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An election
with reality
TV rules
Welcome to 2016

I
remember being 9 at my
neighbor’s house and walk-
ing into the living room
while his older siblings were
watching the first season of

“The Real World,” an MTV reality
show. They quickly changed the
channel and ushered us out, ex-
plaining that this wasn’t for kids.
“It’s too real,” they said.

A piece that ran this week on
Salon suggested that this election
season is better than reality tele-
vision, though a more concise as-
sessment is that this election is a
product of it; one of reality TV’s
biggest stars has dictated the
rules. This has so much become
the case that almost every day
provides material that is a little
“too real” for kids in the room. So
much so, in fact, that the Clinton

campaign has run
a commercial that
resonates, even if
you disagree with
every single one
of the candidate’s
policies.

The ad, called
“Role Models,”
juxtaposes some
of the GOP candi-
date’s more in-

flammatory language with images
of children watching and listen-
ing to the candidate on television.

As I watch it, I again recall
being ushered out of that room be-
cause “The Real World” was “too
real.” Now I’m wondering how
“real” it was. Wasn’t it simply the
predictable result of putting a
bunch of cameras in the faces of
adolescents?

I grew up during the rise of re-
ality television, from the advent
of “The Real World” to the birth
of “Survivor.” I was reminded of
this recently when I watched Al-
bert Brooks’ great 1979 film “Real
Life,” a mocumentary that imag-
ined the production of a reality
television series. Sure, the film is
a spoof of the 1973 series “An
American Family,” though it is
genius for its foretelling of how a
forthcoming reality entertain-
ment culture would soon create
incredible opportunities for nar-
cissists, con artists and every-
thing in between.

The spectacle that is this elec-
tion reminds me of the great piece
about “The Real World” by Chuck
Klosterman, which ran in his col-
lection “Sex, Drugs and Cocoa
Puffs,” in which the essayist de-
tails the rise of the groundbreak-
ing show and its journey from an
interesting and innovative experi-
ment to a bunch of people acting
the way they saw the specimens
that paved the way for them act,
creating an entertainment echo
chamber that spawned profession-
al reality television stars. It creat-
ed archetypes, it created new mar-
kets for those archetypes, and
then it cast those influenced by
those archetypes to take over.
Multiply this trend by 25 years.
Multiply it by the entertainment
industry. Multiply it by political
theater. Welcome to 2016.

None of this is to say that the
presidential race, let alone high
political life in the U.S. generally,
hasn’t always had a reality televi-
sion aspect running through it.
There has been a long-running
critique of America’s embrace of
entertainment over civic engage-
ment.

Remember that movie “Ameri-
can Dreamz,” which 10 years ago
essentially chastised the public at
large for this preference?

The 2016 election asks, why
should we have to choose? This is
the year the two realms, enter-
tainment and civic engagement,
have accomplished singularity.
They now live wholly and un-
abashedly as one.

That helps to put into context,
though not excuse, the GOP nomi-
nee picking his fight with the
Khans or suggesting — acciden-
tally or on purpose — that gun
lovers can do Clinton in. These
behaviors aren’t presidential in
character, no. But they are things
that one hell of a reality show
contestant would say on one hell
of a reality show. They’re things
that Puck would have said way,
way, way back in “The Real
World: San Francisco” — some-
thing a reality TV villain would
say, not a president.

Being president is very much a
reality-based job. But this election
season is going by the rules of re-
ality entertainment — and that’s
something entirely different.

By the way, has the former star

Losing
our unity
at the

Olympics

Y
ou know what these
Olympics need? The So-
viet Union.

I’m kidding, of course.
With the exception of

Vladimir Putin, no one wants to
see the return of the USSR. They
were a real-life Evil Empire, di-
rectly responsible for the killings
of tens of millions.

But having a “bad guy” in the
Olympics certainly made it easier
to bring America together. Just

watch “Rocky IV”
and the fight
against Ivan
Drago. The coun-
try agreed com-
munism was bad.
Throughout the
Cold War, it was a
popular belief that
partisanship
ended at the wa-
ter’s edge — there

may be Republicans and Demo-
crats when it came to domestic de-
bates, but in foreign policy we
were all simply Americans.

That doesn’t quite hold true
anymore. You saw it in 2012,
when President Barack Obama
mocked Mitt Romney for saying
Russia was our greatest geopoliti-
cal threat. Since then, Russia has
annexed Crimea, harbored Ameri-
can fugitives, fostered civil unrest
in the Ukraine, and supported
Bashar al-Assad’s regime in
Syria, a regime to whom Obama

famously gave a “red line.” Oops.
And today you see the discord

over foreign affairs everywhere.
You see it in Clinton today, echo-
ing Romney 2012 on the threat
posed by Russia, and with Trump
seemingly seeking a “ reset” with
Putin. Or in Trump and Clinton
opposing Obama on the Trans-Pa-
cific Partnership, despite Clinton
serving as one of its architects. Or
in the massive debates and parlia-
mentary maneuvers over Obama’s
Iran deal, with a bipartisan Sen-
ate majority failing to kill it.

This fraying of American unity
has carried through to the Olym-
pics. We used to chant “USA”
until our voices were hoarse, rev-
eling in the victories in some of
the most obscure sports. Gold
medal in Eventing? USA! Gold in
the 1,000-meter, two-man kayak?
USA! Yet, while Americans of all
stripes cheer the successes of the
gymnastics or swimming teams,
domestic debates spill into the
31st Olympiad.

For example, Ibtihaj Muham-
mad is an American Olympian
fencer. She also happens to be a
Muslim and wears a hijab. That
has brought her into debates
about Islam’s place in American
society, immigration and terror-
ism. Rather than blithely cheer-
ing “USA!” as she wields a sabre
against contestants from foreign
nations, we are dragged into dis-
agreement.

Or look at this year’s first
American gold medalist, 19-year-
old Ginny Thrasher. A young
woman competing for her nation
— in an event the U.S. had not
medaled in since 2000 — should
have been met with universal
praise. Instead, since her sport in-
volved shooting, she was served
snark. Tweets about Americans
expecting to do well in the “mass
shooting” event have no place in
what should be a celebration.

Fencers should not be held to ac-
count for the terrorists who use
machetes to kill, injure and maim
“Christian infidels,” nor should
athletes competing in shooting
sports be dragged into arguments
about gun control. And for a coun-
try founded on the ideal of religious
liberty, our Olympians should not
be subjected to questions about
their religious garb, whether it is a
hijab or a yarmulke.
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Don’t toss
those scraps

Organics recycling coming to ruralMaine
By Christopher Burns
BDN Staff

It’s no secret that Mainers produce a lot of
food scraps, most of which end up either in a
garbage incinerator or a landfill, where those
scraps take up valuable space and become a

major source of greenhouse gas emissions.
But the day is coming when that may no lon-

ger be the case.
Food scrap recovery efforts are increasingly

popular in urban and suburban areas, and now
they’re cropping up in rural towns from Pisca-
taquis to Oxford counties, where Mainers for the
most part have lacked access to programs that
could divert those scraps for a higher purpose.
To do so, town officials are teaming up with ex-
perienced organics recyclers in the private sec-
tor.

Organics recycling has become a focal point
in the debate about the future of waste manage-
ment in the state. With landfill space becoming
an increasingly valuable commodity and a stag-
nating recycling rate, these efforts could help ex-
tend the lifespan of landfills while bringing the
state closer to its 50 percent recycling goal, set in
1989. For these towns to succeed, it will require
a behavioral shift not unlike what happened
with recycling more than two decades ago.

“Hopefully after a generation of doing this
around the state, it’s going to be second nature
to folks to separate these items out of the trash,”
said Greg Williams, director of waste solutions
for Agri-Cycle Energy, which is vying for a slice
of the rural organics market.

Notwasting anymore
Interest in recycling food scraps and other or-

ganics has grown in recent years. But the state
largely lacks the infrastructure needed to trans-
late this interest into action.

Just seven facilities are licensed by the Maine
Department of Environmental Protection to col-
lect food scraps from residential and commercial
customers for compost, most of which are in
southern and coastal Maine.

In Greater Portland, private haulers Garbage
To Garden and We Compost It! compete for food
scraps from households and businesses so they
can turn them into what composters call “black
gold.” Outside Greater Portland, however, Main-
ers without the acreage to compost themselves
have limited opportunities to divert food scraps
from the trash bin.

But that could be slowly starting to change.
Earlier this year, the town of Greenville in

Piscataquis County launched a pilot program
called Greenville Organics, in which residents
can separate food scraps and other organics
from their household trash and drop them off in
bins at the local transfer station.

The town partnered with Agri-Cycle Energy,
an organics collection company, to haul food
scraps from the transfer station as well as local
businesses, restaurants and other institutions to
Exeter Agri-Energy in Exeter, which operates
anaerobic digesters that convert organics into
biogas to produce electricity.

Greenville isn’t the only rural town that’s ex-
ploring the options for diverting food scraps and
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