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To Kate’s survivor, Summer.
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Introduction


“From this tiny Malaysian fishing village, these sixteen Americans are beginning the adventure of a lifetime.”

On May 31, 2000, Jeff Probst’s opening monologue played over shots of contestants walking down a thin dock to board a fishing boat and introduced American audiences to a show that would revolutionize the television industry. Survivor is, without hyperbole, one of the most significant productions in entertainment history. Its impact was shockingly instantaneous and surprisingly enduring. For over twenty years, Survivor has been a steady presence on CBS, and in its wake has come a tidal wave of reality TV on mainstream television. At the time of this writing, forty-six seasons have aired and CBS has already begun to tease the fiftieth season which is scheduled to air in 2026.1

Survivor is a pop culture constant. It has endured long enough that familiarity with references to the show are necessary for cultural literacy. As television critic Alison Herman wrote, “You can’t talk about America without talking about television; you can’t talk about television without talking about reality TV; and you can’t talk about reality TV without talking about ‘Survivor,’ the one reality show that’s ascended to a permanent state of monoculture.”2 Even if you prefer sitcoms over reality TV, you will catch references to Survivor on The Simpsons (1989–present), How I Met Your Mother (2005–2014), 30 Rock (2006–2013), or The Office (2005–2013) (the last of which used camera operators who had worked on Survivor to capture a documentary feel), while if you prefer dramas, you’ll still encounter allusions to Survivor on shows like Lost (2004–2010) or Supernatural (2005–2020).

The shape of Survivor has remained largely the same since the beginning, but the contents of every season vary incredibly. There is an astonishing breadth of tone, material, and content that happens on Survivor. As Survivor commentator Shannon Guss explains, the core of the series is “a group of people from different walk of life, who have to work together and vote each other out, and then the jury votes for a winner.”3 Each season viewers can expect anywhere from sixteen to twenty players to face off in challenges that range from obstacle courses to puzzles to endurance contests. If they win, they are safe and cannot be voted out. Each episode one player is eliminated by a tribal vote, until the last players standing try to win a million-dollar prize and the title of Sole Survivor. Along the way, the blend of teamwork and camaraderie with self-interested backstabbing allows for infinite variation of result.
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Survivor: Borneo (Season 1, 2000) Logo. CBS / Photofest © CBS




Survivor is one of the most successful franchises in the history of television. For the 2023–2024 television season— almost two-and-a-half decades after its premiere—Survivor was the “most watched entertainment series” among adults eighteen to forty-nine on American television.4 That is the most coveted demographic for advertisers, meaning the show is especially valuable to its network. While live sports, like NFL football games, do boast higher ratings, for entertainment programs Survivor has had enduring popularity.5 This is not only true of ratings when it airs on Wednesday nights on CBS, but Survivor has also proven very popular as a show to binge on streaming services. Paramount+ is the home of all the seasons of Survivor, and it is “the No. 1 reality program and the No. 3 overall series on the platform.” Amy Reisenbach, the president of CBS entertainment, has also revealed that Survivor is CBS’s most co-viewed series with children, meaning entire families are watching the show together and creating a fandom that is “a huge community, it’s a multi-generational community.”6

While there are versions of the show that have been produced in dozens of countries—including Argentina, Australia, Denmark, France, Greece, New Zealand, Russia, Spain, South Africa, Ukraine, and others—this book is focused on the American version of Survivor. There is ample material to cover for a book-length study in just this version, but there would be similarly fruitful avenues of research in the international versions of the show.

At the time of this writing, 46 seasons of Survivor have aired, and the inevitable 50th season can be seen on the horizon, an astonishingly long run for a television program. Already, 697 people have played Survivor, and there are 36 new players filming the two new seasons right now. We have done our best to stay up to date and draw on content from all eras of production, but there is simply too much material to cover everything, even in a book-length study. This is not the final statement on any aspect of the show, and undoubtedly there will be more commentary, analysis, and interpretation of Survivor for years to come. Survivor is still in active production, and there will be much more to say as new content is produced.

A thriving community of Survivor commentary already exists, and we are entering a very long-lasting and still-going conversation. We are indebted to the reporters, podcasters, and fans who have offered in-depth coverage of the series and its players through the years. A glance at our bibliography shows how frequently we consulted the work of people like Dalton Ross, Mike Bloom, Andy Dehnart, Martin Holmes, Mario Lanza, Rob Cesternino, Tyson Apostol, Riley McAtee, Steve Helling, and many others. There is also significant academic discourse around Survivor and reality TV from scholars like Misha Kavka, James Friedman, Sallie Tisdale, Christopher J. Wright, Matthew J. Smith, Andrew F. Wood, and others who informed our discussion.

Within this book, when a Survivor player is referenced for the first time in a chapter it will be by their full name. Any reference after will refer to them by the name or nickname that they are most commonly known by (i.e., Cirie Fields is Cirie; Oscar Lusth is Ozzy; John Cochran is Cochran; Benjamin Wade is Coach), followed by the name of the season or seasons they played. Each season will be referenced by the full title of each season, followed by the season number and year the season aired in parentheses, for example, Borneo (Season 1, 2000); 41 (Season 41, 2021). For ease of reference, a chart below includes details for each season, including the season number, title, location, air dates, and winner.


There are many different aspects of Survivor that warrant close analysis. This book approaches three main areas: “The Production,” “The Game,” and “The Social Experiment.” In the Production we provide a thorough history of reality TV and Survivor and discuss how the show is made. This section is more historical in nature, providing information about the origins of the show and also its impact on the entertainment industry. In “The Game,” we explore game theory and strategy and break down the changes that have been introduced on the show. This is an aspect of analysis that drives many podcasts and fan discussions as the seasons air. What are the factors determining player choices and what are the optimal moves that could be made? In “The Social Experiment,” we analyze how controversial subjects have been addressed and how the evolution of various aspects of society have been reflected in Survivor. Pop culture entertainment is reflective of the times when it is produced, and with the length of time Survivor has been on the air there are identifiable shifts in our culture that are reflected in the show. We are also including an appendix where we address many of the favorite topics of fan discussions—best players, ranking the seasons, and dividing the show into eras.

There have been many great television shows, but there are far fewer that have changed the entertainment industry forever. Survivor is a hinge point for the entertainment industry. The content of American television and the nature of celebrity swung after Survivor aired on CBS in the year 2000. As one of the most transformative shows ever produced, Survivor needs to be analyzed; not just by fans who love the series, but also by anyone who is invested in the history of popular culture. Survivor: A Cultural History is the contribution of two long-time fans to the fascinating conversation around this important piece of American entertainment history.




	Season

	Title

	Location

	Airing Dates

	Winner




	1

	Survivor: Borneo

	Malaysia

	May 31–August 23, 2000

	Richard Hatch




	2

	Survivor: The Australian Outback


	Australia

	January 28–May 3, 2001

	Tina Wesson




	3

	Survivor: Africa


	Kenya

	October 11, 2001–January 10, 2002

	Ethan Zohn




	4

	Survivor: Marquesas


	French Polynesia

	February 28–May 19, 2002

	Vecepia Towery




	5

	Survivor: Thailand


	Thailand

	September 19–December 19, 2002

	Brian Heidik




	6

	Survivor: The Amazon


	Brazil

	February 13–May 11, 2003

	Jenna Morasca




	7

	Survivor: Pearl Islands


	Panama

	September 18–December 14, 2003

	Sandra Diaz-Twine




	8

	Survivor: All-Stars


	Panama

	February 1–May 9, 2004

	Amber Brkich




	9

	Survivor: Vanuatu


	Vanuatu

	September 16–December 12, 2004

	Chris Daugherty




	10

	Survivor: Palau


	Palau

	February 17–May 15, 2005

	Tom Westman




	11

	Survivor: Guatemala


	Guatemala

	September 15–December 11, 2005

	Danni Boatwright




	12

	Survivor: Panama


	Panama

	February 2–May 14, 2006

	Aras Baskausas




	13

	Survivor: Cook Islands


	Cook Islands

	September 14–December 17, 2006

	Yul Kwon




	14

	Survivor: Fiji


	Fiji

	February 8–May 13, 2007

	Earl Cole




	15

	Survivor: China


	China

	September 20–December 16, 2007

	Todd Herzog




	16

	Survivor: Micronesia


	Palau

	February 7–May 11, 2008

	Parvati Shallow




	17

	Survivor: Gabon


	Gabon

	September 25–December 14, 2008

	Bob Crowley




	18

	Survivor: Tocantins


	Brazil

	February 12–May 17, 2009

	J. T. Thomas




	19

	Survivor: Samoa


	Samoa

	September 17–December 20, 2009

	Natalie White




	20

	Survivor: Heroes vs. Villains


	Samoa

	February 11–May 16, 2010

	Sandra Diaz-Twine




	21

	Survivor: Nicaragua

	Nicaragua

	September 15–December 19, 2010

	Jun “Fabio” Birza




	22

	Survivor: Redemption Island


	Nicaragua

	February 16–May 15, 2011

	Rob Mariano




	23

	Survivor: South Pacific


	Samoa

	September 14–December 18, 2011

	Sophie Clarke




	24

	Survivor: One World


	Samoa

	February 15–May 13, 2012

	Kim Spradlin




	25

	Survivor: Philippines


	Philippines

	September 19–December 16, 2012

	Denise Stapley




	26

	Survivor: Caramoan


	Philippines

	February 13–May 12, 2013

	John Cochran




	27

	Survivor: Blood vs. Water


	Philippines

	September 18–December 15, 2013

	Tyson Apostol




	28

	Survivor: Cagayan


	Philippines

	February 26–May 21, 2014

	Tony Vlachos




	29

	Survivor: San Juan del Sur


	Nicaragua

	September 24–December 17, 2014

	Natalie Anderson




	30

	Survivor: Worlds Apart


	Nicaragua

	February 25–May 20, 2015

	Mike Holloway




	31

	Survivor: Cambodia


	Cambodia

	September 23–December 16, 2015

	Jeremy Collins




	32

	Survivor: Kaôh Rōng


	Cambodia

	February 17–May 18, 2016

	Michelle Fitzgerald




	33

	Survivor: Millennials vs. Gen X


	Fiji

	September 21–December 14, 2016

	Adam Klein




	34

	Survivor: Game Changers


	Fiji

	March 8–May 24, 2017

	Sarah Lacina




	35

	Survivor: Heroes vs. Healers vs. Hustlers


	Fiji

	September 27–December 20, 2017

	Ben Driebergen




	36

	Survivor: Ghost Island


	Fiji

	February 28–May 23, 2018

	Wendell Holland




	37

	Survivor: David vs. Goliath


	Fiji

	September 26–December 19, 2018

	Nick Wilson




	38

	Survivor: Edge of Extinction


	Fiji

	February 20–May 15, 2019

	Chris Underwood




	39

	Survivor: Island of the Idols


	Fiji

	September 25–December 18, 2019

	Tommy Sheehan




	40

	Survivor: Winners at War


	Fiji

	February 12–May 13, 2020

	Tony Vlachos




	41

	Survivor: 41


	Fiji

	September 22–December 15, 2021

	Erika Casupan




	42

	Survivor: 42


	Fiji

	March 9–May 25, 2022

	Maryanne Oketch




	43

	Survivor: 43


	Fiji

	September 21–December 14, 2022

	Mike Gabler




	44

	Survivor: 44


	Fiji

	March 1–May 24, 2023

	Yamil “Yam Yam” Arocho




	45

	Survivor: 45


	Fiji

	September 27–December 20, 2023

	Dee Valladares




	46

	Survivor: 46

	Fiji

	February 28, 2024–May 22, 2024

	Kenzie Petty









Part I


The Production





Chapter 1



 Reality TV and Fans


There are many ways to define a successful show. Ratings, the devotion of a fanbase, or a positive critical response are all elements of success. Survivor is a ratings hit, has a very active fanbase, and is praised by critics. In addition, Survivor can make a claim that very few programs in the history of television can make: Survivor forever changed the American entertainment industry. In pop culture history, there are landmark shows that result in clearly identifiable transformations to the entertainment industry. Survivor is one of those shows.

Fascination with Survivor and the players on the show exploded during the summer it first aired. Decades on, when there are hundreds of new reality television participants every year, the fame from appearing on a reality TV show is considerably more muted. In contrast, the players from Borneo (season 1, 2000) became instant celebrities, appearing on late-night1 and day-time talk shows,2 being featured on popular magazine covers,3 playing on game shows,4 and acting in soap operas, sitcoms, and motion pictures.5 Players who were only in two or three episodes appeared in national Reebok television commercials.6 One example that serves as a cultural time capsule of the year 2000 is that Sue Hawk, deliverer of the infamous “Snakes and Rats” monologue in the first season finale, co-hosted the network morning show Live! With Regis on September 21, 2000, when George W. Bush was a guest as part of his presidential campaign.7
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Survivor: Borneo (Season 1, 2000) Cast: Shown from left: standing, Ramona Gray, Dirk Been, Gretchen Cordy, Richard Hatch, Sonja Christopher, Susan Hawk, Kelly Wiglesworth, Sean Kenniff, B. B. Anderson, Rudy Boesch, seated, Gervase Peterson, Jenna Lewis, Joel Klug, Stacey Stillman, Greg Buis, Colleen Haskell. CBS / Photofest © CBS.





In terms of Survivor’s long-term impact, it first must be noted that Survivor is still being produced at the time of writing this book. While viewership has waned since the staggering heights of its earliest seasons, a sizable audience remains engaged with the series even after hundreds of players, dozens of seasons, and more than two decades of time on the air. An additional impact is the omnipresence of reality TV on networks, cable channels, and streaming services. Since the summer of 2000, Survivor has aired on CBS continuously—its production only interrupted by the global COVID pandemic in 2020. Its impact goes far beyond becoming a network tentpole program; it made the genre of “reality TV” an acceptable and familiar genre in broadcast television, moving it from a few niche shows on cable to mainstream audiences. That influence, for good and bad, has shaped the media landscape of the twenty-first century.


Reality Television

In the summer of 2000, Survivor was so new and so different, people did not even know what genre to call it. Now the term reality TV is ubiquitous (as are shows that fit into that broad and elastic genre). But what exactly is reality TV? On the one hand, viewers know reality TV when they see it. On the other, when you sit down to write out a definition, it
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