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The constant subjection of American media to the influence of special interests groups and 

powerful organizations has resulted in a mass media conglomerate, which has significantly shaped the 

American media and culture. A recent example of this phenomenon occurred with the year 2000 debut of 

the popular Reality TV broadcast, entitled, “Survivor”. Since the debut of this iconic television competition, a 

surplus of television shows broadcasting the real experiences of real people has captured a curious public’s 

interest in the lives of individuals who would not be the recipients of the attention and media coverage they 

receive if it were not for the emergence and prevalence of the Reality TV genre. Using Silverblatt’s keys to 

media literacy, the unrealistic messages about love and marriage conveyed on the television shows The 

Bachelor and the The Bachelorette will be explored as a direct result of each show’s connection to the Walt 

Disney Company.  

 Reality Television, or reality TV, is “…essentially unscripted programming that doesn't employ 

actors and focuses on footage of real events or situations (Metz).” And while Reality TV shows generally 

feature a host to guide the events of the show, or a narrator who tells the story of the episode, both the 

absence of actors and a script are essential to the genre, and as a result the need for writers is absent 

while the participation of editors and producers are essential (Metz). 

 Two Reality Television broadcasts which have dominated American television (and as a result, 

American culture) are the American Broadcasting Company™’s (a subsidiary of the Walt Disney 

Company™) The Bachelor, and its spin-off, The Bachelorette. The American Broadcasting Company™ 

(ABC™) describes The Bachelor as “…our favorite way of following one special gentleman during his 

incredible journey to be a bachelor no more. With 25 available women and one sexy single guy all looking 

for that special someone, the road to true love can be very surprising, and often quite steamy (About the 

Show [The Bachelor]).” Moreover, it describes its spin-off version, The Bachelorette, as “…the female 

version of ABC’s hit romance reality series [The Bachelor] (About the Show [The Bachelorette]).” As 

aforementioned, the American Broadcasting Company™ is a subsidiary of the Walt Disney Company™--- 

perhaps one of the single most influential media conglomerates in the 20th and 21st Centuries. One of the 

most prominent features of the Company’s body of work is its production of children’s fantastical love 

stories which generally feature the iconic “damsel in distress” and Prince Charming’s relentless effort to 

rescue her. This recurring theme is the focus of the following productions (in order of release): Snow White 

and the Seven Dwarfs (1937), Cinderella (1950), Sleeping Beauty (1959), The Little Mermaid (1989), 

Beauty and the Beast (1991), and Aladdin (1992) (Disney Movies). These films also suggest to the viewer 

that one can obtain “love at first site” and often feature one’s soci-economic elevation from “rags to riches”, 
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or from poverty and insignificance, to wealth and a prominent status. In order to develop a greater 

understanding of The Bachelor and The Bachelorette’s influence on American media and culture, these 

shows will be explored using aspects of process and cultural context--- two of Silverblatt keys to 

interpreting media messages. 

 In Art Silverblatt’s third edition of “Media Literacy: Keys to Interpreting Media Messages”, process 

is defined as “[t]he dynamic of communications, including function, comparative media, media 

communicator, and audience (479).” As previously mentioned, ABC™ and its parent company (the Walt 

Disney Company™) are responsible for the production of The Bachelor and The Bachelorette, and both 

companies generally produce a plethora of television, radio and Internet broadcasts for the general 

audience, and various media for each demographic of the general audience (e.g., children, teenagers, 

adults, single people, married couples, etc.). Some of the characteristics shared between The Bachelor and 

The Bachelorette, and Walt Disney’s love story films are: unrealistic relationship ideals, rags to riches, the 

need to marry (or, the realization of happiness and contentment as the result of marriage), and love at first 

sight.   

 In a 2011 article, Dr. Amy Muise holds that “Reality relationship TV ideals that love, once found, is 

easy and perfect can create expectations that a loving partner should be [a] mind reader, always be in a 

good mood and never have a disagreement. The expectations set people up for relationship dissatisfaction 

when their partners can’t read their minds, have a bad day or disagree with them about something (Is 

Watching the Bachelorette Bad for Your Relationship?).” This theme is illustrated in the two television 

shows in that the contestants tirelessly investigate and pursue ways to obtain the emotional affection and 

commitment of the prominent Bachelor, or Bachelorette. Moreover, overtones of this theme exist 

throughout Disney’s Beauty and the Beast as Beast (the Prince) does everything he can to please Belle 

(his eventual love interest) in an attempt to win her affection. Interestingly, Beast’s attempt is not as 

successful as he had initially hoped. Prior to the onslaught of Reality TV, people mostly developed 

expectations regarding marriage from their families, past relationships and observations of other married 

couples (Ronzenfeld).  

However, a 2012 study of nearly 400 married individuals conducted by Jeremy Osborn of Albion 

College in Michigan, measured the degree to which each participant’s perceptions of relationship 

satisfaction and commitment were affected by the media they consumed (in particular, television 

broadcasts, film and Internet media) (Gannon). The study found that “…those who believed in fictitious 

romance had a lower sense of relationship commitment. They expressed concerns about the high cost of 
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losing their independence and having to sacrifice their own interest for those of their partner. Because they 

viewed the price of relationship commitment to be high, they also placed relationship satisfaction at a 

premium (Gannon).” In his report Osborn explained that this is a result of the fact that “We live in a society 

that perpetually immerses itself in media images from both TV and the web, but most people have no 

sense of the ways those images are impacting them (Jeremey Osborn).” As a result, this incidence has 

contributed to the steady increase in failed U.S. divorces (GoodTherapy.org). 

 Another theme prevalent in ABC™’s The Bachelor and The Bachelorette, and the Walt Disney 

Company™’s The Little Mermaid (1989) is the (seemingly obsessive) desire to marry, and the idea that a 

condition of marriage is everlasting happiness and contentment. The objective of The Bachelor and The 

Bachelorette is for a marriage to result between the final contestant and the target “lover”. Interestingly, a 

similar theme exist between the lead male and female characters in Disney™’s The Little Mermaid (1989). 

In The Little Mermaid, Princess Ariel is infatuated with Prince Eric (and he with her). After their initial 

contact on the seashore, their infatuation for each other catapulted and (despite the opposition they 

endured by Ursula, the Sea Witch, the two began to ponder ways in which they could ultimately marry. In 

the song, entitled, “Part of Your World”, Princess Ariel expresses her infatuation with Prince Eric. Another 

prominent song in the film which persuades Princess Ariel and Prince Eric to marry is “Kiss the Girl”. 

 This theme also prevails in Disney™’s Aladdin (1992) as Aladdin and Princess Jasmine sing the 

Oscar-winning ballad, entitled, “A Whole New World” (IMDb). The song is a dialogue between Aladdin and 

Princess Jasmine as they express their desires to spend their lives together. Perhaps the most memorable 

stanza of the song says: 

“A whole new world, A dazzling place I never knew, But when I’m way up here, it’s crystal 

clear that now I’m in a whole new world with you… (Belle)” 

These lyrics further convey the ideal that a union between two lovers will result in a life of enjoyment and 

wonder. 

 Interestingly, while marriage is the result, or objective, featured in these productions, the two 

Reality TV shows feature a characteristic which Internet blogger Jerod Clark (of thinkChristian) calls 

“messed up”. This characteristic is that the competitors of The Bachelor  have a “mess up” idea of love 

because the individuals are willing to “…go on a national game show where the prize is a marriage 

proposal. Love has morphed into the need for attention with the side benefits of what love really is: a 

committed relationship. And in this quest for attention, many of these women are willing to throw out their 

standards for the pursuit of love (Clark).” Two of the ways in which competitors of both realty television 
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shows “throw out” their standards (as observed in both shows) are by performing sexual favors in order to 

please the Bachelor, or Bachelorette, and by inciting strife between fellow competitors. 

 Cultural Context is another of Silverblatt’s keys to interpreting media literacy. In describing cultural 

context, Silverblatt comments “Anthropologists study ancient civilizations by unearthing artifacts in order to 

reconstruct a portrait of the society. In the same way, the study of media productions furnishes a means of 

understanding culture (Media Literacy: Keys to Interpreting Media Messages).” Upon observation, one 

might imply that the media presentations studied in this analysis shape cultural attitudes, values and 

behaviors more than they reinforce them. For example, in her 2011 article, entitled, “Rutgers pays Snooki 

more than Toni Morrison”, Ann Oldenburg reports that Rutgers University paid reality TV star Nicole 

“Snooki” Polizzi $32,000 to deliver a commencement address--- in a previous year, the University paid Toni 

Morrison (a Nobel Prize-winning author, editor and professor) $30,000 in a previous year (Oldenburg). One 

might imply that for a University of Rutgers’ stature to pay a Reality TV personality (which is generally 

regarded as the lowest form of an entertainer according to John Perritano of HowStuffWorks.com) more 

than a prominent writer and educator reflects the impact which Reality TV has had on American culture and 

media (Perritano). One might also imply that this demonstrates America’s cultural attitude on entertainment 

more than education. 

 According to Dr. Amy Muise, The Bachelorette emphasizes the idea that being unmarried is 

unacceptable (Is Watching the Bachelorette Bad for Your Relationship?). In her observations of a previous 

episode of The Bachelor, “…a 25 year old who didn’t get a rose depressingly proclaimed that this was “her 

last ditch effort” to find love and that the show had confirmed that she was destined to “end up alone” 

(Muise). Muise continues by explaining that this young woman’s mindset is held by many young women 

who believe that “…if we are not in a relationship by a certain age (in this case 25!) There is something 

wrong with us and our only option is to prepare for a life of miserable solitude (Is Watching the Bachelorette 

Bad for Your Relationship?).” 

 As a result of the events experienced by the participants of The Bachelor and The Bachelorette, 

these individuals often remain single, frustrated, and continue to seek fame and fortune by participating in 

other Reality TV shows and competitions. Although most commonly, the participants of these shows 

generally enjoy a short stint a celebrity and rarely remain popular, or remembered, years after they were 

featured on reality television shows. The phenomenon of Realty Television and its impact on the American 

culture and media cannot be ignored, and as some scholars suggest, is influencing a rapid decline in the 

quality of interpersonal relationships by impressing upon media consumers that the ideologies featured in 
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these broadcasts present the ideals by which people should live. In this analysis, using Silverblatt’s keys to 

media literacy, the unrealistic messages about love and marriage conveyed on the television shows The 

Bachelor and the The Bachelorette were explored as a direct result of each show’s connection to the Walt 

Disney Company. 
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