HIGH DRAMA
Some of reality TV’s
most notorious ladies
are, clockwise from
left, Shaunie O’Neal,
Evelyn Lozada, NeNe
Leakes, Tami Roman,
Joseline Hernandez
and Tiffany Pollard.

RICAL
WORLD

Reality TV is turning countless Black women with a flair for high drama
into instant stars with their own spin-offs, cosmetics lines, book
deals and millions of loyal fans. But when the women who get the most
attention are those most willing to brawl, is success worth it?
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hefight caughteveryone’s attention. Dressedina

primlaceblouse withabowat the collar, Jennifer

Williams, the ex-wife of basketball player Eric

Williams, waslunching with friendsin the presi-

dential suite of South Florida’s Gulfstream Park
racetrack. Across the table sat Nia Crooks, 32, who was com-
plaining that Williams, 37, was putting on airs. Todrive home
her point, Crooks, wearing a floral maxiand carefully coiffed
bob, marched around the tableand administered an open-palm
slap tothe side of Williams’s face. They began to tussle. Evelyn
Lozada, Williams’s former BFF, watched from across the room.
Lozadahad her own beef with Williams, whom she described
as “whack on so many levels.” Suddenly Lozada kicked off her
shoes, leaped onto the dining table and took flight, hurling
herselfdirectlyat Williams. Such was the mayhem that played
out over two episodes of the chaotic fourth season of VH1’s
reality hit Basketball Wives.

Fromtheall-outbrawls on Basketball Wivesto the grimylove
triangles on Love and Hip Hop: Atlanta, reality TV has become
asignificant force in disseminating images of Black women to
theviewingpublic. Buttothe chagrin of many,
theseshows seemtofeature one type of woman
mostprominently: She’sirrational, unreason-
able, oversexed and violent, and more often

of opportunities for women of color, reality TV, with its
reported payday of anywhere from $10,000 per episode to
$1 million per season, has become the surest route to fame
and fortune. But what does that mean for the rest of us?

DRAMA QUEENS

narainydayinlate February, Shaunie O’Neal,

executive producer of Basketball Wives, and

Lozada are enjoying lunch on the outdoor

patio of Delores, But You Can Call Me Lolita,
apopulareateryin Miami’s financial district.

The women discuss Lozada’s ailing relative and her disap-
pointmentoverthe collapse ofher friendship with Williams.
Lozadashedsatearand O’Neal gently consoles her. It’s the
kind of tempered girl talk women have all the time. Not
surprisingly, the scene, which takes almost adozen mostly
male and mostly White crew from the production house
Shed Mediato film, never makesitontheair. To the endless
frustration of O’Neal, the network insists that measured
conversationisnotwhat the viewers want.

“The people at VH1 do a lot of polls,”

says O’Neal, 38, ex-wife of basketball star

Shaquille O’Neal. “They’ll survey fans on

than not she’s so lacking in self-regard she’s “S()M ET I M ES Facebook and Twitter and then tell me

willing to be humiliated publicly by the man

research showsthatnormal conversations

sheclaimstolove.Inshort,thewomenonthese THE SH()W’S are boring.” She notes that during the

shows often represent the worst stereotypes
ever hurled atus. Tacky. Violent. Ho.
Yetmillionsof ustunein. Reality programs

premiere episode of season four, produc-

PR()I)UCE RS ersintroduced two new cast members in

scenes that were heavy on dialogue, low

starring Black women consistently rank as V\/ I L L ASK on conflict. “And every time it was non-
5

the highest rated on their respective cable
networks. And when these programs feature
casts who name-call, curse, belittle and

AREYOU

dramatic,” she says, “people were on
Twitter saying, ‘I'm falling asleep,” ‘Kill
me already.’ Soitjustseemsthatthe audi-

physically and verbally attack one another, F IGHTING ence expectsdrama.”

the ratings go through the roof. Basketball

Of course, thistype of “drama” is noth-

Wives is only one case in point: Season four W I TI I ANY()NE ing new. Almost two decades ago, Jerry

debutedlast Februarywith almost4 million

Springerintroduced the spectacle of girl-

viewers and became the numberonetrending RI(}HT N()W?’ 7 on-girl slapdowns as entertainment on

topicon Twitter—worldwide. The series was

followed in June by the premiere of Love & Hip

Hop: Atlanta, with plotlines involving cheating men and the
women who love them, a couple-on-couple street fight and
various acts of questionable sexual conduct. The showbecame
aratings gold mine, with more than 6 million viewers tuning
in to last fall’s two-episode reunion, many of them tweeting
commentary as they watched.

Suchratings can pay offbig: The most popularrealitystars
have managed to parlay their celebrity into a chance to sell
everything from memoirs and children’s books to makeup,
shoes, liquor and weaves. And reality stardom can only help
aspiring actresses. Tami Roman, despite criticism of her bul-
lying behavior on Basketball Wives, recently signed on for TV
One’sscripted comedy Belle’s,while NeNe Leakes, the breakout
star of Bravo’s Real Housewives of Atlanta,landed arecurring
spotinthe Foxhit Gleeand astarringrolein NBC’s prime-time
sitcom The New Normal. In an industry notorious for its lack
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his talk show. But Springer’s parade of

misfitsengagedinbizarrelove triangles—
“Mydadissleeping with myex, who’s actuallyaman!”—was
comically “trashy” and easy to dismiss. In contrast, Bas-
ketball Wives offered to take us inside the monied world of
grown-up women who were more like us. These were
professional women who wore designer clothes and expen-
sive jewelry and lived in well-appointed homes. Perhaps
that’swhytheimage of thembehaving, as many complained,
“like wild animals,” was so disturbing.

Shed Media’s executive producer Sean Rankine insists
that those behind the scenes aren’t trying to promote
violence on Basketball Wives. They are simply following
the most compelling storylines. “Women having alterca-
tions with one another is only one facet of this show,”
insists Rankine. “Thereis also alot of positivity. Evelyn
did a cancer charity run. Tami has filmed sessions with
her therapist talking about sexual assault. These >
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FIRED UP “|l didn’t see anything other than me f---ing trying to rip
her head off,” Lozada (right) later said of her fight with Williams.

issuesexistwithin our community and the women are doing
agoodjobbringing them to light.”

Mona Scott-Young, executive producer of Love and Hip Hop
and Love and Hip Hop: Atlanta, also maintains she offers view-
ersmorethannegativity. “Human nature dictates that anything
explosive gets a huge reaction,” she says. “But I think there is
alsoanaspirational element forviewersinterested inthe glitz
and glamour of this world. They may tune in for that, and then
as the cast deals with very relatable issues, such as infidelity
orcareerdisappointment, fanstell ustheyseelessonstheycan
applyto their own lives.”

While that maybe true, asthe controversyover season four
of Basketball Wives mounted, O’Neal found herselfincreasingly
displeased with the direction of the show. “Basketball Wives
was supposed to highlight us as strong, independent women,”
she says. “Butwhen Iwentto VH1 and said, “‘We need tobe more
positive,” and showed them viewer e-mails, they said, “Wow,
whyare theydoggingyouout? You're nothurtinganyone. You're
abusinesswoman.’ The problem is that at the end of the day,
the network decides what it wants.”

THE PRICE OF FAME

t’s1A.M. on abrisk March night in New York City, and
NeNe Leakes thinks maybe she said the wrong thing.
Only hours ago, the star of Real Housewives of Atlanta,
and arguably the most recognizable face of the entire
Housewives franchise, appeared on Bravo’s late-night
talk show Watch What Happens: Live. When host Andy Cohen
asked Leakestorecallthelasttime shehad sexwith herestranged
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husband, Gregg, she offered, “Well, notlongago.” The audi-
ence eruptedin cheers.

Now she’s second-guessing herself, wondering if maybe
she went too far. She’s sitting in a conference room on the
sixth floor of Bravo TV Studio inlower Manhattan with her
glam squad and PR person. One of the women tells Leakes
that after she made her crack about sleeping with Gregg,
Leakes’sdate, who had attended the taping, left the building.
Leakesrollshereyesandsaystonooneinparticular: “Chill
out, dude. Just roll with it. Damn.” She turns to Steven
Weinstock, the executive producer of Real Housewives of
Atlanta, who’s just entered the room.

“Was itbad whatIsaid?” she asks.

Weinstock replies, “No, not at all.”

“Was it horrible?”

“No.”

“What should I have said?”

“The truth.”

And on it goes, the star asking for approval and the pro-
ducertellingherthatdespite the apparently hurtfeelings of
hercompanion, shedid therightthing. Hereinlies one of the
truths ofreality TV: What compels us to watch these shows
isthatthe starsbehavein ways many of us havebeen taught
notto.Agood womandoesn’tembarrassherman,bad-mouth
herfriendsorflyoffthe handle at the slightest provocation.
And she certainly doesn’t do it in public. But on reality TV,
acting out is not only encouraged, it’s rewarded with more
fame. Thisis exactly what has some critics so concerned.

Inher 13 years at Spelman College, associate professor
Tarshia Stanley, Ph.D., says she’s witnessed a disturbing
change in the behavior of incoming students, a change she
attributes directlytotheir consumption ofreality TV. “The
students are more confrontational, even physical,” says
Stanley, who designed the college’s film and mediaprogram.
“Andit’snotjustourstudents. All over the countryyoucan
see the trend: Students are watching programs that show
characterassassination and gossip masqueradingasintel-
ligent conversation, where there are no consequences for
loud, aggressive behavior. This message canbe particularly
detrimental for young women of color who will be entering
the workforce already fighting the stereotype that they’re
angry Black women about to go off.”

Leakes,who has close toamillion Twitter followers, likes
topointoutthatthe cast of Real Housewives of Atlantadoesn’t
engageinphysical violence. “We don’t fistfight on our show,
but you have definitely seen us fighting with words,” she
says. Indeed Leakes hasbeeninvolved in countless heated
battles, most of which involve heryelling, bullying or insult-
ing her castmates. Despite, or perhaps because of her pro-
pensity for confrontation, Leakes was tapped to appear on
season four of NBC’s Celebrity Apprentice. There she imme-
diatelylocked hornswith Star Jones.Inoneargument Leakes
loomed over Jones, telling her to bring her “street game”
and calling her a “punk-ass bitch.” Abemused Trump raised
an eyebrow. “Well, that was unusual,” he said.

These days Leakes is reported to be the highest paid
star of the Housewivesfranchise. “But there is definitely
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adownsidetobeingonreality TV,” says Leakes, whose 12-year
marriage viewers watched implode on season three of Real
Housewives of Atlanta. “You give so much of yourself and
sometimes you have toshare things that you wouldn’tactu-
ally share with everybody. Like my relationship with my
husband.Iwish I had never putthatoutthere. If Gregg and
Iweren’tonthis show, we probably would have been able to
work through some things.”

Sheturnsto Weinstock and cocks her head: “Plus, we work
foraWhite man who wantsblood out of you. He makes you say
sh-- you don’t want to say, and if you don’t he screams and
scratches.” Weinstocklaughs uncomfortably. Leakes contin-
ues herinsults, citingthe man’sreligion and hisbank account
and insisting he needs to give her a check so she’ll feel better
aboutherself. It’s notentirely clear how much of thisis ajoke.
Soon a member of her entourage asks that the tape recorder
be turned off.

SEEKING HEAT

nothertruthofreality TV: Whatyou’re seeingisn’t
always real. Many shows are peppered with
amateurishattemptsbythecasttoact“real”—exag-
gerated eye rolls, gasps of “surprise,” the clearly
preplanned “spontaneous” invitations to social
functions. Basketball Wives’ Rankine explains these shows
follow what is called a “soft script,” whereby story lines are
“gently guided by production to move the action along.” Rankine
maintains his show is more authentic. “When you cast a show
correctly,” he says, “you can just follow the lives of the women
and getastorythat people will want to tune in to every week.”

Butasmuch asproducers claim what we are seeingis “real,”
these showsseem designed to ensure strife: Women who may
actively dislike one another are thrust together at parties
and overnight getaways. Everydisagreementisrehashedin
one-on-one interviews, and warring women are encouraged
to “talkitout,” sometimesinthe presence of other women who
possessinformation that only fuels the flame.

“On our show everything is set up,” says Janice, a cast
member on apredominantly Blackensemble reality show
whohasaskedthatherrealnamenotbeused. “Sometimes
the producerwill ask, ‘Are youfightingwith anyone right
now?’ and then tell us to re-create the argument with
very specific talking points. So one person might be
prepped to say somethinglike, ‘T hate you, bitch!” and
then the other person would have a natural response
tothat. One time we had areporteronsetand produc-
tionleteveryone go freestyle soitdidn’tlooklike it was
produced. But the whole thing is actually very inau-
thentic. It’s like they are intent on creating conflict
between Black women. The situations they putusinhave
the potential to tear people apart.”

The notion that angry Black women drive ratings may
have first dawned on TV execs in 2004, when Omarosa
Manigault, then apolitical consultant, was castasacontes-
tant on NBC’s The Apprentice. Audiences were riveted by
her confrontational attitude, which included yelling at
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Donald Trump in the boardroom. Crowned reality TV’s
number one Bad Girl by E!, she became one of the genre’s
firstbonafide stars.

Butwhenit comestoBlackgirlsbehavingbadly, nothing
compares to VH1’s cringefest Flavor of Love, says Jennifer
L.Pozner,founder and executive director of Women In Media
and News and author of Reality Bites Back (Seal Press).
“Flavor of Love set the template for how people of color would
be depicted onreality TV,” she explains. The show starred
middle-aged former rap star Flavor Flav as jive-talking
ringmaster to a houseful of half-naked, potty-mouthed
women who vied for his affection. The program offered
unbridled chaos; at the reunion show melee, cast members
seated inthe audience flung offtheir heelsand charged the
women onstage. The televised brawl required no less than
sixsecuritymento getundercontrol. “The showwasdesigned
to minimize dignity and maximize stereotypes,” writes
Pozner. A clear-cutratingsbonanza, Flavor of Love opened
the floodgates forsimilar fare. Most notable was I Love New
York, featuring Tiffany Pollard, possibly the most volatile
bachelorette onreality TV.

Of course, the spectacle of the Female Hothead isn’t
limited to Black women. Cable networks continue to win
audiences with asteady stream of women threatening full-
scale beatdowns on shows such as Jersey Shore and Mob
Wives. Butwhile Italian-Americans cried foul when Snookie
and JWoww hit the scene, no other group has objected to
small-screen characterizations of themselves with quite
the samevigoras African-American women, who have fought
the angry Black woman stereotype for generations. >

CELEBRITY APPRENTICES Leakes (left) and Jones brought fire to
the boardroom in season four of Donald Trump’s reality hit.
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ENOUGH IS ENOUGH

heraucousfive-minute “supertrailer” VH1produced
forseason four of Basketball Wiveshasbeenwatched
morethanhalfamilliontimesonline.Itopenswith
Lozadatelling Williams, “I’'m gonna punch youin
your motherf---ingface,” then swellstoacrescendo
of insult hurling, bottle flinging and smack throwing only to
close with the spectacle of Lozadaleapingacross the table.
After seeing the trailer last February, Wendy Williams,
formerly adevoted follower,announced on her talk show that
she would no longer watch the program and took to making
chimpanzee noises when she mentioned the show. Former
cohost of The View Star Jones followed suit, tweeting, “It
may be ‘comfortable’ to be quiet when women of color slap
the crap outofeach otherand run acrosstablesbarefoot, but
#ENOUGHisENOUGH.” Even Nicki Minaj tweeted she was
“sodisturbed,” after watching Tami Roman, ex-wife of baller
Kenny Anderson, intimidate another cast member to the
pointoftears. In April Alexis M., who identifies herselfas a
Spelman student, put a petition on change.org, calling for a
boycott of BBW.On the site she says she wasinspired tostart
the petition after noticing aggressive behavior among teen
girls she mentors. “I found out theringleader wasimitating
some of the Basketball Wives,” she wrote. By May the petition
had almost 30,000 signatures, and major companies had
pulled their ads from the show. Many who signed the petition
added personal comments: “Women of Color DO NOT actlike
this....” wrote one. Added another: “As adark-skinned Black
woman, I am OFTEN judged on stereotypes that originate
from programming like this.”
This was not the only petition calling for an end to these
programs. Within days of the Love & Hip Hop: Atlantapremiere,
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FAMILY FARE The new roster of reality TV shows relies less on
brawling wives and more on sister acts. Clockwise from left: Toni and
Tamar Braxton, gospel duo Mary Mary, and Tia and Tamera Mowry.

apetitiondescribingthe showas “digital crack” and calling
for a boycott went up online, garnering more than 3,000
signatures before the third episode aired. Other petitions
followed. Many viewers complained about the negative
message the programs send to children. While VH1 main-
tainsits core audience for Basketball Wives and Love &Hip
Hopis 25-to-34-year-olds, it’simpossible to know how many
teensaretuningin. Accordingtothe Kaiser Family Founda-
tion, Black youth consume nearly six hours of television
daily, nearly twice as much as their White counterparts.
Even if parents restrict their children’s TV consumption,
mostrealityfareisavailable free online. And with promises
to offer viewers a peek at the lifestyles of those connected
tothe glamorousworlds of musicand sports, Love &Hip Hop
and Basketball Wives have undeniable appeal for teens.

In 2011 the Girl Scouts Research Institute conducted a
study, Real to Me: Girls and Reality TV,examining the effects
ofreality programingon 11-to-17-year-old girls. Ofthe 1,100
girls surveyed, almost 80 percent of those who watch real-
ity TVregularlyagreed that “gossipingisanormalpartofa
relationship between girls” versus 54 percent of girls who
didn’t watch. Reality TV viewers were also more likely to
thinkit’sin girls’nature tobe catty and manipulative, and
agreewiththe statements “Being mean gets youmore respect
thanbeingnice” and “You have to lie to get what you want.”

“Wearereallyonthe cusp ofunderstandingthis,because
reality TV is so new,” says Kimberlee Salmond, a senior
research strategist with the institute. “But we know that
many of these girls think what is happening on reality TV
is real and unscripted, and that exacerbates the impact
because theythinkit’s an accurate reflection of life.”

Andit’snotjustimpressionable teens who are affected.
Mary Beth Oliver, Ph.D., codirector of the Media Effects
Research Library at Penn State University, says numerous
studies showthat television can promoteracial stereotypes.
“IfTgrowupinanall-White communityand the only contact
Thavewith African-Americansisthrough television, that’s
my reality,” she explains.

“When people watch shows that depict Black women as
violent and irrational, they think that’s how Black people
resolve conflict,” adds Marc Lamont Hill, Ph.D., professor
of education and African-American studies at Columbia
University. “Girls get the message that thisis how they are
supposed to deal with stress; this is how they’re supposed
torelatetooneanother.” Hill says thereis another message
these programssend thatisfar more disturbing. “Whenyou
constantly see Black women being assaulted, even by each
other, it normalizes the image of a Black woman being
physicallyviolated,” he says. “That makes it more difficult
for peopletohave asense of outrage when theysee violence
against Blackwomen, whetherit’s domesticviolence, part-
ner violence or violence on the street. It’s not shocking to
us anymore. The thought is, You do it to each other. Why
shouldwe care?”

Of course, not all shows featuring mostly Black casts rely
on their stars’ volatility to keep viewers engaged. The past
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year has seen arise in more wholesome fare, including WEtv’s
Mary Mary, about the gospel singing sister duo; Braxton Family
Values, about five R&B singing sisters; and Style Network’s Tia
and Tamera, about twin actresses juggling careers and family.
Butwhile the newershows garnertopratings on their networks,
none hasseenthe numbers posted by their more conflict-driven
competitors. The Braxtonsand Tia and Tameraboth peaked with
under a million viewers per episode. By contrast last season’s
episode of Real Housewives of Atlanta,inwhich theladies traveled
to South Africa, where theybickered, visited an orphanage and
bickered some more, all the while wearing designer heels and
full makeup, was watched by almost 4 million people.
Notsurprisingly the teaser for season five, which premiered
in November, features what appears to be a scuffle between
Leakes and new cast member Kenya Moore, a former Miss
USA.Mooreinsists whatlookslikeafight wasn’tafightatall.
“NeNewas justpulling me away from asituation,” says Moore,
who has a natural hair care line in the works and hopes her
Housewivesrole will help to grow her brand.
But like most reality stars, Moore admits
she’s had to balance the potential payoff

scene afterscene of the star’sviolent outbursts. “Ijust want
to do good,” a weeping Lozada responded, folding herself
into Vanzant’s embrace. “I was put into this position for a
reason and I just don’t know what that is.... But I know it
wasn’ttoactthe foolon TV.”

Back in May, after the taping of the reunion show, the
producers of VH1issued astatement: “We at VH1 agree with
and support Shaunie and the show producers’ ‘no excessive
physical confrontationspolicy’ onthe series movingforward,”
itread. “We are all committed tobalancing the candid, bold
excitement that the viewers have come to love in the series
with storylines and representations they canbe proud of.”

O’Neal admitsshe’snotsure howfanswill acceptakinder,
gentler Basketball Wives. And she hasreasontobe concerned:
Duringanepisode of the second season of the franchise spin-
off Basketball Wives: LA, castmates Brooke Bailey and Jackie
Christie gotintoaheated argument. Incompliance with the
new policy tolimitviolence, VH1 producers edited the scene

so that all viewers saw were two women
gesturing angrily and threatening each
other,thenasmash cuttothe women—now

against the toll of being put in scenarios “« N i with torn clothes and matted hair—being
[JUST WAN'I

designed to create heat. “I am not a fly-off-
the-handle person,” she says. “But onreality
TVsometimesyoufindyourselfinsituations
with people youwouldn’t normallybe friends
with and theyare speakingtoyouinaninsult-
ingorcondescendingway. Andinaparticular
instanceonthe showIusedlanguage Iwouldn’t

TO DO GOOD.
[ WAS PU'T
INTO THIS

held apartbysecurity men. The fans were
not having it. “You would not believe the
tweets,” says O’Neal. “Things like ‘How
you gonna cut out the fight?” ‘Why didn’t
we see her get her butt whipped?’ and ‘If
thisishowit’sgoingtobe,youmightaswell
take it off the air.” It was nuts! Sometimes

normallyuse.” She pauses. “Honestly, it felt P()q I 'l‘ I()N F()R it just feels like I'm damned if I do and
. }

like an out-of-body experience.”

damnedifIdon’t. Atthe end of the day, you

A REASON.... [T cantpleaseeverybody”

SPINCITY

velyn Lozadaiscrying. She’ssitting

WASNT TO

Still, she’s making the mostofthe situ-
ation. As she looks ahead to her show’s
returnto VH1thisspring, O’Nealisdoing

on a soundstage in Los Angeles, ACT TH E F() ()L herbesttospinthe franchiseintoa Tyler

filming the season four reunion
episode of Basketball Wives and
she’s explaining that she has had
an epiphany about the fighting. She’s embar-
rassed, she says. She’s made mistakes. Only days before, Tami
Roman had appeared on The Wendy Williams Show, shed a few
tearsand said the same thing. The women are ready to clean up
theiracts. It’samessage that Lozadawould repeat afew months
later on atwo-episode run on OWN’s Iyanla: Fix My Life.
Thefirstshowairedin September, only daysbefore Lozada’s
divorce from football player Chad Johnson (formerly Ochocinco)
became final. The couple had married on July 4 but broke up
five weekslaterafteranaltercationinwhich Johnsonallegedly
head-butted Lozada. (Johnson pleaded no contesttoamisde-
meanor battery charge and in September was sentenced to a
year’sprobation.) The program was an exerciseinredemption,
withhostIyanlaVanzanttaking Lozadatotaskforherbehav-
ior on Basketball Wives, then guiding the tearful star to the
epiphany that beneath her anger was a scared little girl who
wants to be loved. “You have been rewarded for being out of
orderand athugamongwomen,” Vanzantsaid afterreplaying
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ON TV

Perry-esquejuggernaut. “When Istarted
Basketball Wives, I was a stay-at-home
mom,” she says. Nowshe hasafeature film
about basketball wives in the works, a
scripted project that she’s teaming up with Jumping the
Broomproducer Tracey Edmondsto deliver. “It’s going to be
an empowerment movie, abrand-new fictional story line,”
says Edmonds. “Thisis aninteresting world to explore, and
Shaunie was smart tobuild acareer and enterprise offit.”
But O’Neal, who’s also producing a basketball-themed
playtostarttouringin February, appearstohave nointen-
tion of creating further chaos. She says shereceives e-mails
from scores of womeninsisting theirlives would be perfect
for reality TV. “They tell me things like, “‘We’d be great
wives—we act the fool!” ” she says. One woman contacted
her not too long ago offering plenty of made-for-ratings
shenanigans. “She wants us to do Project Wives,” says O’Neal
withasigh. “ButIdon’twanttoattach myselfto something
thatI knowis goingtobe an automatic train wreck.” O

Jeannine Amber is the senior writer for this magazine.
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