ingredients once the self-

made, self-driven approach reaches its limit”. This can tie into a point raised by Nick Couldry in 

his article on the gamedoc or more specifically Big Brother. He talks about how Big Brother 

promotes individualization but also promotes an “Absolute external authority…[the Big Brother 

house] is a space governed by an external authority whose validity or rationality can never be 

questioned” (Couldry 10). There is a comparison here between the absolute external authority 

(the producers) in Big Brother and the panel on entrepreneurial reality TV programs. You’d 

think that this absolute external authority would represent the government, yet it is typically 

represented as the people who have the money and are able to make others rich who are 

represented. 

Concluding statements 

Businesses can access people like never before, and with all of the media convergence 

between computers, phones and television comes platforms for businesses to promote the ideals 

that keep them rich and powerful in the first place. It also gives not so wealthy people something 

to hope for and look up to. The way viewership, interests, preferences and demographic can be 

assessed by just what you watch or what a person clicks allows companies to strategically 

program either advertising or doctrine specifically to them. Power in Western culture is 

determined by a person’s monetary value which stems from neoliberal beliefs and when 

considering what I have just previously said, the amount of power that can come from money 

and the ability of money to gain all of that knowledge and to maintain that unquestionable power 
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to influence can almost be seen as godlike: omniscient and predeterministic. With this being said, 

the irony of the name “Big Brother” for a reality TV show really comes to light.  
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