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ABSTRACT 

As a programming powerhouse that has survived five years, more than 200 

episodes, and seven series locations, Bravo’s The Real Housewives franchise has become 

a formidable force in cable TV. With viewers in the millions, spin-off shows, 

merchandise, and cast appearances that extend far beyond Bravo, the presence of the 

franchise and its “ladies who lunch” cannot be missed in the realm of popular culture. 

Because of its success and its cultural position as a female-oriented reality TV program, 

this study examines Bravo’s The Real Housewives franchise through the lens of feminist 

political economy. Exploring the franchise through Kellner’s (1995) critical cultural 

model, this study moves the franchise through the stages of production, text, and 

reception to understand not only how the franchise is guided by commercial motives, but 

also how the series upholds elements of capitalism and patriarchy that are problematic for 

its target audience: females. Through the circuit of production, text, and reception, this 

research uses critical, ideological textual analysis to unmask the motivations behind The 

Real Housewives production, the messages regarding gender, race, class, and sexuality 

found within programming, and the ways in which audiences are making sense of—and 

responding to—those messages themselves. 

Concluding that the franchise targets the female audience through intense 

marketing and interactivity, perpetuates stereotypical gender norms in programming via 

use of Bravo’s infamous “wink,” and is textually read by fans largely in line with 

programming intent, I argue that The Real Housewives franchise targets and exploits the 

female audience, selling them “images” of themselves that are deeply problematic and 

indicative of the contemporary epoch of postfeminist media culture. And while fans are 

responding to the series’ messages of gender, race, class, and sexuality in a variety of 

ways, analysis suggests that they are likewise perpetuating the problematic portrayals in 

their own online interaction.
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CHAPTER ONE 

MEET THE HOUSEWIVES 

 
“The women of Real Housewives are a lot like their mansions, impeccably maintained 

facades. But what the show does so well is point out the cracks. The viewer, in turn, is 

left to pinball between mixed feelings of revulsion, fascination, and yes, envy about what 

they're seeing. In its own tawdry way, Real Housewives raises existential questions about 
what the good life really entails.” –Andrew Wallenstein, Television Critic and Editor of 

The Hollywood Reporter, as cited in Bianculli, National Public Radio, 2006, para. 16.  

 

In March of 2006, the United States’ cable-viewing audience was introduced to a 

group of women who would— as it turned out—provide the foundation for a 

programming powerhouse within reality television. As the gates of Coto de Caza—one of 

southern California’s wealthiest communities (Chang, 2006)—swung open for an all-

access pass to watch the “lives of the rich,” The Real Housewives of Orange County 

introduced Bravo viewers to a real-life mix of ABC’s Desperate Housewives and MTV’s 

Laguna Beach (Rogers, 2006). Following the lives of a group of women as they balanced 

martinis, shopping sprees, Botox injections, and luxury vacations, The Real Housewives 

of Orange County began as a seven-part series (Rogers, 2006) that documented the trials 

and tribulations of the women’s personal relationships with their children, their husbands 

(or male partners), and most importantly, each other. In reference to the original Orange 

County location, then-President of Bravo Media Lauren Zalaznick stated, "From Peyton 

Place to Desperate Housewives, viewers have been riveted by the fictionalized versions 

of such lifestyles on television. Now, here is a series that depicts real-life 'desperate' 

housewives with an authentic look at their compelling day-to-day drama" (as cited in 

Rogers, 2006, para. 3). Turning such plots into yet another reality television endeavor, 

The Real Housewives of Orange County quickly became a mainstay that would survive—

and thrive—for years to come. 

Its success in the mainstream begs the question of not only why we continue to 

see this franchise repeatedly regurgitated with new locations and series, but also what 

such programs are ostensibly “selling” to audiences, and how audiences are responding. 

In this regard, this research applies feminist political economy to The Real Housewives 

franchise in an attempt to answer such questions. Through the circuit of production, text, 

and reception, this research examines the motivations behind The Real Housewives  
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production, the messages regarding gender, race, class, and sexuality within 

programming, and the ways in which audiences are making sense of—and responding 

to—those messages themselves. In all of this, the overarching question via feminist 

political economy is how gender factors into these varying stages, and how it relates back 

to the structure of the media market as well as existing social and power relations.     

From the very beginning, Bravo—and parent corporation NBC Universal—knew 

they had a programmatic success on their hands. While the initial season of The Real 

Housewives of Orange County “helped lead NBC/Bravo to its best second quarter 

performance ever” (Dunlop Group, 2006, para. 1), averaged 503,000 audience members 

ages 18-49, 440,000 audience members ages 25-54, and 977,000 total viewers for its 

season finale, these numbers are mediocre when compared to the franchise’s success after 

its first season debut. A 2009 season of the Orange County location—season five—

garnered roughly 2.58 million viewers for its debut episode (Seidman, 2009a) and 2.45 

million for its finale (Seidman, 2010a). The first season finale of The Real Housewives of 

Beverly Hills shattered Bravo’s existing records for the entire franchise, garnering 

approximately 4.2 million viewers (Koff, 2011), a record that was soon beat out by 

another sister series. In this case, the season three finale episode of Atlanta garnered 4.4 

million total viewers (Nordyke, 2011), with other franchised locations attracting between 

one and three million viewers on average.  According to Adam Wallenstein, television 

critic and editor of The Hollywood Reporter, The Real Housewives success is based in the 

fact that Americans enjoy watching rich individuals in their daily lives (as cited in 

Bianculli, 2006). As Wallenstein contends, “go back in TV history to shows like Dynasty 

or Dallas, and it's self-evident. Americans love to watch wealth. The Real Housewives of 

Orange County may be a reality show, but it follows directly in that tradition” (as cited in 

Bianculli, 2006, para. 3). Following such a “tradition,” as both Bravo and cable audiences 

would soon discover, is a highly lucrative endeavor thanks to advertiser revenue. In fact, 

in 2008 The Real Housewives franchise alone earned Bravo $22 million in advertising 

revenue, according to research by TNS Media Intelligence (as cited in Clifford, 2009), 

while the network is expected to “generate [in 2011] $300.6 million in cash flow for 

parent company NBC Universal, up from $109.9 million in 2005” (Baine, as cited in 

Grover, 2011, para. 5).  
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As a “cash cow” for Bravo (Weprin, 2009, para. 3), The Real Housewives of 

Orange County was such a lucrative endeavor that its success prompted Bravo to expand 

the franchise to six additional locations throughout the U.S.: New York City, Atlanta, New 

Jersey, D.C., Beverly Hills, and Miami. By 2011, all seven locations had aired, and many 

(i.e., Orange County, New York City, Atlanta, and New Jersey) had aired multiple 

seasons. In roughly five years since its inception, The Real Housewives franchise has 

grown to encompass not only seven production locations, but also is responsible for 

roughly 16 completed seasons and 212 episodes, collectively.1 When compared to 

audience ratings for The Real Housewives original location, viewership of the franchise’s 

additional locations consistently rank in the millions and continue to grow (e.g., de 

Moraes, 2010b; Levine, 2010b; Nordyke, 2011; Nyholm, 2011; Rice, 2010; Seidman, 

2009a; 2010a).  

Importantly, the scope of The Real Housewives franchise does not stop at the 

boundaries of the United States, the boundaries dictated by cable subscription, or the 

boundaries dictated by the program itself. Based on The Real Housewives success 

throughout its locations in the United States, Bravo has motioned for the franchise to “go 

global.” According to an article featured in The New York Post, The Real Housewives 

format has moved to filming international variations, with the initial launch of Greece’s 

version—The Real Housewives of Athens—in March of 2011. Meanwhile, there is also 

discussion of a UK version of The Real Housewives of Sandbanks, and the possibility for 

alternate locations set in Australia, France, Germany, Israel, Italy, and Spain (Shen, 

2010). In fact, based on the franchise’s widespread success, The New York Post also 

reports that parent company NBC Universal has since filed suit to protect intellectual 

property from imitators of The Real Housewives franchise in Spain (Shen, 2010). 

Compounded by this global reach is the sale of The Real Housewives previously-

aired material to broadcast outlets nationwide. While formerly bound to NBC Universal’s 

cable outlet, Bravo, syndication sales of franchised programming have slated The Real 

Housewives content to premiere on various broadcast stations, beginning in Fall of 2010 

                                                        

1. The total numbers represent the completed seasons and their corresponding episodes, as of April, 2011. 

However, Bravo continues to air new seasons of renewed locations, so these numbers are expected to 

increase over time.  
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(Koff, 2009). As Koff (2009) reports, the series has “been sold in more than 60% of the 

country on local broadcast stations owned by NBC Local Media and Hearst Television, 

as well as other leading station groups including CBS, LIN, Local TV, Media General, 

Post-Newsweek, Raycom and Sinclair.” In this regard, The Real Housewives 

programming "has been sold to all 10 of the NBC Local Media broadcast stations; New 

York, Los Angeles, Chicago, Philadelphia, Dallas, San Francisco, Washington D.C., 

Miami, San Diego and Hartford,” as well as “to Hearst Television stations including 

Tampa, Orlando, Sacramento, Kansas City, Baltimore, Cincinnati, Louisville, New 

Orleans and West Palm Beach” (para. 2-3). The Real Housewives franchise is no longer 

restricted to only those able—and willing—to pay cable subscription costs, but now can 

reach audiences through broadcast outlets nationwide. 

Additionally, Bravo has subsequently moved The Real Housewives cast to spin-

off programs such as Date My Ex featuring former Orange County housewife Jo de La 

Rosa, as well as Bethenny Getting Married? and Bethenny Ever After, both featuring 

former New York City housewife, Bethenny Frankel. In addition to books, DVDs, and 

licensed merchandise of The Real Housewives franchise, various cast members have 

repeatedly been featured in other Bravo programs that are not technically “spin-offs” at 

all. For example, former housewife Jeana Keough of the Orange County location has 

participated in Bravo’s program, Thintervention with Jackie Warner, while the entire 

New Jersey cast has been featured in The Fashion Show: Ultimate Collection. The sons 

of New Jersey housewife Caroline Manzo have been cast as reputable bachelors in The 

Millionaire Matchmaker, while housewife Kim Zolciak from the Atlanta location 

recently made a guest appearance on the newest location added to the franchise: Miami. 

Even beyond the confines of The Real Housewives weekly episodes, Bravo continues to 

cast the housewives’ net over secondary audiences tuned in to other Bravo programs.  

In addition to their Bravo-based appearances, the housewives have also secured 

public roles as celebrity figures—roles that extend far beyond Bravo. While multiple 

housewives have pursued their own business ventures such as authoring books, creating 

beauty and skin-care products, developing jewelry and clothing lines, designing martini 

mixes, and dabbling in the fields of both music and acting, their roles as public figures 

have also secured them publicity and speaking parts throughout other media ventures and 
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on other outlets as well. Through frequent appearances on news-oriented programs such 

as CNN’s Piers Morgan (Krakauer, 2011) and The Joy Behar Show (CNN, 2010), Fox’s 

Your World with Neil Cavuto (Fox, 2010) and The Great American Panel with Sean 

Hannity (YouTube, 2010), and on NBC’s Today (Moore, 2010), the ladies of luxury have 

moved beyond Bravo’s walls as they can now reach national audiences watching their 

nightly news. In fact, as one married couple from The Real Housewives of D.C. became 

infamously known—and received much publicity—for their role in “crashing” the White 

House State Dinner for India in 2009 (Argetsinger & Roberts, 2009), another 

“housewife” from the Beverly Hills location was hired as a commentator for CNN’s 

entertainment programming (Huffington Post, 2011), and yet another has since been cast 

to appear on NBC’s reality program, The Apprentice. Select cast members from The Real 

Housewives franchise have had “action figures” made in their likeness by a company that 

has been featured in popular entertainment programs such as television’s CSI: New York, 

on the cable outlet SciFi, and has even been featured as a “case study” in a college 

marketing textbook published by McGraw-Hill (Hero, 2011). In this way, it is argued that 

The Real Housewives are increasingly dominating the media landscape and assume a 

significant place in American culture, and their presence as such cannot be ignored.   

1.1 Importance/ Purpose of Study 

In light of its success, The Real Housewives have received ample attention by 

both popular and mainstream press (e.g., Bulik, 2010: Chang, 2006; Crupi, 2008; Dunlop 

Group, 2006; Leonard, 2011; McGrath, 2006; Samuels, 2011; Seidman, 2009a; 2010a; 

Weprin, 2009), and is quickly emerging as a hot topic of discussion within the academic 

realm (e.g., Douglas, 2010; Leonard, 2011; Velázquez Vargas, 2009; Warner, 2011). 

While multiple scholars have examined the genre of reality programming and specific 

programs for their portrayals of both individuals and culture (e.g., Andrejevic, 2004; 

Douglas, 2010; Friedman, 2002; Hill, 2005; Holmes & Jermyn, 2009; Ouellette & Hay, 

2008; Ouellette & Murray, 2009; Pozner, 2010; Smith & Wood, 2003; Taddeo & Dvorak, 

2010; Weber, 2009), this research aims to contribute to the existing literature by 

exploring The Real Housewives franchise as a case study aimed at shedding light on how 

contemporary messages of gender, race, class, and sexuality are projected via media texts 

with immense cultural capital. While scholars have already begun including The Real 
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Housewives (of varying locations) as illustrative of larger arguments concerning media 

representation (e.g., Albright, 2007; Douglas, 2010; Meloy, 2009; Pozner, 2010), I argue 

that it is important to study the entire franchise if we are to understand the complex 

relationships between the commercial media market, media messages, and audience 

response. In this vein, this research aims to contribute to the discussion by providing 

critical analysis of the franchise that—in a matter of five years—has gained remarkable 

currency as a popular culture product, both on-screen and off.  

The importance of focusing on The Real Housewives franchise is—first and 

foremost—illustrated by its sheer presence in the media world. Across multiple outlets, 

multiple formats, and multiple endeavors, The Real Housewives have become a familiar 

household name. The housewives can be found on both broadcast and cable, as well as on 

their respective reality programs, ancillary reality programs, and nightly news programs. 

They have their hands in multiple book deals, recording deals, and business ventures 

alike. The Real Housewives, quite literally, are everywhere. Based on The Real 

Housewives prevalence in American culture, the importance of studying such a franchise 

emerges from the widely-addressed fact that media fulfill a very unique role in society: It 

informs and shapes our understandings of society and culture.  

As audiences are “immersed from cradle to grave” in mediated productions, it is 

these collective productions that teach “us how to behave and what to think, feel, believe, 

fear, and desire— and what not to” (Kellner, 2003, p. 9). Media serve as a “source of 

cultural pedagogy” that informs our values, ideas, attitudes, and beliefs about the world 

with which we engage, and it is with this in mind that The Real Housewives is viewed as 

a media production that deserves close, critical examination. As mass media—and 

television in particular—have become so ubiquitous as to envelope nearly every aspect of 

day-to-day life (e.g., Bagdikian, 2004), it is of paramount importance “to understand, 

interpret, and criticize” the meanings and messages found in its products (Kellner, 2003, 

p. 9). Because the media influence how we understand the culture within which we live, 

the people we interact with, and the role that we assume throughout the process (e.g., 

Bagdikian, 2004; Bettig & Hall, 2003; Douglas, 2010; Kellner, 2003; Meehan, 2005; 

Meehan & Riordan, 2002; Mosco, 2009; Pozner, 2010), a media production as large—

and culturally pervasive—as The Real Housewives can carry immense implications (as 
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well scholarly insight) for viewers’ understanding of the world.  

Importantly, because mass media “provide [the] materials out of which we forge 

our very identities; our sense of selfhood; our notion of what it means to be male or 

female; our sense of class, of ethnicity and race, of nationality, of sexuality and of ‘us’ 

and ‘them’” (Kellner, 2003, p. 9), it in this vein that research concerning The Real 

Housewives is approached. Our understanding of what it means to be a certain gender, 

what it means to be a certain race and/or class, and what it means to be “sexual” or have 

certain sexual proclivities—and the appropriate codes and behaviors of each—are 

asserted, reinforced, and/or challenged daily by the multitude of products that comprise 

the U.S. media landscape.  

In this way, mass media play a significant role in the structuring of social and 

personal relationships (e.g., Bagdikian, 2004; Kellner, 2003; McChesney, 2008). Media 

culture functions to “both shape and reflect cultural perceptions of who we are, what 

we’re valued for, what we want, what we need, what we believe about ourselves and each 

other— and what we should consider ‘our place’ in society” (Pozner, 2010, p. 21). It 

transcends geographic and cultural barriers (Bagdikian, 2004; Mosco, 2009), and can 

even “penetrate illiteracy” (Bagidkian, 2004, p. xiii). Mass media are central to the social, 

cultural, political, and economic processes that occur within any given society (Mosco, 

2009), and thus are key to forging our relationships and identities on a number of levels, 

both conscious and subconscious. Media inform our relationships and understanding of 

those relationships, identities and understanding(s) of identity, interpretation of our own 

culture as well as the culture(s) of others (e.g., Hill, 2005).  

 More than just cultural, however, the U.S. mass media also fulfill an explicitly 

economic role, in that it is “a central part of the capitalist political economy… and a 

source of tremendous profit in their own right” (McChesney, 2008, p. 14). That is, while 

fulfilling its cultural role as a pedagogical tool, the media also fulfill an economic role as 

dictated by the U.S. market economy (e.g., Kellner, 2003; McChesney, 2008). As 

knowledge, information, and entertainment are commodified into products for profit 

maximization, the business logic that guides the media industries influences the messages 

that are—or are not—included in media content. Likewise, because advertising accounts 

for a substantial amount of television revenue, advertisers also influence what we see on 
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the small-screen.  While mass media teach audiences how to behave in, interact with, and 

interpret the world, those who control the industries are ultimately concerned with 

creating products that deliver high revenues and rates of return (Bagdikian, 2004; Bettig 

& Hall, 2003; Kellner, 2003, McChesney, 2008). In this vein, it is juggling the influences 

of mass media as a cultural forum with the interests (i.e., profit) of owners, then, that is 

precisely what this research seeks to explore. 

Through the theoretical lens of feminist political economy and application of 

Kellner’s (1995; 2003) critical cultural circuit of production, text, and reception, the 

purpose of this study is thereby threefold. First, this research aims to elucidate how the 

production of The Real Housewives franchise is determined and influenced by the 

confines of the market structure and capitalist logic, and how that structure influences and 

shapes the content that The Real Housewives audiences are exposed to. Through a 

feminist political economic lens, this research uncovers the links between capitalism and 

patriarchy, in an effort to problematize how such connections operate in contemporary 

media and are forged by corporations such as Bravo and NBC Universal.  

Additionally, this research aims to explicate the ways in which The Real 

Housewives packages issues related to gender, race, class, and sexuality through the 

programming itself. Because television plays such an influential role in shaping our 

values, ideas, attitudes, and beliefs (e.g., Kellner, 2003)—and because reality television 

“glorif[ies] stereotypes that most people assume died forty years ago” (Pozner, 2010, p. 

8)—a critical analysis of the messages implicit in The Real Housewives franchise is vital 

to furthering the scholarly discourse concerning reality television. As reality 

programming reinforces and/or challenges assumptions about gender, race, class, and 

sexuality which are—in turn—written off as mere “entertainment” (e.g., Douglas, 2010; 

Pozner, 2010), it is these moments of stereotypical behavior that warrant scholarly 

investigation through a critical lens. 

Because televisual portrayals continue to depict stereotypical images in both 

scripted and reality formats (Douglas, 2010; Feasey, 2008), we not only “need a deeper 

debate in this country about the meaning and implications of reality TV’s backlash 

against women’s rights and social progress” (Pozner, 2010, p. 17), but also a deeper 

debate concerning reality television’s portrayals of race, class, and sexuality as well (e.g., 
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Douglas, 2010). In the U.S. media market, such messages are connected to the production 

of The Real Housewives franchise because those messages are a result of the market itself 

(e.g., Bagdikian, 2004; Bettig & Hall, 2003; Kellner, 1995; McChesney, 2008; Meehan, 

2005). In this regard, while “we live in a commercially-controlled, media-saturated era, 

[where] a small handful of owners have consolidated power over the means of production 

and distribution,” this control in turn “affects how we think and feel,” and what we think 

and feel, from the mediated messages projected on the small-screen (Pozner, 2010, p. 21).  

And, despite the popular argument that reality programs lack “any social 

relevance” (Pozner, 2010, p. 15) or are merely “mindless programmes” (Hill, 2005, p. 

83), scholars studying reality television have argued that there is, in fact, an element of 

social learning that results from watching reality television fare (e.g., Andrejevic, 2004; 

Hill, 2005). This element of social learning, when coupled with the fact that “reality TV 

pretends to tell us, not only what our lives are like as turn-of-the-century Americans, but 

who we supposedly are, writ large” (Pozner, 2010, p. 24, emphasis in original), makes 

critical examination into The Real Housewives program not only important, but 

necessary.  The second purpose of this research, then, is to explore both the ideological 

messages concerning gender and their social functions, as well as the messages 

concerning race, class, and sexuality housed in The Real Housewives programming.  

Finally, this research also seeks to explain how audiences understand and respond 

to The Real Housewives programming through examination of online discussion forums. 

With televisual material increasingly occupying space on the Internet (e.g., Baym, 1998; 

2000; Bury, 2005; Brooker, 2001; Jenkins, 2006; Ross, 2008; Seiter, 2003), the 

accompaniment of audience research via the Internet is vital for furthering the discourse 

surrounding not only the program itself, but also for understanding the ways that The 

Real Housewives programming influences the daily lives of its audience.  In this vein, 

this research explores how viewers are responding to The Real Housewives’ messages 

concerning gender, race, class and sexuality. 

Ultimately, through a critical examination of The Real Housewives franchise, this 

research illustrates how the popular culture product is not only created within a capitalist 

media market, but also how females play an integral role in its production, text, and 

reception. This research unmasks the ways in which gender, race, class, and sexuality are 
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“sold” through The Real Housewives programming, and how audiences are responding to 

those messages online. Thus, because “it is not usually one episode or one series that 

influences the way we think; [but rather] it is the aggregate of messages that enter our 

minds” (Jhally & Lewis, 1992, p. 35), it is necessary to include not only multiple seasons 

and multiple episodes, but to examine The Real Housewives franchise in its entirety. In 

light of the tidal-wave of programming that has resulted from The Real Housewives 

initial launch in 2006, interrogation of the shows’ production components, its messages, 

and audience reception is integral if critical media scholars are to understand more fully 

the contemporary role of women and media. 

1.2 Outline of Study 

 With the aforementioned research goals in mind, the second chapter outlines 

feminist political economy as the theoretical lens for examining The Real Housewives 

franchise. The chapter addresses both the background and emergence of feminist political 

economy as a critical approach to media studies, as well as a sample of some recent 

applications of feminist political economy of media. As The Real Housewives are a 

product of the reality television boom itself, the second chapter also explores the existing 

literature on reality television, including the political economy of reality television and 

the larger arguments concerning the genre’s appeal and influence. 

The third chapter addresses Douglas Kellner’s (1995; 2003) critical cultural 

circuit as the model for researching The Real Housewives franchise. This chapter 

explores Kellner’s (1995; 2003) model, what it entails, and the utility of approaching The 

Real Housewives research through the three phases of production, text, and reception. 

The chapter explores various works that have also employed the critical cultural circuit in 

media studies (or similar variations), and closes with the specific research methodologies 

utilized in this study.  

 The fourth chapter explores the production components that influence The Real 

Housewives franchise, including corporate incentives and market structure. Through a 

political economic analysis, this chapter explores how capitalist, business logic informs 

production of The Real Housewives franchise, as well as how females— in particular— 

factor into the equation for production. In this chapter, a variation of scholarly articles, 

corporate documents, popular press, mainstream press, and trade journals are utilized to 
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understand the motivations—and incentives—backing The Real Housewives production 

and its involvement with the female audience market. As commercial television is 

financed largely through advertisers, this chapter also highlights the influence that 

advertisers have in the process.    

 The fifth chapter explores the programs’ text itself, through ideological, 

interpretive, textual analysis. In this case, the research explores how issues of gender, 

race, class, and sexuality are packaged and “sold” through The Real Housewives 

programming, across multiple seasons and locations. This chapter explores the narrative 

arcs, programmatic themes, and tropes related to gender, race, class, and sexuality found 

throughout the entire franchise, while also positing the ideological functions that they 

serve within the U.S. media market, society, and culture.   

 The sixth chapter explores the meaning and significance that The Real 

Housewives audiences attach to programming texts, as examined through publically 

accessible online message boards. With a focus on audience reception, this chapter 

explores fan-generated comments housed on Bravo’s official website, www.bravotv.com. 

This final stage explores how audiences interpret and make sense of The Real 

Housewives messages concerning gender, race, class, and sexuality, and how they may 

link those messages to their own understanding(s) of identity, society, and culture.  

 From there, the final chapter concludes with a discussion of the overarching 

findings related to The Real Housewives franchise, as it links together the production, 

text, and reception components for what they ultimately mean in terms of The Real 

Housewives franchise and audiences at home. The chapter addresses how females factor 

into The Real Housewives franchise throughout the various stages of production, text, and 

reception, and the problematic role(s) that females play throughout the process. The final 

chapter bridges together these different moments in the life of The Real Housewives as a 

media text, explaining how production motives influence why audiences see certain 

messages of gender, race, class, and sexuality, and how audiences perform free cognitive 

work on the part of Bravo in exchange for a mediated space to discuss their favorite 

“guilty pleasure” TV. Ultimately addressing how all of this is problematic from a 

feminist political economic perspective, this final chapter also acknowledges possible 
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limitations of the study and how they were mitigated throughout this study. The chapter 

concludes with additional avenues for future research.   
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CHAPTER TWO 
EXAMINING THE REAL HOUSEWIVES THROUGH FEMINIST POLITICAL 

ECONOMY 

 
“For the United States and emerging global economy, sex plus money equals power.” –

Eileen Meehan & Ellen Riordan, Editors, Sex & Money: Feminism and Political 

Economy in the Media, 2002, p. x.  

 

How gender enters into commercial arrangements and functions as a variable that 

influences media production is the crux of studies in feminist political economy. Feminist 

political economy of media emerged out of studies in the political economy of 

communication in response to critics’ charges of one distinct oversight of political 

economy: That political economy historically assumed a masculine perspective of market 

structure, politics, and economics, and failed to incorporate how gender played a role in 

the production and reproduction of social and power relations (e.g. Mosco, 2009; Mutari, 

2000; Riordan, 2002). Thus, because political economists failed to “take into account 

feminist thought” (Mosco, 2009, p. 58), feminist political economy emerged as a means 

of incorporating gender into political economic concerns for market structure. To explore 

feminist political economy as a theoretical frame, this chapter begins with the historical 

backdrop of the political economy of communication, followed by a discussion of 

feminist political economy. Applications of feminist political economy of media are then 

explored to illustrate the various ways in which feminist political economy of media has 

been employed in recent years. Also, because of The Real Housewives inherent ties to 

reality television, the discussion then moves to the political economy of reality television, 

followed by a brief exploration of the larger arguments concerning the appeal and 

significance of the reality television genre.  

2.1 Background and Emergence of Feminist Political Economy 

 The political economy of communication today exists as both a well-established 

and largely contested field of research, with a number of critical scholars contributing 

significantly to its theoretical foundation (Bagdikian, 2004; Bettig & Hall, 2003; 

Garnham, 1995; 2006; Herman & Chomsky, 2002; McChesney, 2000; 2004; 2008; 

Meehan, 2002a; 2002b; 2005; Mosco, 2009; Murdock & Golding, 1973; Riordan, 2002; 

Wasko, 2005). Prior to these scholars, however, the political economy of communication 

was preceded by studies in political economy, which dated back to the early eighteenth- 
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and nineteenth-centuries. In its formative years, political economy examined how control, 

survival, reproduction, and organization within both the family and community were 

structured in accordance with prevailing social and economic institutions (Mosco, 2009; 

Wasko, 2003). While political economy was defined as “the study of the social relations, 

particularly the power relations, that mutually constitute the production, distribution, 

and consumption of resources” (p. Mosco, 2009, 24, emphasis in original), it was during 

these early years that scholars broadened the scope of political economy to include the 

implications stemming from neoclassical market practices and, namely, capitalism (e.g., 

Hesmondhalgh, 2007; Mosco, 2009; Wasko, 2005). In essence, “political economy 

contextualizes the objects and practices under study within the larger industrial systems 

that originate them” (Meehan, 2007, p. 161). 

As a form of critical scholarship, political economy questioned “common myths 

about our economic and political system, especially the notions of pluralism, free 

enterprise, competition, etc.” (Wasko, 2003, p. 3). Naturalized ideologies of market 

structure and social relations were interrogated and critiqued, largely for the ways in 

which they fell short of achieving their normative purposes (Hesmondhalgh, 2007, p. 33), 

such as providing a free marketplace and genuine competition. Political economists 

studied issues related to market structure, ownership, and control, as well as the 

inequalities that were produced and reproduced by social institutions (Garnham, 2006; 

McChesney, 2000; 2004; 2008; Meehan, 2002b; Mosco, 2009; Mutari, 2000; Wasko, 

2003). Thus, through the central tenets of social change and historical transformation, 

social totality, moral philosophy, and praxis (Mosco, 2009), political economy focused 

not only on understanding, but also on improving upon the problematic processes within 

political and economic systems of the times.  

With its roots planted in critical scholarship, the political economy of 

communication arose to examine how those same political and economic institutions that 

were the foci of political economy transferred over into the communication systems to 

influence media output, particularly through production, distribution, and consumption 

(McChesney, 2008; Meehan, 2002b; Mosco, 2009; Mosco, & Wasko, 1993; Wasko, 

2005). Examining how social and power relations influence the allocation and 

consumption of communication resources, the political economy of communication also 
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focuses on the ways in which these relations are re-inscribed by media, and their larger 

influence over society and culture (McChesney, 2008; Mosco, 2009; Wasko, 2005). With 

an eye to interrogating how market structure and media ownership intersect to influence 

media content, political economists explore questions such as how these factors limit 

access to production and distribution, how capitalist motives affect diversity of 

viewpoints, whether a market dominated by corporate conglomerates allows for 

alternative voices to enter media discourse, and/or whether or not the structure of the 

media—as a whole—provides audiences with the “free marketplace of ideas” necessary 

for a democratic society (e.g., Bettig & Hall, 2003; Jhally, 1989; McChesney, 2008; 

Mosco, 2009). Based on these questions, then, political economy of communication is 

also largely concerned with how media produce knowledge, information, and culture as 

commodities for profit, to be bought and sold in the market (e.g., Garnham, 1995; 2006; 

Jhally, 1989; Mosco, 2009).  

As profit is the ultimate goal in a capitalist system, commodification—in this 

regard—has long been a focus of political economy of communication as well. For 

political economists, the commercialized structure of the media market has led to 

commodification of not only media content, but also personal values and audiences (e.g., 

Mosco, 2009; Smythe, 1981/2006). According to Mosco (2009), commodification “is the 

process of transforming things valued for their use into marketable products that are 

valued for what they can bring in exchange” (p. 127). Propelled by the commercialized 

media structure, content in the communication industries are commodified and valued for 

their monetary potential, rather than for their use value in society. The commodification 

of content turns news and information stories into products to be bought and sold in the 

market, the commodification of “reality” turns it into a “highly marketable product” 

(Deery, 2004a, p. 5), and the commodification of personal values turns happiness into 

something that can be achieved with the purchase of the right products (for example). 

Examining this commodity culture and proliferation of commodities is “crucial,” 

according to Riordan (2004), “since cultural commodities are developed with profit in 

mind rather than other normative values such as diversifying representations and 

increasing access to information, which perhaps could enrich society and bring us to a 

more equitable or at least socially just place” (pp. 81-82). Through commercialization 
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and commodification, the media industries can—and do—turn all aspects of life into 

something that can be bought, sold, and bartered for in the market.    

In addition to commodification of content and values, the commercialization of 

media has also resulted in the commodification of audiences. As an integral argument in 

political economy, the commodity audience was first articulated by critical scholar Dallas 

Smythe (1981/2006), who suggested that the media industries operate by the buying and 

selling of access to consumer eyeballs, rather than the buying and selling of media 

products and/or advertising space. According to Smythe (1981/2006), the commodity 

audience is not only favored for their profit potential, but the commodification of 

audiences also suggests that viewers essentially do cognitive “work” for the advertisers 

and corporations that produce, in this instance, television programming. While teaching 

audiences what goods to desire and what brands they should buy, this “work” further 

transforms viewers into marketable products that are sold for a set price. Commodifying 

the audience, in this way, makes the “principal product of the commercial mass 

media…audience power” (p. 233).  

In this case, the media thereby focus on producing programs that draw in 

audiences who are favorable to advertisers, rather than producing programming out of 

genuine need or demand (e.g., Meehan, 2005; Smythe, 1981/2006). The commodity 

audience that is bought and sold by advertisers exploits audience “free time” and turns it 

into labor (Smythe, 1981/2006), while also ascribing value to consumers as favorable 

audiences, rather than “audiences” in and of themselves (Meehan, 2005). In this way, the 

sought-out consumer, commodity audience—and the advertiser demand for acquiring 

such—greatly influences the media output that audiences see (Meehan, 2005). Since 

Smythe’s (1981/2006) foundational work, Meehan (2005) has revisited the commodity 

audience, arguing that not only is there a commodity audience for the media industries, 

but also that television’s monopoly ratings system has resulted in commodity ratings, 

which serve as the gauge for monetary exchange between advertisers and media 

corporations seeking to reach consumers. Through commercialization and 

commodification, political economy argues that the media market is anything but a 

reflection of audience demand, and instead is predicated on profit (e.g., Meehan, 2005). 

Of course, Smythe’s (1981/2006) work on the commodity audience has its limitations, as 
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“his take on the cultural side was limited by his focus on commercial indoctrination” 

(Meehan, 2007, p. 163). According to Meehan (2007), the commodity audience 

argument—while establishing the basic audience-advertiser relationship that influences 

media output—overlooked audience agency. As Meehan (2007) suggests, “for television 

networks, programs may simply be vehicles for commercials and a means to earning high 

ratings. But for viewers, programs can perform many functions ranging from providing 

background noise to integrating a person into an interpretive community” (p. 163). 

In addition to commodification, structuration also provides an important point of 

analysis for political economists, as it links political economic concerns to sociology 

(Mosco, 2009). Structuration is “the process of creating social relations, mainly those 

organized around social class, gender, and race” (Mosco, 2009, p. 128), and refers to the 

“process by which structures are constituted out of human agency, even as they provide 

the very ‘medium’ of that constitution” (p. 185, emphasis in original). In this way, 

political economists use structuration to understand not only the institutions that create 

social structures and hierarchies of gender, race, and class, for example, but also how 

individuals acting within those structures simultaneously reproduce those structures 

within their own lives (Mosco, 2009). Following this logic, political economy examines 

how those with the greatest access to wealth, power, and knowledge—and the 

concentration of such in the hands of a few—influence the ideological processes at work 

within media productions, and how those ideologies re-inscribe social structures. Those 

with access to production, it is argued, use their resources to maintain existing social and 

power relationships, and ultimately uphold the status quo (Hesmondhlagh, 2007; Jhally, 

1989).  

In this way, political economy illuminates the dominant commercial interests that 

guide the commodity production of knowledge and information, largely because of 

media’s role in shaping society and culture (Bagdikian, 2004; Bettig & Hall, 2003; 

Kellner, 1995; McChesney, 2008). The fact that media, as “a delimited social group, 

pursuing economic or political ends, determines which meanings circulate and which do 

not, which arguments are given prominence and what cultural resources are made 

available to whom” (Garnham, 1995, p. 65) is a foregrounding concern for political 

economy. As media produce commodities that inform, shape, negate, and/or restrict 
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discussion and debate(s) among the public, this places media—while operating in the 

name of profit—in an elevated position of influence. As Bagdikian (2004) argues, “media 

products are unique in one vital respect. They do not manufacture nuts and bolts: they 

manufacture a social and political world” (p. 9). Thus, as summarily stated by 

McChesney (2000), the political economy of communication has two concerns: 

First, it addresses the nature of the relationship between media and 
communication systems…and the broader social structure of society...It 
examines how media and communication systems and content reinforce, 
challenge or influence existing class and social relations. It does this with 
a particular interest in how economic factors influence politics and social 
relations. Second…[it] looks specifically at how ownership, support 
mechanisms (e.g. advertising) and government politics influence media 
behavior and content. This line of inquiry emphasizes structural factors 
and the labor process in the production, distribution and consumption of 
communication. (p. 110) 
 

Political economy is concerned with the economic and political structures under which 

media operate and the influence that such structures have over output. These concerns are 

predicated on media’s role in shaping public debate—and forms of consciousness—in a 

democratic society. It is concerned with the commercial and capitalist forces that 

perpetuate ideologies, unequal distributions of power, and a less than egalitarian social 

order (Mansell, 2004; McChesney, 2008; Mosco, 2009). Ultimately, political economists 

examine corporate ownership and commercial processes with the understanding that 

media texts are “determined largely by the structures, routines, and relations of power 

that produced it” (Byerly, 2002, p. 132). Of course, it must be acknowledged that the core 

concepts of political economy have been debated by scholars, where political economists 

have been charged with “allegations of orthodoxy, determinism, reductionism, 

economism, and belief in false consciousness” (McLaughlin, 2002, pp. 35-36), in 

addition to overlooking the cultural aspects of media productions (e.g., Grossberg, 1995) 

alongside individual human agency and consumption (e.g., Meehan, 2007; Mosco, 2009; 

Riordan, 2002). Despite these debates, however, it was studies in the political economy 

of communication that gave rise to feminist political economy, as discussed in the 

following section. 

2.2 Feminist Political Economy of Media 
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While political economy provides a starting point for examining how media are 

influenced by the market, Bravo’s The Real Housewives is explored through an 

outgrowth of political economy of communication: feminist political economy. As 

evidenced by Meehan and Riordan’s (2002) edited collection, Sex & Money, feminist 

political economy is a growing field of scholarship in critical media studies. With 

foundational work by scholars such as Meehan and Riordan (2002), many argue that 

there is still much work to be done (e.g., Byerly, 2002; 2006; McLaughlin, 2002; 

Meehan, 2002b; Mosco, 2009; Riordan, 2002). 

Fundamentally, feminist political economy differs from the political economy of 

communication in that it moves away from focusing solely on issues of labor and class 

relations to include issues related to gender (McLaughlin, 2002; Meehan, 2002b; Mosco, 

2009; Riordan, 2002). While political economy has not been completely negligent of 

gender concerns, the traditional focus on social class and power has resulted in a 

tendency for political economists to study gender as merely a subset of class, and not as a 

variable of analysis on its own (Mosco, 2009). Feminist political economy thus 

incorporates feminist concerns into studies of media ownership and control (e.g., Mosco, 

2009) and aims to explicate the ways in which gender and economics— or capitalism and 

patriarchy— are enmeshed in both media and the daily lives of women (Meehan, 2002b). 

Importantly, because communication systems and media industries are “a means of 

circulation of capital reproducing power relations based on class and gender” (M. Martin, 

2002, p. 51), feminist political economists argue that understanding these intersections 

between gender and political economy are integral to changing (if not improving) the 

system.  

In this sense, feminist political economy broadens the political economic scope to 

examine how social relations and processes “are always already gendered and economic, 

as well as intrinsic to one another” (Meehan, 2002b, p. 5). Feminist political economy 

elucidates the ways in which social and power relations are projected and perpetuated by 

media corporations, as well as the ways in which females interact and reproduce those 

social and power relations themselves (e.g., Meehan, 2002b; Riordan, 2002). Feminist 

political economy suggests that gender and economics are inextricably woven, with each 

component influencing—and being influenced by—the other (Meehan, 2002b). It is 
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precisely this concomitant relationship that has prompted critical media scholars to call 

for studies that integrate gender with political economy.   

Following this logic, Riordan (2002) argues that feminist political economy 

examines how media structures produce and reproduce gendered capitalism that is 

damaging to, and reproduced by, females. It is argued that “unless one either specifically 

considers sex as a variable for study, or utilizes methods that ensure the discovery of sex 

as a variable, women’s experiences and the significance of sex are likely to remain 

invisible” (Balka, 2002, p. 63). Without specifically accounting for gender within 

political economy, gendered concerns may fail to be recognized for their role within 

communication systems. This argument for visibility—or in retrospect, invisibility—is 

essentially what gave rise to feminist political economy as a means for studying media. 

Based on these concerns, there are two important considerations within feminist 

political economy that must be addressed: “how gender enters into commercial 

arrangements and functions as a commodity within the marketplace, and how social 

structures impact the construction of media texts through the accommodation of 

industrial dictates and constraints” (Wyatt, 2002, p. 161). The end-goal of integrating 

political economy with gender, then, is that such a focus will “provide a theoretical 

framework to question how men’s and women’s political and economic relations in the 

larger society enter into both ownership and message-making patterns in the media” 

(Byerly, 2002, p. 132). Through feminist political economy, the concern for critical 

scholars is thus how gender factors into the decisions that determine media output, how it 

is communicated through and within output, and the role that it plays in consumption 

patterns.  

With these aims in mind, Byerly (2004) suggests that theorizing women and the 

media necessitates the inclusion of both macro- and micro-level studies. Gallagher (2004) 

suggests that issues regarding feminism and media studies are “still the same as ever,” 

despite feminist gains. That is, a feminist political economic approach is needed, as 

gender ideologies are both “deeply embedded” and “permeate not just the media but all 

social, economic, and political institutions” (p. 279). Highlighting such a need, Riordan 

(2002) contends: 
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Women, as well as other marginalized groups, need to understand their 
lives as gendered and economic and shaped by both capitalism and 
patriarchy. In order to make this link, scholars must explicate how 
economics and gender are sutured into our smallest day-to-day activities. 
If communication scholars fail to elucidate the connections between the 
day-to-day lived experiences of people and their structures of capitalism 
and patriarchy, then we will continue to participate uncritically in their 
reproduction. (p. 4) 
 

While concerns for capitalism are at the base of political economy, the integration of 

feminist concerns provide a means for examining “the organization of social reproduction 

and… the structural aspects of male domination,” where concerns for patriarchy focus 

“on men’s power and privileges.” Thus, because “patriarchy interacts with capitalism but 

is not subsumed by it” (Mutari, 2000, p. 31), feminist political economy incorporates not 

only the broad-based “feminist” concerns, but also concerns for patriarchy as a system of 

domination and oppression, thereby unmasking the reproduction of both capitalism and 

patriarchy. This is feminist political economy. 

More than a simple combination of feminism and political economy, however, a 

theoretical approach through feminist political economy is vital because, as Riordan 

(2002) contends, both feminism and political economy—independently—neglect 

important points for critical understanding of the media industries. According to Riordan 

(2002):  

While political economy offers an excellent means of exploring economic 
relations within a particular context, its focus on the primacy of class 
obscures the importance of gender. Conversely while feminist theory 
provides an exceptional means with which to explore cultural power, too 
often it privileges gender over the equally important social categories of 
class, race, and sexuality. It is thus extremely useful to blend the two 
theoretical strains, in order to illuminate the various intersections between 
gender and class. (p. 193) 
 

Feminist political economists suggest that neglecting the political and economic factors 

influencing daily life “can be detrimental to women, for it oversimplifies the complex 

interlocking forms of oppression to which women are subjected” (Meehan, 2002b, p. 4). 

Likewise, not incorporating gender within economic studies fails to illustrate how 

“ideology expressed in political, economic, and social practices acts to produce and 

reproduce women’s social status” (Meehan, 2002b, p. 7). In this regard, it is impossible 
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to understand “the struggles around gender and race without an analysis of the political 

economic foundations and context of cultural practices that constitute those struggles” 

(Garnham, 1995, pp. 70-71). Studies concerned with gender cannot ignore the structures 

that helped shape the product(s), while political economy cannot ignore the struggles 

concerning gender that are intricately bound within it. Thus, critically evaluating 

production as well as the televisual messages is vital to understanding, but also changing 

the production and reproduction of social relations that negatively affect women (e.g., 

Meehan, 2002a; 2002b; Mutari, 2000; Riordan, 2002; Wasko, 2002).  

Ultimately, feminist political economy is concerned with how gender influences 

media productions, how gender is represented, and the implications that arise from those 

representations. As this theoretical approach has emerged in response to a schism 

between political economic and feminist studies (e.g., Garnham, 1995; Grossberg, 1995), 

feminist political economy offers a means of bridging together these two fields of 

research. In this regard, the integration of feminism and political economy has not been 

without its challenges (see Meehan & Riordan, 2002). Despite the challenges, however, 

critical media scholars can no longer afford to avoid connecting the political and 

economic to the daily lives of women, as it is these moments of avoidance where 

“restrictive structures remain intact, unquestioned, [and] often masked” (Riordan, 2002, 

p. 4). Because both “patriarchy and capitalism continually reproduce social injustices” 

(Riordan, 2002, p. 5), an amalgamation between feminism and political economy is 

necessary to explicate the ways in which both of these structures affect women. In 

illustrating the ways in which an alliance between feminism and political economy can, 

indeed, work in critical media studies, the following section explores how a number of 

scholars have employed feminist political economy in relation to the communication 

industries.  

2.3 Women Workers and Warriors: Applications of Theory 

As a quick Google search of “feminist political economy of media” makes 

instantly clear, feminist political economy is not only a growing field of research, but the 

work that does exist is predominantly located in one anthology of work: Meehan and 

Riordan’s (2002) Sex & Money. With contributions from a number of scholars prominent 

in both political economic and feminist studies, Meehan and Riordan’s (2002) book 
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bridges together concerns for the “public” sphere of the communication industries and the 

“private” sphere of media texts and representation, highlighting the various ways in 

which both of these “spheres” are constrained and reinforced by capitalism and 

patriarchy.  

For example, in her examination of the communication industries as sites of 

employment, M. Martin (2002) argues that the communication and technology sectors 

reinforce unequal social and power relations, particularly among female workers. While 

the experiences of women working in these sectors are often ignored from structural 

analyses, marginalized and “ghettoized,” M. Martin (2002) argues that their interests are 

also “left at the discretion of transnational corporations, which consider communication 

as circulation of capital and integrate women into their communication strategies as 

consumers or as cheap labor” (p. 57). Similarly, Balka (2002) explores Atlantic Canada’s 

thriving telecommunications industry that proliferated at the expense of local jobs held 

primarily by women. Balka (2002) argues that the rapid growth resulted in the 

displacement of predominantly female workers, poorer working conditions, increased 

workloads, and unfavorable schedule changes that significantly—and 

disproportionately—affected women (pp. 70-71). S. Martin (2002) explores the 

information and technology sectors, arguing that “patriarchal occupational structures” 

and “technology-led changes” have systematically disadvantaged and led to negative job 

growth for women (p. 80). As evidenced by the shift toward routinized jobs and away 

from non-routinized jobs (which are dominated by women), as well as women’s 

employment in the lower-status “helping professions” (versus the high-paying positions 

held by men), S. Martin (2002) concludes that “sex segregation is alive and well” in the 

communication industries (pp. 80- 81). In many ways, such studies are helpful in 

illustrating the ways that feminist political economy applies not only to media output, but 

also to the communication sectors as sites of employment and daily activity for women 

worldwide. Such studies illustrate that the commercialization of the communication 

industries negatively affects female workers—more so than men—in the industry’s push 

for capital accumulation and greater market power. 

Turning to news coverage, Hauserman (2002) explores issues of sexual 

harassment at Astra pharmaceutical company, in which she concludes that news coverage 
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not only projected a lack of accountability for the company and managers, but also 

trivialized and marginalized the victims, protected the businesses’ private interests, and 

failed to address abuses of power in the corporate world. In doing so, Hauserman (2002) 

argues that while normative goals of the mass media include a commitment to keeping 

businesses accountable and protecting the public’s interest, the reality is that the mass 

media are failing, particularly as it relates to women’s issues. Ross (2002) similarly 

explores how sex, politics, and economics intersect to influence news-making, 

contending that gender affects who is included in the news, who produces and reports the 

news, and what is reported in the news—or in the case of women’s issues, what is left 

out. Through feminist political economy, Ross (2002) argues, “the ways in which women 

are represented in the media are inextricably linked with who produces those media 

outputs, which in turn is linked with who (or what) owns those means of production” (p. 

128, emphasis in original). Similarly, Byerly (2002) examines coverage of the 50th 

anniversary of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, finding that international 

coverage “provided no real substance about women’s human rights violations or recent 

efforts to address them” (p. 138), and that women’s experiences, problems, and lives are 

“marginalized to the point of near invisibility” (p. 142). Mukherjee (2002) also examines 

how public policy campaigns function to articulate ideologies about race and gender 

through examination of the 1996 campaign for the California Civil Rights Initiative. 

Although the Initiative abolished affirmative action in certain institutions, Mukherjee 

(2002) illustrates how the campaigns themselves made use of both female voice and 

representation to provide a “model majority” (p. 106), in which white, middle-class 

women acted as a marker of all women’s success, and simultaneously discounted other 

experiences confounded by race and class. For Mukherjee (2002), the use of white 

women as “victims” within the campaigns concealed the value of affirmative action, 

which contributed not only to the passage of the Initiative but also to class-, race-, and 

gender-based ideologies that re-inscribed capitalist goals. Such probes into media news 

coverage illustrate not only how women’s issues are characteristically neglected and/or 

marginalized within the news itself, but also how those actions are predicated on 

capitalist concerns that commodify news and information. 
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In addition to the communication industries as sites of employment and news-

making processes, feminist political economy is also concerned with media texts, 

representation, and their influence on audiences. In his examination of Hollywood starlet 

Shelley Duvall, Wyatt (2002) explores Duvall’s success through the circuit of production, 

consumption, and representation in the film industry of the 1970s. Wyatt (2002) argues 

that not only were the divisions of labor within the industry gendered and patriarchal, but 

also that Duvall’s body was commodified and sold for profit purposes. Beer (2002) 

examines magazines published for Latina female audiences, positing that by transforming 

“the needs and desires of Latinas into commodities to be sold to advertisers, and by 

equating empowerment and representation with recognition as consumers, these 

magazines reinforce, rather than challenge, the fundamental correlation between 

economic and political power that contributes to the disenfranchisement of not only 

Latinas, but all marginalized peoples” (pp. 177-178). In a highly-concentrated industry 

that relies on advertiser revenue, the representation of Latinas—Beer (2002) argues—is 

in large part dictated by the commercial forces backing publication. 

Similarly, Fejes (2002) applies feminist political economy to depictions of the 

gay/lesbian community in magazines, illustrating how the gay/lesbian community is 

valued chiefly for the profit potential it represents. Fejes (2002) contends that this 

community is predominantly targeted for their value as hyper-consumers with a 

predisposition toward high-price spending, thus illustrating the ways in which gender, 

sexuality, and market structure impact the construction of media texts. Ultimately, Fejes 

(2002) challenges the narrow version of visibility “sold” by magazine advertisers, 

suggesting that this consumer-based targeting is far from the equivalent of social, 

political, and/or economic progress. 

Additionally, Andersen (2002) applies feminist political economy to explore the 

ways in which magazine advertisements encourage patriarchal and sexist assumptions. 

While Andersen (2002) argues that females become sexual objects that are commodified 

for male pleasure, she also suggests that female worth is predicated on appearance via 

“throwbacks” to patriarchal norms (p. 228). As objects of beauty, females were made to 

appeal to the male gaze and participate in their own commodification. Andersen (2002) 

explores how gender intersects with power (who has it, who doesn’t), and how “power” 
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for females is relegated to sexual and/or emotional control over men. Rather than 

deriving power from political or economic means, Andersen (2002) argues that magazine 

advertisements suggest that female power comes from predominantly superficial means, 

such as purchasing power through goods and services. Record (2002) examines how 

postwar media capitalized on teenage consumers who were privy to spend, 

commodifying femininity and marketing it to girls. Illustrating how the media market 

“wed” consumerism with female gendered ideals, Record (2002) argues that “teen 

women were encouraged to spend, marry, and mother,” in a manner that coincided with a 

consumerist lifestyle and corporate, financial interests (p. 181). 

In audience studies, Meehan (2002a) integrates political economy with concerns 

for how the commodity audience is engendered by media corporations. Through 

interrogation of the Blind Spot debate,2 Meehan (2002a) argues for a “revisionist” 

approach that incorporates gender concerns. Using feminist political economy as a lens, 

Meehan (2002a) argues that while ratings function as the commodity that media 

corporations produce, the added element of gender illustrates how “prejudicial 

assumptions about gender played a significant role in defining and differentiating the 

commodity audience” (p. 216). This engendering of markets put television in “the 

business of men,” although the value ascribed to men contradicted television’s historical 

assessment of females as household shoppers (p. 218). Ultimately, Meehan (2002a) 

suggests that feminist political economy provides researchers with the tools to confront 

such hidden contradictions, as intersections between gender and class are made visible. 

Curry and Valdivia (2002) examine how the sexual commodification and representation 

of the Brazilian pop star, Xuxa, limited her success in the U.S. market. Because she 

transgressed “acceptable sexual commodification” (p. 240, emphasis in original), Xuxa 

failed to garner success, for reasons that were both economic and cultural. In this way, 

Curry and Valdivia (2002) illustrate how media, marketing, gender, sexuality, culture, 

                                                        
2
 The Blind Spot debate was first introduced by critical scholar Dallas Smythe (1981/2006), who argued 

that media audiences operate as commodities, and access to those commodities are sold by media 

corporations and bought by advertisers. At the root of this debate were questions of what exactly the media 
industries produce. While some scholars argued that media produce texts for consuming audiences, Smythe 

argued that the only product media produced was the commodity audience (e.g., Meehan, 2002). Smythe 

(1981/2006) argued that media texts were actually secondary to audiences, as media’s ultimate “product” 

was an audience that it could sell to advertisers. 
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and ethnicity all contributed to Xuxa’s failed entry into U.S. media. Finally, in Women 

and Media: International Perspectives, Riordan (2004) examines the film Crouching 

Tiger, Hidden Dragon through an application of feminist political economy. In this case, 

Riordan (2004) highlights the ways in which the film not only commodifies both culture 

and feminism through “pro girl” rhetoric (p. 92), but also for the ways in which major 

entertainment corporations “naturalize patriarchal and capitalist ideolog[ies]” through 

film itself (p. 87). Riordan (2004) argues that the film functioned to benefit the wealthy 

elite—despite its marketing as an independent, collaborative production between multiple 

countries, and sold “pro girl” rhetoric as a version of power feminism to film-going 

audiences.  

In these many examples, then, it is clear that feminist political economy can be 

applied to a variety of research questions concerning the media and communication 

industries. Importantly, these applications illustrate how questions concerning capitalism 

and patriarchy can both be explored through the same media product (or process), and in 

the same study. Because this research ultimately deals with a particular form of media 

entertainment—that is, reality television—the following section explores the political 

economy of reality television, highlighting the events and influences that led to its 

proliferation in the late 20th century. 

2.4 Political Economy of Reality Television 

As The Real Housewives franchise is a product of the reality television boom, an 

exploration into the political economy of reality television is necessary to understand a 

media product that is, in itself, part of the reality television genre.  While a number of 

scholars have traced reality television’s earliest roots to mid-20th Century programs such 

as Candid Camera (Clissold, 2004) and An American Family (Andrejevic, 2004; Bignell, 

2005; Murray, 2009), it was not until roughly the 1980s (after An American Family’s rise 

and fall) that reality television began to take hold, with programs such as Cops and 

America’s Funniest Home Videos (Andrejevic, 2004). Subsequently, in the late 1990s and 

early 2000s, audiences began to see contemporary forms of reality programming—and 

reality TV as a media phenomenon— coalesce with programs such as Big Brother and 

Survivor, which offered some of the earliest formats centered on surveillance 

(Andrejevic, 2004; Bignell, 2005; Magder, 2009; Raphael, 2009), as well as MTV’s The 
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Real World, which centered on “comprehensive surveillance of the daily lives and 

unscripted interactions of people who agree to participate in making their private lives 

public” (Andrejevic, 2004, p. 64). In this case, these shows contributed significantly to 

the emerging reality trend, as audiences were not only invited to watch the day-to-day 

lives of program participants but were also invited to participate in the contrived 

competitions and “real world” settings, as the shows “rel[ied] on willing submission to 

comprehensive forms of commercial (as opposed to state) surveillance” (Andrejevic, 

2004, p. 64). Audiences, in the case of Survivor and Big Brother, were also invited to 

participate via casting votes for those who would—or would not—be voted off the 

program and subsequently lose their chance at a sizeable cash prize (Andrejevic, 2004; 

Bignell, 2005). Whether through competition or contrived settings—and sometimes 

both—these reality programs were not only indicative of the reality boom, but were also 

products of a number of underlying industry and market factors. These factors led to the 

rise in reality programming that was not only predicated on “the real” as a form of 

audience entertainment, but also depended on it as a means of cheap, low-risk 

programming (Andrejevic, 2004; Deery, 2004a; Magder, 2009). As these factors predated 

the growth of Survivor, Big Brother, and The Real World, Raphael (2009) illustrates how 

industrial dictates produced programming that was appealing to media corporations for a 

number of reasons.  

Beginning in the 1980s, the television industry began to see cable outlets rapidly 

encroaching on profits that had previously been enjoyed primarily by broadcast networks. 

More than just cable, the “economic restructuring” of the television industry was 

influenced by the rise of VCRs and independent stations, the fragmentation of television 

audiences and the establishment of the FOX network, as well as advertisers’ push to 

reduce production costs of programming. And while the cost of production and “big 

name” talent for scripted programming continued to rise, corporations witnessed 

decreased revenues per show that were intensified by corporate debt and waning 

advertising revenue (Raphael, 2009, pp. 125- 126). Following this, the television industry 

was in desperate need of cost-cutting strategies. 

In response to the challenge, television companies countered with a multitude of 

strategies that allowed reality and factual-based programming to flourish on the small 
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screen (Raphael, 2009). To combat rising production costs, television companies began a 

series of staff cutbacks that largely resulted in “below-the-line workers such as 

technicians, engineers, and extras” losing their jobs. In conjunction with labor cuts, media 

corporations made the concerted effort to circumvent union labor, resulting in a string of 

strikes by both “above-line and below-line” workers (Raphael, 2009, p. 127). 

Corporations also began relying on non-union labor and moving their operations to 

geographic areas where the cost of production was significantly cheaper. 

These upsets within the industry ultimately paved the way for reality 

programming to take hold. As a money-saving strategy, reality television was borne out 

of the combination of tactics designed to reduce production costs. Through the 

elimination of below-the-line labor and staff, reality television’s reliance on nonunion 

staff led to both audiences and producers “embracing low-end production values” 

(exemplified by the use of natural lighting and the reliance on “actual,” pre-captured 

footage) (Raphael, 2009, p. 130). These low(er) production values were not only heralded 

by producers as a means of saving money, but were also embraced by audiences as 

indicative of reality-based programming and a marker of authenticity (Raphael, 2009). 

The industry’s rising use of “actual” footage with “real” people was doubly appealing, as 

it meant that television companies could also reduce (if not eliminate) costs associated 

with on-screen and writing talent, thereby shrinking production costs yet again (e.g., 

Andrejevic, 2004; Hill, 2005; Magder, 2009; Raphael, 2009).  

Additionally, because worker strikes had also resulted in a shortage of key 

contributors (e.g., script writers, directors) that had previously been necessary in the 

production of scripted television programming, producers preemptively began creating an 

onslaught of reality programming that would not depend on such workers in the future 

(Magder, 2009; Raphael, 2009). As Raphael (2009) contends, “The networks ordered 

more Reali-TV series in part to prepare for potential strikes and not simply because they 

could be produced without union employees.” In this case, the onslaught of reality 

programming was hastily ordered because they “can be developed more quickly than 

fictional programs partly because they do not rely on lining up talent and writers” (p. 

130). Speaking to this lack of talent, Deery (2004a) contends, “Reality TV enjoys an 

unusual labor situation in which participants lineup in the thousands in an attempt to 
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work for free, or for very little, with only a slim chance of substantial monetary reward” 

(p. 3), a point similarly echoed by Andrejevic (2004).  

While the prize money and/or cast payments, Deery (2004a) argues, represent 

“only a fraction of income” that media outlets recoup in advertising revenue from reality 

television, such low-cost strategies also contribute to a genre of programming that is 

relatively low-risk for producers. According to Deery (2004a), “the initial investment is 

generally modest, the production time relative short, and the broadcast run fairly brief, so 

that if one formula fails not much is lost. And if a formula succeeds, it answers the 

industry’s increasing demand for short-term profits” (p. 3). Additionally, the media’s 

tendency to buy programs that have already proven themselves successful in Europe 

reduces the risk associated with producing reality series, alongside the fact that reality 

formats require little additional “tweaking” and creative developing beyond the 

franchised format (Deery, 2004a). As Deery (2004a) contends, “reality TV is an 

international product designed to be easily translated from one culture to another” (p. 4). 

These factors, combined with the low-cost of creating programming, are essentially what 

makes reality TV low-risk for broadcast and cable. 

Furthermore, the repeal of the financial and syndication—or “finsyn”—rules in 

the early 1990s also contributed to reality programming’s proliferation. That is, 

previously-upheld finsyn rules had limited networks’ amount of financial interest in 

prime-time programming, as well as the number of hours of prime-time scheduling that 

any one network could produce (Bettig, 1999). The finsyn rules “sought to break up the 

concentration of prime-time television program production, distribution, and exhibition 

and to curb the increasingly monopolistic practices of the three television networks,” as 

networks charged “program producers to relinquish financial interests and syndication 

rights in exchange for access to prime time” (Bettig, 1999, p. 126). The finsyn rules, in 

effect, attempted to foster competition and reduced the barriers to producing and 

distributing television programming (Bettig, 1999). The 1995 repeals of finsyn—largely 

predicated on the profit interest of networks (Bettig, 1999)—however, meant that 

networks could now control the circuit of production, distribution, and exhibition of 

programming, all in-house. This ostensibly opened the floodgates for media mergers and 
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cheap reality programming, produced both by and for television networks, to run amuck 

(Raphael, 2009). 

To make the appeal of reality production even sweeter for corporations, reality 

television was also increasingly recognized for formats that were favorable to spin-offs, 

product placement, paid sponsorships, and online interaction, which encouraged the 

genre’s growth as a result of its profit potential via additional revenue streams (e.g., 

Bignell, 2005; Hill, 2005; Jenkins, 2009; Magder, 2009). And with reality formats 

increasingly bought and sold overseas and tailored for local markets (e.g., Andrejevic, 

2004; Bignell, 2005; McMurria, 2009; Magder, 2009; Raphael, 2009), political economy 

ergo suggests that the production and distribution of reality programming has also 

proliferated because of its status as a low-risk (à la costs and revenues), reasonably 

“safe” investment, and a cheap means of making a considerably high profit (e.g., Hill, 

2005; Magder, 2009; Raphael, 2009).  

As Raphael (2009) suggests, “without understanding the political and economic 

forces that drove the spread of this genre, textual and audience studies may risk reifying it 

as an expression of audience demand; or of their creators; or of a cultural, discursive, or 

ontological shift unrelated to the needs of those who run the television industry” (p. 123). 

While advertisers function as the “client” for which television outlets are ultimately 

concerned with reaching (Magder, 2009), understanding the political economy of reality 

television is key to understanding how reality television is situated within the media 

landscape. That is, reality television did not rise solely in response to audience demand, 

but instead was the result of a multitude of factors—both economic and cultural—in the 

epoch of the 1990s and early 2000s (e.g., Magder, 2009; Raphael, 2009).  

In the midst of the economic pinch that scripted programming presented in the 

1980s and deregulation of the 1990s, reality programming has grown, in large part, 

because of the cheap—and popular—programming it proffered to producers in a time of 

economic despair (Raphael, 2009). In the market for an economically-feasible solution, 

reality programming ostensibly “fit[s] the bill” (Raphael, 2009, p. 128), and has since 

changed—and continues to change—the television landscape. The cultural fascination 

and academic debates that arose from the proliferation of reality programming, however, 

are discussed in the following section.  
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2.5 Reality TV Debates 

 As any cursory exploration into the throes of academic work makes abundantly 

clear, there is no shortage of discussion regarding reality television. While reality 

programming has flourished over the past 20 years, the research that has accompanied the 

development of reality programming has resulted in a plethora of scholarly works and 

edited volumes (e.g., Andrejevic, 2004; 2007; Bignell, 2005; Friedman, 2002; Hill, 2005; 

Holmes & Jermyn, 2004; Murray & Ouellette, 2009; Ouellette & Hay, 2008; Taddeo & 

Dvorak, 2010) that are much too vast to exhaust. Despite this wealth of information, 

however, a number of basic arguments concerning reality television’s growth, appeal, and 

cultural influence must be explored if we are to understand The Real Housewives as a 

successful franchise within contemporary reality TV.  

 In the general discourse about television, the mere attempt at defining reality 

television has presented a feat for media scholars (e.g., Andrejevic, 2004; Bignell, 2004; 

Hill, 2005; Holmes & Jermyn, 2004; Friedman, 2002; Murray & Ouellette, 2009). While 

Holmes and Jermyn (2004) suggest that the struggle over defining reality television is 

complicated because such a definition is “inextricably enmeshed” with its hybrid form 

and historical development, such issues are further complicated by the many “theoretical, 

critical and methodological” approaches to studying the genre (p. 2). Friedman (2002) 

contends that reality television is difficult to conceptualize not because of a lack of 

scholarly interest, but instead because of the difficulty in “describing and containing the 

ideological, economic, cultural, technological, and political influences that impact 

televisual representations of real events.” In this case, Friedman (2002) goes on to 

suggest, “No single methodology or theory can adequately contain the varied forms and 

fluctuating nature of television’s relationship with reality” (p. 1). That is, in terms of the 

production and consumption of reality TV, there is too much variation to place the genre 

and all of its conventions in a neat, conceptual box with a bow. As Edwards (2010) 

acknowledges the “looseness” of reality TV “as a genre” (p. 125), Andrejevic (2004) 

likewise suggests that no singular definition of reality television can encapsulate the 

range of programming it entails. Despite this difficulty, Edwards (2010) uses reality 

television “to refer to factual programming with key recurring generic and marketing 

characteristics (such as unscripted, low-cost, edited formats featuring a mix of 
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documentary and fiction genres, often to great ratings success)” (p. 125). Andrejevic 

(2004) argues that reality programming can be qualified on three accounts: The cast 

members must not be actors, the show must be unscripted, and the focus must not be 

based “on the documentation of exceptional moments but on the rhythm of day-to-day 

life” (p. 103). Real people, real interactions, and normal, daily life: for Andrejevic 

(2004), these are the cornerstones of reality programming.   

Thus “located in border territories, between information and entertainment, 

documentary and drama” (Hill, 2005, p. 2), reality programming has not only inundated 

television’s programming lineup but has subsequently inundated scholarly discussion(s) 

surrounding its form, content, appeal, commercial incentives, participatory elements, and 

ethics (e.g., Andrejevic, 2004; Bignell, 2005; Couldry, 2009; Friedman, 2002; Hill, 2005; 

Holmes & Jermyn, 2004; Murray & Ouellette, 2009; Ouellette & Hay, 2008). This 

struggle over definition stems from the genre’s hybrid form (Andrejevic, 2004; Bignell, 

2005; Corner, 2009; Hill, 2005; Murray, 2009), which integrates a wide range of genres, 

including: documentary, soap opera, sitcoms, talk shows, news programming, current 

affairs, and fiction. Thus, Bignell (2005) suggests that rather than focus on the “genre” of 

reality programming, its borders and transgressions, media scholars should approach 

reality television as a “format” instead (p. 173). Amidst these debates, however, Murray 

and Ouellette (2009) provide a definition of reality television that is useful for 

researching The Real Housewives. According to these scholars, reality television is “an 

unabashedly commercial genre united less by aesthetic rules or certainties than by the 

fusion of popular entertainment with a self-conscious claim to the discourse of the real” 

(Murray & Ouellette, 2009, p. 3).  

Such “discourse of the real,” for many, links reality programming back to its 

predecessors based in documentary. While reality television continues to evolve and 

integrate various genre conventions, many scholars argue that part of the appeal of reality 

television is its shift away from documentary’s focus on education and information, and 

its move toward “light” entertainment and diversion (e.g., Bignell, 2005; Corner, 2009; 

Hill, 2005; Kompare, 2009; Murray, 2009). In this way, “the current explosion of ‘reality 

television’ depicts, rather than explains, placing a premium on diversion over education.” 

(Kompare, 2009, p. 107, italics in original).   
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More than just the move away from education, a prominent discussion in the 

realm of reality television is its appeal among audiences and what compels them to “tune 

in” to reality programming. While part of the appeal is reality television’s proffering of 

light entertainment and its existence as an alternative to fictional, scripted fare 

(Andrejevic, 2004), reality television also appeals to many viewers for the simple fact 

that it contains cast members who are “just like us” (Andrejevic, 2004; Bignell, 2005). 

Such appeal, while not inconsequential, is simultaneously reinforced by the shift away 

from documentary’s focus on distant cultures, to focus instead on “ordinary” individuals 

who could (and maybe do) live right down the street (Andrejevic, 2004). Thus, part of the 

appeal of reality programming is tuning in to watch participants who “occupy a middle 

space between ordinariness and celebrity” (p. 67), while the distinction between 

“ordinary” and celebrity becomes muddied and blurred.  

In this case, it is argued that viewers also watch reality television for its 

presentation of average individuals who seemingly become celebrities, alongside has-

been celebrities who become “ordinary” again. Through the promise of democratic 

processes, reality television is not only appealing because it holds the inherent possibility 

that audience members can be among the next cast of characters, but is also appealing 

because the next cast of characters could potentially become famous—with all the 

cultural and commercial capital that entails (Andrejevic, 2004; Jenkins, 2009). In this 

regard, reality television is made appealing via its claim to democratize the medium and 

seemingly reduce the hierarchy of class, status, and power between those who are granted 

celebrity status and those “average” individuals who are not (Andrejevic, 2004). Ergo, 

reality television appeals to audiences through its inherent claims that anyone—including 

the viewer—can occupy the same cultural space as celebrities through participation 

(Andrejevic, 2004; Bignell, 2005; Hill, 2005; Holmes, 2004).  

In addition to its democratizing potential (and appeal), audiences also flock to 

reality programming in search of moments of truth or authenticity (e.g., Andrejevic, 

2004; Bignell, 2005; Corner, 2009; Hill, 2005). While audiences understand that reality 

participants are likely to perform or “act up” for the cameras (Hill, 2005, p. 62) and 

obfuscate the display of their “true selves” (Corner, 2009, p. 51), the possibility of 

witnessing a “crack” in the casts’ performance is a prominent part of the genre’s appeal 
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(Andrejevic, 2004; Bignell, 2005; Corner, 2009; Hill, 2005). Viewers often look—or 

patiently wait—for the “moment of truth,” where casts’ efforts at upholding personality 

or character types will no longer be possible (Hill, 2005, p. 68) and the “real” person will 

be revealed (Bignell, 2005; Corner, 2009; Hill, 2005). According to Bignell (2005), “key 

moments are when the performance façade of the contestant falls away. This seems to 

reveal the real person, since the audience is aware that the rest of the time the contestant 

is performing the self that they wish to project” (p. 93).  

More than just an appeal to audiences, however, the experience of learning about 

oneself simultaneously functions as an appeal— and validation— for participation in 

reality programming (Andrejevic, 2004; Couldry, 2009). That is, while the moment(s) of 

authenticity entice viewers to tune in, those same moments of honesty and authenticity 

also entice individuals to provide (relatively) free labor for media corporations who, in 

turn, make beaucoup bucks. Such free labor, not coincidentally, also contributes to the 

reduced risk that makes reality television so appealing to corporations in the first place. 

These moments are understood as opportunities to enhance participants’ own self-

knowledge and self-reflexivity, as well as their own understanding of, and aptitude for, 

meaningful self-expression. In addition to the possibility for celebrity status, participation 

in surveillance as a means of personal growth is desired by many, for these very reasons 

(Andrejevic, 2004). As Andrejevic (2004) states:  

In short, willing subjection to surveillance on the Big Brother show comes 
to serve as a demonstration of the strength of one’s self image—of one’s 
comfort level with oneself. Being “real” was a proof of honesty, and the 
persistent gaze of the camera provided one way of guaranteeing that 
“reality.” Furthermore, in a teeming society wherein one’s actions often go 
unnoticed by others, the implication is that the reality of those actions can 
be validated if they are recorded and broadcast—they become more real to 
oneself to the extent that they become real for others. Surveillance is a 
kind of institutionally ratified individuation: it provides the guarantee of 
the authenticity of one’s uniqueness. (p. 110) 
 

For both the cast and audiences, reality programming provides validation of authenticity, 

whether within oneself or among those seen on screen.  

Understanding and witnessing the moments that are predicated on performance 

and authenticity also provide audiences with a means by which to evaluate the reality 
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programs they watch (Hill, 2005; Holmes, 2004). According to Hill (2005), “the very 

tension between truth and fiction in reality formats is part of the experience of watching 

popular factual television” (p. 175). Separating the wheat from the chaff—or what is 

“real” and what is not—is an integral part of how audiences judge both the entertainment 

value and the truth value of “popular factual programming” (p. 2).  In this regard, Hill 

(2005) argues that the reality casts’ performance on-screen informs and acts as the 

audiences’ barometer to judge the “reality” of the program at hand. “The more ordinary 

people are perceived to perform for the cameras, the less real the programme appears to 

be to viewers…performance becomes a powerful framing device for judging reality TV’s 

claims to the real.” These “twin issues” of performance and authenticity create a 

“paradox” of programming, such that “the more entertaining a factual programme is, the 

less real it appears to viewers” (p. 57), although audiences are simultaneously drawn to 

programs for their entertainment. According to Hill (2005), while audiences are attracted 

to reality programs for their entertainment value, they are also skeptical of them, 

“precisely because these real people’s stories are presented in an entertaining manner” (p. 

58, emphasis in original). Thus, performance and authenticity—while appealing to 

audiences— also serve as qualifiers among audiences actively debating the level of 

“reality” that reality television purports.  

More than its overarching appeals, many scholars (e.g., Andrejevic, 2005; 

Bignell, 2004; Clissold, 2004; Couldry, 2009; Hill, 2005) have also addressed the 

influence of reality television, particularly as it relates to voyeurism, surveillance, 

participatory, and interactive culture.3 While surveillance and voyeurism have longed 

served as hotbeds for debate concerning reality TV (e.g., Hill, 2005), Andrejevic (2004) 

provides an in-depth exploration of surveillance and the promise of democratization that 

both reality programming and the interactive online economy claim. In this case, it is 

argued that not only has surveillance brought an end to private life and personal 

boundaries, but has also resulted in new forms of media convergence, particularly online. 

                                                        
3
 For a more detailed discussion of surveillance, voyeurism, and interactivity, the reader is encouraged to 

explore Andrejevic’s (2004) book, Reality TV: The Work of Being Watched, Bignell’s (2005) book, Big 

Brother: Reality TV in the Twenty-First Century, Clissold’s (2004) essay on the roots of surveillance and 

Candid Camera, and Couldry’s (2009) essay on surveillance and its influence on social norms, 

expectations, and behavior.  
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Both reality programming and its online content promise a form of democratization that 

is dependent on exploiting access to one’s personal life, leisure time, and labor, through 

individual participation and mass customization for increased marketing and advertising 

purposes (Andrejevic, 2004). Whether online or on the small screen, Andrejevic (2004) 

argues that reality programming and its online elements are problematic for the ways in 

which they encourage submission to surveillance in the name of democratization. Reality 

programming, in this way, suggests that participation in surveillance society (whether 

through participation on-screen, watching those on-screen, or participating online) is a 

seemingly empowering and liberating experience, although the experience is inherently 

commercialized, turning leisure time into productive labor that is exploited for profit by 

media corporations and marketers. 

While the participatory elements of reality television prompt audiences to engage 

and interact with reality television in their daily lives, the influence of reality 

programming is another important point to understanding its cultural significance in 

contemporary times. In this regard, Hill’s (2005) foundational work, Reality TV: 

Audiences and Popular Factual Television, provides an understanding not only of 

audiences’ perceptions of reality television, but also how those perceptions are 

transformed into learning experiences among viewers. In this vein, Hill (2005) argues 

that while reality programming is appealing, in part, for its entertainment value, reality 

programming is much more than simple entertainment. Despite the debates and 

stigmatization that have long characterized reality programming as “mindless” 

entertainment (p. 87), viewers of reality programs learn from the contents of popular 

reality fare (Hill, 2005). Although negative perceptions associated with watching reality 

television influence what audiences admit (or refuse to admit) learning from such 

programs, Hill (2005) argues that audiences are not only critically engaged with 

entertainment-based reality programs (which suggest an element of social learning), but 

also are apt to discuss the idea of learning practical information. In this sense, although 

reality programming is socially construed as being of little value, Hill’s (2005) work 

illustrates that there are elements of both practical and social learning that occur through 

observation and critical engagement. In this way, reality television as a social 
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phenomenon and source of cultural influence is much more complex than its 

characterization as “trash tv” suggests (p. 85).   

Collectively, the growth of reality television has not only prompted the migration 

of reality formats into overseas markets where they are tailored for local audiences (e.g., 

Andrejevic, 2004; Bignell, 2005; McMurria, 2009; Magder, 2009; Raphael, 2009), but 

this proliferation has also moved reality audiences and reality-based content to more 

interactive outlets online. In this case, a number of scholars (e.g., Andrejevic, 2004; 

Bignell, 2005; Jenkins, 2009; Magder, 2009) have suggested that reality programs and 

interactive media platforms (e.g., websites, blogs, text messaging) will increasingly 

become intertwined, as marketers and media increasingly pursue methods of reaching and 

engaging markets of consumers (Andrejevic, 2004; Bignell, 2005; Jenkins, 2009; 

Magder, 2009). While scholars (Andrejevic, 2004; Bignell, 2009; Watts, 2009) 

acknowledge that surveillance and interactivity are not new to media industries, Bignell 

(2005) suggests that because of the “Big Brother culture” that has enveloped media 

products, reality programming and interactive media will increasingly become 

“integrated” as part of the larger media landscape (p. 146). Bignell (2005) suggests that 

“new directions in television may develop in the twenty-first century, as the experience of 

watching television becomes only one part of a broader interaction with media” (pp. 145-

146), a point similarly noted by scholars such as Andrejevic (2004), Jenkins (2009), and 

Magder (2009), among others. The current climate for reality television no longer stops at 

the borders of what was once the “little black box” in the living room.  

Instead, the increasing popularity of the online economy invites reality television 

viewers to interact with television programs in ways that extend the programming 

experience to times and outlets beyond the text itself (Andrejevic, 2004; Baym, 1998; 

Brooker, 2001; Bury, 2005; 2008; Jenkins, 2009; Ross, 2008). In this regard, surveillance 

and interactivity may increasingly be perceived as something that is both desirable and 

adds “value” to the viewing experience of watching—and interacting—with reality TV 

(Andrejevic, 2004, p. 44). Important to political economy, the increasing forms of media 

convergence and participation provide corporations with information on the audiences 

they seek to reach, precisely through their participation (Andrejevic, 2004; Jenkins, 2009; 

Magder, 2009; Ross, 2008). 
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 Thus, in a seemingly dialectical relationship, the “new directions” between 

interactive media and reality television bring surveillance society full circle between the 

cast members and viewers: Through the very act of imposing surveillance on someone 

else (via watching reality television) and acting on that surveillance (through online 

interactivity), viewers are simultaneously giving in to a form of surveillance themselves 

(Andrejevic, 2004; Jenkins, 2009; Ross, 2008). Thus, whether through surveillance of the 

cast or the audience themselves, the expansion of reality programming and the interactive 

era have not only prompted the end of privacy for participants, but have also prompted 

the end of privacy for interactive audiences as well. With the appeals and pleasures 

derived from reality programming, surveillance society, and “Big Brother culture,” 

reality programming has not only occupied a significant space among scholarly works, 

but also a significant space within culture and society. And, with the larger arguments 

concerning reality programming broadly addressed, the next chapter explores how 

feminist political economy, as a theoretical lens, is applied to The Real Housewives 

franchise, through the critical cultural studies model. 
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CHAPTER THREE 
TAKING THE HOUSEWIVES THROUGH THE CIRCUIT 

 
“The effects of media culture are highly complex and mediated, and require study of the 
origin and production of media culture texts, their distribution and reception by 

audiences, and the ways that individuals use cultural texts to produce meaning, 

discourses, and identities” – Douglas Kellner, author, Media Culture, 1995, p. 108. 

 

Questioning how gender influences the production of The Real Housewives 

franchise, as well as how issues of gender, race, class, and sexuality are found within 

programming and received by audiences, requires a methodological frame for carrying 

out research. Because this research is not only interested in the political economic factors 

and the commercial climate that has created The Real Housewives powerhouse but is also 

interested in its elements as a textual production and its reception among audiences, it is 

thus necessary to approach research in a methodological manner that allows for critical 

examination into all of these elements. Thus, while feminist political economy serves as 

the theoretical lens that guides analysis, this research also employs Kellner’s (1995; 

2003) critical cultural circuit as a means of interrogating media culture at three distinct 

points—production, text, and reception. In this regard, the following discussion explores 

Kellner’s (1995) model for critical cultural studies, followed by the utility of applying his 

circuit to The Real Housewives. Third, scholarly works that have previously employed 

Kellner’s (1995) model (or similar variations of) are addressed, concluding with the 

methodology for exploring The Real Housewives franchise through an integration of 

feminist political economy and critical cultural studies.   

3.1 Overcoming Boundaries: Kellner’s Circuit Model 

Within media and communication studies, the debate between critical and cultural 

approaches has been long-standing (e.g., Garnham, 1995; Grossberg, 1995) and received 

ample attention in the scholarly realm. Despite the various points of contention, both 

critical and cultural studies bring significant contributions to bear when it comes to 

understanding media products and media culture (e.g., Best & Kellner, 1991; Garnham, 

1995; Grossberg, 1995; Kellner, 1995; 2002; 2003). In this regard, while multiple 

scholars (e.g., du Gay, Hall, Janes, Mackay, & Negus, 1997; Johnson, 1986/1987; 

Kellner, 1995) have credited Hall’s (1980/2006) circuit theory model of 
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“encoding/decoding” as the beginning of cultural studies’ examination into the life—

from production to reception—of texts, Kellner’s (1995) model likewise provides an 

updated version of Hall’s (1980/2006) work. Importantly, Kellner (1995) suggests that in 

order to understand not only the meaning behind a media artifact but also how that 

meaning translates to audiences, one must map out the artifact’s life, including 

production, text, and reception.  

Throughout these stages, Kellner’s (1995) model necessarily begins with a focus 

on political economy, exploring media artifacts for the ways in which they emerge and 

the structures that gave rise to their production. Through production, Kellner (1995) 

argues that scholars must incorporate and approach media artifacts through a political 

economic lens, for it is only in addressing factors such as market structure, 

commercialization, and capitalism are we able to understand a text’s final form and 

function. As Kellner (2003) contends, because production necessarily “determines what 

sort of artifacts will be produced, what structural limits there will be as to what can and 

cannot be said and shown, and what sort of audience effects the text may generate” (p. 

12), it is necessary to interrogate the factors that play into production.   

Coinciding with Kellner’s (1995) calls for more political economic foci in cultural 

studies, many scholars have also addressed the importance of production across a variety 

of disciplines and interests (e.g., Bagdikian, 2004; Bettig & Hall, 2003; D’Acci, 1994; du 

Gay et al., 1997; Levine, 2007; McChesney, 1999; 2008; Meehan, 2005). For example, 

cultural studies scholars such as D’Acci (1994), Becker (2006), and Levine (2007) have 

incorporated political economic concerns for production (i.e., audience demographics, 

niche marketing, advertiser support, etc.) into textual analyses of both scripted and 

unscripted programming. The undergirding argument is that without understanding the 

structural influences and constraints that both govern and give rise to media texts, it is 

difficult to provide a complete account of the meanings and interpretations of the text. As 

Kellner (2002) contends: 

Situating the artifacts of media culture within the system of production 
and the society that generate them can help illuminate their structures and 
meanings. The encoding of media artifacts is deeply influenced by 
systems of production so that study of the texts of television, film, or 
popular music, for instance, is enhanced by studying the ways that media 
artifacts are actually produced within the structure and organization of the 
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culture industries. Since the forms of media culture are structured by well-
defined rules and conventions, the study of the production of culture can 
help elucidate the codes actually in play and thus illuminate what sorts of 
texts are produced. (p. 48) 
 

Production makes explicit the political, economic, social, historical, and cultural contexts 

from which media emerge, for it is these factors that “help determine the limits and range 

of political and ideological discourses and effects” (Kellner, 2003, p. 13).  

For critical cultural studies, however, exploring production and political economy 

are not enough to understand the meaning and significance of media texts. In order to 

adequately tie commercial processes to the cultural significance of any given text, 

scholars must incorporate analysis of the text itself. The need to interrogate the text itself 

emerges from the understanding that while media—especially in the United States—

operates via capitalist goals, they also serve as “a site of intense struggle between 

different races, classes, gender, and social groups” (Kellner, 2003, p. 13).  

Messages, it is argued, hold different meaning for different people, and therefore 

cannot be understood through cursory explorations or blanket assumptions related to 

textual meaning. Rather, it is because of this struggle and the polysemic nature of texts 

that Kellner’s (1995) model necessitates examination in the second stage: Text.  

Specifically, because media contain “various forms of discourses, ideological positions, 

narrative strategies, image construction, and effects” (Kellner, 2003, p. 14), Kellner’s 

(1995) model appropriates textual analysis as the methodological means for unpacking 

textual meaning. Textual analysis reveals “the way the dominant ideology is structured 

into the text” (Kellner, 1995, p. 37), elucidating the ways in which such ideologies 

function to maintain the status quo. 

It is within textual analysis that critical cultural studies are also encouraged to be 

both multidimensional and “multiperspectivist” (Kellner, 1995). The model in this way 

suggests that multiple theories and perspectives be employed to understand a range of 

meanings and interpretations that are possible from texts, as “the more theories one has at 

one’s disposal, the more tasks one can perform and the more specific objects and themes 

one can address” (Kellner, 1995, p. 26).  Because multiple perspectives are often 

represented, intersect, and can even contradict within the very same text (Kellner, 1995; 
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2003), textual analysis that is both multidimensional and multiperspectival ensures that a 

diversity of viewpoints are made accessible to the researcher, just as they would be with 

varying audiences (e.g., Best & Kellner, 1991; Kellner, 1995).  

Finally, Kellner (2003) also argues that “to fully carry through a cultural studies 

analysis, one must also examine how diverse audiences actually read media texts, and 

attempt to determine what effects they have on audience thought and behavior” (p. 15, 

emphasis added). The final focus of critical cultural studies, then, turns its attention to the 

very audiences that actively consume the media text. Because “media culture provides 

materials for individuals to create identities and meanings,” the critical cultural model 

concludes by probing into audience reception, as it explores the ways in which audiences 

understand, interact, make sense of, and attaching meaning to media texts (Kellner, 2003, 

p. 16).  

 Audience research in the realm of critical cultural studies is thus concerned with 

“how people are actually using cultural texts and what sort of effects they are having on 

everyday life” (Kellner, 2003, p. 16). Understanding how audiences deconstruct and 

make meaning of the texts they consume is vital to understanding the cultural 

significance that is attached to products of media culture (e.g., Hall, 1980/2006; Kellner, 

1995; 2003). Audience reception questions how media texts influence ideas, values, 

attitudes, and behavior, and is integral to understanding how mediated, commercially-

produced texts correspond to daily life. And, while incorporating reception is necessary 

to understand the cultural significance assigned to media products, it is also vital for 

overcoming the critique of cultural studies’ celebratory readings of popular culture 

products. As one of the many ways of overcoming the long-standing divide between 

critical and cultural studies, reception studies offer a space for scholars to understand 

audiences’ readings of texts that are pleasurable, alongside those that are oppositional 

and/or resistant (Kellner, 1995; 2003). Taking its cues from its intended readers—the 

audience—reception thus allows for those originally designated as consumers to ascribe 

meaning to texts. 

Ultimately, Kellner’s (1995; 2002; 2003) critical cultural circuit provides a 

comprehensive model for examining key points inherent to media culture. In 

understanding The Real Housewives franchise, the components of production, text, and 
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reception represent fundamental stages in the franchised programming, all of which must 

be explored if we are to understand how gender functions into a commercial enterprise 

such as The Real Housewives. The value of such an approach, through feminist political 

economy, is discussed in the following section. 

3.2 Utility of Kellner’s Critical Cultural Circuit 

As should be clear, one of the greatest strengths of Kellner’s (1995) circuit is its 

ability to incorporate key elements of both critical and cultural research. While arguing 

that a well-rounded interrogation of media culture must employ all three of these 

components (Kellner, 1995), it is important to step back and explore the arguments that 

necessitate such an approach. That is, it is integral to understand how exploration into the 

intersections of production, text, and reception bring to the fore elements of a media text 

that often go unnoticed or unaddressed when each stage is examined in isolation. 

In this regard, Kellner (1995) argues that cultural studies’ focus on interrogating 

media texts and reception “leaves out many mediations that should be part of cultural 

studies, including analyses of how texts are produced within the context of the political 

economy and system of production” (p. 37). While cultural studies have been vital to 

uncovering the messages housed in media texts—and furthering our understanding of 

what those messages may mean—they often ignore the structural components that 

influence the final media product (Kellner, 1995; McLaughlin, 2002). In this regard, 

textual analyses independent of political economy fail to interrogate market factors and 

genre conventions that shape textual artifacts, and often fail to consider how the 

commercial system either encourages, or discourages, creativity and diversity. Likewise, 

reception studies also tend to overlook production, while they are further critiqued for 

failing to incorporate critical theories pertaining to the social relations and institutions 

that inform audience subjectivities (Kellner, 1995).  

Conversely, Kellner (1995; 2002; 2003) argues that critical studies exclusively 

employing political economy restrict analysis by ignoring textual meaning and cultural 

significance. That is, although studies in production provide vital information regarding 

how political economic factors influence media, these studies often overlook the meaning 

of texts and/or the audiences’ reading of the text, thereby marginalizing the text’s 

function and significance. Importantly, this shortcoming has also been noted by scholars 
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in political economy (e.g., Mosco, 2009), who suggest that political economic studies 

should branch beyond studies concerned strictly with production and distribution, to 

include concerns for text and reception as well. 

Because of these limitations, Kellner’s (1995; 2002; 2003) model combines 

production, text, and reception in an attempt to proffer more complete understandings of 

media products. As Best and Kellner (1991) suggest, this integrated approach 

“conceptualizes the connections between the economic, political, social, and cultural 

dimensions of society and refuses to reduce social phenomenon to any one dimension” 

(p. 263). Such an integrated model incorporates the strengths of both critical and cultural 

research, explicitly aiming to overcome the limitations of studying media through each 

approach individually. Beyond the axiomatic, however, Kellner’s (1995) critical cultural 

circuit provides a model that is especially useful for the proposed research on The Real 

Housewives, in five key respects.  

First and foremost, while exploring the production, text, and reception helps 

mitigate the limitations of critical and cultural research, Kellner’s (1995) model also 

interrogates concerns that are particularly relevant to studies in feminist political 

economy. That is, while Kellner (1995) argues for a distinct focus on the ideological 

underpinnings of media texts, such ideological concerns bode well for interrogating how 

issues of gender, race, class, and sexuality factor into the final product. Each moment in 

the critical cultural circuit is integral to understanding The Real Housewives franchise, 

not only in terms of corporate motivations for production, but also for explicating the 

ideologies implicit within content, and the sense-making patterns of fans who are 

interacting and engaged with the program. 

Second, Kellner’s (1995) model acknowledges a material basis that influences 

social inequality—as does critical feminist political economy (Riordan, 2002). In this 

case, critical cultural studies focus “on the material origins and effects of culture and the 

ways that culture is imbricated in process of domination and resistance” (Kellner, 1995, 

p. 32). The critical cultural circuit is concerned with the ways in which culture is 

produced and commodified via commercial processes, and how those processes 

perpetuate social inequality. As core concerns for both political economy and feminist 



  

 46 

political economy, Kellner’s (1995) model recognizes—and prompts examination into—

the material base that guides processes and influences ideology.  

Third, the critical cultural model also operates with a distinct focus on improving 

upon media’s influence over society and culture. Speaking to political economy’s central 

tenet of praxis (e.g., Mosco, 2009; Steeves & Wasko, 2002; Riordan, 2002), Kellner 

(1995) argues that “critical cultural studies is concerned with advancing the democratic 

project, conceptualizing both how media can be a tremendous impediment for 

democratizing society, but can also be an ally, advancing the cause of freedom and 

democracy” (p. 4). Thus, the critical cultural model is not only concerned with 

elucidating how media create and/or perpetuate problematic relations, but is also 

concerned with improving upon and correcting the system (Best & Kellner, 1991; 

Kellner, 1995). In this way, Kellner (1995) suggests that meanings derived from media 

texts are not only influential in shaping social relations, but it is precisely because of this 

influence that media must be interrogated and critiqued. Also a central goal of feminist 

political economy, the critical cultural model is concerned with challenging media 

messages for progressive social change (Kellner, 1995), thus positioning its goals 

alongside those of feminist political economy.   

Fourth, because critical cultural studies assume a multidimensional and 

multiperspectival approach, the circuit lends itself well to studies interested in exploring 

multiple issues through critical interrogation. While research into The Real Housewives 

applies feminist political economy to explore the production and reproduction of issues 

related to capitalism and patriarchy (Meehan & Riordan, 2002), Kellner’s (1995) circuit 

similarly “criticizes the intersection of class, gender, sex, race, and other key 

determinants of culture and identity in order to more fully conceptualize the ideological 

dimensions of cultural texts and to appraise the full range of their effects” (p. 6). The 

critical cultural circuit is thus particularly useful for the ways in which it calls for an 

expansion—rather than restriction—of the perspectives that guide research. As a means 

for exploring the multiple issues related to gender, race, class, and sexuality on The Real 

Housewives, Kellner’s (1995) call for multiperspectival and multidimensional studies fit 

the bill. 
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Finally, Kellner’s (1995) model is also a useful frame for exploring media texts 

through feminist political economy, as it calls for a dialectical approach that explores the 

interconnections between the three phases. According to Best and Kellner (1991), a 

dialectical approach is integral for explicating not only the “constitutive forces” that give 

rise to production, but also for connecting those forces to broader social phenomenon and 

the ways in which those forces play out in the media text. In this vein, it is argued that 

each stage influences—and is influenced by—the others, and must be interrogated as 

such.   

Ultimately, the critical cultural circuit provides a cogent frame to examine the 

production, text, and reception of media culture, particularly The Real Housewives, 

through feminist political economy. As Kellner (2002) articulates, “the new world order 

of technology, culture, and politics in contemporary global capitalism is marked by more 

multiplicity, pluralism, and openness to difference and voices from the margins, but it is 

controlled and limited by transnational corporations, which are becoming powerful new 

cultural arbiters who threaten to constrict the range of cultural expression rather than 

expand it” (pp. 39-40). As media have the ability to shape social processes and upset or 

reify existing social order, it is through connecting the points of production, text, and 

reception that scholars can address media texts, their function(s), and effects on larger 

society (e.g., du Gay et al., 1997; Kellner, 1995). It is in examining these three stages that 

media culture can be understood. To illustrate the various ways in which the critical 

cultural circuit has been applied to media thus far, the following section explores 

applications of the production, text, and reception model. 

3.3 From Saudi Arabia to New Zealand: Applications of the Circuit 

As an advocate for the critical cultural model, Kellner’s (1995) work in Media 

Culture provides a number of examples illustrating how such a circuit can be applied to 

media texts. In this case, Kellner (1995) offers two in-depth examples of the critical 

cultural model. 

In the first example, Kellner (1995) explores media coverage of the Gulf War, 

arguing that the war in and of itself was a product of government disinformation and the 

mainstream media outlets that followed the government’s direction(s). Moving Gulf War 

coverage through the circuit of production, text, and reception, Kellner (1995) argues that 
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in the production phase, understanding the political economy of commercial media—and 

hence news coverage—is vital to understanding both public acceptance and support for 

the Gulf War. Through production, Kellner (1995) argues that public support for the Gulf 

War was created as a product of a commercial media system, whereby the war became a 

spectacle and was presented as a real-life video game, since media outlets depend on 

audiences and ratings for revenue. Through political economy, Kellner (1995) argues that 

news outlets overwhelmingly relied on official governmental sources and failed to 

question those sources—or their information—for fear of losing consumers and 

subsequently profit, while erroneously relying on other outlets’ reporting as sources of 

“fact,” which, in actuality, were little more than regurgitated disinformation. Mainstream 

media participated in the government-created “pool system” of embedded journalism (p. 

201), which not only put journalists (supposedly) in the middle of the action, but also 

served as a form of censorship via authorized access to military personnel, ergo greatly 

affecting both the quality and integrity of “investigative” reporting (p. 201). All of this, as 

Kellner (1995) suggests, was contingent on the U.S. commercial media system, which 

turns news into little more than a commodified source of profit.  

In exploring the text, Kellner (1995) examines how the Gulf War itself became a 

media spectacle through visual and narrative elements that likened the war—casualties 

included—to a “battle between good and evil…a war movie with a beginning, middle, 

and end” (p. 210). Through a massive propaganda campaign in conjunction with the Hill 

and Knowlton public relations firm, Kellner (1995) suggests that media discourse 

surrounding the war functioned to “sell”—and thereby increase support for—the Gulf 

War to the American public. Examining the news coverage as texts themselves, Kellner 

(1995) contends that mainstream media worked to vilify and demonize both Sadam 

Hussein and Iraqis as “evil,” thereby rendering war as the only feasible option to remove 

Saudi Arabia—and the world—of their evildoing. In effect, “the extremely negative 

framing of Hussein and the Iraqis ruled out a diplomatic solution to the crisis” (p. 208). 

Additionally, while the “pool system” worked to control the images and information that 

audiences could access, the war as a media spectacle was also characterized by the 

overwhelming neglect of antiwar voices that opposed America’s involvement. While this 

suggested that there was little—if any—opposition to the Gulf War on domestic soil, the 
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few instances of war opposition featured in mainstream outlets “often juxtaposed anti-

American Arab demonstrations that frequently burned U.S. flags with images of U.S. 

demonstrations…[which] coded antiwar demonstrators as Arabs, as irrational opponents 

of U.S. policies” (p. 209). The media linked support for the war—and support for 

government decisions—to notions of patriotism and nationalism, further connoting that to 

be a true “American,” to be part of the national community, required endless support for 

the government’s decisions concerning the Gulf.  

All of this, in turn, culminated in the public’s mobilized support for the war, 

which Kellner (1995) analyzes in regard to both the public polls created and overt public 

action (i.e., wearing yellow ribbons, creating “human flags,” etc.). In this reception 

component, Kellner (1995) explores research polls created throughout the span of the 

War, where he argues that public support for the war was a direct result of the war-as-

media-spectacle coverage. According to Kellner (1995), the constant news coverage that 

trumped regular programming and dominated the media landscape resulted in “the 

militarization of consciousness and an environment dominated by military images and 

discourse” (p. 216). Examining public behavior, Kellner (1995) argues that the display of 

yellow ribbons in support of the war served not only as “good luck charms, and signs of 

social conformity all at once,” but they also “enlisted those who displayed yellow ribbons 

in the war effort, making them part of the adventure.” He argues that yellow ribbons were 

found “everywhere” in local neighborhoods and in entire regions of the country, with 

those who refused to display yellow ribbons threatened, sometimes for their lives (p. 

217). For Kellner (1995), “this mode of forced conformity reveals a quasi-fascist hysteria 

unleashed by the Gulf War and a disturbing massification of the public” (p. 217). In 

reception, Kellner (1995) further explores the increase in harassment and violence toward 

Arab-Americans in the United States, the influx of citizens who reached out to media 

outlets such as radio programs to declare their support of the War (or condemn those who 

did not), and widespread participation in pro-war demonstrations. Kellner (1995) utilizes 

media “polls, nightly news reports, and discussion shows” to illustrate the war hysteria 

and “warrior nation” that was created out of the Gulf War spectacle (p. 223).  

The critical cultural circuit has also been applied to popular culture products, 

namely through Kellner’s (1995) exploration of Madonna as a pop icon and media text 
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herself. In the production phase, Kellner (1995) explores how the fashion industry, in 

particular, both gave rise to—and shaped—the multiple, changing personas that Madonna 

assumed throughout her burgeoning career. In this case, Kellner (2005) explores how the 

fashion industry, in conjunction with modernity, gave rise to the association between 

fashion and identity. Kellner (1995) contends that linking identity to fashion provided 

individuals with an outlet through which they could express and discover their own 

personalities. “Fashion and modernity go hand in hand to produce modern personalities 

who seek their identities in constantly new and trendy clothes, looks, attitudes, and style, 

and who are fearful of being out-of-date and fashionable” (p. 264). During Madonna’s 

rise to fame, Kellner (1995) argues that media culture served as an increasingly 

influential source for both fashion (and identity) struggles, as well as a site for contested 

political, cultural and ideological struggles. In this regard, the production of Madonna as 

a media text in and of herself was greatly informed by the links between fashion and 

political, cultural, and social struggles of the times. Kellner (1995) argues that the texts 

produced by and around Madonna were socially-constructed, based around the modes of 

fashion, identity, and sexuality for which Madonna became infamous.  

As a product of media culture, Kellner (1995) then examines the “text” of what he 

considers to be the Madonna phenomenon, whereby Madonna both contested and 

reinforced socially-constructed norms related to gender, race, class, and sexuality. In 

examining the text, Kellner (1995) explores the “Madonna phenomenon” and the various 

phases through which Madonna’s career progressed (p. 268). He explores textual artifacts 

such as music videos and Madonna herself, categorizing three respective epochs of her 

career. Throughout her respective phases, Kellner (1995) argues that Madonna was 

initially considered a “boy toy” who catered to mostly teenage markets, pushing the 

boundaries of “proper” female behavior and interracial relationships (p. 266). Madonna 

was presented as both “an alluring sex object and as a transgressor of established 

borderlines,” highlighted class difference between racial groups, and increasingly 

challenged—yet reinforced—normative codes of gender and sexuality. Over time, 

Kellner’s (1995) textual analysis illustrates the ways in which Madonna’s body, image, 

and content changed to illustrate her evolution from a young pop-star icon to a hard-

bodied, futuristic business machine. Ultimately, Kellner (1995) argues that Madonna’s 
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implicit message was that “one can fundamentally change one’s identity by changing 

one’s fashion, appearance, and image,” as displayed through her own transformations 

within the media industries (p. 274). According to Kellner (1995): 

Her breaking of rules has progressive elements in that it goes against 
dominant gender, sex, fashion, and racial hierarchies and her message that 
identity is something that everyone can and must construct for themselves 
is also appealing. Yet by constructing identity largely in terms of fashion 
and image, Madonna plays into precisely the imperatives of the fashion 
and consumer industries which offer a ‘new you’ and a solution to all of 
your problems through purchasing products, services, and buying into 
regimes of fashion and beauty. (p. 291) 
 

Combining both the ideological messages and commercial incentives, Kellner (1995) 

contends, “By exploding boundaries established by dominant gender, sexual, and fashion 

codes, she encourages experimentation, change, and production of one’s individual 

identity. Yet by privileging the creation of image, looks, fashion, and style in the 

production of identity, Madonna reinforces the norms of the consumer society which 

offers the possibilities of a new commodity ‘self’ through consumption and the products 

of the fashion industry” (p. 263).  

 From this, Kellner (1995) then explores the reception of the Madonna 

phenomenon, relying largely on public behavior, consumer habits, and mainstream news 

coverage. Kellner (1995) explores Madonna’s influence over the fashion industry, 

arguing that although her look was marketed in high-end outlets, it was also widely 

popular among younger consumers. In this case, “Madonna fashion made it possible for 

teenage girls to produce their own identity, to make their own fashion statement, and to 

reject standard fashion codes…Madonna wannabees proliferated and she quickly became 

a model for identity, associating changes in identity with fashion and style changes” (p. 

272).  More than just sales appeal, Kellner (1995) finds that even in audience reception, 

Madonna served as a site of intense contradiction. For example, Madonna’s deployment 

of gender and sexuality led to debates within the feminist terrain: “While some have 

attacked Madonna as being totally antifeminist and a disgrace to women, others have 

lauded her as the true feminist for our times and as a role model for young women” (p. 

286). In other matters, Kellner (1995) argues that while Madonna was applauded for 

questioning and challenging societal codes related to gender, race, class, and sexuality, 
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others have argued that “she exploits people of color, gays and lesbians, and marginal 

sexual subcultures for her own purposes” (p. 291). In this way, Kellner’s (1995) analysis 

of the Madonna phenomenon illustrates not only the influence that media culture can 

have on larger audiences, but also the contested and discordant readings that can come 

from the same texts.  

Scherer and Jackson (2008) also utilize the circuit model in their analysis of 

media, advertising, and sports, in the case of multinational sporting goods company, 

Adidas, and its sponsorship of the New Zealand All Blacks sporting team. In this 

instance, Scherer and Jackson (2008) explore the production components that led to an 

advertising campaign that was widely contested by New Zealand nationals. The 

advertisement, titled “Black” was designed by the advertising agency, Saatchi & Saatchi, 

Wellington, and was created for a global audience. Through exploration of production, 

Scherer and Jackson (2008) illustrate the goals dictated by Adidas and commercialization 

of the local Māori culture. Scherer and Jackson (2008) utilize interviews, industry 

documents, and interest groups to examine how Adidas and Saatchi & Saatchi, 

Wellington, worked with local representatives to understand and represent (and hence, 

commercialize), New Zealand culture. Through textual analysis, Scherer and Jackson 

(2008) unpack the advertisement, “Black,” to explore how the representation of the 

Māori culture played out on-screen. Scherer and Jackson (2008) argue that “as a result of 

Saatchi & Saatchi’s production of a primal and scary hypermasculine spectacle, Black 

reduces, naturalizes, and delimits the complexity of Māori culture to a few stereotypical 

representations” of the Black Other. The advertisement coded the Black Other as 

“primitive and sexually deviant,” while “also reinforce[ing] the normalcy of its 

predominantly Western, and likely White audience who are allowed to safely gaze on and 

consume the hypersexual Black Other” (p. 516).  

Completing the circuit, Scherer and Jackson (2008) contend that the reception of 

“Black” was met with widespread criticism, largely for misrepresenting and 

commodifying New Zealand’s local culture and traditions. The premiere of “Black” was 

followed by discussions of a lawsuit to be filed against Adidas and the rugby union for 

use of Māori imagery, alongside motions within the Māori culture to trademark the haka 

tradition (which was featured in “Black”) and prevent it from further exploitation. 
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Ultimately, Scherer and Jackson (2008) argue that the “Black” campaign illustrates 

how—despite production aims and intents—media products can be received in a 

multitude of ways never intended by producers. 

Even prior to Kellner’s (1995) critical cultural model, other scholars have applied 

the circuit of production, text, and reception to interrogate media products. For example, 

Radway’s (1984) work on Reading the Romance is oft-cited as providing foundational 

work on how the production, text, and reception of popular artifacts can offer valuable 

insight into their articulation and meaning among consuming audiences. In this regard, 

Radway (1984) explores the production of romance novels not only for the ways in which 

they are created via mass production and circulation, but also how marketing and 

promotion practices factor into the novels that, ultimately, are bought and sold. 

Beginning with the historical developments and technological innovations that greatly 

affected the ability for printed publications to be mass-produced, Radway (1984) also 

explores the rise of chain book stores and its influence on the popularity and sales of 

romance novels. Through textual analysis, Radway (1984) further examines both “ideal” 

and “failed” romance novels, as stipulated by a group of pre-constituted romance readers. 

Exploring the narrative structures and character elements of multiple novels (which 

readers suggested were both good and bad), Radway (1984) argues that textual elements 

such as a one man-one woman relationship, heroines who are independent and intelligent, 

the eventual flowering of love between the heroine and heroine, and the hero’s propensity 

to provide the emotional support and tenderness desired by the heroine are all 

characteristic of a “good” romance novel. Conversely, Radway (1984) finds that explicit 

foci on sexual and violent encounters, the inclusion of multiple relationships (i.e., not one 

man-one woman), and the assertion that attentive and emotional men are unrealistic 

and/or that women should be happy with their current relationships, are some textual 

elements of “bad” romance writing. Following her textual explorations, Radway (1984) 

also looks to the readers themselves to understand not only why they read (and in some 

cases, re-read) romance novels, but also to understand the satisfaction and sense of 

fulfillment they receive as a result of their participation in “reading the romance.” 

As these examples illustrate, exploring the production, text, and reception of a 

media text is a cogent methodology that has been utilized both within and beyond the 
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confines of popular culture. While Kellner (1995) provides apt examples of how such a 

circuit can be applied to popular culture, he also illustrates how this approach can be 

applied to more “factual” productions such as new coverage, illustrating the utility that 

such a method has for understanding both “entertainment” and news-oriented 

information. Conversely, Radway’s (1984) work illustrates how the production, text, and 

reception of entirely fictional works can hold very real value and influence to the lives of 

audiences who are directly consuming them, while Scherer and Jackson (2008) illustrate 

how the intermingling of fictional productions (i.e., an advertisement) with cultural 

traditions can produce controversial readings and push-back by those it ultimately seeks 

to imitate. And while these applications are far from exhaustive, they illustrate how the 

circuit of production, text, and reception has been applied in meaningful ways. Moving 

from these applications, the next section discusses the methodology that The Real 

Housewives research will employ to complete the circuit of production, text, and 

reception.   

3.4 From the Media Market to Message Boards: Methodology 

Integrating concerns for gender with concerns for the commercialized media 

system necessitates a theoretical lens of feminist political economy. The critical questions 

that this research explores also necessitate a critical cultural frame for executing and 

exploring those questions. Specifically, this research employs textual analysis throughout 

the three stages of Kellner’s (1995) model to understand how production, text, and 

reception influence—and are influenced by—issues of gender, race, class, and sexuality.  

As such, interpretive, ideological textual analysis is employed to interrogate The 

Real Housewives franchise. Informed by the critical traditions, ideological analysis is 

useful for approaching feminist political economic research, as it purports that television 

“produces and perpetuates a distorted perception of the world; it prescribes and 

constructs reality in such a way that it maintains the structural inequalities of a capitalist 

society” (Creeber, 2006a, p. 32). As “the ideas and beliefs by which human beings come 

to understand the world” (p. 32), ideological analysis draws attention to the naturalization 

of beliefs that benefit certain groups of people, exploring how those who control the 

media industries use media to maintain dominant ideologies (e.g., Creeber, 2006b; 

Horkheimer & Adorno, 1972; Jhally, 1989; Newcomb & Hirsch, 2000; White, 1992). 
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Coinciding with feminist political economy, ideological textual analysis is employed for 

the ways in which it “consistently reminds us that rather than innocently reflecting the 

world, television re-presents reality i.e. it constructs and articulates it from a particular 

perspective or point of view” (Creeber, 2006b, p. 48, emphasis in original).  

For White (1992), ideological analysis “is concerned with the ways in which 

cultural practices and artifacts…produce particular knowledges and positions for their 

users—in the present case, television audiences” (p. 163). An ideological approach to 

textual analysis “aims to understand how a cultural text specifically embodies and enacts 

particular ranges of values, beliefs, and ideas,” while also taking into consideration the 

contexts that influence both production and reception (p. 163). Because ideological 

textual analysis is also concerned with how the media perpetuate issues such as race, 

gender, and class (Creeber, 2006a; 2006b), such a methodology thus provides a means to 

examine the research questions concerning the values and beliefs about gender, race, 

class, and sexuality that are perpetuated through The Real Housewives franchise. 

According to Bettig and Hall (2003), such interpretive textual analysis: 

begin[s] by analyzing the context within which the sender operates, how 
meaning is shaped at the point of production. Interpretive textual analysis 
examines how various levels of meaning are expressed— intentional 
meaning, but, more importantly, the hidden and often unintended 
meanings found in media content. Interpretive studies of audiences focus 
on how meaning is produced by receivers. By treating the making of 
meaning in phases, we are able to concentrate on both the context of 
production and the messages we find in the texts. That is, we can examine 
how media ownership, media control, and the profit-making motive affect 
what we read, hear, and see. (p. 11) 
 

Such interpretive textual analysis examines the implicit meanings housed within texts, as 

they require more “conscious thought about what is meant, or why something has been 

said or written as it has” (Fairclough, 2003, p. 11). Because television audiences depend 

on interpretation to make sense of the media messages presented to them (e.g., Berger, 

2005), and because the ideological messages as well as production incentives are not 

always explicit (e.g., Bettig & Hall, 2003), an interpretive approach to textual analysis is 

employed as a means of exploring both the explicit and implicit messages sold through 

The Real Housewives motif.  
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 As a popular approach to television studies (e.g., Bignell, 2004; Creeber, 2006a; 

Hartley, 2002; Lehtonen, 2000; McKee, 2003), then, textual analysis allows for 

interrogation into the production, text, and reception of The Real Housewives franchise. 

While Kellner (2003) distinctly calls for textual analysis, even beyond Kellner (2003) 

countless scholars have relied on textual analyses to better understand the ideological 

messages conveyed to media audiences (e.g., Becker, 2006; D’Acci, 1994; Edwards, 

2010; Kackman, 2005; Levine, 2007; Miller, 2007). Such a methodology is beneficial for 

the research questions posed here, as it allows for close reading of textual properties such 

as narration, dialogue, and visual imagery within the programmatic text. In this way, 

textual analysis is employed for its focus on both the explicit dialogue and visual 

components of texts, as well as for its focus on those messages that are implied. 

Additionally, because textual analysis is concerned with the way(s) in which messages 

are interpreted by the intended readers (e.g., Bignell, 2004; Creeber, 2006a; Dines & 

Humez, 2003; Fairclough, 2003; Hartley, 2002; Lehtonen, 2000; McKee, 2003), it also 

makes visible the ways in which audiences are reading and responding to media texts. As 

a methodological tool, textual analysis is adopted for the many ways in which it explores 

how texts convey social and ideological messages, how viewers interpret those messages, 

and how that interpretation corresponds to broader understanding(s) of society and 

culture (e.g., McKee, 2003).  

In following Kellner’s (1995) critical cultural circuit, Bravo’s The Real 

Housewives is thus explored in three phases: Production, text, and reception. Beginning 

with the production components, this first stage concerns itself with political economy, 

corporate motivations, and profit incentives that guide the production of The Real 

Housewives. This section explores corporate documents, mainstream and popular press 

articles, scholarly publications, business and trade publications, and research database 

reports (i.e., Standard & Poor’s) to understand The Real Housewives as a commercial 

franchise. This component explores materials released within roughly a five-year time 

frame (January, 2006-July, 2011),4 thereby coinciding with the launch of The Real 

                                                        
4
 Although the Miami series ended in April, 2011, I have included an additional three months to allow for 

data collection on the Miami series. Since cable outlets function largely through quarterly reports, these 

additional months provide information on the success and/or failure of the Miami location and possibly 

Bravo’s next steps. 
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Housewives franchise and the end of the newest location, Miami. Relying on these varied 

sources of information has long been a method employed by scholars in both political 

economy (e.g., Bagdikian, 2004; Bettig & Hall, 2003; McChesney, 1999; 2008; Meehan, 

2005) and cultural studies (e.g., D’Acci, 1994; Levine, 2007; Miller, 1997), and as such 

provides a means for exploring the political economy of The Real Housewives. This first 

stage addresses questions concerning production, distribution, target audience, 

viewership, and synergistic practices (See Appendix A). Through ideological, interpretive 

textual analysis, this first phase aims to shed light on the production side of The Real 

Housewives, as well as demonstrate—as Wyatt (2002) suggests—how gender factors into 

production decisions, through feminist political economy.  

The second phase interrogates The Real Housewives programmatic text. Feminist 

political economy is applied to examine how gender and gender representation are 

commodified within The Real Housewives franchise, alongside considerations for race, 

class, and sexuality. In this case, ideological, interpretive textual analysis is used to 

explore the ways in which messages concerning these many facets of identity are 

packaged within programming itself. This phase of the critical cultural circuit thus 

investigates the range of Housewives programming, from the initial series of Orange 

County that launched in 2006 to the Miami series in 2011.5 Analysis includes seven 

locations, 16 seasons, and 172 episodes (for a list of episodes, see Appendix B),6 which 

were purchased from Amazon On-Demand as digital versions of the series’ DVDs. 

Episodes were watched and notated for narration, dialogue, and visuals concerning 

gender, race, class, and sexuality, as well as the overarching narrative arcs and themes 

(for a list of guiding questions, see Appendix A). In keeping with Kellner’s (1995) call 

for a multiperspectival approach, textual analysis at this stage includes interrogation from 

a range of perspectives, rather than focusing solely on class or solely on gender.  

                                                                                                                                                                     

 
5 Textual analysis ends with the Miami location, which aired February- April, 2011. This location was 

selected as the “end point” because it provided the most recent, fully-completed season at the time of 

writing. It should be noted that Bravo continues to air series from recurring locations (such as Orange 
County), although the renewed series that emerged after Miami’s debut (Feb. 2011) were not included in 

analysis. 
6 The episodes analyzed exclude “reunion,” “lost footage,” and “specials” that are not part of the originally-

run series, as they exist outside of the series’ episodic programming.  
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Finally, the last component explores reception of The Real Housewives, 

particularly as conveyed by fans on Bravo’s official website (www.bravotv.com).7 

Feminist political economy is employed at this stage in an attempt to understand how 

predominantly female fans make sense of issues related to gender, race, class, and 

sexuality embedded in The Real Housewives’ programming. Through an application of 

feminist political economy, this final stage is key to illuminating how females participate 

in the production and social reproduction of capitalism and patriarchy. Thus, the 

reception stage explores how fans attach meaning to the program texts, and how that 

meaning is articulated through and within publically accessible online discussion boards. 

As the Internet serves as a growing strand of study in audience analysis (Baym, 1998; 

Bury, 2005; 2008; Gray, Sandvoss, & Harrington, 2007; Jenkins, 2007; Kellner, 2003; 

Lotz & Ross, 2004; Ross, 2008), a number of scholars to date have used Internet-based 

discussion boards and chat rooms in analyses related to media products, television, and 

consumption (e.g., Andrejevic, 2004; 2007; Baym, 1998; Bury, 2005; 2008; Costello & 

Moore, 2007; Hills, 2007; Klein & Wardle, 2008; Menon, 2007; Ross, 2008; Scodari, 

2007; Siapera, 2004).  

Bravo and its official Internet discussion boards were chosen as a site of reception 

analysis because—following Brooker’s (2001) theory of “overflow”—audiences who 

watch Bravo are repeatedly encouraged to migrate online to Bravo’s official website 

                                                        
7 The term “fan” is used according to Jenkins (2006) definition of fandom. As an increasingly participatory 

culture, “One becomes a ‘fan’ not by being a regular viewer of a particular program but by translating that 

viewing into some kind of cultural activity, by sharing feelings and thoughts about the program content 

with friends, by joining a ‘community’ other fans who share common interests” (p. 41). Fans provide a 

meaningful source of information not only because participatory culture is increasingly becoming part of 

“everyday life,” but because “fans, for better or for worse, tend to engage with these texts not in a rationally 

detached but in an emotionally involved and invested way” (Gray, Sandvoss, & Harrington, 2007, pp. 9-

10). Because audiences are no longer considered passive but instead are active media consumers, the 

terminology and focus on fans also emerges from Jenkins’ (2007) claim that “we should no longer be 

talking about fans as if they were somehow marginal to the ways the culture industries operate when these 

emerging forms of consumer power have been the number one topic of discussion at countless industry 

conferences over the past few years.” Despite “a tendency…to see fan studies as a somewhat specialized, 

narrowly defined body of research that operates on the fringes of contemporary media studies,” fandom 

increasingly characterizes the participatory culture we find ourselves in, in the age of media convergence 

(pp. 362-363). It is in response to studies of fandom in everyday life that fans are approached as a 

meaningful information source for reception analysis.  
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(during both first-run and re-broadcast episodes) for additional information, interaction, 

and “extras” concerning programming. In this regard, the Internet comments analyzed 

were retrieved from Bravo’s official “message boards” (http://boards.bravotv.com). As 

publically accessible forums with no log-in or registration required to view discussion 

threads, these message boards provide an open, public forum for scholarly research. The 

decision to utilize pre-existing, Internet fan groups was based on the fact that it “allow[s] 

us to observe a self-defined and ongoing interpretive community as it conducts its normal 

practices of forming, evaluating, and debating interpretations. These discussions occur 

without direct control or intervention by the researcher, yet in a form that is legitimately 

open to public scrutiny and analysis” (Jenkins, 2006, p. 118). Similarly echoed by other 

Internet scholars (Baym, 1998; Bury, 2005; 2008; Klein & Wardle, 2008; Ross, 2008), 

these online discussions provide a log of meaningful discourse related to the popular 

culture text, how the text was perceived in the moments after it was aired, and the open 

negotiation of meaning between the fans themselves (Jenkins, 2006).  

Of course, utilizing Internet message boards as a methodological approach is not 

without its drawbacks, as aptly conveyed by Klein and Wardle (2008). In this case, Klein 

and Wardle (2008) contend that Internet research obfuscates the disparities “between 

access and income, education, race, and age” (p. 521). Thus fan responses online are “not 

representative of the general population,” but instead are representative only of a select 

group of people with both the access and means to communicate and participate in the 

computer-mediated setting (p. 521). “Similarly, those who contribute to message boards 

related to television programs are more likely to be highly engaged viewers and those 

most likely to be identified as fans,” even if they themselves would not identify as such 

(p. 521). It is also argued that message boards—while making visible the number of 

participants and postings—provide no means of gauging the number of people who 

“lurk” in the message board forums or view without posting (Baym, 1998; Klein & 

Wardle, 2008). In the case of Bravo’s message boards, however, each forum includes a 

count for the number of views, thereby partially alleviating this concern. Despite these 

limitations, Klein and Wardle (2008) suggest that analysis of Internet message boards 

provide a number of benefits that make the limitations worthwhile. As the authors state:  
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We decided to use message boards as a way of observing naturally 
occurring conversations…while acknowledging the limitations of the 
methodology. We do not intend to generalize our findings to the wider 
population, an impossible proposition considering the demographic 
makeup of message boards. However, we do believe these message boards 
provide a revealing insight into the types of conversations engaged in by 
people who regularly watch the program and feel invested enough to 
participate on message boards either during or after they have finished 
watching the program. (p. 521) 
 

Following such aims, this research on The Real Housewives adopts a similar stance—

while not generalizable, and while eliciting reception from a highly select group of 

people, such research into fan reception is inherently valuable not only for better 

understanding the phenomenon that is The Real Housewives, but also for understanding 

how gender factors into the franchise’s success.  

Within Bravo’s message boards, individual forums were previously created by 

Bravo for each location of The Real Housewives franchise. Each location forum is further 

broken down by season and episode, with additional discussion threads related to reunion 

shows and special footage.8 While both the volume of comments and Brooker’s (2001) 

theory of “overflow” informed the decision to examine Bravo’s official website, Bravo’s 

message boards—in particular—were also chosen for the additional information they 

provide about users in terms of audience position and participation.9 The discussion 

threads chosen for analysis include all of those locations, seasons, and episodes 

specifically cited in the second stage of the critical cultural circuit, available through the 

                                                        
8
 Textual analysis of the message boards excludes discussion topics centered around reunion or footage 

“specials” because—similar to the text itself—these components are not part of the regularly-scheduled 

series. The broad-based discussion forums—such as “general discussion”—however, have been included as 

a source of additional insight into audience reception of the show(s) in general. 
9 Bravo’s message boards offer “member profiles” of the fans who choose to participate in the boards. User 

profiles indicate levels of message board participation each user has (illustrated by member titles such as 

“Bravo Afficionado” or “Televisual Savant” for the more active, and “Just Got Here” and “Warming Up” 

for the less involved), the total number of posts from each individual user and the user’s average number of 

posts per day. Profiles list the discussion board(s) that the user is most active in, as well as demographic 

information such as age, location, and gender—although these latter characteristics are not required, 
thereby providing no “guarantee” that a user’s demographics will be available. Each user post is both date 

and time-stamped. The message boards also provide a breakdown of who posted in each forum, and how 

many times they posted in each individual forum. Finally, the message boards provide a count for the total 

number of user replies as well as the total number of forum views, offering a means for better 

understanding those episodes that elicited the most fan responses or views. 



  

 61 

designated message boards (i.e., from Orange County to Miami).10 Only those comments 

posted within the first five days of the episode’s original air date were examined, as fan 

discussion(s) beyond those first five days increasingly moved off-topic and had little to 

do with the episode under discussion.11 In total, 61 message board threads were 

examined, for a total of roughly 71,000 online comments. 

In examining online discussion, the reception component interrogates comments 

for the ways in which fans are reading and understanding not only the program(s), but 

also the messages concerning gender, race, class, and sexuality. While analysis at this 

stage follows a broad set of guiding questions (see Appendix A), it also remains open to 

readings not dictated by those questions. As an important part of textual analysis is 

allowing the meanings to emerge from the text itself (McKee, 2003; Newcomb & Hirsch, 

2000), reception analysis of fans’ online discussion therefore does not close off readings 

excluded from the pre-formulated questions, but rather remains open to alternative 

themes (broadly related to gender, race, class, and sexuality) to emerge. This final stage 

thus questions how fans interpret The Real Housewives’ messages concerning gender, 

race, class, and sexuality, how they link those messages to their own understanding(s) of 

identity, culture, and society, and how they respond to those messages via Bravo’s 

Internet message boards. In proceeding with Kellner’s (1995) critical cultural model, the 

following chapter explores The Real Housewives franchise for the political economic 

incentives backing production and, namely, how females factor into the process.  

                                                        
10 At the time of writing, Bravo’s message boards were lacking discussion threads for Orange County’s 
season three, New York’s season one, and D.C.’s season one. 
11 This propensity for fans to move to “off topic” discussion after the fifth day was also acknowledged by 

fans themselves, as one long-standing poster in the Atlanta series explains, “by the end of the week, we 

post about other shows, etc, temporarily,” while another articulates that later in the week fans are just 

“passing the time until the next episode airs.”  
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CHAPTER FOUR 

FOR ALL THE SINGLE LADIES…AND TRENDY MOMS, AFFLUENT GAY 

MEN, AND “NEWBORN GROWN-UPS”: HOUSEWIVES IN THE MARKET  

 
“Screaming matches over boyfriends. Bitchy mothers. Tables turned over in restaurants. 

As it turns out, femme dysfunction is pure gold.”—Stuart Levine, Variety, 2010a, para. 1 

 

In 2010, Bravo’s The Real Housewives (TRHW) was the seventh most searched 

TV franchise on the Internet search engine, Google (Google Trends, as cited in Bravo, 

2011a). While audiences, fans, and presumably critics were tapping away at TRHW 

online, the franchise was simultaneously experiencing astonishing growth and success 

on-screen. To better understand the franchise in relation to political economy and U.S. 

media’s commercial structure, this chapter takes a critical approach to exploring TRHW 

success, the market forces driving that success, and the role that females play in all of it. 

Importantly, this chapter explores more than just the franchise’s success, but also Bravo’s 

marketing strategies and initiatives that influence its series’ content. Including these 

additional components helps to elucidate the market logic that guides Bravo 

programming, illustrating the supremacy of profit and disrupting the notion that 

television “gives us what we want.” In this vein, this chapter illustrates how market logic 

not only guides TRHW production and subsequent success, but also how Bravo and NBC 

(and now Comcast) capitalize on the female audience as they play into popular 

undercurrents of postfeminism and consumer culture. As this and subsequent chapters 

make evident, there is a special relationship between Bravo and its female audience—and 

that relationship is grounded in both consumerism and TRHW experience as one that is 

ostensibly social in nature.  

Thus, the following section explores Bravo’s background and maps out its 

corporate ties within the larger media landscape. The chapter then explores the 

demographic profile of Bravo’s audience, followed by the marketing efforts employed by 

NBC Universal (NBC) to target females as consumers. The fourth section explores the 

success and viewership of TRHW franchise, followed by the synergistic strategies and 

market tactics utilized by Bravo to bring both audiences and advertisers into the fold. 

Finally, the chapter closes with conclusions and implications regarding Bravo and NBC’s 

targeting of the female audience. 
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4.1 Under the Peacock’s Feathers: Bravo’s Corporate Background 

 As a private media corporation, Bravo has a rich history in entertainment 

programming, dating back to its launch in 1980. Initially created by Rainbow Media 

Holdings—a subsidiary of parent company Cablevision Systems Corporation—Bravo 

was developed alongside other Rainbow Media assets such as the Independent Film 

Channel, WE Women’s Entertainment, American Movie Classics, and MuchMusic USA 

(Sorkin & Carter, 2002, para. 8). Through popular programs such as Inside the Actors 

Studio, Bravo gained traction as cable programming for the arts, and subsequently 

became known for its upscale, educated audience. In the early 21st century, however, 

Rainbow Media ran into financial troubles that prompted a reorganization of assets, 

eventually placing Bravo in the hands of NBC. 

At the time, Cablevision found itself with roughly $9 billion worth of debt 

(Friedman & Beltran, 2002) and declining stocks (Amdur, 2002). While Cablevision’s 

debt came in large part from the “billions it borrowed to provide digital service to 

customers” (Sorkin & Carter, 2002, para. 5), Rainbow Media assets were put on the 

chopping block in an attempt to please unhappy investors, help pay off debt, and launch 

Cablevision’s satellite TV service (Amdur, 2002; Sorkin & Carter, 2002). This 

transaction, according to Sorkin and Carter (2002), would also help smooth over the 

already-tense relationship between Cablevision and NBC (who already owned 21 per 

cent stake in Rainbow Media). In August of 2002, “Cablevision angered NBC 

executives when it scrapped a planned stock to track the performance of Rainbow 

Media, which NBC had hoped to use to realize value from its investment in the 

programming unit” (para. 9). Amidst these problems, Cablevision sold Bravo to NBC in 

late 2002, for roughly $1.25 billion in cash and stock (Sorkin & Carter, 2002).    

Shortly after the buyout, Bravo became an integral part of NBC under parent 

corporation General Electric (GE). As a multinational corporate conglomerate, GE 

specializes in a number of industrial markets including (but not limited to) energy, 

technology, real estate, financial services, healthcare equipment, media, and 

entertainment (Ramirez, 2011). Initially the sole property of GE, NBC became NBC 

Universal after a merge with Vivendi Universal in 2004. After another series of 

transactions, Bravo officially changed its name to Bravo Media in 2007 (Rocchio & 
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Rogers, 2007), and NBC Universal later became NBCUniversal Media, LLC. as a result 

of the NBC-Comcast deal of 2011. This historic deal authorized the nation’s largest 

cable and Internet provider, Comcast, to enter into a joint venture with the national 

broadcasting company (and content provider), NBC. In January of 2011, GE signed over 

51 per cent stake in NBC to Comcast (Anderson, 2011b, para. 1). Prior to the NBC-

Comcast merger, GE’s diversified operations earned the conglomerate roughly $150.2 

billion in 2010 (BusinessWeek, 2011), while NBC’s entertainment operations alone 

totaled roughly $16.9 million in revenues and $2.3 million in profits that same year 

(General, 2011). In all of this, NBC’s segment revenues accounted for roughly 11 per 

cent of GE’s total consolidated revenues in 2010 (General, 2011).  

More than just corporate ties, NBC’s operations encompass a number of 

television, movie, Internet, and theme park endeavors, as NBC is home to not only Bravo 

but other cable and broadcast outlets as well. According to GE (2011), NBC operates as 

“a diversified media and entertainment company focused on the development, production 

and marketing of entertainment, news and information, sports and other content to a 

global audience” (p. 8). NBC’s reach spans far beyond Bravo, far beyond cable 

subscribers, and far beyond the United States.  

In fact, NBC has more than 200 affiliate stations, owns and operates 26 television 

stations—including Spanish-Language outlet, Telemundo— and film ventures such as 

Focus Features, Universal Pictures, and Universal Studios Home Entertainment. The 

company owns digital media platforms including CNBC.com, DailyCandy, Fandango, 

iVillage, and NBC.com, and has a 27 percent stake in the online video-streaming website, 

Hulu. Among NBC’s arsenal of assets, Bravo exists alongside other television outlets 

such as MSNBC, E! Entertainment Television, CNBC, Oxygen, Style Network, Syfy, 

USA Network, VERSUS, The Weather Channel, G4, Chiller, The Golf Channel, 

Comcast Sports Group, Sprout, mun2, Sleuth, and A&E (for which NBC holds a 25 per 

cent stake) (Anderson, 2011b).  

As part of the larger media landscape, Bravo currently reaches 90 million homes 

in the United States (Anderson, 2011a), with additional programming aired via broadcast 

syndication. Bravo’s 2003 launch of Emmy-winning Queer Eye for the Straight Guy was 

the first to situate Bravo as a frontrunner in reality programming, followed by hit 
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programs such as Emmy-nominated Project Runway and Emmy-winning Top Chef 

(Anderson, 2011a; Dominus, 2008; Futon, 2006c). In terms of programming, Bravo 

focuses on five “affinity” genres that include food, design, fashion, beauty, and pop 

culture (Adalain & Zeitchik, 2007). Bravo prides itself on “breaking exciting new 

personalities, shaking up the way we look at style, media, fame and Hollywood, pulling 

back the curtain on the creative process and making influential and inventive original 

programming” (Futon, 2006c, para. 8). Bravo’s affinity genres have helped to create—

and now reinforce—the Bravo brand as an identifiable network in the cable arena (e.g., 

Lotz, 2006).  

Alongside its popular programs such as Top Chef, TRHW launch in 2006 also 

helped solidify Bravo as an outlet to be reckoned with in the cable domain. Despite 

functioning under larger parent corporations GE and now Comcast, Bravo has managed 

to make a name and build a distinct audience all its own. As political economy suggests, 

understanding Bravo’s ties to larger corporations is vital to understanding how Bravo 

(and its programming) are situated within the media landscape. In this way, Bravo’s 

corporate background helps to illustrate the network’s formal ties to sister stations as well 

as the vested interests that Bravo and by extension, NBC, have in TRHW success. 

Operating under NBC and parent corporations GE and Comcast, mapping such 

ties is integral to understanding the ways and means through which GE, Comcast, NBC, 

and Bravo influence media content. As many scholars (e.g., Bagdikian, 2004; Bettig & 

Hall, 2003; Meehan, 2005; McChesney, 2004; Wasko, 2003) have argued, these 

connections provide companies such as GE, NBC, and Bravo with inordinate access to 

both media resources (i.e., access to television outlets, print publications, radio 

programming) as well as capital. Having such corporate ties greatly improves a media 

product’s likelihood of success in the commercial market, as media corporations are able 

to exploit their assets to promote their own products (Meehan, 2005). And while 

corporate ties affect whether or not a textual product sinks or swims, programmatic 

success is also influenced by audiences and advertisers. Thus because the size of the 

audience and demographics play an integral role in dictating what networks can charge 

for advertising spots as well as what advertisers are willing to pay for those spots 
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(Meehan, 2005; 2007), we must understand exactly who is in Bravo’s audience, as 

discussed next.       

4.2 An Audience of “Affluencers”: Bravo’s Viewer Demographics 

As many political economists contend, the success of any commercial media—be 

it broadcast or cable television, print, or radio programming—is largely dependent on the 

audience it attracts. Under a capitalist media system, it is not necessarily the size of an 

audience but who is in that audience that determines programming output and advertiser 

appeal (Meehan, 2005; 2007). Essentially, audience composition serves as one of the 

most important—if not the most important—factor guiding advertiser interest and 

program production. Understanding what appeals to advertisers is key to the business of 

media, as advertising is the main source of revenue across both broadcast and cable 

outlets. Because advertisers can make or break an outlet’s commercial success, it is the 

commercial goal of appeasing advertisers—rather than audiences—that ultimately 

influences the content we see on the small screen (e.g., Bagdikian, 2004; Bettig & Hall, 

2003; Lotz, 2006; McChesney, 2004; 2008; Meehan, 2005; 2007).  

Well attuned to such market logic, in 2007 Bravo embarked on campaign to better 

understand its core audience. While the network had long known that it had an affluent 

and educated group, it was concerned with building a stronger media brand by enhancing 

audience engagement and attachment for all things Bravo (e.g., Advertising Research, 

2009). Such media branding not only suffices commercially but is increasingly necessary 

in the digital age of audience fragmentation (e.g., Clifford, 2010; Lotz, 2006). Backed by 

extensive audience and market research, Bravo developed a name for its highly engaged, 

affluent, and influential viewers: The Affluencers (e.g., Clifford, 2010; Dominus, 2008).  

Comprised largely of upscale women and (increasingly) gay men (Carter, 2008), 

Affluencers are “educated, affluent, media-savvy consumers” (Advertising Age, 2007, 

para.4). They are trendy, “hip” individuals who are considered in the “know” when it 

comes to fashion, food, design, beauty, and pop culture. They are valued for their interest 

in Bravo’s affinity genres, as well as their propensity to spend on them (e.g., Dominus, 

2008), thus making them not only good consumers of media but also great for attracting 

advertisers.   
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As its core audience, the Affluencers are—first and foremost—characterized by 

their affluence and household income. In fact, Bravo has no reservation in touting that its 

audience “has the highest concentration of viewers in households making more than 

$125,000” (Carter, 2008, para. 8), and collectively “account for more than $231 Billion in 

spending” (Bravo, 2011h, para. 1). They comprise 14 per cent of the United States 

population but are responsible for 24 per cent of the spending (Bravo, 2011h, para. 1), 

which means that they actually spend more than their size would suggest. Affluencers are 

not only financially capable of spending money, but are also willing to spend—two 

characteristics that are key to attracting and obtaining advertising dollars (e.g., Herman & 

Chomsky, 2002; Meehan, 2005). 

Additionally, Bravo’s Affluencers are prized for the fact that they “have a 54% 

larger social circle than others…[and] can impact over half a million more dollars per 

year than non-affluencers” (Bravo, 2011h, n.p.). Tony Cardinale, Senior VP of Strategic 

Insights at NBC Universal’s Women and Lifestyle Entertainment Network, suggests that 

Bravo Affluencers are “defined not only by their household income but also [by] their 

influence over a wide network of friends” (Cardinale, 2011, para. 1). Thus, Affluencers 

are also coveted for their ability to influence the consumer habits of those around them, 

and it is precisely these behaviors that marketing Bravo (and TRHW) as a social 

experience seeks to tap into (e.g., Ross, 2008). Affluencers are hyper-engaged in both 

programming and advertising as well; in 2007, Nielsen IAG reported that Bravo viewers 

were “more engaged than any other cable brand measured. By the end of 2008, Bravo’s 

engagement levels surpassed all five broadcast networks’ as well.” Brands shown on 

Bravo experienced brand opinion lift nearly twice as high as other networks (Advertising 

Research, 2009, p. 3).12  This trend has since continued, as Bravo still ranks number one 

for program engagement and brand opinion lift across all of television (as cited in Bravo, 

2011c). 

More than just this, the Affluencer audience is further fragmented into smaller 

niche segments, including the “Wills and Graces,” “PTA Trendsetters,” and “Metro-

                                                        
12
 Brand opinion lift refers to the improvement in a consumer’s opinion of a brand after viewing it on a 

specific channel (i.e., Bravo).  
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climbers.” According to the Advertising Research Foundation (2009),13 the “Wills and 

Graces” are “predominantly female and gay men, metropolitan, often single, professional, 

and trendy”; the “PTA Trendsetters” are “predominantly female…have metropolitan 

aspirations, [and are] more likely to have children and be heavy TV viewers”; and the 

“Metro-climbers” are “more likely to be male, urban and professional. They have an over 

representation of GLBT [Gay/Lesbian/Bisexual/Transgender]” (p. 2). Cardinale also 

suggests a fourth segment—the “Newborn Grown-ups”—who are the “20-somethings 

who are fully out of college mode, buying their first couch, establishing what’s going to 

be their house wine” (as cited in Clifford, 2010, para. 20). While such audience segments 

were created to help guide Bravo programming, they also offered Bravo a means through 

which to “turn the Bravo audience into a brand unto itself” (Advertising Research, 2009, 

p. 1): A brand that could be commodified, sold, and marketed to advertisers interested in 

reaching Bravo’s audience. 

Seemingly solidifying Smythe’s (1981/2006) commodity audience argument, the 

Affluencers have become a product in and of themselves; they are a collective, unified 

“brand” that could, is, and was marketed as a niche segment of high commercial value.  

Because media operate by selling advertisers access to audiences, Bravo’s business-to-

business marketing tactics have created a group of individuals who are valued for what 

they bring to the proverbial table. For Bravo, the Affluencers represent potential 

advertising revenue; for advertisers, they represent potential consumer sales. The 

audience becomes something bartered for in the marketplace, as Bravo’s Affluencer 

campaign functions to convince advertisers that the Bravo audience is the audience worth 

reaching—and paying—for, more so than its competition. And in exchange for their 

eyeballs, Bravo audiences get presumably high-quality, high-production “reality” TV. 

In this regard, Dominus (2008) contends that Bravo has transformed “mass 

entertainment and ma[de] it boutique and chic, aiming for a small but young and affluent 

audience, the kind that advertisers covet” (para. 6). With the rise in number of broadcast 

and cable outlets and the increasingly fragmented audience, such narrow audiences are, in 

fact, “ideal” (Lotz, 2006, p. 48). This becomes problematic, however, when such 

                                                        
13 The Advertising Research Foundation could only release select information pertaining to Bravo’s 

Affluencer campaign, as much of Bravo’s research and information is proprietary.   
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commercial arrangements neglect the audiences’ wants, needs, or desires (e.g., Meehan, 

2005). That is, programming is produced and marketed because of its commercial value, 

rather than the value it holds for the “PTA Trendsetters” viewing at home. In fact, the 

Advertising Research Foundation (2009) reports that the Affluencer campaign and 

audience segmentation helped Bravo “hyper-target” content production in such a way 

that programming resonates highly with at least two of the segment groups. While Bravo 

produces programming for its specific Affluencer groups, such target marketing also 

becomes problematic as such prioritization thereby leaves all other “non-Affluencers” out 

of programming and production negotiations. As Cardinale explains, “We [Bravo] only 

talk to those very specific groups” (as cited in Clifford, 2010, para. 21). 

Although the Affluencers comprise a distinct demographic, Bravo’s purpose 

behind marketing that demographic exists in response to advertiser demand. Because 

Bravo depends on advertisers for a large portion of their revenue, Bravo’s Affluencer 

campaign was designed to speak directly to advertisers themselves. The Affluencers were 

part of Bravo’s larger effort to “give advertisers a reason to increase investment in the 

media brand” (Advertising Research, 2009, p. 1).  

In fact, this loyalty to advertisers is illustrated in the absence of Affluencer 

terminology in both Bravo programming and on Bravo’s official website 

(www.BravoTV.com). When audiences visit the website, they find no reference to the 

segment groups they have been lumped into such as the “Wills and Graces” or “PTA 

Trendsetters.” There is no reference to the extensive audience research that Bravo 

engages in, and no reference to the characteristics (i.e., education, income level, spending 

habits) that make them so appealing in the first place. In fact, there is no mention of the 

Affluencers at all. Even the “advertise” link at the bottom of Bravo’s website fails to 

mention the “Affluencer” campaign. Instead, it redirects individuals to NBC’s official 

website (www.nbc.com). As media corporations have historically shied away from 

informing audiences of their business practices because it would not bode well for 

business (e.g., Bagdikian, 2003; McChesney, 2008), the same can be said for Bravo as it 

too appears to be especially coy about informing the Affluencers themselves of their role 

in Bravo’s business plans.  
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True to capitalist logic, however, when it comes to informing advertisers of the 

Affluencers, Bravo bears no shortage of information. Perusal into Bravo’s ancillary 

website (www.affluencers.com) illustrates that the Affluencer campaign was designed in 

accordance with the networks’ commercial interests and advertiser needs. The site 

proffers information about the Affluencer audience and the business advantages of 

marketing to them, as well as quarterly briefings on the success of Bravo and its 

advertising partners. The site offers downloadable newsletters and case studies, alongside 

the 80-page “Bravo Affluencer” magazine created exclusively for advertisers 

(Advertising, 2009; Dominus, 2008). As Bravo insiders have attested to the fact that the 

desire to understand the Affluencer audience is ultimately about helping Bravo’s 

marketing partners succeed (Cardinale, 2011), it is clear that the interests of Bravo are 

concomitant with the interests of advertisers and not the audience.    

Importantly, while Bravo emphasizes the audience traits that advertisers covet, 

both Bravo and NBC aim to attract a distinctly female audience that is not limited to the 

Affluencer demographic. As multiple scholars (D’Acci, 1994; Douglas, 1994; Dow, 

1996; Lotz, 2006; Meehan, 2002) have acknowledged the long-standing appeal of female 

audiences for cable and network outlets, the following section illustrates how NBC 

utilizes not only programming but its entire bevy of media assets to sell female audiences 

to advertisers and subsequently sell advertiser products, all of which is key to 

understanding how females factor into Bravo’s contemporary business arrangements. 

4.3 Marketing to Whom? Women@NBCU 

While Bravo has attracted a largely female audience, targeting female consumers 

is not restricted to Bravo but is also influenced by parent company, NBC. In fact, one of 

the most strategic and calculated efforts to capitalize on the female commodity audience 

came with the creation of NBC’s female advisory board, Women@NBCU.  

Also referred to as “Women at NBCU,” this board was created in May of 2008 to 

bring together industry professionals interested in tapping into female buying power. 

Comprised of females working in the advertising, finance, digital, fashion, retail, media, 

and entertainment industries, Women@NBCU connects advertisers to specific female 

audiences through NBC’s many media outlets. According to the Women@NBCU board, 

“Women at NBCU is a powerful combination of media assets reaching women across 
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multiple platforms. This ad sales, marketing and research initiative creates custom 

solutions for advertisers to connect with female consumers via NBC Universal’s wide 

portfolio” of female-skewing outlets and programs (Women, 2010, p. 18). And one of the 

outlets with which Women@NBCU promises to deliver advertisers the coveted female 

audience is—perhaps not surprisingly—Bravo. As Lowry (2011) notes, NBC Universal’s 

“strength…is squarely concentrated in the demographic area most conducive to 

marketing primetime - namely, younger to middle-aged women, with tentacles extending 

into men as well” (para. 10). This is a strength that NBC has no qualms about profiting 

from.  

Thus “reach[ing] 95% of U.S. women per month” across its television and digital 

outlets (Women, 2010, p. 18), Women@NBCU operates as a “‘think tank’ on female 

marketplace issues and trends, and provides counsel to Women at NBCU and the 

marketplace” (Women, 2010, p. 2). Chaired by Lauren Zalaznick, President of Women’s 

Lifestyle and Entertainment Networks at NBC Universal, Women@NBCU was created 

to better understand female consumers through research initiatives and market studies 

(e.g., Greenwood, 2011; McClellan, 2009b; NBC, 2010b; Women, 2010). They were 

formed to understand female audiences better, so they can sell to them more effectively. 

In this way, Women@NBCU was not created with an eye to fair representation, more 

equitable wages, or advancing female management in an industry where females are still 

gravely underrepresented (e.g., Falk & Grizzard, 2003), but instead was created as a 

means to sell products effectively and efficiently, and increase advertisers’ financial 

bottom line.  

To illustrate this, Women@NBCU conducted a “Cause & Effect” study on cause 

marketing, female responses, and ways to “cut through the clutter” (Women, 2010, p. 3). 

They commissioned a “Recessionomics Study” to understand consumer spending habits 

in a recession (Greenwood, 2011), and studied how the changing role(s) of women in 

America influences spending habits (McClellan, 2009b). They began a Brand Power 

Index study to measure “the brands most important to women” on a monthly basis (NBC, 

2010b, para. 1) and have also discussed ways to use social media to reach female 

consumers (Lafayette, 2011a). Although this list is nowhere near exhaustive, by 

providing extensive research on females’ interests, concerns, and consumer habits (i.e., 
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psychographics), Women@NBCU seeks out female insight and behaviors in an effort to 

offer advertisers a way to market to women more effectively. But more than just this, 

Women@NBCU also provides marketers with the means to access females across a 

number of different NBC platforms. As Hampp (2008) contends, Zalaznick’s “mission is 

singular: bring ‘targeted mass’ to the legions of advertisers seeking to reach highly 

desirable groups of females: 18 to 34 and 25 to 54” (para. 1). 

As Lotz (2006) contends, the use of such psychographics across female-oriented 

cable outlets has long been a selling point for convincing advertisers to advertise on any 

given outlet. While the female audience can be dissected according to a variety of 

characteristics, ultimately it is income that determines how attractive an audience is to 

advertisers. As Lotz (2006) contends, “income as related to purchasing power and buying 

practices outweighs all other basic demographic attributes in defining an audience’s 

value” (p. 47). Based on this, Bravo’s hyper-consuming, Affluencer audience—and 

Women@NBCU’s propensity to research and understand female consumers—makes the 

female audience a convincing sell. In fact, selling female audiences to advertisers is 

actually more lucrative than trying to sell an audience of adults (Women Entertainment 

network, as cited in Lotz, 2006, p. 50).  

In this way, Women@NBCU’s marketing efforts would mean very little if 

women were not an incredibly lucrative audience to target in the first place. While 

scholars have long addressed the profitability in marketing to females, Women@NBCU 

was established partly in response to the reality that when it comes to female consumers, 

it is no longer simply about purchasing “female” products or household goods. As 

Cooper (2010) suggests, “The power of women consumers has become an immutable 

force shaping how billions of marketing dollars are spent annually” (para. 1). As women 

over the years have become “the CFOs of their families, controlling the purse strings of 

much of the consumer marketplace” (Whylly, 2009, p.W2), they are marrying later and 

sometimes not at all, waiting longer to have children (if at all), and are increasingly 

acquiring advanced postgraduate and professional degrees. Because of this, 

Women@NBCU has clamored over the fact that women in the 21st century are more 

involved in the purchasing of big-ticket items and financial family planning than ever 

before (e.g., Goudreau, 2009; McClellan, 2009b). But as Cardinale (2011) notes, the 
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Affluencer’s financial influence is about much more than big-ticket items, as they “carry 

far more than their weight in virtually every consumer category, from beer to fast food 

and from toys to household cleaning products” (para. 2). 

Within a year of Women@NBCU’s formation, female consumers were likewise 

valued for their profit potential, as they “control[led] or influence[d] 85 percent of all 

purchase decisions…and [were] responsible for $7 trillion in spending” (Whylly, 2009, p. 

W4). It is these same women who Bravo and NBC desperately try (and promise 

advertisers) to reach.  In fact, it was precisely “to help advertisers capitalize on this 

valuable audience, [that] Women@NBCU was launched” (NBC, 2009, para. 5, italics 

added). 

However, while media’s targeting of female consumers has existed throughout 

television history (e.g., D’Acci, 1994; Douglas, 1991; Dow, 1996; Lotz, 2006; Meehan, 

2005; Meehan & Byars, 2000), Women@NBCU is different for the role in which females 

play on the business side of the arrangements. That is, Women@NBCU strategically 

invites females to participate in their own commodification and the commodification of 

other females as well. Created at a time when social anxieties about the U.S. economic 

recession existed alongside media discourse that frames consumerism as a means of 

female empowerment (Andersen, 2002; Cox, 2011; Douglas, 2010; Gill, 2012), 

Women@NBCU emerged to not only target females, but also to involve females in the 

process, with the end-goal of providing advertisers with recession-proof marketing 

tactics.  

In this regard, Women@NBCU also differentiates itself from earlier modes of 

marketing, as it increasingly targets female audiences beyond the black box. Speaking to 

the increased marketing opportunities that have resulted from convergence culture 

(Jenkins, 2009), Women@NBCU boasts its “unparalleled ability to reach the customized 

psychographic female target everywhere they are, at every hour of the day, every day” 

(Zalaznick, as cited in Reuters, 2008, para. 3). Not only does Women@NBCU target 

women (which is nothing new), but they also target women every hour of every day.  

In fact, in the few years since its establishment, all of these tactics employed by 

Women@NBCU have made the board a commercially successfully endeavor in targeting 

women. Wal-Mart was the first to officially sign with Women@NBCU, which included a 
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contract to market to the nation’s “momtourage(s)”—the family members, friends, 

etcetera, who support mothers in their daily routines (Elliott, 2008, para. 1-2). Pepsi-Cola 

contracted for its “Pepsi Refresh Project,” which aimed at “reach[ing] female high school 

and college students…along with women ages 18-54” (Zalaznick, as cited in Elliott, 

2010a, para. 5). BlogHer, a female-oriented blogging community, partnered with 

Women@NBCU to feature blogging content on NBC’s female-oriented online assets, 

including iVillage, Oxygen.com, and BravoTV.com (Shields, 2008). General Mills has 

also signed on with Women@NBCU, alongside a “cross-network deal” with American 

Express (Miley & Mack, 2009, p. 21) and a digital platform partnership with Unilever’s 

Dove (Futon, 2010i). All have a distinct marketing approach that targets female 

consumers. Kodak, which contracted with Women@NBCU to market its printer and ink 

business, has also partnered to incorporate a number of product integrations across NBC 

outlets (McClellan, 2009a). In fact, these marketing opportunities can be found carrying 

over in TRHW programming, as was the case with Kodak. Shortly after Kodak signed 

with Women@NBCU, New York City housewife Jill Zarin hosted a Kodak event that was 

featured in TRHW programming. As Miley and Mack (2009) contend, the Wal-Mart, 

General Mills, Kodak, and American Express deals all brought Women@NBCU 

contracts in the multi-million dollar range.  

From a political economic perspective, Women@NBCU’s stated goals of 

garnering such advertising deals is problematic when viewed in light of the advertisers’ 

ability to influence programming and—in this case—online content as well. As Herman 

and Chomsky (2002) contend, “The power of advertisers over television programming 

stems from the simple fact that they buy and pay for the programs—they are the ‘patrons’ 

who provide the media subsidy. As such, the media compete for their patronage, 

developing specialized staff to solicit advertisers and necessarily having to explain how 

their programs serve advertisers’ needs” (p. 16). From a feminist political economic 

perspective, these million-dollar-deals can be further interrogated as they not only re-

inscribe media’s focus on capital accumulation, but also as they re-inscribe what are 

considered to be “female” concerns. Even though research suggests that women are 

increasingly purchasing big-ticket items, there is still a focus on advertising to women in 

those areas of life that are stereotypically associated with femininity and the “feminized” 
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roles. Thus while turning a buck for Bravo, Women@NBCU, and marketers alike, 

Women@NBCU’s stated goals are in part so problematic for the fact that they perpetuate 

a patriarchal way of categorizing, “understanding,” and marketing to women. 

But while a number of factors make females an appealing demographic for both 

media and marketers, possibly most significant is the increased buying and purchasing 

power that females held in the wake of TRHW debut. That is, while Bravo has long 

included females—alongside gay males—as part of their target audience (Sender, 2007), 

females’ increasing financial power in the United States economy has made marketing to 

women increasingly profitable at the turn of the century. When coupled with the fact that 

increasing audience fragmentation has likewise made smaller, demographically specific 

audiences more appealing to advertisers (Lotz, 2006), the creation of Women@NBCU 

aptly followed media business logic. It was precisely this profit potential of marketing to 

female consumers that led to Women@NBCU. Even through an economic recession, 

“there’s money to be made catering to women” (Foroohar, 2010, para.2). 

Women@NBCU understood that and marketed such (e.g., Greenwood, 2011). Exactly 

how much of TRHW audience is dependent on this female segment, however, is 

discussed in the following section.  

4.4Viewership and Success of The Real Housewives 

 In 2006, cable audiences were hit with a bombshell of a program that would for 

years change what both soap operas and reality television meant to the female viewing 

audience. Shortly before the Affluencers and Women@NBCU officially came into being, 

Bravo’s TRHW of Orange County hit the air with an eye to the female market. Launched 

during the U.S. economic boom, TRHW of Orange County entered the scene on the 

coattails of successful programs such as ABC’s Desperate Housewives (2004-present), 

FOX’s The O.C. (2003-2007), and MTV’s reality program, Laguna Beach (2004-2006) 

(Clifford, 2009). At the time, television audiences were introdued to a plethora of reality 

and scripted programs centered on rich suburbia, and media corporations saw advertisers 

follow suit. In fact, when TRHW of Orange County emerged in 2006, a single airing of 

ABC’s Desperate Housewives garnered around $9.9 million in advertising revenue, 

according to Nielsen Monitor-Plus (as cited in Gunther, 2006). Both the ratings and 
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advertising rates of these preceding programs suggested that programming centered on 

rich suburbia could be quite lucrative, and Bravo wanted in. 

As a result, TRHW of Orange County emerged as a “behind the gates” look at one 

of the wealthiest communities in the United States. Following the lives of wealthy 

women who bore no hesitation when it came to spending or living luxuriously, TRHW of 

Orange County initially aired on Tuesday nights during the 10 p.m. (Eastern) prime-time 

hour (Futon, 2006a, para. 1).14 As a docu-soap that focused on the lives exorbitantly 

wealthy women, TRHW of Orange County began as a seven-part series produced by 

Kaufman Films and Dunlop Entertainment, with Scott Dunlop serving as both the series’ 

creator and executive producer (Futon, 2006a).  

While the first episode brought in a modest 430,000 viewers total (de Moraes, 

2010a), the series’ first finale garnered 977,000 total viewers, with 817,000 of those 

falling within the coveted 18 to 49 demographic (Futon, 2006b). The 18 to 49 year-old 

age group is important to media corporations because it is considered one of the most 

profitable (and therefore one of the most desirable) audiences among advertisers and 

plays an integral role in determining advertising rates (e.g., Levine, 2010a; Meehan, 

2005). As years of subsequent seasons illustrate, this sought-after demographic continued 

to gain momentum among TRHW following as the years progressed. In fact, during its 

first season alone TRHW of Orange County saw a 186 per cent increase among viewers 

ages 18 to 49 and a 127 per cent increase across all viewers, contributing to Bravo’s “best 

year ever” (Futon, 2007a, para. 1). At the same time, while Bravo’s prime-time audience 

had increased by 25 per cent in with 18 to 49 age group, its median audience age 

simultaneously decreased. In fact, while the first season of Orange County consistently 

increased its 18 to 49 female demographic, the series also “ranked as the youngest 

program on Bravo during its run,” garnering a median age of 34.4 (Futon, 2006c, para. 

                                                        
14 The “Futon Critic” website (found at www.thefutoncritic.com) is cited extensively as a host site that 

compiles press releases from various television corporations, including Bravo. Because Bravo is privately 
owned, press releases are not always available to the public. Thus, the Futon Critic is used as a third-party 

source that posts Bravo’s press releases unaltered and in original form. Unless otherwise noted, the 

information attributed to The Futon Critic is information provided directly from Bravo. Additionally, it 

should be noted that corporate-authored press releases necessarily present Bravo and The Real Housewives 

in a positive light, and so additional mainstream sources have also been incorporated. 
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5). Of course, while TRHW was slow to start when compared to other “hit” cable 

programs at the time,15 the franchise’s success did not stop there. 

 Four months after its debut, Bravo announced its plans for TRHW second season, 

with an increase in episode numbers and a new company—Evolution Film & Tape, 

Inc.—responsible for its production (Futon, 2006c). As audience numbers continued to 

climb, the first two episodes of season two averaged a total of one million total viewers 

(Futon, 2007b), with the finale airing to 1.3 million audience members (Futon, 2007d). 

Among the female demographic, Orange County’s season two finale was “the #1 cable 

program of the day among Women 18-49” (Futon, 2007d, para. 1). By its second season, 

Bravo’s Orange County hit a double whammy: Women, and 18-49 year old women at 

that, were watching the series in record numbers. When compared to cable news 

programming, the Pew Research Center (“2008,” 2008) reports that “nearly 2.7 million 

viewers watched cable news on an average night during 2007, compared with 2.5 million 

in 2006” (para. 10). TRHW, a niche cable program, were bringing in roughly half that. 

Around the same time (in 2007), other cable networks such as Fox’s FX were attracting a 

nightly average of roughly 800,000 viewers ages 18-49 (“Annual,” 2008, p. 31), while 

TRHW increasingly proved that it could remain “in the game.” TRHW audience, and 

female audiences at that, continued to grow. 

Later in 2007, Orange County’s season three debuted to 1.15 million total viewers 

(Futon, 2007c), while the finale attracted 2.018 million total viewers and 1.488 million 

ages 18 to 49 (Futon, 2008b). In the interim between Orange County’s season three finale 

and season four debut, Bravo announced that since 2005, the network had seen “an 83 

percent increase in adult viewers (18-49) and an astonishing 138 percent increase in 

women 18-49, according to Nielsen Media Research” (as cited in Futon, 2008h, para.1). 

Thus it was not only TRHW franchise, but also the Bravo network in general, that saw 

steady increases in female viewership, following TRHW debut.  

Orange County’s season four premiere drew in 1.374 million viewers ages 18 to 

49—the highest ever for a series’ debut up to that point (Futon, 2008j)—and the finale 

delivered 1.4 million adults ages 18 to 49 and two million viewers total (Futon, 2009b). 

                                                        
15 In March of 2006, leading cable programs such as VH1’s Flavor of Love finale brought in upwards of 

five million viewers, while HBO’s Big Love attracted roughly 4.6 million (“Flavor,” 2006), largely 

outweighing The Real Housewives success. 
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Amidst Orange County’s season four, Bravo was named “the fastest growing ad-

supported cable network among women 18-49 in primetime, ranking tenth” (as cited in 

Futon, 2008k, para. 1). In 2008—the year of Orange County’s season four—USA 

network averaged roughly 2.68 million viewers during prime time, followed by TNT’s 

2.21 million and ESPN’s 2.12 million (Crupi, 2009). The night of Orange County’s 

season five premiere, Bravo “ranked as the No. 1 cable telecast of the day among adults 

and women, 18-49,” and attracted 1.98 million viewers 18 to 49 and 2.58 million total 

(Futon, 2009l, para. 3). TRHW were clearly holding their ground, and in some cases 

garnering audience numbers comparable (and greater than) prime time numbers for well-

known outlets such as TNT and ESPN.  

And, while the finale attracted 1.81 million viewers 18 to 49 and 2.04 million 

total (Futon, 2010a), it was in the midst of season five that Bravo announced its fourth 

consecutive “best year ever.” Bravo continued to improve among the female audience, 

and by December of 2009 the network was “the fourth fastest growing top 20 ad-

supported cable entertainment network in prime among adults 18-49, and year-to-date 

rank[ed] No. 9 among women 18-34, up from No. 12 in 2008” (as cited in Seidman, 

2009b, para. 1). From 2006 to 2010, Orange County’s audience size increased by roughly 

600 per cent among season premiere episodes and 251 per cent in finales (season one 

compared to season five); meanwhile, every debut and finale of each new Orange County 

season increased in audience size across both the 18 to 49 demographic and total viewers. 

Thus from 2006 to 2010, while ABC’s scripted Desperate Housewives was flourishing in 

the televisual background, its reality-based counterpart had attracted a female audience 

all its own.  

Two months after Orange County’s season three concluded, Bravo introduced its 

New York City series, which “feature[d] an elite and powerful set of New York socialites” 

(Futon, 2008a, para. 1). Originally aired on Tuesdays at 10:00 p.m., each new season of 

New York City garnered an audience size that bested the one before it. Initially produced 

by Ricochet Television (Futon, 2008a), season one premiered to a modest 824,000 total 

viewers and 659,000 viewers ages 18 to 49 (Futon, 2008c). By season one’s finale, the 

series attracted 1.059 million viewers ages 18 to 49 and 1.426 million viewers total 

(Futon, 2008f). And while the numbers are not groundbreaking in terms of cable, it was 
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immediately following New York City’s season one finale that Bravo—for the first time 

in network history—“broke the top 10 ranking for women 18-49 in first quarter 2008, 

landing at number nine” (Futon, 2008e, para. 2). Between consecutive airings of Orange 

County and New York City series, Bravo had become a well-recognized outlet with a 

niche audience following.  

The second season premiere of New York City attracted 1.23 million viewers 18 to 

49 and 1.64 million total viewers (Futon, 2009a), with the finale garnering 1.52 million 

viewers 18 to 49 and 2.03 million total (Futon, 2009c). The second episode of season two 

even earned the TRHW of New York City “the No. 1 spot among all cable networks in its 

timeslot for women 18-49” (Futon, 2009b, para. 5), beating out cable news programs 

such as The Rachel Maddow Show and Countdown with Keith Olbermann in terms of 

total viewers (Ariens, 2009). This means that during the 10 p.m. prime-time hour when 

audiences are presumably high and advertising rates are higher, TRHW of New York City 

was the number one cable program for all women watching cable television at that time. 

Also around this same time, competing networks such as USA attracted an average prime 

time audience of 3.2 million viewers with hit programs such as Burn Notice and Royal 

Pains, while Disney Channel attracted 2.5 million and ESPN attracted 2.3 million 

(Umstead, 2010). While these networks led the way in audience viewership, TRHW 

viewership is comparable to the average viewership of networks such as TBS, A&E, and 

FX, ranging from 1.8 million to 1.3 million respectively (Umstead, 2010).  

By the third season, production had switched from Ricochet Television to Shed 

Media (Futon, 2009i), and New York City was moved from Tuesday to Thursday night. 

The season three premiere attracted 2.04 million total viewers and 1.45 million ages 18 to 

49 (Seidman, 2010a), while the finale garnered 2.64 million total viewers and 1.76 

million ages 18 to 49 (Futon, 2010d). As had become characteristic of TRHW franchise, 

New York City consistently increased its audience size for each season premiere and 

finale, and across both the 18 to 49 age group and total viewers.  

Also launched in the same year as New York City, TRHW of Atlanta became a 

strong contender within the franchise and was the first series to crack the two million 

mark among viewers ages 18 to 49 (Futon, 2008j). In 2008, Atlanta entered the cable 

arena alongside other television programs such as Tyler Perry’s House of Payne (2006-
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2011) that not only targeted African Americans but had already proven successful.16 In 

this way, Atlanta emerged a time when African American buying power was increasingly 

worthy of advertisers’ attention (Miley, 2009), and already-existing programming had 

demonstrated that there was an identifiable— and sizable— niche for television shows 

centered on African Americans. In fact, it was during this time that the Selig Center for 

Economic Growth reported that in 2008, African Americans’ buying power in the United 

States measured at $913 billion dollars (as cited in Humphreys, 2008), up from $719 

billion in 2005 (Target, 2008). As Miley (2009) contends, this was a sizeable portion of 

U.S. finances that marketers and advertisers could not afford to overlook, and as such 

Bravo viewers were introduced to the “southern belles” of the Atlanta series. 

Thus aimed at attracting African American females (e.g., Barnhart, 2011), Atlanta 

was produced by True Entertainment and initially aired on Tuesdays at 10:00 p.m. With 

441,000 viewers ages 18 to 49 and 656,000 viewers total (Futon, 2009g) tuning in on that 

first night, TRHW of Atlanta—much like its sister locations that came before it—

premiered to a modest audience. Its finale numbers, however, grew as the final episode 

garnered 1.68 million viewers 18 to 49 and 2.21 million viewers total (Futon, 2008i). 

Atlanta’s second season debuted to 1.72 million viewers 18 to 49 and 2.66 million total 

viewers (Futon, 2009g), and by its sixth episode had become the “No. 1 ranked cable 

entertainment telecast of the day among adults 18-49 and Women 18-49…beating all 

other cable competition in these key demos including an original episode of ‘Project 

Runway’ on Lifetime” (Futon, 2009h, para.1). Lifetime, which serves as the original 

cable outlet for women (Lotz, 2006), as of 2009 reached 96.4 million homes and has an 

audience that is roughly 76 per cent female (Cable, 2008). In this regard, TRHW of 

Atlanta had successfully beaten the female cable network at its own game.  

When compared to the season two premieres of other TRHW locations, Atlanta 

had a 40 per cent increase over New York City and a 107 per cent increase over Orange 

County, both within the 18 to 49 age range (Futon, 2009g). By Atlanta’s second season, 

the franchise just kept getting better. With an increase of roughly 116 per cent over its 

                                                        
16
 By the first quarter of 2008, Nielsen Media Research ranked TBS’ House of Payne as “the No. 2 program 

on all of television among African-Americans 18 to 49, second only to Fox's ‘American Idol’” (as cited in 

Advertising Age, 2008, n.p.). 
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season one finale, Atlanta’s second season closed to 2.047 million viewers 18 to 49 and 

2.977 million viewers total (Futon, 2009k).  

In fact, by October of 2009 (during Atlanta’s season two), both Atlanta and 

Orange County were consistently delivering the female audience that the franchise 

targeted. Citing Nielsen Media Research, NBC states: 

Season 5 of “The Real Housewives of Orange County” increased 235% in 
Women 18-49 since its spring 2006 debut on Bravo. Season 2 of “The Real 
Housewives of Atlanta” won the Thursday 10-11 p.m. time period against all 
cable programs in Adults and Women 18-49 averaging 1.542 million Women 18-
49 per telecast. (Gorman, 2010b, para. 4) 
 

As Atlanta’s second series premiere garnered roughly 1.68 million viewers ages 18 to 

49—and roughly 1.542 million of them were women—the centrality of the female 

audience to TRHW franchise becomes clear. On average, approximately 91 percent of 

TRHW of Atlanta’s audience were female.  

Subsequently, the third season premiere brought in 2.419 million total viewers, 

illustrating for the first time in franchise history a slight drop in numbers as compared to 

the series season two premiere (Seidman, 2010d). Despite the drop, however, the series 

experienced great success among the African American audience; by the third season 

premiere Atlanta ranked number two among the top 25 cable programs in African 

American households, second only to NFL football (Target, 2010). The third season 

finale averaged 4.4 million viewers total, with 3.1 million of them in the 18-49 age range 

(Nordyke, 2011), shattering network records and making it the most watched episode 

ever in the franchise’s history, and coming in just shy of the top 25 cable programs for 

the week that it aired.  As 20/20 (2011) suggests, Atlanta was “ratings gold” (n.p.). 

Off the heels of Orange County, New York City, and Atlanta, TRHW of New 

Jersey debuted in 2009 as a Sirens Media production and aired on Tuesdays at 10 p.m. 

While season one opened to 1.26 million viewers ages 18 to 49 and 1.72 million total 

viewers, the first episode illustrated a steady increase in debut viewership. When 

compared to the debuts of other franchised locations, New Jersey’s premiere marked a 

186 per cent increase over Atlanta’s first premiere, a 91 per cent increase over New York 

City, and a 341 percent increase over Orange County, all in the 18 to 49 demographic 

(Futon, 2009d). New Jersey’s finale attracted 2.46 million viewers ages 18-49 and 3.47 
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million total. On the night of New Jersey’s finale, Nielsen Media Research ranked Bravo 

as “the No. 1 rated television network in adults 18-49 (out-delivering all broadcast and 

cable competition)” (as cited in Futon, 2009f, para. 1, italics added). As an outlet that 

reaches 90 million homes, surpassing all broadcast and cable competition is a huge feat in 

the commercial media market. By season two, New Jersey opened to 1.64 million viewers 

ages 18 to 49 and 2.33 million total viewers (Futon, 2010c), while the finale garnered 2.3 

million viewers 18 to 49 and 3.4 million total (Futon, 2010f).  

Following New Jersey’s second season, Bravo—similar to MTV’s The Real 

World— attempted to capitalize on the political and cultural changes embodied in the 

2008 Presidential Election by moving the franchise to Washington, D.C. (e.g., Futon, 

2010e; Schreffler & Evans, 2009). As Andy Cohen, Bravo’s Senior VP of Original 

Programming and Development, stated, “We wanted to dive into the Beltway subculture 

as it underwent an historic shift, one that previously has not been readily accessible or 

portrayed” (as cited in Futon, 2010g, para. 3). Linking back to media’s role in the culture 

industries that originated in the Frankfurt School (e.g., Horkheimer & Adorno, 1972; 

Jhally, 1989),17 it is evident in this example how media corporations such as Bravo take 

historic cultural moments created by the populace, and ostensibly sell those same 

moments— those same sentiments— back to audiences for profit.   

Aired on Thursday nights and produced by Half Yard Productions, the series 

delivered a politically-charged representation of TRHW, albeit somewhat unsuccessfully. 

While D.C.’s premiere ranked as the number one “most watched show in all of 

television—broadcasting and cable—in the 9pm time period” for the D.C. market, its 

debut attracted 1.628 million total viewers and roughly one million ages 18 to 49 

(Seidman, 2010c, para. 1). The series, however, experienced declines in the weeks that 

followed. While the finale brought in 1.426 million viewers total (Gorman, 2010c), one 

                                                        

17  In the history of critical/cultural studies, the Frankfurt School emerged in the 1930s as a neo-marxist 

school of thought, and was among the first to refer to media as the “culture industries” (Kellner, 2002). 

Rising from the works of Horkheimer and Adorno (1972), the Frankfurt School was one of the earliest 

traditions to employ a critique of the communication industries. The Frankfurt School problematized the 

commercialized nature of media and its production of commodities for profit, and called into question the 
capitalist modes of production for their influence on elements of culture (Bettig, 2002; Horkheimer & 

Adorno, 1972; Kellner, 2002). In this regard, the “culture industries” were seen as tools for advancing 

corporate interests and were key components to the production and reproduction of societal values, order, 

and relationships (Horkheimer & Adorno, 1972).  
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week prior the series hit a low point when it attracting only 1.178 million viewers total 

(Gorman, 2010d). By April of 2011, Bravo announced D.C.’s cancellation, marking the 

first time in TRHW history that a series was not renewed (de Moraes, 2011). 

Bravo’s decision to axe the D.C. series, however, was not the result of ratings 

which, according to Cohen, were respectable. Rather, Cohen suggests that the series was 

canned because the D.C. ladies were less dramatic than TRHW cast members who came 

before them (as cited in de Moraes, 2011). When compared to the first season premieres 

of Orange County, New York City, Atlanta, and New Jersey, the D.C. numbers were—in 

all actuality—not bad. However, when D.C.’s numbers are compared to other franchised 

locations that were airing at the same time as D.C., D.C.’s audience was gravely 

outnumbered. As D.C. struggled to keep its numbers above the one million mark, other 

locations were consistently attracting between two and four million viewers on average. 

But this was not unusual for TRHW franchise. As previous series demonstrated, 

modest audience numbers in the beginning of a series are not indicative of a franchise 

flop. As Atlanta and Orange County had proven, the franchise had experienced growth 

quite to the contrary. But as Andy Cohen suggests, the decision to cancel the series was 

not about audience numbers, but was instead about programming content. According to 

Cohen, “It’s serious, it’s politics… For people who expect to see table flipping or wig 

pulling, that was never going to happen on this show” (as cited in de Moraes, 2010b, 

para. 13). When these less-dramatic plot lines are combined with the fact that D.C. had 

the “oldest-skewing” audience with a median age of 40 (de Moraes, 2010b, para. 7), D.C. 

was a less-than-ideal addition to TRHW brand. Yet it is in Andy Cohen’s statement that 

feminist political economic concerns are brought to bear. That is, while Andy Cohen 

acknowledges the more “serious” angle that TRHW of D.C. provided, this more serious 

series was cut not because it failed to attract adequate audiences, but because it lacked the 

formulaic drama that is ritualistically found within the franchise’s sister series. Bravo 

executives— despite acknowledging the serious, political nature of the show— decided 

to axe the series purely for commercial reasons. And it is in this regard that Bravo’s 

business logic that embraces patriarchal capitalism is thus extrapolated, as viewers (i.e., 

women) are denied the more serious, politically-oriented series in the name of media 

commercialism.   
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Yet as D.C. ended its inaugural season, Bravo rebounded with the introduction of 

Beverly Hills. Produced by Evolution Media and aired on Thursdays at 10 p.m. (Futon, 

2010g), the Beverly Hills premiere brought in 1.57 million viewers (Seidman, 2010f), 

while the finale attracted 1.9 million viewers ages 18 to 49 and 2.8 million total (Futon, 

2011c). By November of 2010—when both Beverly Hills and Atlanta had seasons airing 

simultaneously—Bravo’s median age had reached 38 (Futon, 2010j, para. 1), and by the 

end of 2010 Bravo laid claim to its fifth consecutive “best year ever” (as cited in Futon, 

2010l, para. 1).  

Meanwhile, on the other side of the country, 2011 kicked off with the seventh 

franchised location: Miami (Blaustein, 2011). Produced by MC Filmworks and aired on 

Tuesdays at 10 p.m. (Futon, 2011b), Miami’s premiere attracted 1.214 million viewers 

(Seidman, 2011), while the finale garnered 1.096 million total (Gorman, 2011b). As 

Bravo’s attempt at capturing Hispanic audiences (e.g, Barnhart, 2011), Miami attracted 

roughly “2 million adult Hispanics” throughout its first season (Wentz, 2011, para.5). 

Similar to Atlanta’s targeting African Americans, Miami’s launch spoke to Hispanics’ 

rapidly growing population and increasing consumer power. As the Hispanic population 

has continued to rise, by 2007 Standard and Poor’s noted an increase in media ad 

spending directed at Hispanics (Standard, 2008). In the years leading up to Miami’s 

debut, “U.S. Hispanics represented an estimated purchasing power of $1 trillion in 2010,” 

a number that “is expected to grow to $1.5 trillion in 2015” (Martinez, 2011, para. 2). 

Tying back to the business imperatives of capitalist media, such buying power represents 

roughly “11% of the nation’s total buying power” (Zalaznick, as cited in Lafayette, 

2011b, para. 3), and is much too large for any commercial outlet to ignore.  

In fact, by April of 2011, NBC launched Hispanics@NBCU, “a company-wide 

initiative to boost ad dollars targeting Hispanics” (Wentz, 2011, para. 1). In this regard, 

NBC committed itself to making (commercial) use of the fact that NBC is “the only 

entertainment company with the ability to reach 91% of the Hispanic audience across 

cable, broadcast, and digital, regardless of language” (Lafayette, 2011b, para. 2), mainly 

through access via Telemundo. As Hispanics@NBCU offers up Hispanic audiences to 

interested advertisers in the same manner as Women@NBCU, the board has also focused 

on marketing to Hispanic women. This was evidenced by the board’s breakfast titled, 
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“The New Majority: Marketing to a Multicultural Female Marketplace,” that was held in 

conjunction with Women@NBCU (Daily Variety, 2011, para. 5).  

Since its 2006 launch, TRHW have experienced tremendous growth that was 

propelled by each prior season’s success. After a seemingly slow start for Orange 

County, by 2008 the franchise had hit the ground running. In fact, between October of 

2008 and September of 2011, not one single month passed without a season of TRHW on-

air; that is nearly 36 consecutive months of TRHW programming on Bravo. From a 

feminist political economic perspective, however, the problem is not the success of the 

franchise, but in the options (or lack thereof) that the franchise represents. That is, by 

heavily promoting and marketing TRHW—and in creating multiple spin off locations—

such programming cripples audiences’ options for meaningful entertainment, whatever 

that may be (e.g., Meehan, 2005). In promoting and running 36 straight months of TRHW 

formulaic programming, audiences are left with fewer creative and innovative 

programming options across the television terrain. But more than just this, there is also a 

lack of options within the franchise itself. That is, despite various cast members and 

series locales, Bravo forces TRHW programming into a programmatic box—a mold, per 

se— that they refuse to alter. Such an approach to commercial media is evidenced by 

statements such as Andy Cohen’s, as Bravo decided not to run the D.C. series because of 

what it ostensibly had: politics in place of over-the-top drama. In response to different 

social concerns, problems, and anxieties posed by the D.C. ladies, Bravo decided to 

cancel the series rather than alter the formula— even if it could potentially open up a 

mediated space for more progressive and intellectual discourse. From a feminist political 

economic perspective, the fact that such content is not being shown in the name of capital 

accumulation is inherently problematic as it takes away one “image” of females (i.e., 

political, economic, and socially empowered beings) and repeatedly displaces that image 

for the one-dimensional and simplified version of female identity as the martini-drinking, 

shoe-shopping, always-flawless females that are central to TRHW plot. 

Yet as a network, Bravo over the years has consistently increased its female 

viewership, and females within the coveted 18 to 49 age group, at that. According to data 

compiled by Nielsen Galaxy Explorer, between 2001 (the year Bravo was acquired by 

NBC) and 2010, Bravo has experienced only slight gains among male viewers ages 18 to 
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49 in prime time viewing. This could be—in part—due to the fact that the niche audience 

that Bravo actively targets is not, in fact, men. Within that same time frame, however, 

female audiences ages 18 to 49 have increased substantially during prime time viewing, 

so much so that by 2010, Bravo was roughly equal to the “original” network for 

women—Lifetime—in terms of females ages 18 to 49. In fact, as Lifetime’s female 

audience has consistently decreased over the past ten years, Bravo’s has increased, 

surpassing Lifetime’s female viewership in 2010 (Bravo, 2011i, n.p.).  

In a commercial system, however, media products do not exist in a vacuum. 

While viewership and audience demographics are integral to success, the conglomerated 

structure of the media market make it particularly fruitful—if not necessary—for media 

corporations to expand a franchise beyond programming itself (e.g., McChesney, 2004; 

2008; Meehan, 2005). This is where Bravo’s marketing and synergistic strategies come 

in, as discussed next. 

4.5 Beyond the Screen: Strategies, Synergy and Cross-Promoting The Real 

Housewives 

In a capitalist system, the simple act of producing a program is not sufficient to 

withstand commercial demands. Instead, media corporations must increasingly 

supplement original productions with ancillary content and exposure to not only create 

additional revenue streams but also to pump and promote existing products (e.g., 

McChesney, 2004; 2008; Meehan, 2005; Proffitt, Tchoi, & McAllister, 2007; Wasko, 

2003; 2005). Exploiting media creations across a variety of venues and productions is a 

commercial process often referred to as synergy (e.g., McChesney, 2004; Meehan, 2005; 

Wasko, 2003; 2005). As Meehan (2005) suggests, synergistic strategies “multiply 

revenue streams and decrease costs by creating and feeding internal markets” (p. 89). In 

this way, media corporations “increasingly are realizing the benefits of promoting their 

activities across a growing number of outlets, creating a synergy between individual units 

and producing immediately recognizable brands” (Wasko, 2003, p. 170). From a critical 

perspective, while such synergy and cross-promotions create additional revenue streams 

for corporations, they simultaneously limit creativity and the production of diverse 

cultural products (e.g., Bagdikian, 2004; Bettig & Hall, 2003; McChesney, 2004; 

Meehan, 2005).   
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According to McChesney (2004), the synergistic opportunities within a 

corporation are appealing to media conglomerates (such as GE) for the fact that “the 

profit whole is greater than the sum of the profit parts” (p. 186). Synergy occurs in a 

variety of ways, such that “programs can be extensively promoted across all the 

company’s platforms; media ‘brands’ can be used to create new programming in different 

sectors; spin-off properties…can be kept in-house; firms have increased leverage with 

advertisers…and, in a hit-or-miss business like media, the increase in scope reduces 

overall risk” (McChesney, 2004, pp. 185-186).   

More than just revenues and risk, however, synergistic strategies also “further 

strengthen the brand[s]” (Economist, 1998, para. 4)—an end result that TRHW franchise 

is well accustomed to. In this vein, Bravo engages in a number of strategies to attract two 

groups of people—advertisers and consumers—both on and off the screen. 

On-screen, TRHW success has prompted a number of spin-off programs and guest 

appearances to pump and promote TRHW, Bravo, and NBC. In fact, immediately 

following the second season Orange County, Bravo created the series’ first spin-off 

program featuring former housewife Jo De La Rosa. The reality series, Date My Ex, 

followed De La Rosa as she embarked on a search for love alongside her ex-boyfriend 

Slade (Futon, 2007f). By 2010, New York City housewife Bethenny Frankel had also 

earned her own spin-off, Bethenny Getting Married?, which subsequently became 

Bethenny Ever After for its second season. Atlanta’s Kim Zolciak recently revealed that 

she too is getting her own reality series centered on marital bliss, Don’t be Tardy for the 

Wedding (“Kim,” 2011). Online, the sons of New Jersey housewife Caroline Manzo have 

also received a spin-off series shown exclusively on BravoTV.com (Starr, 2011). As the 

additional TRHW locations and similar spin-offs suggest, while the commercial media 

system depends on the Nielsen ratings system to “select programs for cancellation and to 

commission new programs,” audiences most often see network and cable outlets “model 

new programs on current hits” (Meehan, 2007, p. 163). As scholars have argued in regard 

to reality television in particular (e.g., Magder, 2009; Meehan, 2005; Raphael, 2009), this 

is because media corporations assume less risk when they produce programs that have 

already proven themselves successful. Under the profit-maximizing, risk-minimizing 

logic of both commercial media and reality TV, these “program hits” and previously-
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successful cast members (i.e., Bethenny Frankel, Jo de la Rosa, the Manzo sons) provide 

fertile ground from which new televisual “hits” can emerge.     

But more than just spin-offs, the TRHW cast can also be found on other Bravo 

programs, often as special guests. TRHW are repeatedly featured on Watch What 

Happens: Live, a talk show that airs immediately following new program episodes on 

Bravo.  Oftentimes, TRHW cast are featured in Watch What Happens: Live, immediately 

following new TRHW episodes, as a means of extending the viewing experience (and 

prolonging audience attention) after TRHW episode ends. Cast members of both New 

Jersey and Orange County have been featured in The Fashion Show: Ultimate Collection 

(Futon, 2010k), while the sons of New Jersey housewife Caroline Manzo have also been 

featured as eligible bachelors in Bravo’s Millionaire Matchmaker (Futon, 2010h). Former 

Orange County housewife Jeana Keough was cast as a workout participant in 

Thintervention with Jackie Warner, former New Jersey housewife Dina Manzo appeared 

in Ladies First: Bravo at the Kentucky Derby (Gorman, 2010a), Atlanta’s Kim Zolciak 

has also made a guest appearance on the Miami series, and various cast members of 

Beverly Hills have appeared on Top Chef: Just Desserts.  

Outside of Bravo, TRHW are also found throughout NBC’s sister stations and in 

NBC-sponsored events. In 2008, cast members from both Orange County and New York 

City were featured as volunteers in an NBC tree-planting event, as part of NBC’s week-

long “Green is Universal” campaign for Earth Day (NBC, as cited in Futon, 2008g).  New 

York cast member LuAnn De Lesseps was featured as a guest star on NBC’s scripted 

program, Law & Order: Special Victims Unit, in February of 2011 (NBC, as cited in 

Futon, 2011a), and Atlanta housewife NeNe Leakes appeared in NBC’s broadcast reality 

program, Celebrity Apprentice. Meanwhile, the cast of D.C. has also been featured on 

NBC’s Today (Moore, 2010). On cable, SyFy (also owned by NBC) featured TRHW of 

Atlanta cast in its popular program, Ghost Hunters (Seidman, 2010b), while Orange 

County housewife Vicki Gunvalson was featured as a special guest host on a Style 

Network (also owned by NBC) special, Clean House (Futon, 2011d).  

In this regard, featuring TRHW cast in ancillary Bravo and NBC programming 

functions commercially in three ways. First, it attracts the loyal TRHW audience to 

ancillary outlets that are also owned by parent company NBC. Because the audience 
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dictates advertising revenue, attracting TRHW fans to SyFy or Style Network, for 

example, helps contribute to the revenues and profits garnered by NBC’s larger 

entertainment operations. Second, featuring TRHW in ancillary programs also promotes 

the series across external programs and outlets, providing Bravo with the opportunity to 

reach (and attract) new audiences for both Bravo and TRHW franchise. As Meehan 

(2005) argues that the synergistic strategies surrounding franchised material can both 

attract loyal audiences and acquire new fans, the same can be said for Bravo’s strategies 

surrounding TRHW. Third, while the strategic inclusion of TRHW across ancillary 

programs and outlets pumps and promotes Bravo programming, it also promotes TRHW 

franchise, thus reinforcing and exploiting the “brand” across multiple venues (e.g., 

Wasko, 2003). What is problematic, then, is that the proliferation of TRHW programming 

and cast both on and off Bravo not only limits what other programs can and cannot be 

shown, but also influences the content of the programs that are shown. What other news 

and information might audiences have been privy to had TRHW not been featured on the 

NBC’s morning news program, Today? What environmental experts or officials could 

have contributed to NBC’s “Green is Universal” campaign had the need to pump and 

promote TRHW not been a factor? Critical analysis of TRHW thus elucidates how media 

commercialism affects entertainment programming, and how the concentrated structure 

of media—where the majority of all news and information come from a handful of 

transnational conglomerates—restricts the content that audiences are (or are not) exposed 

to. What we, as audiences, are or are not made aware of often depends on what media 

corporations deem potentially profitable endeavors.       

Additionally, it should also be noted that Bravo and NBC have also proffered 

TRHW up to new female audiences through broadcast syndication. In 2009, TRHW 

content was sold to local broadcast stations, which began airing the series five days a 

week in the fall of 2010 (Gorman, 2010b). Episodes of Orange County, New York City, 

and Atlanta were sold in various markets throughout the United States, including the 

nation’s top 10 television markets (Gorman, 2010b; NBC, 2010a). As a result, TRHW 

now air in 179 markets, on weekdays between 9 a.m. and 5 p.m. (NBC, 2010a). This 

means that TRHW are available in millions of broadcast homes (in addition to cable) and 
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ultimately are available in more than 98 per cent of the United States (Gorman, 2010b, 

para. 5).  

Important to Bravo and NBC’s commercial processes, these new markets 

represent an entirely new (female) audience that TRHW can ostensibly reach. As NBC 

Local Media President John Wallace states, “‘The Real Housewives’ is a very successful 

franchise, especially popular with women…And by coming to broadcast television 

stations in daytime, this series will appeal to a new audience that is looking for something 

that stands out from the pack” (as cited in Futon, 2009j, para.6). Even in broadcast 

syndication, TRHW have seen success; the series’ first week in syndication helped 

improve daytime broadcast ratings among women ages 18 to 49 and 25 to 54 (Seidman, 

2010e).  In addition to attracting new audiences, broadcast syndication also provides 

Bravo with additional revenue from an already-existing product. Not only does this mean 

that Bravo obtains additional revenue at no additional costs, but because the franchise has 

already proven itself successful, Bravo can also demand higher syndication fees. Because 

of its access to media outlets and finances, Bravo is able to promote TRHW across both 

cable and broadcast markets, affecting the content of viewing options across NBC-owned 

and affiliated outlets. 

To further increase the revenues possible from this one franchised brand, Bravo 

has also established licensing and merchandising deals revolving around TRHW. Bravo 

partnered with retail giant Target for the exclusive sale of the series’ various DVDs. It 

has also partnered with Chronicle Books and Meicher Media to release The Real 

Housewives Get Personal book (Futon, 2009i). Other books authored by the Housewives 

are also sold on BravoTV.com, such as Skinny Italian by New Jersey housewife Teresa 

Guidice, More Than a Housewife by Orange County’s Vicki Gunvalson, and Little Kids, 

Big City authored by New York City’s Alex McCord and her husband. But more than just 

DVDs and books, Bravo has also partnered with Royal Plush to create an apparel line of 

TRHW-inspired “premium denim, loungewear, activewear, handbag[s] and accessories,” 

which is sold both on BravoTV.com and in 400 department stores throughout Asia, 

Australia, Europe, and North America (Futon, 2009i, para. 3). Online, Royal Plush is sold 

alongside Bravo’s own clothing and accessory lines containing TRHW trademark logos 

and the cast’s key phrases, all of which are sold at BravoTV.com. 
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As if programming and merchandising opportunities were not enough, TRHW 

synergistic and marketing strategies are further supported by a bevy of social media and 

interactive technologies implemented by Bravo. While integrating female-oriented outlets 

with online TV content began with Oxygen at the start of the 21st century (Lotz, 2006), 

Bravo has likewise followed suit as an integrated media brand. But more than just online 

TV content, Bravo has aggressively brought new meaning to the interactivity of cable 

audiences by turning its programming into a social activity (e.g., Ross, 2008). As Bravo 

(2011e) states, “even when the TV turns off, Bravo keeps its audience turned on” (para. 

2).  

In this way, TRHW experience is not restricted to program content but also 

extends via online interaction that is grounded in viewer engagement and participation 

(e.g., Brooker, 2001; Gillette, 2010). The impetus for Bravo’s online and on-the-go media 

assault began in 2005 with a live Top Chef polling event that garnered more than 100,000 

viewer responses. From that point forward, Bravo knew that it had an involved and 

opinionated audience (Hsia, 2011) and sought to make the most of it. As Bravo (2011e) 

explains: 

With the explosion of social media, Bravo has created new ways to attract, 
engage and connect viewers, increasing the desire to go from TV to their 
digital devices and back again. With three million-plus Facebook fans, 
over 80,000 Twitter followers and growing, and first-to-market deals with 
social marketers Foursquare and Groupon, Bravo is capturing the eyes and 
more importantly, the conversations of more Affluencers than ever before. 
(para. 2) 
 

As this statement suggests, Bravo prides itself on being a media-savvy, innovative outlet. 

Not long after moving select Bravo programming to Myspace in 2005, Bravo moved 

Orange County and New York City content to Hulu. As an online video streaming site, 

Hulu was launched in 2007 as a joint venture between NBC Universal and News Corp 

(Futon, 2008d), which since then has welcomed Disney into the fold (Chmielewski, 

2009). From a political economic stance, moving TRHW content to an outlet that is 

partially owned Bravo’s parent company NBC not only helps further promote Bravo 

programming but also does so with increased profit rates (and/or reduced costs) as 

compared to featuring Bravo content on outlets not under NBC’s wings. By keeping 
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content within NBC-owned outlets, a higher percentage of the revenues garnered from 

TRHW content remains in the hands of NBC (e.g., McChesney, 2004; Meehan, 2005).  

That said, much of Bravo’s success and appeal is based on audience interaction. 

In terms of the network’s commercial tactics, offering such interaction keeps audiences 

linked in to TRHW franchise across multiple media venues, as well as keeping them 

“tuned in” both during and after the program. As Ellen Stone (2011), Bravo’s Senior VP 

of Marketing states, “Conversation and buzz is at the very core of BRAVO’s DNA so 

when it came to embracing social media, BRAVO was an early adopter, partnering with 

MySpace in 2005. Ever since, our social media efforts have opened up a whole new 

frontier that allows us to gain a deeper level of engagement around the brand, to drive the 

dialogue between fans and talent and to create buzz around our shows that will ultimately 

lead to loyal viewership” (para. 2). Indeed, it is in promoting Bravo programming 

(including TRHW) as an all-encompassing social experience via online and on-the-go 

mobile interaction that Bravo has cornered the market in interactive programming. 

In this regard, while Bravo’s online presence has prompted self-selected “fans” 

and “followers,” on the corporate side Bravo has also launched the Bravo “talk bubble”—

a media platform that compiles fans’ Facebook posts and Twitter “tweets” in real time 

and connects them with Bravo’s cast celebrities (known as “Bravolebrities”). Illustrating 

the popularity of this online interaction, by 2009 TRHW of New York City “Talk Bubble” 

garnered more than one million page views per night, according to Omniture SiteCatalyst 

research (as cited in Hsia, 2011, para.4).  

Additionally, Bravo has also created opportunities for involvement under the 

larger umbrella of “@bravotv” Twitter initiative, which is comprised of a “Tweet 

tracker,” where audiences can view and track Twitter conversations surrounding Bravo 

shows and Bravolebrities, a “Just saying” forum where audiences can “give their opinion 

and feedback on various topics related to their favorite shows,” and “Tweet battles,” 

where fans can “challenge each other to a one-on-one debate about any hot topics while 

spectators comment on the action and show their support for one of the battlers” (Bravo, 

2011f, n.p.). Bravo has also launched “Bravo Now,” an iPhone and iPad application “that 

takes users along a timeline of the show, giving them complementary content as they 

watch, which is also shareable with friends to create their own viewing parties” (Hsia, 
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2011, para. 5). In this way, Bravo’s synergistic strategies are increasingly dependent on 

not only technological innovations but also on social interaction. And this social 

interaction, importantly, is used to further the Bravo brand and increase its value among 

advertisers, as social media is used by networks to “prove their popularity” to advertisers 

(Bazilian, 2011, para.1).  

While scholars such as Jenkins (2009) and Andrejevic (2004; 2007) have long-

since noted the rising use of the Internet to connect with television audiences and—more 

importantly, consumers—Bravo’s emphasis comes at a time when social media use is not 

only on the rise among individuals but is also recognized as a valuable marketing tool 

across media outlets (e.g., Stelter & Carter, 2011). In light of the culture industry that 

operates under capitalism (Jhally, 1989), it is through social media that Bravo is able to 

sell culture back to its audiences for a price. As Bravo (2011f) states, “Pulling 

audiences—from anywhere and everywhere—into the cultural conversation drives 

viewership and enhances engagement while providing an opportunity for brands to be 

integrated into the Bravo conversation” (para. 1, emphasis in original). From a feminist 

political economic perspective, not only does this mean that audiences can be more 

“connected” to Bravo throughout the day, but this also feeds back into the commercial 

motives of Bravo and its advertisers. Here, scholars such as Adrejevic (2004) argue that 

media corporations are increasingly using the online economy to tap into audiences and 

reframe their labor as something “fun.” In exchange, media use that information for more 

effective marketing that services profit goals, rather than using it to service audiences’ 

programming wants and/or needs.   

In this way, social media has played a significant role in furthering TRHW brand, 

and has been used to link the TRHW to real-world actions and consumer behaviors (e.g., 

Hsia, 2011). For example, Bravo was the first media group to partner with Foursquare 

and offer Bravo rewards and badges for “checking in” to businesses associated with 

Bravo (Stone, 2011, para.4), and it has partnered with Groupon for discounts on tie-ins 

related to popular Bravo series (Advertising Age, 2011). NBC has also partnered with 

MediaFlo USA to bring NBC content—including TRHW—to mobile “on the go” 

audiences (Futon, 2007e). Illustrative of this real-world interaction, Stone (2011) states 

that Bravo recently “offered fans free sweet treats, including two of our show sponsor 
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brands, on premiere day of Top Chef Just Desserts in several major markets. Primarily 

via Twitter and Facebook, we messaged the locations of our branded dessert trucks as 

well as participating restaurants and bakeries” (para. 3).   

Importantly, these interactive platforms are consistently promoted throughout 

Bravo programming, and often correlate with the program aired in real-time. That is, 

viewers of TRHW of Orange County are repeatedly encouraged during commercial 

breaks, for example, to “learn more about the Orange County Housewives” at 

BravoTV.com and are encouraged to follow the tweet tracker battles about Orange 

County’s ongoing Housewife conflict. They are provided with prompts to partake in 

trivia contests related to the Orange County cast, as Bravo’s talk bubbles also appear on 

the television screen during programming with comments of viewers who interact via the 

“@bravotv” platform in real time. Illustrating the extent to which Bravo and TRHW 

audience interact, Gillette (2010) states: 

One night this past June, 2.6 million people tuned into the cable network 
Bravo to watch the final episode of the third season of the reality series 
Real Housewives of New York City. While watching housewife LuAnn 
belt out her cringe-worthy single Money Can't Buy You Class, some 
viewers also fired up computers, jumped onto Bravo's website, and used 
an interactive feature called Talk Bubble to commune with fellow fans. 
They used the site's tools to share jokes on Twitter, update their Facebook 
status, and follow a "Tweet Heat" graphic that charted viewers' collective 
sentiment toward the housewives…By the end of the night, some 13,000 
viewers had used Talk Bubble. (para.1-2). 
  

Alongside the live polls, trivia, sweepstakes, and interactive discussions, TRHW fans are 

encouraged to (and do) remain actively engaged not only with the on-air program, but 

also with Bravo’s multiple media initiatives. Falling in line with Brooker’s (2001) theory 

of overflow, audiences are increasingly encouraged to visit Bravo’s official website(s) for 

background information, programming information, or supplementary material not 

available through the program itself. To extend the life of Bravo programming and the 

attention of Bravo fans, the network strategically moves on-air programming to its online 

outlets. In many ways, as Bravo programming directs its viewers to Bravo’s official 

website, that website in turn operates by directing viewers back to the Bravo TV. 
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 Thus in terms of synergistic and market tactics, such promotions place TRHW 

brand in front of the audience through multiple platforms that function to support and 

further reinforce the brand, by extending the viewing experience across media formats 

(e.g., Brooker, 2001; Lotz, 2006). Yet from a political economic perspective, this 

suggests that not only are audiences sold to advertisers via their engagement with Bravo 

programming on-air, but they are also sold to advertisers via Bravo online. In fact, the 

stated goal of much of Bravo’s interactive efforts is to help the outlet’s marketing 

partners succeed. But more than just revenue, moving audiences online also proffers 

digital data on the audiences’ interests, likes, and even consumer behavior, which Bravo 

then uses as part of its market and audience research (e.g., Clifford, 2010). Such online 

interaction thus becomes a source of information on—and a means to profit from—the 

female commodity audience. In a cyclical manner, the information proffered by fans is 

turned back on itself, as Bravo enhances and alters its marketing tactics according to 

consumer feedback (e.g., Clifford, 2010). According to Stone (2011), “Paying close 

attention to the buzz is also essential in successfully building the brand connection to the 

consumer. When we see something bubbling up, we act on it quickly. Because once the 

moment has passed—it’s as dead as last hour’s trending topic” (para. 5). 

Importantly, it is this exposure to advertiser messages that is central to media’s 

ability to garner advertiser revenue. For Bravo, the underlying purpose of such innovative 

technologies is not necessarily to better serve audiences, but instead is to better serve its 

advertising clients. In fact, Bravo has developed an extensive marketing campaign in 

addition to the Affluencers, a plan known as “4D.” Under 4D, advertisers can engage 

consumers on four different levels: 1.) An “attention” phase that includes cable 

programming, mobile phone “mobishows,” and online Webisodes, 2.) An “interactive” 

phase that includes blogs, text messaging opportunities, and InfoFrame technologies, 3.) 

An “experience” phase in which viewers are encouraged to engage with the Bravo brand 

more extensively, namely through consumer products, events, and Bravo guides, and 4.) 

A “share” component that encourages audiences to converse with other fans via 

Shareable Widgets, Facebook connect, and Bravo Talk Bubble “virtual viewing parties” 

(Bravo, 2011b, n.p.). To combat the multitasking habits of females in particular (Miley & 

Mack, 2009), media corporations such as Bravo are increasingly looking for ways to turn 
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those habits into opportunities for engagement (Miley & Mack, 2009). As Miley and 

Mack (2009) contend, “marketers have to use new ways to reach a population that rarely 

has time to sit down to read or watch or enjoy something without simultaneously doing 

something else” (p. 3). 

Citing Cardinale, Miley and Mack (2009) report that Bravo “actually encourages 

viewers to multitask while watching shows—that is to text, e-mail or read blogs about 

Bravo content or play around on the network’s website” (p. 20). The goal is to keep 

audiences engaged and contained within outlets belonging Bravo, providing Bravo with 

an increased opportunity for profit (e.g., Brooker, 2001; Jenkins, 1998). As Cardinale 

states, “We’d rather have them looking at [our] screen than making a sandwich” (as cited 

in Miley & Mack, 2009, p. 20).  In this way, Bravo’s “goal—now and always—is to give 

fans as much Bravo as they want, wherever and whenever they want it and by doing so, 

we can wrap the consumer in the Bravo experience while including our partners 

messaging organically and effectively” (Stone, 2011, para. 6, emphasis added). Bravo’s 

aim is thus to present the advertising components as a natural part of the entertainment 

package. These components are no longer framed as separate entities that are indicative 

of commercial arrangements, but instead purposefully muddy the waters between media 

content, advertising, and the role of audiences in the process. At Bravo, being in the 

business of commercial media is about cloaking entertainment in advertising and selling 

it to audiences as part of the Bravo “experience.”  

Even when exploring Bravo’s marketing initiatives online, females play a central 

role not only for their status as the primary viewers of TRHW franchise, but also as the 

category of people who are more likely to go online following Bravo’s prompts. 

Importantly, while scholars such as Baym (2001) and Bury (2005) have distinctly 

explored female fandoms online, Baym (2000) contends that it is often females who not 

only watch but also go online to actively discuss their favorite soap opera programs. 

Internet outlets provide forums for women to thoughtfully and actively discuss their 

favorite shows, as the online world presents a space free from judgment and ridicule for 

watching—let alone discussing—soaps in the first place (Baym, 2000). As a docu-soap in 

and of itself, it stands to reason that while the TRHW viewership is dominated by 

females, the online interaction revolving around the franchise is dominated by females, 
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too. In fact, while Levine (2010a) contends that it is often females who recommend and 

engage with popular programs online, Quantcast (2011) reports that the majority (roughly 

67 per cent) of U.S. visitors to Bravo’s official website are, in fact, female. 

Exploring the franchise itself, TRHW fans log on to Bravo’s website by the 

droves. In 2009 alone, the TRHW garnered more than 200 million page views and more 

than 25 million video streams. According to Bravo, this represented a 160 per cent 

increase in page views and a 225 percent increase in video streams over the TRHW online 

activity in 2008 (Seidman, 2009, para. 6). In fact, when compared to other cable and 

broadcast show sites online, a Hitwise Broadcast and Cable Report suggested that during 

the week of May 4, 2009 (the week of New York City’s season two finale), TRHW of New 

York City show site on BravoTV.com “ranked as one of the top 10 most visited show 

sites of all broadcast and cable series, with online traffic surpassing popular network 

series including ‘Lost’ and ‘Grey’s Anatomy’” (as cited in Futon, 2009e, para. 5). By 

2010, the Orange County web pages had garnered nearly 66 million page views and 3.7 

million video streams during its fifth season (NBC, 2011, para. 8), while New Jersey’s 

season two generated 119 million page views, 76,500 unique daily visitors, and 6.2 

million video streams (Futon, 2010f, para. 2).  

As a result of Bravo’s many marketing tactics, the network has been extremely 

successful in obtaining advertising revenue despite an economic recession (e.g., Futon, 

2010b). For example, the network has partnered with Sprint as Bravo’s first multi-

platform 360-degree sponsor, which has designed an on-air, online, and mobile 

messaging campaign distinctly for TRHW franchise (Friedman, 2009). Bravo has 

partnered with Sephora and Foursquare in a promotional campaign in which fans who 

earned TRHW Foursquare “badges” were informed of locations (via Twitter) where they 

could obtain $100 Sephora gift certificates (Griner, 2010, para.8). Bravo has also 

partnered with online clothing and accessory retailer Bluefly to feature select Housewives 

in their “Closet Confessions” campaign promoting the online store (Businesswire, 2010). 

TRHW have been involved in advertising contracts obtained by Women@NBCU (e.g., 

Kodak), while the New Jersey series was among a slew of programs for which advertisers 

such as “Jimmy Dean, Dial, Eastman Kodak, Target, Verizon and Warner Brothers” were 

all eager to sign (Elliott, 2010b, para.4). Meanwhile, the Bravo network has also worked 
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with major advertisers such as Dr. Pepper, Alltel, Nexxus, Toyota, and Quaker to create 

multi-media campaigns across a variety of programs (Bravo, 2011d). In 2009, Bravo 

claimed “four of the top 10 most effective product placements”—one of which included 

parent company GE products placed in TRHW of New York City programming (Seidman, 

2009, para.4).  

From all of this (and more), Bravo’s national advertising revenue increased by 32 

per cent from 2007 to 2008, and 74 per cent from 2006 to 2008 (Advertising, 2009, p. 5). 

Even as Standard and Poor’s (2009) suggested a harsh advertising climate for television 

in 2008 and into 2009, Bravo’s sales continued to climb. In 2010, Bravo added 150 new 

advertisers (Gorman, 2011a), increasing revenue another 20 per cent from 2009 to 2010 

(Futon, 2010l). Digitally, Bravo’s online revenue streams were met with a 45 per cent 

increase in 2010, with more than 50 new online advertisers (Gorman, 2011a).  

As Bravo contends, “even in the midst of a down economy, where the average 

cable networks experienced double digit drops in ad sales revenue, Bravo recorded 19 

percent year-over-year ad sales growth—marking a 50 percent increase since 2007” 

(Futon, 2010b, para. 4). Despite an economic recession and declines in both consumer 

and advertiser spending (e.g., Standard, 2009), Bravo has reported record profits for each 

year since 2004 (Carter, 2008). SNL Kagan’s media analyst Derek Baine suggests that 

Bravo’s profits reached $158 million in 2007, signaling an increase of $23 million from 

2006 (as cited in Carter, 2008, para.31). The rise in cable advertising sales was dually 

acknowledged by the popular press, which reported in 2007 that cable advertising sales 

were not only on the rise but also outpaced broadcast networks, largely due to cable’s 

increase in prime-time ratings and the specificity in reaching cable audiences (La 

Monica, 2007). By 2008, TRHW franchise alone earned Bravo $22 million in advertising 

revenue, according to research by TNS Media Intelligence (as cited in Clifford, 2009). By 

2011, the network was expected to “generate $300.6 million in cash flow for parent 

company NBC Universal, up from $109.9 million in 2005” (Baine, as cited in Grover, 

2011, para. 5).  

As both Bravo and TRHW have illustrated, when it comes to target marketing, 

synergistic strategies, and advertising sales, female-oriented programming can translate 

to beaucoup bucks. As Robert Seidman, media analyst for TVbytheNumbers, suggests, 
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programs such as TRHW are increasingly attracting record numbers of women—far 

above those who tune in to daytime programs such as Oprah or Martha Stewart (as cited 

in Atkinson, 2011, para. 4). Brad Adgate, Senior VP of Research at Horizon Media, 

suggests that because women are “the chief purchasing officers… they’re a great target 

for advertisers.” And that, Adgate contends, is precisely “why so many networks are 

gunning for them [women]” (as cited in Atkinson, 2011, para.14).  

In fact, in the years following TRHW of Orange County, female audiences across 

a number of different cable outlets saw a plethora of programs following Bravo’s lead in 

the realm of docu-soap realities. While Orange County still contends with ABC’s 

Desperate Housewives, reality series such as VH1’s Basketball Wives (2010-present) 

features an African American cast who are the wives and/or ex-wives of famous athletes 

and is oddly reminiscent of TRHW of Atlanta. TLC attempted their own “Housewives” 

series with Bama Belles (2010), which combined a Caucasian cast (similar to Orange 

County) with a “southern” draw. MTV’s Jersey Shore (2009-present)—while targeting a 

younger audience—debuted roughly seven months after TRHW of New Jersey, which was 

later followed by Style Network’s Jerseylicious (2010-present) and VH1’s Mob Wives 

(2011-present), all of which focus on the lives of Italian-Americans in the New Jersey 

and/or New York area. County Music Television (CMT) has entered the arena with its 

own series, Texas Women, which aired in the summer of 2011 (Country, 2011). As such 

“copycats” suggest that there is money to be made in female-oriented reality fare, there 

are likewise a number of issues that arise—from a critical stance—from Bravo’s attempts 

at capitalizing off of the female commodity audience, as discussed in the following 

section. 

4.6 What About the “Real” Ladies at Home?: Chapter Conclusions 

To say that TRHW franchise is a formidable force in cable television 

programming is an understatement at best. By 2010 Bravo jumped to the #13 cable 

entertainment network for audiences ages 18-49 (Nielsen Media Research, as cited 

Bravo, 2011g), with Bravo’s original programming such as TRHW greatly contributing to 

that success. While this chapter has illustrated the ways that both Bravo and NBC operate 

in accordance with capitalist logic, it has also addressed how females—in particular—

factor into the commercial arrangements that guide Bravo programming.  
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Here, a feminist political economic approach reveals that females—according to 

Bravo and NBC—occupy three distinct roles in commercial media. First, they are the 

predominant group of audience members among Bravo’s (uninformed) consumers. While 

Bravo attracts the highest concentration of upscale, educated, and affluent audiences, it 

parades its Affluencers to advertisers for the purposes of commercial gain. Because 

TRHW audience is predominantly female, it is thus an ostensibly female commodity 

audience that influences what does—and does not—get produced and aired on Bravo.  

Importantly, the female demographic also influences how Bravo (and Women@NBCU) 

markets the audience to advertisers. As Smythe (1981/2006) argued that television is in 

the business of producing audiences for advertisers, networks aim to attract—and 

“sell”—specific audiences that advertisers desire. As Lotz (2006) contends, “cable 

networks…establish brands to attract certain audiences to their programming” (p. 38). 

Linking programming to production motives, Bravo over the years has produced TRHW 

series as a means to attract an upscale, hyper-engaged, and hyper-consuming audience. 

Replacing what began as an arts-oriented network with one that centers on consumerism 

(e.g., Clifford, 2009), TRHW is continually produced, in large part, because it drives the 

right kind of people (i.e., affluent consumers) “to go out and buy things” (Dominus, 2008, 

para. 67).  

In this way, Bravo also circumscribes females to their second role as the 

commodity audience. By turning the Bravo audience into a “brand” unto itself, Bravo’s 

Affluencer campaign emphasized the most demographically-appealing aspects of its 

audience, and in turn sells that audience to those advertisers willing to pay. While the 

changing social roles of women have made them increasingly desired by advertisers (e.g., 

Lotz, 2006), the Affluencer campaign also focused on all that the “other” cable networks 

lacked (i.e., consumers with $100,000+ household incomes, highly educated, hyper-

engaged, and influential). In the age of fragmentation and niche audiences, females 

assume the role of the commodity audience as networks are increasingly growing attuned 

to targeting female consumers and are circumventing the advertising industry’s historic 

prioritization of males over females (e.g., Atkinson, 2011; Crupi, 2008; Foroohar, 2010; 

Levine, 2010a; Lotz, 2006; Meehan, 2005; Meehan & Byars, 2000).  



  

 101 

In essence, between Bravo’s Affluencer campaign and Women@NBCU, the 

entertainment segment of parent companies GE and Comcast work to redefine what the 

female audience means to advertisers. That is, they position women as an audience that is 

not only profitable but also worth investing in via NBC-owned outlets. While females 

have historically been the “lesser” of the sexes in terms of advertiser demand (Meehan, 

2005), Bravo’s noticeably upscale, educated, and hyper-consuming audience represents a 

commercial gold mine, particularly as female audiences are increasingly being seen as a 

hot commodity (e.g., Atkinson, 2011; Levine, 2010; Lotz, 2006).  

Finally, females also act as participants perpetuating their own commodification 

on two different levels. First, while Women@NBCU aims to better understand female 

psychographics for the sole purpose of marketing to them more effectively, it also invites 

females to actively participate in those marketing efforts. While scholars such as Riordan 

(2002) warn against females’ reproduction of problematic social relations, 

Women@NBCU capitalizes on exactly that through its development of an advisory board 

comprised of all females. In fact, this is central to the advisory board’s pitch: who better 

to tap into the minds of female consumers than females themselves?  From a feminist 

political economic perspective, Women@NBCU commodifies female audiences and 

encourages females on the business side of the equation to participate in commodification 

that is centered on branding NBC outlets (including Bravo) as the source for lifestyle 

consumerism. Here, females’ involvement is not about fair representation at media’s 

management levels, despite the fact that statistically men hold 97 percent of the clout 

positions in media corporations (Falk & Grizard, 2003), but rather is about marketing to 

women more effectively. It’s about getting them to spend.  

Equally important, however, female audience members are also active 

participants engaged in the Bravo brand. As this chapter has illustrated, Bravo’s attempts 

at fostering relationships and prompting online interaction have been largely successful 

with TRHW audience. In this vein, Bravo has successfully turned the TV viewing 

experience into a social experience unto itself, via the countless opportunities for online 

interaction both with Bravo and with other fellow fans. And while Bravo reaps the 

benefits of online advertiser revenue, this interactivity that is central to the Bravo 

experience is dually advantageous for Bravo as it allows researchers, executives, and 
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marketers to collect valuable information on the viewers themselves. In exchange for 

supplementary program information (e.g., Brooker, 2001), Bravo learns of audience 

preferences, behaviors, values, and concerns, all of which is then used to better serve 

advertising clients. And while there is pleasure to be had by audiences tuning in and 

logging on, that pleasure is bound by the commercial logic—the structure of patriarchal 

capitalism— that shapes the opportunities for viewing and interaction in the first place. 

As Smythe (1981/2006) surmised decades ago, a large part of commercial 

media’s success rests in the fact that the commodity audience often does not recognize or 

equate the cognitive work they perform for media corporations as “work” at all. While 

TRHW fans log in, cast votes, and “Tweet” their opinions, Bravo has framed such 

interaction as empowering and socially desirable. Indeed, much of this amounts to a 

social activity performed alongside friends (TRHW friends, to be exact) in a highly-

mediated, virtual context. In this way, TRHW followers resemble what Ross (2008) 

theorizes as the social audience, which “can be thought of as a collective; people ‘come 

together’ (sometimes literally) to watch a show, guided in part by the work of the 

television industry” (p. 7). Yet as this chapter has demonstrated, the market’s 

preoccupation with capital accumulation spurs Bravo’s use of audience information in 

ways that support profit maximization (e.g., Clifford, 2010). As Smythe (1981/2006) 

suggested, this is—indeed—free labor for Bravo.
18

 Lynn Spigel, professor at 

Northwestern University’s School of Communication, states that the research 

accompanying Bravo’s online initiatives “is more a business strategy to, once again, 

minimize risk” (as cited in Clifford, 2010, para. 48). Thus what audiences see on TRHW 

is indicative of the political economy of reality TV as it is guided by cheap production 

and high profits, while also bringing to the fore key concepts in the political economy of 

media. As Spigel’s quote suggests, it is not about “giving audiences what they want,” but 

instead is about perfecting the business strategies surrounding the franchise itself (e.g., 

Meehan, 2005). As Herman and Chomsky (2002) contend that “the media serve the ends 

of a dominant elite” (p. 1), Bravo and TRHW effectively serve the needs of advertisers, 

NBC, GE, and Comcast.  

                                                        
18 This concept is explored further in chapter six. 
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From this, the role that the female audience plays in relation to TRHW franchise 

and Bravo is problematic in a number of ways. First, as this chapter has sought to make 

clear, the commercial media system currently in place is comprised of networks that 

operate with profit as the ultimate goal (e.g., Bagdikian, 2004; Bettig & Hall, 2003; 

McChesney, 2004; 2008; Meehan, 2005; Wasko, 2003). Within such a system, media 

corporations and advertisers value certain audiences over others—generally those within 

the 18 to 49 age group (or even better, 18 to 35), who are bona fide consumers with the 

ability to spend. Such demographics are favored by networks because they demand 

premium prices for advertising slots (e.g., Lotz, 2006) and are favored by advertisers 

because those audiences are, presumably, better consumers.  

While such hierarchies of audience “worth” function well for those in the media 

business, they simultaneously create a “consumerist caste” that leaves certain individuals 

out of the network’s programming and production concerns (Meehan, 2005, p. 23). 

Upsetting the notion that television is a form of mass media for all (e.g., Meehan & 

Consalvo, 1999), Bravo’s creation of a consumerist caste means that some females—

those less educated, less wealthy, older, etcetera—do not matter nearly as much as those 

who fit the commercially-attractive mold. Those who do not fall within the coveted 

demographics are largely ignored in the televisual terrain, which not only leaves scores of 

individuals off the Bravo map but also perpetuates ideologies of gender and class in the 

United States. Because some viewers are worth less to advertisers, commercial media 

outlets often shy away from producing programming that would adequately suit their 

needs (e.g., Meehan & Consalvo, 1999; 2005; 2007). Under a commercial media system, 

if a network cannot turn a profit from a media product, then that product does not get 

produced, regardless of its value to audiences.  

More than just this, Bravo’s preoccupation with shows that favor commercial 

success is even more problematic when one considers the programs that are sacrificed in 

exchange for programs such as TRHW. In this way, the media’s conglomerated and 

commercial structure mandates that the “creative challenge” is no longer about creating 

high-quality and successful programs, but instead is about creating programs that can 

easily be fed into synergistic strategies and return high rates of revenue (Meehan, 2005, 

pp. 89-90). Bravo’s intense pumping and promoting of TRHW franchise on its own 
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network as well as throughout sister networks provide evidence of such. Through Bravo’s 

synergistic strategies surrounding TRHW, the “creative challenge” is to garner profit from 

already successful, already profitable products. It is not about creating new products that 

are innovative in the market, but instead is about slightly tweaking the already-successful 

franchised brand and selling it back to consumers (e.g., Meehan, 2005). When Bravo’s 

predominantly female audience is coupled with the network’s shift away from 

programming as a site for diverse and creative content, it is the female audience that 

disproportionately suffers. 

From a political economic perspective, this lack of variation also begs the 

question of what other programming—besides cheap reality fare—is left out of Bravo’s 

rotation in exchange for TRHW. Beyond Bravo, the question becomes even more pressing 

as a number of both broadcast and cable outlets attempt to reach female audiences 

through programs that are mimetic of TRHW franchise. In this vein, it is through market 

logic and the political economy of reality television that the women’s programming put 

forth by Bravo contains little deviation from the formulaic programs already proven 

successful. Whether through additional TRHW locations or series spin-offs, females are 

provided with little “new” programming on Bravo. Instead, they are offered slightly 

altered versions of TRHW that will attract the same audiences and advertisers with much 

less risk (e.g., Clifford, 2010; Jhally, 1989; McChesney, 2004; Meehan, 2005). This is 

problematic, however, for as Lotz (2006) suggests, “not only are women different from 

one another, but individual women have different needs and interests at different times” 

(p. 62). 

Third, while Bravo has situated TRHW as women’s programming, such 

programming is disconcerting when one considers the conspicuous consumption that 

serves as a cornerstone of the franchise itself (e.g., Dominus, 2008). As the “masstige” 

mindset is thoroughly enmeshed in TRHW franchise (Dominus, 2008),19 such elements 

are included in programming because they foster moods that are receptive to advertising 

(e.g., Jhally, 1989; McChesney, 2004; 2008; Meehan, 2005; Smythe, 1981/2006). TRHW 

perpetuation of females as consumers thereby re-inscribes the patriarchal ideology that 

                                                        
19
 The “masstige” movement is a new(er) social trend in which middle and upper-middle class consumers 

are increasingly splurging on smaller brand-name, luxury items (i.e., Coach purses). 
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situates females as those socially designated to spend (e.g., Douglas, 2010; Meehan, 

2002; 2005). Further, although females’ economic standing continues to progress, the 

reality is that females still remain economically disadvantaged when compared to men 

(e.g., “Gender,” 2011; Riordan, 2002). According to a study done by the U.S. 

Government Accountability Office, while women continue to surpass men in obtaining 

advanced education, those less-educated continue to be disadvantaged in terms of 

income. In 2010, these women earned lower wages than men, were overrepresented in 

low-wage jobs, and continued to have lower personal earnings than men. According to 

the study, women comprised 49 percent of the overall workforce in 2010, but accounted 

for 59 percent of low wage workers, and continued to earn 86 cents for every dollar 

earned by a man (“Gender,” 2011, p. 1). Here, “the likelihood of being low wage is 

associated with gender” (p. 36). As such, when the masstige mindset is juxtaposed 

against wage-earning patterns of the female gender, the economic climate of the United 

States recession, record numbers of unemployment, high levels of credit card debt, and 

the housing market crash, the series’ excessive consumerism that is both encouraged and 

embraced by Bravo and Women@NBCU only conflates an already troublesome state. As 

Chocano (2011) writes, the franchise “sells a lifestyle brand to a generation at once 

ideologically opposed to and functionally cut off from such a lifestyle” (p. 58). This 

consumer lifestyle is hardly attainable for the “average,” working woman. 

Even from a critical perspective, however, one must acknowledge that in order to 

profit from the female commodity audience and succeed in the commercial market, 

Bravo must first attract that audience to tune in to its programs. What is problematic, 

however, is that the goal is not necessarily to provide quality programming for audiences, 

but instead is geared toward capital accumulation. Regardless of network claims to 

serving audience needs, programming at Bravo is merely the added bonus—the “free 

lunch”—that audiences receive for tuning in and watching advertisements (e.g., Smythe, 

1981/2006). From a feminist political economic perspective, the overarching problem is 

not that Bravo works to generate profits via capitalism, but instead is that Bravo zeroes in 

on a select consumerist cast and uses psychographic research and participatory culture to 

manipulate and sell products to that very select group of people. Female audiences are 

addressed primarily as consumers rather than political, social, or economic individuals 
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who operate within the larger fabric of U.S. citizenry (e.g., Andersen, 2002; Cox, 2011; 

Meehan, 2002).   

In these many ways, the market logic surrounding TRHW creates a host of 

problems for the “real” women—housewives or not—who tune in and log on to interact 

with the brand. While this chapter has illustrated how females factor into the marketing 

arrangements of both Bravo and NBC, one must also consider how those commercial 

strategies play-out on screen, as discussed in the following chapter on TRHW text. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 
THE MORE THINGS CHANGE, THE MORE THEY STAY THE SAME: 

GENDER, RACE, CLASS, AND SEXUALITY ON THE REAL HOUSEWIVES 

 
 “With its particular capacity to articulate the ordinary, reality TV provides a rich nexus 

of the desire for transformation, the yearning to achieve perfection in one’s physical self 
and/or domestic environment, and the need to avoid at all costs a politicized 

understanding of these dynamics” (p. 10). –Yvonne Tasker & Diane Negra, Interrogating 

Postfeminism, 2007, p. 4.  

 

Since the early 1980s, females engaged with popular media culture have found 

themselves in a precarious situation. As both subjects and consumers—or, as “subjects 

only to the extent that we are able and willing to consume” (Tasker & Negra, 2007, p. 

8)—females have occupied a contradictory position in relation to feminism and 

femininity on-screen. Described by many as “postfeminist” in nature, multiple scholars 

argue that postfeminism has come to characterize female representation within the 

contemporary media terrain (Douglas, 2010; Gerhard, 2005; Gill, 2012; Lotz, 2001; 

McRobbie, 2004; Spigel, 2004). Although a contested term (Lotz, 2001; McRobbie, 

2004; Modelski, 1991; Tasker & Negra, 2007), postfeminism suggests that because 

feminist movements have created a seemingly equal playing field between the sexes, 

feminist concerns are no longer necessary and that the problems faced by females are the 

result of individual choice and agency (Douglas, 2010; Dow, 1996; Gill, 2012; 

McRobbie, 2004). Females are encouraged to embrace (and return) to traditional gender 

roles and celebrate femininity, while attributing individual choice, agency, and 

empowerment to females’ “right” to be sex kittens and liberated individuals at the exact 

same time (Douglas, 2010).      

Situated amongst postfeminist portrayals, The Real Housewives (TRHW) exist as 

a contemporary media text worthy of critical examination. And while the previous 

chapter explored TRHW viewership and market success, this chapter explores the media 

text itself for the ways in which females are represented not only in regard to gender but 

also in regard to race, class, and sexuality. The goal in focusing on these various axes of 

identity is to reveal how TRHW support and reproduce ideological tenets of patriarchy 

and capitalism through its programmatic texts. And when articulations of postfeminist 

media culture are combined with Hill’s (2005) assertion that an element of learning 
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occurs through reality television, it becomes of paramount importance to understand what 

TRHW are “teaching” us, if anything at all.  

To explore such questions, this chapter examines TRHW programming aired 

between Orange County’s initial launch in 2006 and Miami in 2011. Through a critical 

approach to textual analysis, this chapter analyzes 172 episodes, or roughly 129 hours of 

programming content. Methodologically, TRHW individual episodes were first watched 

in their entirety, while key scenes related to gender, race, class, and sexuality were 

notated. After each episode’s end, general conclusions for were drawn in an effort to 

capture the episode’s “bigger picture” as a whole unit of text. All transcribed episode 

notes were then revisited for relevant themes—per location—that spoke to the research 

questions posed. Specifically, the research questions include: 1.) What are the unstated 

themes of the episode? 2.) What does the episode convey about gender and gender 

norms? 3.) What does the episode convey about race? 4.) What does the episode convey 

about sexuality? and 5.) How is class represented in the episode? After exploring the 

relevant themes per location, these themes were then examined for similarities between 

locations, followed by corresponding messages across locations. As a result of this 

process, the following analysis thus addresses the most persistent messages that TRHW 

project across the entire franchise.20   

Through a feminist political economic lens, this chapter demonstrates how TRHW 

are not only “selling” audiences limited versions of gender, race, class, and sexuality, but 

that these representations also maintain the status quo that keep women “in their place.” 

In line with a postfeminist media culture (Douglas, 2010; Gill, 2012; McRobbie, 2004; 

Tasker & Negra, 2007), TRHW projects a patriarchal and consumer-led embodiment of 

female identity cloaked under the guise of “empowerment,” while complicating these 

messages with intersections of race, class, and sexuality that privilege a White, upper-

class, heterosexual image of females in the 21st Century. 

5.1 Gender: Policing females and femininity 

                                                        

20 While this chapter addresses messages of gender, race, class, and sexuality, these representations are not 

exhaustive of all the messages that the franchise contains. In this regard, I make no claims to extrapolate all 

messages concerning these axes of identity, but rather attempt to illuminate the most persistent messages 

found across all locations and seasons.   
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 Within TRHW franchise, to suggest that the female gender is central to 

programming would be an understatement at best. Between the target audience, the 

viewing audience, and cast members themselves, messages concerning gender are 

arguably the most pertinent when it comes to TRHW content.  

 Importantly, while both scholars (e.g., Douglas, 2010) and mainstream critics 

alike (e.g., Pozner, 2010) have addressed the reality TV portrayals that depict women as 

stereotypically prone to gossip, catty, back-stabbing, narcissistic, and “gold diggers,”21 

this chapter contributes to the existing literature by exploring what the franchise 

communicates about the female gender and gender roles beyond these characterizations 

that are well-documented in the academic realm. In this vein, it is argued that TRHW 

function ideologically by policing females’ gendered roles, the female body, and 

representations of femininity, while simultaneously relegating men to the patriarchal 

role(s) of breadwinner, protector, and familial voice of authority. In showing (and telling) 

audiences what are and are not “appropriate” gender roles, TRHW  not only re-inscribe 

patriarchal ideologies that support capitalism but also provide warning(s) for what can—

and does—happen to women who deviate from such female “norms” (e.g., Douglas, 

2010; Pozner, 2010).  

 Thus while there are numerous ways to approach the policing of gender within 

TRHW, one of the most prominent ways in which said policing occurs is through the roles 

that men and women occupy both within and outside of the home.22 While complex, 

focusing on such representations offers insight into how TRHW attempt to strike a 

balance between more “realistic” portrayals of women in the 21st century (i.e., juggling 

career and family, financial pressures, etc.), while still instructing them of their proper 

positions under patriarchal capitalism.    

 Inside the home, a prominent theme across all locations is the role of gender in 

determining who is responsible for household upkeep, chores, and child care. On TRHW, 

                                                        
21
 To avoid belaboring representations that have already been addressed in the scholarly realm, I have 

excluded analyses of the franchise’s focus on drama, gossip, and back-stabbing. For a more in-depth 

analysis of these points, the reader is encouraged to visit Susan Douglas’ (2010) book, Enlightened Sexism.      
22 At the risk of reifying the gendered nature of the public/private sphere, I focus on these gendered roles in 

light of recent work on postfemininst media. In this regard, various scholars have argued that contemporary 

media are increasingly placing women back in the home and away from professional and/or career 

settings— a point worthy of analysis in a program that ironically places “Housewives” in its title.    
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it continues to be women, as nearly everything pertaining to the private sphere remains 

the females’ responsibility. The women are responsible for cooking/serving dinner, 

taking care of the children, and hosting birthday parties, while the men are rarely 

involved. Yet true to Bravo’s “wink” at changing social mores (Cardinale, 2011), this 

image of the Housewives inside the home is complicated by a plethora of hired help, 

combined with Housewives’ ineptitude at performing said tasks adequately. Regardless 

of whether or not the Housewives have hired help or tend to such household duties 

themselves, the responsibility always rests on the shoulders of women. For those women 

who do have household help, it is still their responsibility to ensure that the household 

employees do their job(s) correctly. For example, Larsa, DeShawn, Jill, Alexis, LuAnn, 

Teresa, Mary, Kyle, Adrienne, and Camille are all responsible for managing the hired 

help, while the men rarely—if ever—interact with them or other “household matters.”23 

Oftentimes, men are only involved in household help when it comes to more technical 

matters of hiring/firing and compensation, and sometimes not at all. For example, on the 

D.C. series, Mary is the one who is shown informing her housekeeper of her family’s 

cleaning needs, while her husband is only brought into the fold when Mary wants to 

increase the housekeeper’s workload (and hence, pay). For those Housewives who do not 

have hired help, they continue to be the go-to person for household chores regardless of 

their lack of domestic skill. When it comes to household chores, the Househusbands 

rarely help—save for a few intermittent scenes of salad-chopping, dish-washing, and 

outdoor grilling. In this way, TRHW continues to position women as those responsible for 

making sure things “get done”—and done “correctly”—within the home. With or without 

hired help, TRHW perpetuates the idea that only females possess the correct knowledge to 

take care of the home. Similar sentiments have been documented by academics such as 

Fairclough (2004), who contend that reality programs centered on gender and domesticity 

maintain the gendered divisions of household labor as men are only expected to “help” 

rather than contribute in levels equal to women.   

This point is similarly echoed in regard to childcare, as TRHW also suggest that 

child rearing is still the women’s domain. This is illustrated in all seven locations, as the 

majority of the Housewives are responsible for childcare both within and outside of 

                                                        
23 See Appendix C for a complete list of cast members and descriptions.  
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marriage. As Alexis’ states in Season 5-Episode 4,24 “My husband’s never changed a 

dirty diaper a day in his life.” In this vein, childcare is one aspect of programming that 

the Househusbands rarely venture in to. It is often only when the women go out of town 

that the men are responsible for taking care of their own kids. Jim takes care of his three 

children (with the help of multiple nannies) when Alexis goes on a trip to Vegas, Apollo 

is left with his newborn son (with the help of his mother-in-law) when Phaedra visits 

Miami, and both Russell and Mauricio must take care of their kids when Taylor and Kyle 

take a trip to New York City.  

Here, not only is paternal parenting prompted by the mother’s absence, but 

Bravo’s overt focus on the trials and tribulations that men face in the process work 

ideologically to strengthen the assumption that only women can adequately care for 

children. Here, the Househusbands are shown trying— often desperately— to perform 

basic parenting tasks (i.e., making dinner, changing diapers, keeping kids safe), often to 

no avail. The point that males offer an inadequate substitute for a female’s care is 

undergirded by the fact that so many of the Housewives call in female reinforcements 

before they leave their children alone with their fathers. And while there are instances 

when fathers are seemingly more involved (i.e., Mauricio, Mario, Simon Barney, Simon 

Van Kempen), they are often framed as out of the ordinary or “unusual” (S1-E3). Such 

discourse not only draws attention to social expectations that relegate chores and 

childcare to females, but—conversely—it also reinforces the stereotype that men are, by 

nature, not expected to perform those same exact tasks. 

Even beyond these parenting moments, this engendering of the private sphere is 

further supported by the fact that it is the Housewives who are most often blamed if/when 

children misbehave. This is illustrated when Jacqueline is blamed for her daughter’s law-

breaking behavior, Alex is taken to task for her ill-behaved toddlers, and Jeana is blamed 

for her oldest son’s disrespectful and aggressive demeanor. Mary is held accountable for 

her daughter’s lax attitude and lack of motivation, a point echoed with NeNe’s son and 

both of Lynne’s daughters. In all of these instances, the fathers and/or lack of fathers are 

rarely (if ever) held accountable for the children’s behavior, as responsibility lies in the 

mother’s (in)adequate job at parenting.  

                                                        
24 Season #- Episode # is henceforth designated by S#-E#. 
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When these domestic roles are considered from a feminist perspective, such 

portrayals are problematic not only because they return women to a pre-feminist time 

when hearth and home were central to their lives, but also because it ostensibly relieves 

men from equal responsibility within the private sphere (e.g., Douglas, 2010; Fairclough, 

2004). In this way, these portrayals do more than reify the gendered divisions of 

household labor: they also perpetuate gender roles that continue to disadvantage women 

in a capitalist economy, as women are expected to take care of the home while men are 

permitted to focus on the public sphere (Valian, 1998). And while it can be argued that 

these portrayals are indeed realistic as many “real life” women struggle with the same 

“second shift” housework, the problem lies not only in the portrayals but also in their 

covert suggestion that these gendered divisions cannot be avoided. Even for those who 

have hired help, there is no getting around society’s prescribed gender roles.  

 Of course, this is not to say that all women on TRHW equally accept their “private 

sphere” responsibilities. This representation is complicated by the fact that cast members 

who actively embrace traditional gender roles (i.e., Alexis, Kimberly, Larsa, Jacqueline, 

Caroline, Dina, Teresa) exist alongside others who reject them and choose to develop 

careers outside of the home instead (i.e., Vicki, Bethenny, Ramona, Stacie, Lynda, 

Adrienne, Lisa Vanderpump, Lisa Hartwell, Lea). That is, the Housewives are not a 

homogenous group who succumb to socialized gender roles without question, but instead 

actively negotiate those roles on-screen. Lynda, for example, runs a successful modeling 

agency while still attending to all matters inside the home, while Phaedra—a successful 

lawyer who boasts about being “Martha Stewart” off the clock—exhibits similar 

sentiments. In S3-E3, Phaedra is shown cooking a hot breakfast over the stove in barely-

there nightwear as her voiceover states, “I’m a lawyer, not a homemaker. But now that 

I’m married and have a baby on the way, I’ve got to do what every proper southern 

woman does” (emphasis in original). Based on the accompanying footage, viewers are 

encouraged to infer that the “proper” thing to do is tend to hearth and home. As Edwards 

(2010) contends, reality programs that are heavily edited and centered around family life 

can (and do) turn parenting into “performative roles” (p. 134), and the same can be said 

for Bravo’s TRHW franchise. Here, the career-oriented Housewives set out to prove—in 

so many ways—that they can perform the roles of both homemaker and breadwinner at 
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the exact same time. Even more than just those who balance work life and traditional 

gender roles, negotiation also occurs in the Housewives’ changing attitudes toward their 

familial roles. For example, one Housewife may begin the series appreciating wifedom as 

her “job,” only to later reject it as controlling, patriarchal, and outdated  (i.e., Jo, Tamra).  

But the Housewives do more than perpetuate and/or negotiate these roles; the 

franchise itself also offers commentary on such feminized roles by illustrating what 

happens when a woman lacks the domestic skills necessary to create a successful home 

life. In this case, the women who do not know how to cook or who are less inclined to 

clean are often portrayed negatively through a series of edited shots, confessional 

interviews, and dialogue with the other more “traditional” Housewives themselves. They 

are made fun of and socially ridiculed for failing to possess adequate “female” 

knowledge, and oftentimes even make fun of themselves. However, the women are not 

only framed as inept in their female duties; that ineptness is also framed as in need of 

fixing. For example, Jo is characterized as a horrible Housewife since she cannot cook 

and refuses to clean (S1-E4), DeShawn is likened to being “handicap[ed]” for her lack of 

kitchen skills (S1-E7), and Larsa’s cooking class chef questions how the Housewives 

convinced men to marry them despite being domestically defunct (S1-E5). In part to 

showcase (and make fun of) the Housewives’ subpar home skills, the franchise includes 

countless scenes in which the women “learn” to be more domesticated, perhaps best 

illustrated in the cooking classes that occur across all franchised locations. Here, TRHW 

repeated use of cooking classes as a “fun” female bonding experience does the 

ideological work of suggesting that females should possess certain domestic knowledge if 

they are to be successful in their private lives. And while such images necessarily 

intersect with class as it is the capitalist class of women who can afford to engage in such 

behaviors and/or have the luxury and free time to do so, TRHW suggest that if the 

Housewives do not possess said knowledge of domesticity, they should learn. Yet these 

messages are in part so successful because of the mockery that surrounds them. That is, 

viewers are encouraged to laugh at the women for their lack of skill, while such 

entertainment at the Housewives’ expense ideologically supports the patriarchal 

engendering of the private sphere. We are encouraged to laugh at the Housewives for 

what they cannot do, without questioning why we hold such expectations in the first 
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place. Conversely, the women who do possess such domestic skills (i.e., Caroline, Kyle, 

Teresa, Dina, Larsa) are often applauded for such by fellow cast members, thereby 

suggesting that certain gender performances are more culturally valued (and valuable) 

than others (e.g., Hatfield, 2010). As Graham-Bertolini (2004) contends, reality TV 

representations of gender and domesticity ideologically “glamorizes traditional notions of 

appropriate demeanors for women, and normalizes ideas about roles acceptable for 

women to assume and the goals women should aspire to” (p. 341).  

Outside of the home, it is men who are most often linked to their careers, as they 

are often positioned as the financial breadwinners and household decision-makers. From 

the outset of the show, many of the men are introduced according to their careers and 

how much money they make. Viewers learn that Mauricio is a high-end real estate agent, 

Frank works in construction, Simon Van Kempen is a hotel entrepreneur, Mario manages 

a family-owned business, Bobby owns a fabric and design company, and Simon Barney, 

Jim, and Joe are all entrepreneurs. Careers outside of the home are central to male 

identity on TRHW, as it is their careers that help define them on-screen. This exists in 

stark contrast to the centrality of careers for many of the women.  

Unlike men, the majority of the Housewives’ introductions and on-screen stories 

are almost always centered on family and relationships. Although a number of 

Housewives are well educated and had/have successful careers, these careers are given a 

slight of the hand as they receive little attention on-screen, with the exception of Vicki. 

For example, LuAnn and Kim Zolciak are both college-educated, registered nurses, but 

Bravo fails to mention that until later in the series. Jill’s real estate license is not 

mentioned until S1-E7, Sonja’s consulting business is only referred to outside of 

regularly-scheduled episodes (i.e., during a reunion show), and Taylor’s consulting firm 

is only referenced once when her husband condescendingly questions how her “little 

company” is doing (S1-E1). And while various Housewives attempt make a name for 

themselves as entrepreneurs, this image is complicated by race when one considers that 

many of Atlanta and Miami cast members—who are disproportionately African 

American and Hispanic—are portrayed as wealthy largely because of whom they are 

married to rather than earning money on their own (e.g., Velázquez Vargas, 2009).  
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Thus while careers are central to defining the Househusbands on-screen, this is 

juxtaposed against a lack of such focus for the majority of the Housewives. In this way, 

while such images support a patriarchal ideology whereby women are valued for their 

roles in the home and men are valued outside of the home, such representations also 

make market sense from a commercial perspective (e.g., Meehan, 2002). In this case, 

portraying women away from the job (i.e., vacationing, shopping, socializing) provides 

Bravo with more opportunities to showcase practices that support consumer capitalism. 

While patriarchal in its message that foregrounds women as consumers (e.g., Meehan, 

2005), it stands to reason that if the Housewives were shown furthering their education, 

dealing with the stressors of work, or aggressively building their business, this would 

likely fail to cultivate the consumerist mindset that Bravo and its advertisers are 

dependent on. Focusing on these non-commercial aspects does not arouse the desire to 

consume (e.g., Cox, 2011). 

Related to this, TRHW also perpetuate gender roles through its covert suggestion 

that “true” femininity is oftentimes incompatible with working outside of the home. That 

is, for those women who do choose to work, the franchise suggests that such work comes 

with consequences. While often portrayed negatively, these images provide a warning for 

what can (and does) happen to women who focus too much on their career. For example, 

Vicki—who owns a national insurance company—is portrayed as completely consumed 

by work. Her dedication to her career is framed as having pushed away the ones she loves 

and ruined relationships with those who have stayed. In this case, her children, mother, 

sister, and husband all express resentment toward her for prioritizing work over family. 

Vicki is characterized as crazy, a bitch, and a work-aholic, and her work ethic and 

ambition are framed as personal flaws for which she is blamed. This narrative is coupled 

with recurring footage of Vicki at her office, working from home, making business phone 

calls, and working on her laptop while on vacation. When the narrative is coupled with 

the abundance of work-related footage, audiences are encouraged to interpret the 

discursive comments about Vicki as essentially true. Similarly, Tamra is ridiculed for 

failing to uphold her end of the familial bargain when she revives her once-dead real 

estate career, and Jeana’s long-standing real estate success leaves her husband insecure 

and contributes to her divorce. Viewers witness Jo struggle in her personal relationship 
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when she reveals her plans to get a job, and Dina’s career takes so much time away from 

her family that she subsequently decides to “retire” in her early 40s. Lisa Hartwell 

struggles to find time for a second child, and Shereé claims that her business success 

prohibits her from finding a man. Thus while a number of Housewives have (or are 

developing) careers, TRHW falls in line with Leonard’s (2007) assertions about working 

women in postfeminist media culture. That is, when popular media present a clash 

between a female’s family and work, it almost always privileges family and marital status 

above the woman’s career. As Press’ (1991) similarly states in regard to postfeminist TV: 

For the most part, women are attributed some version of a work identity, 
however superficial, along with their family role but not at the expense of 

a family role…women’s family role is normally emphasized; or if it is not, 
this very fact commands a great deal of narrative attention on the 
television show. The trend on postfeminist television is to take women out 
of the workplace-family and put them back in the home, in a revitalization 
of traditional family values that melds with a superficial acceptance of 
feminist perspectives concerning women and work. (p. 38, italics added). 
 

Here, careers are portrayed as stifling female’s “true” domestic aspirations, and those 

“women who are married find that their professional habits have left them woefully out 

of touch with the skills necessary to be good wives and mothers” (Leonard, 2007, p. 103). 

Working is framed as being not nearly as fulfilling as women had imagined it to be. In 

this regard, contemporary media are “far more concerned with reminding women of all 

the personal and romantic goals their laboring might put in jeopardy” (Leonard, 2007, pp. 

103-104). These concerns are made all the more authentic via “reality” TV. 

A similar case in point: Bethenny Frankel. On New York City, Bethenny is 

frequently applauded for her savvy business sense, while programming likewise suggests 

that all of her success comes at the expense of marriage and children. In this case, 

Bethenny repeatedly questions whether women really can “have it all.” She struggles in 

her romantic relationships, has no relationship with her parents, and is ridiculed for being 

too concerned with her career. In S2-E11, Jill opines that it is “impractical” for Bethenny 

to have the level of career success she desires and a family, to which Bethenny later 

contends, “I’m now realizing the sacrifices that that [having a career] entails and I’m now 

realizing that this is real. This is not just dialogue, this isn’t just something I’m saying—

this is real. I’m 37, I’m single, my career is incredible, and I’m alone” (emphasis in 
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original). Much like Vicki, this discourse is supported by footage of Bethenny’s futile 

attempts at dating, copious time spent working, and footage of her emotional struggles 

and sacrifices. By the end of season two, however, Bethenny finds herself in love with 

the father of her unborn child, which can be read as a triumph of in the face of such 

postfeminist struggles. It is made clear, however, that achieving such was not easy by any 

means. As TRHW blames either the Housewife herself for working (i.e., Vicki) or the act 

of working (i.e., Bethenny) for failed relationships, these portrayals work ideologically to 

re-contain the threat that female independence poses to patriarchal culture. By displacing 

that blame on an “identifiable target” (e.g., Leonard, 2007), TRHW ignores questions of 

patriarchy in the home and workplace completely.  

From a feminist political economic perspective, many of these portrayals play on 

the assumption that females should always put family first, as the franchise condemns 

those females who fail to do so as somehow bad or inept. While programming displaces a 

few of the Housewives as “deviant” for focusing too heavily on their career, this same 

dedication is necessary for the Housewives to engage in the lavish consumerism that the 

show is predicated on. As an ideological contradiction, TRHW condemns women for 

working too much while still featuring them as they enjoy the material fruits of their 

labor.  

But importantly, the problem here is not that TRHW portray certain women as too 

consumed with work, but instead that programming frames this as a choice that the 

women have consciously made. This “choice,” in turn, is something that females are 

personally held accountable for. While sexist at its core,25 such portrayals ignore the 

structural constraints and gendered inequalities that disadvantage women in the working 

world of late consumer capitalism (e.g., “Gender,” 2011), and they gloss over the 

patriarchal structure that values (if not expects) women to take care of the family and 

home, while working outside of the home simultaneously. As Douglas (2002) argues, 

contemporary media suggest that “whatever challenges women face in juggling work and 

family are their individual struggles, to be conquered through good planning, smart 

choices, and an upbeat outlook,” with no ties to larger societal or structural concerns 

                                                        
25 Unlike women, men on TRHW are not blamed or ridiculed for spending too much time away from family 

for work; instead, it is often treated as a “given.” 
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(Douglas, 2002, para. 10). Such representations ignore “economic disparities and the fact 

that the majority of women approach paid labor as an economic necessity rather than a 

‘choice’” (Tasker & Negra, 2007, p. 2). And by ignoring these structural and societal 

considerations, TRHW helps to keep them intact. In this way, TRHW seemingly blames 

career women for their familial problems while discounting the social and economic 

institutions that keep women “juggling” the public/private sphere in the first place. By 

emphasizing these “choices” that women make, and treating them as such, popular media 

dismiss the fact that “women operate within a sex/gender system that limits acceptable 

choices” (Dow, 1996, p. 96).  

In addition to this, it is also important to note that many of the Housewives who 

appear to have “side” jobs and careers all exist in female-oriented markets.26 These 

include jewelry lines (i.e., Lauri, Lynne, Ramona, Kelly, and Lisa Hartwell), skin care 

lines (i.e., Ramona), a female wig line (i.e., Kim), and makeup and handbag lines (i.e., 

Gretchen). They include female clothing lines (i.e., Shereé, Lisa Hartwell, and Alexis), 

book authorship centered on dieting, cooking, and/or family (i.e., Bethenny, Teresa, Jill, 

and LuAnn), and involvement in the fashion/modeling industries (i.e., Kelly, Cynthia, 

Lynda, and Danielle). And while there are more “serious” professions (i.e., insurance 

agent, real estate agent, lawyer), these careers receive far less Bravo air time than those 

that speak to females as consumers. Here, audiences see a plethora of fashion shows 

designed by the Housewives but are much less likely to see Jill selling fabric or Vicki 

negotiating insurance. Illustrating how market logic influences programming, the 

emphasis on female-oriented careers works in the interests of Bravo as it supports 

commercial motives by encouraging audiences to focus on goods and services that 

promote consumerism. But more than just this—and possibly more problematic—such 

content also perpetuates a patriarchal view of female employment as TRHW suggests that 

there are certain careers that women are more likely to become involved in and more 

likely to succeed in— many of which focus on fashion and appearance. They are centered 

on “girly” knowledge (Douglas, 2010). By focusing on careers that exist in female-

oriented markets, TRHW likewise attempt to capitalize on the female audience tuning in, 

                                                        
26 “Side” jobs refer to either those jobs/careers that the Housewives engage in for additional income, or 

those jobs that are portrayed as “secondary” to the women’s socializing and shopping. 
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as the Housewives attempt to promote TRHW brand as well as their own independent 

business ventures. 

More than just jobs, however, TRHW also actively communicate what is and is 

not “appropriate” female behavior. Here, women are expected to exhibit feminine 

characteristics such as being passive, polite, and appeasing—a point that is most readily 

apparent when women transgress these gender norms. In this case, multiple Housewives 

are discursively labeled “crazy” or a “bitch” for being outspoken and/or assertive, while 

countless others are gently reminded to act accordingly (e.g., Pozner, 2010). For example, 

LuAnn gives Bethenny dating advice in S2-E5, stating, “You want to be the damsel, a 

little bit in distress. They love that, guys love that…that you’re vulnerable and not so 

sharp as a whip.” This exchange is followed by LuAnn in the confessional, stating that 

Bethenny is too aggressive, and “men don’t like aggressive women.” The scene cuts back 

to LuAnn reminding Bethenny, “Let him be the man…The problem today with women, I 

think that guys are fed up of being kind of too equal with women. I don’t think it’s a good 

thing” (emphasis in original). And while viewers are encouraged to read LuAnn’s attitude 

as old-fashioned and a bit absurd (as guided by Bethenny’s sarcastic response), the point 

that Bethenny’s seemingly more masculine persona is responsible for her failed romantic 

relationships is not treated as out of date at all. Instead, it is given validation throughout 

the series. In other examples, Cat is derided for not acting like a “Washington lady” in 

her forthright behavior toward Michaele’s husband (S1-E5), while Phaedra juxtaposes 

herself as a “traditional Southern woman” against NeNe, who—according to Phaedra—is 

“not generally thought of as…very ladylike” (S3-E1). This latter statement is followed by 

a look of disgust on Phaedra’s face. Here, women are expected to be silent, to understand 

their freedom of choice without enacting it (e.g., McRobbie, 2004). What is ultimately 

implied is that being outspoken is not only inappropriate, inconsiderate, and distasteful 

but is also far removed from “proper” female behavior (e.g., Douglas, 2010). It is 

symptomatic of masculinity, which is unacceptable for TRHW. The programmatic 

moments that characterize discordant females as out of line in performing femininity 

function by keeping intact social structures that depend on female passivity while valuing 

masculine characteristics and attributes (i.e., assertiveness, confidence, etc.) only when 

present in men (e.g., Valian, 1998).  
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More than just gendered behavior, programming also polices the female body, as 

the female form is not only put on display but is also projected as something to be 

consumed and constantly improved upon throughout TRHW franchise (e.g., Leonard, 

2011). In support of postfeminist media’s focus on the female body as site for 

improvement, TRHW suggest that the female body is never absolved from judgment, 

and—conversely—that females never stop judging. Such a focus is far from new, as 

scores of scholars have addressed the media’s preoccupation with female appearance 

across a variety of formats (Banet-Weiser & Portwood-Stacer, 2006; Cox, 2011; Deery, 

2004a; Douglas, 2010; Heller, 2007; Hesse-Biber, 1996; Palmer, 2004; Weber, 2009; 

Wolf, 1991). On TRHW, female appearance is central to the franchised plot(s), and its 

importance is solidified through the Housewives’ propensity to engage in appearance-

based evaluations of both themselves and each other.  

On TRHW, the female body is often regarded as the center of one’s worth. The 

conventionally-beautiful female body is not only put on display for female audiences to 

consume (e.g., Leonard, 2011), but it also acts as a barometer of one’s value as it presents 

the Housewives with a distinct form of cultural capital that they can deploy and use to 

their advantage. The female form is capable of attracting men, garnering career success, 

and helps obtain “perks” not bestowed on the average female. In addition to these so-

called benefits, TRHW suggests that this form of cultural capital can only be derived from 

a perfectly sculpted body and a perfectly maintained appearance. As Kelly opines, being 

on the cover of Playboy magazine is “basically a stamp of approval that you are a 

beautiful woman” (S3-E3). Here, beauty on TRHW is explicitly linked to the female 

exterior and that—in support of consumer capitalism—is always open to improvement. 

As Kinser (2004) suggests, “Part of the genius of postfeminist is to co-opt the language of 

feminism and then attach it to some kind of consumer behavior that feeds young people’s 

hunger for uniqueness, even if the uniqueness being sold looks just like everyone else’s” 

(p. 135). Thus while TRHW devote a great deal of air time to showcasing the 

Housewives’ efforts to achieve, maintain, and change their look(s), the franchise makes 

clear that every aspect of female appearance is vulnerable to critique and open for 

improvement (e.g., Deery, 2004b). As Pozner (2010) contends, “most of the time, reality 
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television non-too-subtly instructs viewers that a limited, advertiser-supported ‘ideal’ of 

beauty is the primary—and possibly sole—measure of a woman’s worth” (p. 63). 

In this way, policing the female form occurs not only through the Housewives’ 

actions toward each other but also through their efforts to maintain their own 

appearances. In both of these cases, one glaring example occurs via the Housewives’ 

focus on weight. While some of the thinnest women are concerned with their weight and 

avidly attempt to control it (i.e., Alexis, Jo, Tamra, Shereé, Cynthia, Kyle, Alexia), others 

are ridiculed for being too thin (i.e., Michaele) or are mocked for weight issues that 

seemingly do not exist (i.e., Dina, Cynthia). Even Cynthia—a supermodel by trade—is 

chastised for minute imperfections as she walks in a swimsuit fashion show. Footage that 

zooms in on the various parts of Cynthia’s body is coupled with scathing remarks from 

her Housewife peers. As Shereé contends, “I don’t know if Cynthia would have worked 

as a model for She by Shereé because my sample sizes were 4’s and 6’s. That booty is 

clearly a 12.” Phaedra states, “Cynthia might be a model, but in that swimsuit she’s 

looking like a model…dipped in cottage cheese” (S3-E15). The range of body issues as 

well as mockery for various body types suggest to viewers that there is no way to escape 

concerns for the female form. Even a supermodel is not excused from hurtful remarks, 

and by extension neither are female viewers at home. Both NeNe and Jeana are likewise 

treated as the “fat girls” who suffer ridicule to their faces and behind their backs, simply 

because of their size. Although both women are “average” in size, the others are quick to 

mock them because they are not a size two. The program’s visual techniques employ the 

same implicit ridicule, as footage focuses on these “overweight” Housewives eating 

(often more so than others), and zooms in on their less-than-ideal body parts. In this way, 

audiences are painfully reminded about what happens when a woman does not possess 

the “correct” body ideal: She runs the risk of being publicly humiliated by both strangers 

and friends alike.  

TRHW focus on appearance, however, is about more than just weight. Here, the 

female body is constantly held against a yardstick of impossible perfection, achieved only 

through unnatural—often unhealthy— measures. This is illustrated in the scores of 

procedures and practices that the Housewives engage in to obtain (and maintain) the 

perfect ideal. In support of both patriarchy and capitalism, these procedures are presented 
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as ways to combat female “imperfections.” Indeed, the Housewives’ primary job is to 

look good. This point is reinforced by visual close-ups and screen shots of the 

Housewives’ fragmented body parts, as their perfectly toned legs and silicone breasts are 

framed as something to be envied by female audiences at home. As Tasker and Negra 

(2007) contend, postfeminist media culture “perpetuates women as pinup, the enduring 

linchpin of commercial beauty culture. In fact, it has offered new rationales for guilt-free 

consumerism, substantially reenergizing beauty culture…and presiding over an 

aggressive mainstreaming of elaborate and expensive beauty regimes to the middle class” 

(p. 3). 

Thus while the Housewives’ bodies endure an excess of gym trips, plastic surgery 

encounters, restricted eating, and an unsurmisable amount of plucking, primping, poking, 

and prodding, the franchise keeps intact the patriarchal ideology whereby not only are 

females judged first and foremost by their appearance, but also suggests that female 

appearance should be made to appeal to male pleasure. That is, many of the Housewives 

undergo painful procedures—even plastic surgery—to keep their male partners happy.27 

To achieve all of this, programming suggests that women engage in an endless pursuit 

dependent on consumption practices. In fact, these practices are even passed down to the 

Housewives’ daughters and are presented as female bonding moments (i.e., Jill, Alexis, 

Lynne). Across TRHW, no part of the female body is perfect as-is and therefore no part of 

the female body is left untouched (e.g., Deery, 2004b). Even when it comes to one’s 

vagina, TRHW suggest that that too must be “pretty” at all times. Similar to other reality 

programs, TRHW thus “perverts feminist concerns such as liberation and empowerment 

by binding them to acts of consumerism” (Cox, 2011, p. 26). But in many ways TRHW 

franchise is different from reality programs before it, as it treats the Housewives’ 

obsession with physical appearance as superficial and shallow, and over the top at best. 

And yet while audiences are encouraged to see the flaws in the Housewives’ obsession 

with appearance, they are also encouraged to envy their beauty, fashion, and (seemingly) 

limitless resources that provides them with the means to look 35 years old, at 55. As 

Chocano (2011) contends, the Housewives’ purpose in many regards—including 

appearance— is to be “equally envied and despised” (p. 59). 

                                                        
27 This point is discussed further in the sexuality section of this chapter.  
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In sum, the combination of visual and narrative elements that re-inscribe the 

beauty ideal, the Housewives obsession with it, and the transparent satire that surrounds it 

all is what makes TRHW policing of the female form so successful. Through zoomed in 

screen shots of women’s body parts, discursive narrative, and confessional-style 

interviews that openly question, criticize, and confirm the Housewives’ body flaws and 

ideals, the franchise both normalizes this overt focus on the female form while pointing 

out the cracks in logic that privilege such a form. And yet still, these inherent 

contradictions work to foster an attitude among female audiences as they are encouraged 

to— while critiquing the Housewives’ obsession with appearance— participate in the 

same evaluative judgment that programming itself employs. Thus, TRHW policing of the 

female body operates ideologically on two levels. First, programming normalizes an 

introspective critique of the female body, as the Housewives frequently turn the male 

gaze inward on themselves and critically evaluate their own bodies for how it does (or 

does not) measure up to the beauty ideal.28 Second, programming suggests that projecting 

the gaze onto female friends and family members is something that all females—

including the audience—do. The franchise takes deployment of the male gaze one step 

further by suggesting that it is not only men whom women should aim to impress but also 

other women, and conversely that it is not only men who evaluate and judge women—but 

women as well.  

Related to this, TRHW also sets forth rules regarding a distinctly feminine 

appearance. Throughout all seasons and locations, TRHW seemingly mandates a distinct 

version of hyper-femininity, as the Housewives are almost always shown wearing dresses 

and heels, with perfect makeup and hair styled accordingly. This hyper-femininity is 

suggested to communicate a female identity. As Weber (2009) argues in regard to 

makeover reality TV, there is no room for gender ambiguity. “Female bodies must look 

and behave according to the terms of conventional femininity” (p. 128). For example, in 

S3-E9 Vicki surprises her assistant Tammy with a head-to-toe makeover that includes 

hair, makeup, wardrobe, and a Brazilian wax. When the makeover is complete, Tammy 

cries that she is a “girl now” because of her newfound hyper-femininity. In other series 

                                                        
28 The male gaze, first conceptualized by Laura Mulvey (1975), refers to the ways in which the female 

body is fragmented and fetishized to appeal to male onlookers.   
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locations, Kim Richards begrudgingly agrees to take makeup lessons as she opines that 

wearing jeans, sneakers, and a ponytail are not acceptable among the Housewives crowd, 

and Lea folds under peer pressure to purchase clothing that is more feminine and fashion-

forward (despite her love of “on the go” clothes). The Housewives shoot guns in leather 

pants and stilettos (i.e., Shereé), have perfect hair and makeup before and after labor (i.e., 

Phaedra, Teresa), pressure pre-teen girls to wear high heels (i.e., Danielle and Ramona), 

and encourage others to always look “cute” despite being impractical (i.e., Vicki). In this 

way, the franchise encourages a distinctly hyper-feminine appearance while 

simultaneously discouraging all others. This hyper-femininity is all-consuming and as 

Leonard (2011) argues, becomes one of the Housewives’ main “jobs.” As Leonard (2011) 

contends, the Housewives’ need not resemble a “housewife” in the traditional sense, but 

instead must “only be wealthy and consumed with aesthetic rituals and regimes of self 

care” (n.p.). As Cox (2011) contends, the aggregate of such portrayals operate by 

suggesting “not only that females should be looked at, but also invites them to revel in, 

celebrate, and engage in countless hours of mental and physical labor all in the hopes of 

looking good for someone else” (p. 31, italics in original).   

Taking all of this into consideration, the Housewives exist within a complicated 

matrix of representation. Part of this complexity stems from the fact that the Housewives 

are by no means a homogenous group of women who conform or contest to the above 

gendered portrayals, and Bravo makes no attempt to portray them as such. Instead, the 

women adopt fluid identities and positions that change over time. Indeed, this is what 

makes the Housewives “real.” More than just this, these representations are also 

complicated by those women who exist somewhere in between. That is, TRHW does not 

always contain polar opposites of those who do (or do not) embrace these gendered roles, 

but instead is crowded with instances in which the Housewives’ position(s) exist in 

varying degrees, further complicated by Bravo’s infamous “wink.” All of this, however, 

is what makes TRHW so effective in maintaining the status quo—because viewers are 

presented with a mixture of messages that complement and contradict, we are encouraged 

to gloss over programming’s problematic portrayals. But as critical/cultural studies must 

include a variety of perspectives (Kellner, 1995), examination of TRHW as a media text 
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would be remiss if it did not include additional questions of representation, for which this 

chapter now turns to race. 

5.2 Race: It’s a (Mostly) White World 

 While it is clear that gender plays an integral role in TRHW, so too does race. 

Despite the fact that Bravo has included more diverse racial representations over the 

years, such inclusion fails to offset the racialized messages that programming contains. In 

this regard, maintaining and privileging Whiteness occurs through the program’s near-

invisibility of “Other” races in prominent roles, as well as in the ways in which those 

races that do make it to the small screen are portrayed.29 Here it is argued that even 

though Other races are included in Atlanta, Miami, and D.C., TRHW continues to project 

a view of the world that is mostly White, while Other races are portrayed in ways that 

reify pre-existing racial stereotypes.  

One of the most prominent examples in which this occurs is through the 

representation of African Americans.30 Here, African American females—at one point or 

another—are portrayed in accordance with the various racialized stereotypes that reality 

TV relies on, often referred to as the angry black woman, the diva, and/or the evil black 

woman (e.g., Douglas, 2010; Pozner, 2010; Samuels, 2011; Springer, 2007). As Wiltz 

(2004) argued before the dawn of TRHW: 

If you've ever seen a reality TV show, chances are you've seen her: a 
perpetually perturbed, tooth-sucking, eye-rolling, finger-wagging harpy, 
creating confrontations in her wake and perceiving racial slights from the 
flimsiest of provocations. At the very sight of her, her cast mates tremble 
in fear. And no wonder. She's the Sista With an Attitude. (n.p.) 
 

Here, the Atlanta cast fits the bill. These Housewives are seemingly more explosive than 

the other six locations, as cast members are portrayed not only as loud and boisterous but 

physically violent as well. NeNe, Lisa, and Shereé all induce and/or threaten to induce 

physical harm on others—a characteristic less often seen with the Housewives’ White 

counterparts. Many of the women are framed as quick to react and “out of control” (S3-

E1). For example, NeNe causes physical harm to Kim Zolciak on multiple occasions (and 

                                                        
29 “Other” is used to refer to those races that exist outside of the dominant, hegemonic White race, and is 

credited to bell hooks’ (1992) integral work on race and representation. 
30 In referencing race, I relied on visual markers of racial identity and/or disclosures of race as indicated by 

cast members.  
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threatens pluck her eyeballs out, strangle her, and throw her off the tour bus). As Kim 

states in S3-E1, “When NeNe is mad, watch out. There’s no self-control.” Lisa jokes 

about ripping Kim’s eyebrows off and throwing her over a couch. Shereé challenges her 

party planner to a fist fight and later pulls Kim’s wig, and Kim—who is a “black woman 

in a white woman’s body” (S1-E1)—is likewise accused of slapping NeNe. In this way, 

verbal disagreements among the Atlanta cast are portrayed as more likely to result in 

physical violence. As Samuels (2011) suggests, “No episode is complete without a bitchy 

confrontation or a threat to do bodily harm” (para. 3). Comparatively, while the other 

Housewives have their equal share of verbal confrontations and threats of violence, they 

are presented rhetorically but seem to lack the follow-up of the Atlanta cast. Outside of 

Atlanta, the only other act of physical violence occurs in New Jersey, where Danielle is 

both the target of physical violence and threatens physical violence on others. In these 

ways, Atlanta programming plays in to—and strengthens—cultural stereotypes that 

situate African Americans as more aggressive and dangerous than other racial groups 

(e.g., Oliver, 2003). Yet as problematic as such portrayals may seem, the amped-up 

drama that is racially coded as distinctly African American serves as a potential gold 

mine for Bravo. As Boylorn (2008) states, “Black representation on reality TV has 

emerged as a quick claim to fame and the more outrageous and memorable, the better. 

The public can’t seem to get enough of the glamorized and ghettoization of Black 

womanhood” (p. 424). But linking back to the capitalist goals of media and the political 

economy of reality TV, it stands to reason that presenting TRHW cast in such 

stereotypical ways is less about a “public [who] can’t seem to get enough,” and is more 

about drawing audiences via hyped-up drama and conflict, because audiences attract 

advertisers (e.g., Bagdikian, 2004; Meehan, 2005).  

In addition to this, the Atlanta series also suggests that stereotypical African 

American behavior transcends social and economic status. Despite their “high class” 

lifestyles, the Housewives remain “ghetto” in their portrayals. For example, NeNe is 

shown “snapping” and “popping” in her interactions (S2-E8) and uses phrases such as 

“Honey they done left me child” (S1-E1) and “work it girl” (S2-E6), while others are 

shown gyrating when dancing, eating “soul food,” and using dialect culturally coded as 

African American. Even the White Housewives who “act” (or are discursively framed as) 
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Black—such as Kim Zolciak and Lynda—behave in ways that are seemingly 

stereotypical, too. In this way, TRHW suggests that although the Housewives are often 

articulate and poised, there is an element of stereotypical Blackness that lies dormant in 

each of them (i.e., Shereé, Lisa, Phaedra).  

For example, while Shereé is commonly shown using “proper” English and 

behaving in ways that rebuke common stereotypes, programming suggests a reversion 

back to her “roots” when she finds herself in an argument with her party planner (S2-E1). 

Despite being in an office setting, Shereé yells at the top of her lungs and postures as if to 

invoke physical confrontation. She daringly asks her party planner, “Who gon’ check me, 

boo?” As she explains in the subsequent confessional, “The Cleveland girl was ready to 

get on the phone, and call Pookie and them to come over there and whoop yo ass.” In this 

example, invoking rhetoric that links to her past encourages audiences to understand her 

near-scuffle with the party planner as a return to her “Black side.” Further complicating 

race with class, Lisa Hartwell (originally from a lower-class area) contends, “I don’t act 

like a hood rat…[but] when you need me to put on jeans and tennis shoes and my 

bandana I’m ready to go. But at the same time I can go to the White House and dine and I 

have the proper etiquette” (S2-E6). Here, such racialized portrayals not only perpetuate 

stereotypical understandings of African American culture, but also reify the notion that 

African Americans cannot transcend stereotypical behavior through ascendency to a 

higher social and/or economic class. Despite appearances, TRHW suggest that 

stereotypical African American behavior is bound to come out eventually. According to 

TRHW, it is possible to take the girl out of the Hood but impossible to take the Hood out 

of the girl.  

Importantly, however, that stereotypical behavior is simultaneously projected as 

that which should be avoided. As much of Atlanta’s on-screen discourse centers around 

proving (or disproving) one’s “ghetto” nature, this ideologically suggests that even 

among African Americans there is a certain racialized persona that they wish to 

disassociate with. As Bell-Jordan (2008) contends, part of the drama and conflict found 

in reality TV relies on the intraracial conflict, which revolve around “the meaning and/or 

performance of racial identity” within the same racial group(s) (p. 361). Here, the 

Housewives stereotypical “ghetto” behaviors are discursively referenced to convey what 
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is and is not acceptable behavior, particularly among the capitalist class. For example, 

both Kandi and NeNe exchange insults about who is the “ghettoist” Housewife, while 

others chime in about how to avoid “hood rat” behavior. Phaedra discourages Dwight 

Eubanks (a friend of the Housewives) from stooping to Shereé’s “hood rat” behavior (S3-

E1). NeNe states in S2-E5, “I don’t know if Kandi’s a total fit with all the girls. She just 

appears to be just a little bit ghetto to me. A little bit ghetto….a little bit hood” (emphasis 

in original). This assertion is followed by NeNe’s smug look of disgust, indicating an air 

of disapproval.  

More than just behavior, there is also a certain “look” that African Americans 

ascribe to on the show. While the Housewives illustrate a level of conformity to the 

White beauty ideal, the Housewives do not necessarily suggest a mimicking of Whiteness 

so much as a “cleaning up” of Blackness. NeNe, for example, refuses to let her youngest 

son grow an “Afro” and insists that her oldest son adopt a more polished look as he 

embraces his “ethnic” side. This latter point is reiterated in S1-E4 when NeNe takes her 

son on a shopping trip to clean up his wardrobe. This scene complicates the presumably 

working-class African American look with behavior, as Dwight argues that Bryson needs 

to stop dressing like a “hoodlum.”  In S3-E4, Kandi calls Phaedra’s makeup “a little 

boughetto. Bougie and Ghetto at the same time,” and NeNe undergoes plastic surgery to 

get rid of her “black girl nose.” Thus while race is something that Atlanta cast members 

discursively embrace, it is also presented as that which must be reworked and/or 

contained in outward appearance. Individuals can embrace their African American roots 

but only within certain limits (e.g., Douglas, 2010; Pozner, 2010; Weber, 2009). This 

“cleaning up” of Blackness—as well as “Ghetto” behaviors—are problematic from a 

feminist political economic stance because they suggest that “ethnic identity is only skin-

deep and…that racism is about individual attitudes, not societal structures” (Pozner, 

2010, p. 174). 

Latinas also assume a prominent role within TRHW, particularly with the creation 

of Miami. These Housewives are often presented as exotic and overtly sexual, interested 

in partying and always up for a good time. As Guzmán and Valdivia (2012) suggest, 

contemporary portrayals of Latina/o individuals increasingly rely on the use of 

tropicalism. “Under the trope of tropicalism, attributes such as bright colors, rhythmic 
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music, and brown or olive skin comprise some of the most enduring stereotypes about 

Latina/os” (p. 311). When gender is factored in, tropicalism incorporates the “spitfire 

female Latina characterized by red-colored lips, bright seductive clothing, curvaceous 

hips and breasts, long brunette hair, and extravagant jewelry,” alongside an emphasis on 

sexuality (p. 311). This point is similarly noted by Curry and Valdivia (2002).  

In TRHW of Miami, these stereotypes are immediately primed in the opening 

scene of S1-E1. The episode begins with Latin music and shots of the brightly colored 

(and seemingly computer enhanced) ocean, sunshine, and palm trees. As Alexia states, 

“It’s very colorful, it’s very vibrant, it’s very loud, very flashy.” The series opens with 

close-ups of dark-skinned female body parts in bikinis, and footage of Adriana pole 

dancing. Audiences hear voice-overs stating, “we don’t wear a whole lot of clothes,” and 

“the vibe here is very free and very sexual,” followed by footage of Adriana on a boat 

seductively posing for photographs with her legs wide open in a barely-there swimsuit. 

These sexual overtones are coupled with references to Latin culture, such as when 

Adriana contends, “We Latins here, we rule the city. We are the elite.”  

Unlike Atlanta, however, Miami places a greater emphasis on embracing and 

celebrating culture rather than reworking it. As Adriana opines in S1-E1, “Miami is the 

first city that I felt welcome. Here, I am the queen. Here I am gorgeous, people appreciate 

my type of look. I’m sexy and confident, and I don’t feel like I am lesser because I’m not 

blonde with blue eyes.” Hispanic culture is not only embraced by the women themselves 

but that appreciation is also fostered by the city in which they live. But just as TRHW 

present a complicated mixture of messages, there are also times when Latin culture is 

framed as “not as good as” others. For example, when Cristy hosts a cooking party with 

authentic Cuban food, she is ridiculed for using canned ingredients and a Crockpot. 

Alexia’s traditional pig roast is scoffed at and described as “barbaric” (S1-E4), and 

Adriana’s Brazilian attitude is mocked and treated as absurd.  

Importantly, Miami also perpetuates the idea that partying is central to Latino 

cultural expression. In S1-E1, Adriana explains that people come to Miami for the party 

scene, while Larsa contends, “It’s like no work, just fun. Party all day.” This 

ideologically suggests that the Miami cast be taken less seriously than the other 

Housewife counterparts. The cast is framed as feisty and full of attitude, as illustrated in 
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Cristy’s opening vignette, “In my world, attitude is everything.” As is also found in 

Atlanta and D.C, cast members often use their ethnicity as justification for “different” 

behavior, such as when Adriana attributes her fun-loving behavior to her Brazilian roots. 

And while this can be read as embracing culture, linking seemingly atypical behavior to a 

certain racial group naturalizes concepts of behaviors that are and are not “normal,” 

reifying the idea that a certain (White) culture is the accepted “norm.”  

Additionally, the Latina Housewives are portrayed as less intelligent and flaky, as 

is perhaps best illustrated in Alexia’s opening remarks in which she likens herself to a 

“Cuban Barbie” (S1-E1). As Alexia states: 

Barbie is silent because, you know, she is a doll. But I’m like, alive. I’m 
the real thing. So of course there’s a lot more to me than just the physical 
beauty and the outside…but poor Barbie, I mean, she’s doll, she couldn’t 
talk, so nobody knew how smart or how dumb she was. 
 

This portrayal also carries across locations, as Orange County’s Jo was similarly framed 

as less intelligent and unable to comprehend common knowledge because of her Peruvian 

roots. In all of this, Guzmán and Valdivia (2012) argue that even though contemporary 

representations of Latinas in U.S. popular culture proffer a space for “vocality and 

action” among Hispanic culture, “they nevertheless build on a tradition of exoticization, 

racialization and sexualization, a tradition that serves to position Latinas as continual 

foreigners and a cultural threat. As such Latinas occupy a liminal space in U.S. popular 

culture, that is, we [Latinas] can be both marginal and desired” (p. 315). In this vein, 

TRHW of Miami are both exotic and Othered at the exact same time.  

Finally, to avoid reifying the hegemonic position of the White race as the 

“default” race, it is also important to understand how Whites as a racial group are 

likewise portrayed within TRHW. In this regard, even though the majority of the cast 

members throughout the franchise are indeed Caucasian, the prevalence of such is rarely 

a focal point of programming. Unlike Miami and Atlanta, Whiteness is not the center of 

discussion and is not emphasized in programming. While race is central to series centered 

around Housewives who are not White, race is seemingly absent among those who are. 

As Warner (2011) contends, “the workings of whiteness are allowed to remain invisible 

with every cast except for Atlanta” (para.7). Failure to draw attention to the dominant 

race—to act like it doesn’t exist—is precisely how hegemony functions in TRHW 
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franchise. By failing to draw attention to the privileges and benefits that Whites 

experience, TRHW naturalizes and reifies its dominant cultural position. As Katz argues 

(as cited in Jhally, 1999), to act like the White race is not a race at all is what allows 

issues of dominance and subordination based on race to go unnoticed. And yet even 

though there are very few direct references to being White and even fewer about White 

privilege, the program still projects a certain image of Whiteness across its franchised 

locations.  That the franchise exists as a (mostly) White world is evidenced by the fact 

that TRHW has had 34 White Housewives total (comparatively, there were only seven 

African Americans).31 While Other races are largely relegated to certain locations, there 

is at least one White Housewife in every location and season. The reverse of this is far 

from true. Among these Housewives, then, how are audiences meant to understand White 

females?  

Across the franchise, White Housewives are family-oriented and the majority of 

them (24 out of 34) are married. They are portrayed as more self-absorbed, narcissistic, 

and perhaps more shallow as they are more frequently shown engaging in beauty 

regimes, plastic surgery, and other procedures and practices with the intent of 

maintaining their appearance. In fact, while 20 of the White Housewives either admitted 

to having or were shown having appearance-based surgical procedures, only one African 

American (NeNe) and none of the Miami cast did.32 The White Housewives are 

seemingly more likely to engage in back-stabbing gossip than verbal confrontation; 

Unlike Atlanta, they rarely resort to physical violence. They are portrayed as more 

pretentious with elitist attitudes. They are “snobs.” Yet they are also more family-

oriented, seemingly more articulate, educated, and well-mannered. They appear to be 

more conservative in their attitudes and behaviors, particularly as it relates to 

relationships, gender roles, and monogamy.  

And beyond the broad generalization of the White Housewives, a distinct 

subgroup deserving of attention are the New Jersey Italians. Here, it is important to 

understand the Italians’ portrayals not only because Italian roots are central to 

                                                        
31 It should be noted that the stark contrast in racial composition among the franchise is influenced by the 

longest-running series (Orange County) being predominantly White. 
32 While it can be argued that presentation of plastic surgery on-screen is not indicative of whether the 

Housewives have (or have not) had plastic surgery, the research concern for representation (rather than 

actuality) is what guides this assessment.  
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programming discourse but also because of the larger cultural trend of presenting Italian 

Americans in contemporary television programs (MTV’s Jersey Shore, Style Network’s 

Jerseylicious, VH1’s Mob Wives). In this regard, New Jersey Housewives are more 

matriarchal, “old-school” (S1-E1), and traditional when it comes to familial relations 

(i.e., Dina, Teresa, Caroline, Jacqueline). Their portrayals suggest that Italian culture 

revolves around food and family, as illustrated by the fact that three of the Housewives 

are related through blood and/or marriage and nearly all of them work (or have husbands 

and sons who work) at The Brownstone event facility. In essence, it is a “family 

business.” The women are outspoken and often hot-tempered—designations that they 

themselves credit to their Italian roots. For example, after flipping over a table in an 

argument with Danielle, Dina suggests that Teresa is a “hot little Italian tempered 

girl…all us Italians maybe have it somewhere” (S1-E6). Much like Atlanta, New Jersey 

suggests that certain attributes are indicative of racial/ethnic background, and these 

caught-on-tape behaviors provide “proof” that cultural stereotypes contain some element 

of truth (e.g., Douglas, 2010; Pozner, 2010).  

In this vein, discourse regarding New Jersey’s strong familial ties invoke images 

of an Italian mob, as the show suggests that Italians run in tight-knit groups and are 

willing to do anything—and everything—to defend their family. The series also suggests 

that Italians are close-minded when it comes to admitting “outsiders” into their circle and 

as such are very protective of that circle. As Caroline’s season one opening vignette 

states, “If you’re gonna mess with my family, you’re messing me with.” In the first 

season’s watershed argument between Danielle and the other Housewives, Caroline 

explains, “Let me tell you something about my family. We are thick as thieves and we 

protect each other ‘til the end.” This proclamation was so central to the New Jersey series 

that it was used as a trailer both before and after the episode originally aired. Much like 

an Italian mob, the Housewives and their families are likened to a “clan” controlled by 

one matriarch, Caroline (S2-E16).   

While scholars such as Curry and Valdivia (2002) suggest that race and ethnicity 

are often commodified in line with media’s economic model, it is argued that race as 

shown on TRHW likewise becomes commodifed and sold to audiences as a means of 

garnering increased audiences and higher advertising revenue (e.g., Springer, 2007). This 
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point is illustrated by the centrality of race in Atlanta, Miami, and New Jersey. In all of 

these series, race serves as a trope that is repeatedly returned to visually and discursively 

within each location. There is no mistaking that Atlanta, Miami, and New Jersey are 

grounded in race and racial difference. Comparatively, treatment of race within TRHW 

franchise suggests that factoring in various races proffered Bravo with an opportunity to 

capture more market share and subsequently more revenue. As hooks (1992) argues, 

“Within commodity culture, ethnicity becomes spice, seasoning that can liven up the dull 

dish that is mainstream white culture” (p. 21). Here, TRHW of various locations offer a 

“spice” indeed, although that spice is treated in problematic and stereotypical ways. 

More than just this, however, what makes these portrayals inherently problematic 

is that while the African American reality TV star “comes to represent Black women 

collectively, distorting the positive characteristics by exaggerating the stereotypes” 

(Boylorn, 2008, p. 425), the same can be said for Hispanic and White cultures, as well. 

That is, negative portrayals of each can be found within TRHW franchise. The difference 

among the latter group, however, is that the contemporary media landscape contains a 

number of representations to seemingly balance out the image(s) of the White narcissistic 

blonde alongside more positive images of White females (e.g., Samuels, 2011). But the 

same cannot be said for African Americans and Latinas on TV. While there may be 

hundreds of different representations of White females across the television landscape 

(both good and bad), there are far fewer representations of those belonging to “Other” 

racial groups. And indeed, they all “sell” the roughly same thing. Reality series such as 

Flavor of Love and/or Basketball Wives contain images of African American women as 

over-sexualized, with ghetto mannerisms, devoid of education (or any explicit 

recognition of education), aggressive, and confrontational on a whim. MTV’s Jersey 

Shore and Style network’s Jerselylicious contain images of tan Italians with big hair, 

threatening to resurrect their Sicilian roots, and eating insane amount of pasta and 

“gravy” (i.e., sauce). These are the popular images of race in the current epoch of 

contemporary media. Thus, while it is not only TRHW contemporary representations of 

race that are problematic, the guiding interests of commercial logic suggest that while on 

a different channel, the racialized image looks the same.  
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When one explores representation of race beyond the Housewives themselves, 

TRHW also portray women of diverse races and in the working classes as those in need of 

help from the (usually White) Housewives. Obfuscating issues of race, gender, and class, 

it is often working-class females of predominantly African American and Hispanic 

descent who are shown as charity cases for the Housewives themselves. For example, 

LuAnn visits the SoHo Partnership to help mock-interview and assess the interview 

wardrobe of an African American woman (previously a homeless drug addict) who is 

trying to get a job and re-enter “mainstream” society (S1-E7). In S2-E8, LuAnn meets 

with a group of teen girls at a Brooklyn Boys & Girl Club to discuss self-esteem. Lea 

likewise visits a foster care organization to speak with a group of teenage girls about their 

life goals (S1-E5), and DeShawn works with her own self-titled foundation to help 

“refine” inner-city African American girls who struggle with self-esteem (S1-E3). 

Comparatively, while Housewives across all locations are involved in various charities 

that undoubtedly benefit people of all races (i.e. NeNe’s “Twisted Hearts,” Jill’s “Creaky 

Joints”), it is important to note that one of the ways in which the Other races factor in on-

screen is as recipients of charity work. When Bravo attaches a face to TRHW charity 

work, it is almost always working class and not White. 

 Even beyond this, instances in which Other races (outside of the cast) are included 

in franchised programming are few and far between. When Other races of people who are 

not charity cases are included in programming, they are most often the hired help. In 

Orange County, Vicki and Jeana both employ the same Hispanic gardener, Jorge, and 

Alexis has a Hispanic nanny. In New York City, LuAnn has a Filipino housekeeper, Jill’s 

driver (and occasional bodyguard) is African American, and Bethenny has a hired driver 

who appears to be of Hispanic descent. In Atlanta, Shereé’s entire household staff in 

season one is African American, DeShawn has a racial mixture of household help, and 

nearly all of the personal stylists to the Atlanta cast are African American. In New Jersey, 

African American and Hispanic men are featured as bodyguards, manual laborers, 

carpenters, and hired driver(s). Danielle’s oldest daughter is carried out at her 16th 

birthday party on the shoulders of a burley African American man. In D.C., Mary has a 

Hispanic housekeeper, and Stacie brings in an African American chef, while in Beverly 

Hills Lisa Vanderpump employs a Hispanic housekeeper, Adrienne has a Hispanic chef, 
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and Kyle has an African American personal assistant. In Miami, Cristy hires an African 

American man to valet for her cooking party, and Adriana has a Hispanic housekeeper. 

Here, TRHW ideologically suggests that one of the most prevalent roles that Other races 

assume is that of working class, hired help.  

As a complicated media text, however, there are moments when TRHW includes 

critique(s) of the racial assumptions, insensitivity, and bigotry that often comes to the 

fore through cast members’ racially insensitive comments. For example, Lynda 

challenges society’s treatment of her dating a Nigerian man (S1-E5), while Stacie 

addresses social taboos associated with interracial couples (S1-E4). Vicki corrects 

Jeana’s assertion that Other races are less intelligent, Mary discusses how offensive 

seemingly-innocent racial remarks can be, and both the D.C. and Atlanta casts discuss 

what is and is not appropriate to say to African Americans. Similar challenges also occur 

through Bravo’s use of visuals and sound cues that encourage audiences to regard racist 

remarks as absurd. For example, when Camille asks Kyle’s African American assistant if 

he can teach her to dance, her comment is immediately followed by the faint sound of 

cymbals and a prolonged shot of Camille’s face. Together, these sounds and images 

suggest not only that her comment was ridiculous but also that Camille is so vapid that 

she doesn’t even “get” what was potentially offensive about her own comment. Similarly, 

when Cat mocks Tyra Banks in front of a group of African American women, her 

imitation is followed by a single drumbeat that signals a scathing remark and the onset of 

drama. After this, the camera focuses on the facial expressions of Stacie and her friends, 

as their looks of disbelief instruct the audience to understand Cat’s mockery as distasteful 

and appalling. Despite these instances, however, such challenges do not hold water 

against the pervasiveness of the problematic racial portrayals seen throughout TRHW 

franchise. The moments contesting racial stereotypes are grossly outnumbered by those 

that reinforce them. But as this section has already alluded to, race is often intertwined 

with issues of class, as explored in the following section. 

5.3 Class: Living the (Capitalist Class) American Dream 

 Throughout TRHW, even the most casual viewer is immediately made aware that 

programming centers on those living the “American Dream.” Because TRHW is 

predicated on following the lives of wealthy women, it is necessary to question how class 
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is represented at a time when cultural studies are increasingly revisiting such questions in 

the academic realm (e.g., Sgroi, 2012). As such, this section explores not only how the 

capitalist class is positioned as “ideal,” but also how that “ideal” status is complicated by 

internal hierarchies and imposters. This section also explores how the working class is 

portrayed. 

In living the high-class lifestyle, TRHW makes no qualms about positioning the 

capitalist class as something to be envied. By creating an entire franchise centered around 

lifestyles of the rich, Bravo implicitly suggests that this version of living is not only 

worth watching but, if possible, mimicked via consumption. Here, the manner in which 

TRHW portray capitalist class living is communicated through a focus on what it means 

to be in the capitalist class and the benefits that such entails.  

In this vein, portrayals of the “good life” are largely based in conspicuous 

consumption. In support of consumer capitalism, the capitalist class is marked by never-

ending shopping sprees, exotic vacations, and fine dining events. It is illustrated through 

extravagant parties that cost tens of thousands of dollars, owning multiple cars and 

multiple homes, and the ability to demand the “finer” things in life. Class is signified by 

having personal hair/makeup stylists, having a personal decorator fly across the country 

to help for one day, and never having to “skim” or cut corners with costs. Class status is 

conveyed through material goods and brand name items that immediately connote 

expensive taste (i.e., Prada, Rolex, Maybach). As Kim Zolciak states, “I’m gonna die 

wearing Dior” (S1-E1). In these ways, one’s taste in material goods is indicative of 

belonging to—or aspiring to achieve—a certain class (Sgroi, 2012).  

Here, those in the capitalist class embrace a consumerist lifestyle and treat all of 

life’s occasions—good or bad—as an excuse to shop. Audiences are encouraged to view 

consumerism and conspicuous consumption as exciting, fun, empowering, and a solution 

to all of life’s problems. This emphasis on consumption is not only framed as something 

to be envied by audiences but is also treated as a distinctly female activity. “Retail 

therapy” is a phrase frequently heard across multiple locations. Positive connotations tied 

to consumerism are not only conveyed discursively but also through shopping trips 

accompanied by upbeat music, close-ups of brand names, and bright lighting/exposure 

that suggests a fun and happy atmosphere. This consumerism runs rampant: of all the 
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episodes examined, there were more than 650 visual and discursive references to 

consumerism across all locations examined. In this regard, TRHW suggests that one has 

“made it” in life only when she can drench herself in Dior. It also suggests that if one is 

able to buy such things, she should. Capitalist class status is thus proven via material 

goods and is simultaneously deserving of them. In the case of the former, Jeana’s 

husband explains that “guys who are wearing big earrings on TV, they’ve accomplished a 

lot” (S2-E1) while Vicki equates downsizing to a sense of “failure” (S3-E2). In the latter, 

Shereé buys herself an Aston Martin sports car (between $120,000- $280,000) for 

working hard, and Tamra celebrates her husband’s business success with a shopping trip 

for herself.  

In addition to this, TRHW also suggest that it is through goods and services that 

membership in the working class can be transcended. Consumerism is capable of 

delivering one from the working class in which they reside, however superficial. This is 

illustrated when Danielle, for example, attempts to free her ex-convict friend of his poor 

behavior via a new wardrobe in season two. Here, Danielle brings Danny to try on a new 

suit with the hope that he will feel better and improve in his behavior. When wearing the 

suit, Danielle professes that Danny is a “totally different person,” ergo suggesting that 

personal improvement and upward mobility are made possible via consumption (e.g., 

Weber, 2009). Examples such as these abound. 

And while capitalist class membership is marked by having the best and the 

newest material goods, this also comes with the expectation of budget-free shopping and 

little concern for price.  As Taylor states, “I don’t really hesitate when I need to buy… I 

don’t really have to think twice” (S1-E2). Housewives across all locations are shown 

spending money without ever questioning the cost. For example, Jill opines in S1-E3 that 

she “never know[s] what anything costs,” Kim Zolciak receives laser treatments 

(approximately $3,000) while admitting, “I don’t know what I paid I just give him my 

card” (S2-E3). Shereé boasts that she doesn’t shop with a budget (S1-E1), a trait similarly 

used to describe Teresa. It is thus not only conspicuous consumption that indicates class 

but also the ability to disregard financial cost. In fact, this disregard is framed as 

indicative of “true” class status, as Jill opines that it is not “classy” to discuss prices (S1-

E3)—a point similarly echoed in Atlanta.  
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This message is also strengthened via the Housewives’ disregard for their own 

economic hardship(s). As Teresa opines, “I hear the economy’s crashing, so that’s why I 

pay cash!” (S1-E1). In many cases (i.e., Lynne, Kim, NeNe, Teresa), the Housewives are 

shown engaging in conspicuous consumption despite eviction notices, looming divorce, 

and declining business. After a breakup with her financial breadwinner, “Big Papa,” Kim 

professes that she will continue to “shop and act like the bill’s never gonna come” (S2-

E8). Neither a collapsed economy nor crumbling personal finances can stop these ladies 

from living out their material dreams. And while such portrayals are problematic for the 

ways in which programming emphasizes consumerism with no acknowledgement to the 

“real” forces and factors that influence—or are influenced by (i.e., consumer debt)—such 

vapid consumerism, the message that women should spend through a rough economy 

makes commercial sense when considered in light of Women@NBCU’s sales pitch to 

advertisers. Just as Women@NBCU actively encourages both advertisers to continue 

spending despite a struggling economy, it is thus no surprise that the same message is 

proffered to audiences through TRHW franchise itself. 

This overt focus on consumerism not only reinforces the notion that females are 

“shoppers,” but is also problematic as it focuses so much attention on merely one aspect 

of the women’s lives. Following media’s commercial logic, the Housewives’ propensity 

to shop receives so much attention because it operates in accordance with late consumer 

capitalism. As viewers watch the women improve their looks, celebrate life’s successes, 

and attempt to solve life’s problems—all via consumerism—they are encouraged to do 

the same at home. Viewers see so much content centered around a consumer-driven 

lifestyle because it bodes well for those who provide the bread and butter for Bravo: 

advertisers. As Dominus (2008) contends, advertisers appreciate shows about “high-end 

taste and consumption” (para. 12). 

More than just tangible goods, the capitalist class is also signified by elite 

treatment as well as access to celebrities and professional services that cater to the stars. 

Indeed, this is one of the benefits of being part of the bourgeoisie. In the case of the 

former, elite treatment—such as reserving the top floor of Beverly Hills’ most famous 

spas (i.e., Orange County and Beverly Hills), VIP treatment at Indie 500 races (i.e., 

Orange County), and having Christian Dior send shoe samples directly to one’s home 
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(i.e. Atlanta)—is framed as one of the many perks unavailable to “average” (i.e., 

working-class) individuals. Multiple Housewives use the same jewelers as Madonna and 

Jessica Simpson, hire chefs who work with Tyra Banks and Janet Jackson, and rent Merv 

Griffin’s estate for a weekend getaway. They live in the same neighborhoods as Dick 

Cheney and Colin Powell, go shopping with Natalie Cole, play golf with Mark Whalberg, 

and attend events hosted by Russell Simmons. Such visual and discursive connections to 

the “elite” operate ideologically by conveying that the Housewives—while seemingly 

relatable on a number of levels—are not relatable to working-class audiences at all. By 

focusing on the elite treatment and Housewives’ celebrity connections, TRHW 

strengthens class separations between the audience and the Housewives on-screen. 

Importantly, however, it is also in this regard that programming is greatly 

influenced by market logic. Here, Bravo’s attempts at cross-promotion and synergy are 

most apparent, as it is in receiving elite treatment that Bravo is able to insert cast 

members and implicit program plugs that service its own commercial needs. For 

example, Lauri visits Austin Scarlett—contender on Bravo’s Project Runway—for her 

wedding dress, and Tamra uses Bravo’s Top Chef contestant Brian Malarkey to cater her 

dinner party. The Orange County Housewives are visited by Bravo’s Top Chef Masters 

chef Hubert Keller while dining at his Fleur de Lys restaurant, and Shereé procures the 

help of Mychael Knight, a contestant on Bravo’s Project Runway. In this way, audiences 

see a direct influence of market logic over the “real” Housewives franchise, as Bravo’s 

ancillary casts of “Bravo-lebrities” are inserted into TRHW text.  

Membership in the capitalist class is also complicated through the presence of 

“imposters.” These are individuals who either actively pursue admittance into the 

capitalist class and/or those who struggle to keep up once inside. By portraying these 

imposters as desperately trying to get “in” with the capitalist class, the capitalist class 

ideal is strengthened as that which many strive to achieve. In this regard, there are two 

groups of imposters: those who have been ousted from the capitalist class and those who 

pretend to be much better off than they actually are. 

The first group of imposters includes those who have experienced a fall from 

grace. These women were once extremely wealthy but through life-changing events were 

forced to leave the capitalist class behind. The fall from grace is most often prompted by 
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divorce, and many of these on-screen “stories” revolve around the imposters’ lack of 

wealth and the struggle to adjust while still maintaining (or pretending to maintain) their 

previous quality of life. Tammy, Lauri, Sonja, Shereé, Adrianna, and Danielle were all 

left seemingly broke after divorcing their wealthy husbands, and many of these women 

are shown desperately trying to regain entrance into the capitalist class. For example, 

Danielle sets out to find a man who can provide for her financially so that she can return 

to the lifestyle she became accustomed to. She even visits websites such as 

www.wealthymen.com to find him. Lauri and Tammy similarly discuss how much they 

miss the “Orange County” lifestyle, although Lauri is later granted re-admittance via her 

marriage to George in season three. Here, George is positioned as Lauri’s Prince 

Charming who—along with his wealth—rescued her from the working-class life she was 

forced to endure.  

The second category of imposters includes those who are doing well financially, 

but pretend to be much better off than they are. TRHW programming calls attention to 

how these Housewives are out of place among the capitalist class and—at times—

exposes them for their masquerade. By repeatedly questioning the imposter’s presence 

and focusing on what they do not have, TRHW ideologically reinforces a class-based 

society as it makes clear that certain individuals should not be mistaken as members of 

the capitalist class. There are “true” members of the capitalist class and those who 

pretend. Illustrating this, Alex and her husband are repeatedly framed as seeking 

membership into a group for which they do not belong. The couple—while openly 

concerned with meeting people in “high society”—attends events such as Opening Night 

at the MET in an effort to rub elbows with influential socialites. The couple relies on 

things such as jewelry, designer clothes, and employing a French Au Pair to 

communicate their class status, although these performances are often exposed as a 

façade through visual and discursive references that frame the other Housewives as the 

“haves” while Alex and Simon are perpetually the “have nots.” Focusing on geographic 

boundaries that separate Alex and Simon (who live in Brooklyn) from the other 

Housewives (who reside in Manhattan), the quality of their home, and their propensity to 

vacation during off-peak seasons, Alex and Simon are continuously framed as out of their 

league. This status is visually emphasized when footage of the couple’s Hampton 
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vacation rental and blow-up backyard pool is spliced against images of the immaculate 

Hampton estates that other Housewives own and their Olympic-size swimming pools 

imitative of a spa retreat, respectively. Such visual attempts at class separation also occur 

in the opening shots of each series, as footage zooms in on signs for exclusive 

neighborhoods such as Coto de Caza or Beverly Hills, or begins with the opening of 

metal gates as if allowing viewers (i.e., the “have nots”) admittance into a class 

previously off-limits.  

Like Alex, Cristy is also framed as an imposter when she crashes Lea’s 

fundraising gala without paying her dues. Wealthy from her previous marriage to a 

famous athlete, Cristy is characterized on the Miami series as cheap and socially inept for 

“high society.” As Lea states in S1-E2, “In the Miami social scene, there’s a 

protocol…Either you play by the rules or you don’t. If you don’t, you’re sort of out of the 

game…Sorry, it’s like buh-bye” (emphasis in original). On D.C., Michaele and her 

husband are the subjects of much derision as they attempt to keep up appearances despite 

a failing winery business and mounting debt. The couple is exposed for pretending to 

pick up the tab for a friend’s birthday party and later sneaking into both the 

Congressional Black Caucus and the White House State Dinner. In fact, audiences are 

immediately encouraged to understand the Salahis as out of their league when Lynda 

states in the very first episode that they are on a “second tier level” and associating with 

them “just seems so unnatural” (S1-E1).  

The presence of such imposters also illustrates that there is an internal hierarchy 

among the Housewives themselves. Simply being among the capitalist class is not good 

enough; the Housewives must have the best, brightest, newest, and most expensive of 

everything to continuously validate their membership. As Vicki states, “It’s important for 

me to have the best and the newest and greatest of whatever. Whether it’s clothes or 

shoes or jewelry, and I haven’t really figured out why” (S3-E2). From a commercial 

standpoint, the notion of an internal hierarchy does the ideological work of encouraging 

even those audience members who are in the capitalist class that they too should spend. 

Achieving membership in the capitalist class is not good enough, as that membership is 

constantly tested and must constantly be proven in order to stay in good standing. 
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In contrast to those in the capitalist class, TRHW also communicates notions of 

class through its treatment of those in the working class. When working-class individuals 

are portrayed in programming, they are often framed as “less than” and somehow beneath 

the Housewives themselves. As Housewives across all locations denounce all that is 

“cheap” and indicative of the working class, this abhorrence not only applies to tangible 

goods but to people as well. Working-class individuals are repeatedly associated with 

being homeless, drug addicts, mentally unstable, dirty, poorly behaved, of low morals, 

dangerous, and unhappy. As Tammy’s daughter suggests, “money matters….if you don’t 

have money, you’re basically no one” (S2-E4). 

To illustrate this, when Lisa Vanderpump takes her son to visit a music institute in 

Hollywood, her voice-over describing the area as “very toxic” is coupled with visual 

close-ups of homeless individuals, young adults in grunge rock attire (i.e., wearing black, 

boots, and spiked belts), and women who are scantily clad (S1-E4). While visual footage 

emphasizes how different Lisa is from this “toxic” environment in her pink jacket, white 

jeans, and heels, this scene is immediately followed by Lisa asking the school’s tour 

guide if they have “problems with drugs.” When such footage is coupled with Lisa’s 

discourse, TRHW works to link those working-class individuals with drug addicts. 

Similar sentiments are illustrated when Lisa visits the Department of Motor Vehicles. 

Footage of diverse clientele (of various racial and class groups) is spliced with Lisa 

stating, “So we showed up where the DMV was, it was in some God forsaken place... I 

was kind of fearing for my life” (S1-E8). Not only is the working class seemingly prone 

to drug problems but they also warrant fearing for one’s life. While both of these 

instances link negative attributes with the working class, they likewise imply that the 

capitalist class, conversely, is not susceptible to drugs, violence, or the like.  

In another example, Shereé becomes upset when her blind date invites her to go 

dancing in an area that is visually coded as the “Projects.” As audiences watch Shereé in 

the back seat of a chauffeured car, there are close-ups of Shereé’s hands clutching her 

purse and looking out the window anxiously. Shereé asks the hired driver if he knows 

where he is going, and footage cuts from inside the car to what Shereé sees on the 

outside—small liquor stores, a check cashing business, and a “Wings R Us” restaurant 

with African Americans loitering outside. This footage is coupled with the sound of 
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police sirens and flashing red and blue lights, indicating that Shereé is no longer in her 

seemingly-safe community. As the car arrives at the strip mall where Shereé meets her 

date, dramatic music and police sirens continue to sound in the background. Shereé steps 

out of the car and asks, “Is this a joke?” (S3-E3). While clearly out of her comfort zone, 

this scene suggests that working-class neighborhoods are not only “beneath” capitalist 

class living but are also dangerous and indicative of crime.  

In addition to being dangerous, working-class individuals are also framed as 

mentally unstable, dirty, and morally lax. For example, Jeana’s daughter decides to leave 

the University of California-Berkley because she did not fit in—an outcast status 

grounded in the fact that she doesn’t “live in a tree,” “smoke trees,” or eat food “from a 

trash can” (S4-E1). In a later episode, Jeana and Kara explore Berkley’s campus while 

viewers are provided with visual close-ups of people sitting in trees and homeless 

individuals walking around (S4-E12). As Jeana opines that said individuals have some 

“screws loose,” Kara contends, “I was intimidated and a little bit scared of the idea of the 

homeless people and maybe them being drug addicts or drunks or violent.” These 

comments are followed by footage of Jeana and Kara pointing out those “different” 

individuals, while Kara notes that it is “kind of like being at the zoo.” She points out a 

homeless person and exclaims, “There’s one, there’s one!” In this instance, finding “tree 

people” and homeless individuals is seemingly made into a game—as if it were a real-life 

version of “Where’s Waldo?” but modified to find working-class individuals. 

Similarly, when NeNe goes on a shopping spree with Lisa Hartwell in S2-E6, she 

juxtaposes wealthy individuals against those who are not. As she states that everyone on 

Rodeo Drive looks “very rich…clean…like they don’t need a bath,” this suggests that 

those who are not wealthy are inherently unkempt and unclean. There is also a recurring 

trope that certain types of behavior, a lack of manners, and lack of etiquette are also par 

for the course when it comes to the working class. As every location contains references 

to appropriate and inappropriate class behavior, TRHW suggests that being in the 

capitalist class is not only about material goods but is also about how one conducts 

him/herself. Importantly, many of these “appropriate” behaviors depend on stereotypical 

gender scripts. Intertwining gender and class, TRHW suggest that being among elite 

society necessitates that women be passive, have proper etiquette, and always be polite. 
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They are not to be too aggressive, too assertive, or too demanding lest they be labeled for 

it (as illustrated in preceding pages). As LuAnn contends, a person’s manners convey “a 

lot about where they come from” (S2-E3). These normative notions of manners and/or 

etiquette allows women to “emulate more closely the upper-class white ideal” (Gill, 

2012, p. 141). That is, a certain type of behavior—a certain capitalist class, White 

behavior—is modeled as ideal. Related to this, TRHW also tie a lack of morality to 

working classes, providing yet another neoliberal facet of contemporary reality TV (e.g., 

Ouellette, 2009). This is evidenced when Mary learns of her youngest daughter’s 

knowledge of “sexting” (S1-E3).33 As her daughter replies, “You put me in public school, 

not me,” such commentary suggests that it is the association with working class 

individuals who use public school that has corrupted her.  

Even within the Housewives’ group, there are also times when working class 

individuals infiltrate their exclusive social circles, and illustrate how dangerous they can 

be. In New Jersey, for example, Danielle’s association with her ex-convict friend Danny 

brings a slew of drama and threats of violence in season two. Danny’s presence on the 

show is marked not only by his paternalistic need to “protect” Danielle, but also by his 

connection to violent gangs such as the Hell’s Angels. In S2-E5, a miscommunication 

leaves Danielle, Danny, and his entourage of Hell’s Angels friends without seating at a 

charity event hosted by The Brownstone. Amidst the confusion, Danielle contends that 

The Brownstone should think twice before making Danny and his friends "feel 

unwelcome,” followed by footage of Danny cursing and causing a scene in front of 

hundreds of other guests. As Danielle explains that nothing will be “dignified if these 

boys cut loose,” this footage is spliced with dramatic music and footage of the Manzo 

family peacefully discussing how to rectify the situation. The Manzo’s seemingly logical 

reaction to the problem is juxtaposed against Danny’s, as footage cuts to him angrily 

calling the Manzos “punks” as he paces back and forth. As Danny proclaims that he is 

                                                        
33 “Sexting” refers to the use of mobile text messaging technologies to send sexually explicit messages and 

images.  
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about to “get stupid,” this is followed by his own declaration that he threatened The 

Brownstone staff the “thirty to life look” as he laughs. 34 

In this regard, while these portrayals are problematic for the ways in which they 

circumscribe the working class as gravely troubled and causing trouble for the capitalist 

class, it should also be noted that the franchise ostensibly lacks a working class presence.  

In fact, the most prominent way in which the working class factors into programming is 

when it is used as a means of discrediting someone. Here, being from a working class 

background is often used against the Housewives as ammunition in their many wars of 

words. In all but one location (Beverly Hills), the Housewives use class background as a 

source of ridicule and degradation. For example, an argument between Tamra and 

Gretchen prompts Jeana’s reminder to “remember her [Tamra’s] background.” Gretchen 

laughs, “She’s white trash!” (S5-E2). Jill herself acknowledges growing up in a “Jewish 

ghetto” (S1-E1), and Simon Van Kempen uses this against her as he opines in a later 

episode that Jill is from Long Island “and it shows” (S2-E1). Michaele becomes the 

object of mockery when it is revealed that she initially met the other Housewives while 

working as a makeup artist at a department store. As Mary and Cat laugh at Michaele’s 

working class past, this footage is followed by Mary’s assertion that Michaele has 

“definitely changed her station in life” (S1-E2). Kim Zolciak is characterized as “white 

trash” and is accused of being raised in a “trailer park” (S2-E7), while Danielle taunts 

Teresa, claiming, “I saw the house you lived in Teresa before you moved into the 

mansion” (S2-E10). Thus while many of the Housewives are capitalist class in their 

current state, TRHW focus on background suggests that nobody can “outgrow” their 

roots—especially not if those roots are planted in the working class.  

With so much focus on the capitalist class ideal, TRHW also relies on the same 

neoliberal message that scholars (Couldry, 2008; Ouellette, 2009; Ouellette & Hay, 2008) 

argue is inherent to contemporary reality TV. Neoliberalism, as Ouellette (2009) 

contends, “is generally understood as a troubling worldview that promotes the ‘free’ 

market as the best way to organize every dimension of social life” (p. 225). Neoliberalism 

is based on a preoccupation with individualism and freedom, and links improvement with 

                                                        
34 The “thirty to life look” is a form of prison lingo, in which it is implied that the antagonist (i.e., Danny) 

would serve 30 more years in prison in exchange for the harm that he plans to do to the object of his anger 

(i.e., The Brownstone staff).  
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personal choices and behaviors. It suggests that failure under the free market is one’s 

personal fault—rather than indicative of structural inequalities and challenges (Ouellette, 

2009; Ouellette & Hay, 2008). In this vein, neoliberalism refers to “a range of discourses, 

operating as a form of ‘common sense,’ that absolutely legitimates the market and 

delegitimates the social (or any indeed institutional forces that seek to counter the market, 

such as the state)” (Couldry, 2008, p. 4).  

In accordance with such neoliberal ideology, TRHW suggest that it is only 

through hard work and dedication that one can ascend into the capitalist class. A number 

of Housewives (i.e., Jill, Taylor, Michaele, Alexis, Vicki) suggest that the proverbial 

“American Dream” is indeed possible for everyone with enough sacrifice and hard work. 

For example, Michaele states, “You work hard, you give a lot of love, and you end up at 

the White House” (S1-E8), and Vicki cites her own success as evidence that the 

American Dream is possible for anyone. TRHW suggest that past odds can be easily 

overcome, as illustrated when NeNe recounts her rags to riches story (S2-E7) and Shereé 

contends, “I was upper middle class growing up, but I left that behind for upper class” 

(S1-E1). According to Shereé, this upward mobility is merely a simple decision. Yet this 

neoliberal ideology is not only problematic for its reliance on individualism, but also for 

the ways in which programming neglects to include social, economic, or political 

pressures that make possible (or in many cases, impossible) the “American Dream.” As 

Gill (2012) contends, herein lies a direct link between postfeminist media culture and 

neoliberal ideology, as both are “structured by a current of individualism that has 

replaced almost entirely notions of the social or political, or any idea of the individual as 

subject to pressures, constraints or influence from outside themselves” (p. 147). Here, 

TRHW fails to acknowledge how various social and institutional structures make the 

“American Dream” possible for only a select group of people (i.e., White, capitalist class, 

men), and pays no attention to how axes of identity—such as gender, race, class and 

sexuality—complicate the process (e.g., Ouellette & Hay, 2008; Stephens, 2004). Instead, 

TRHW “good life” is presented as “proof” that the American Dream is attainable, while 

Bravo glosses over the many ways in which social and economic hierarchies privilege 

some while disadvantaging others. By making invisible the larger structural benefits and 
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constraints that affect one’s success under free market capitalism, critical concerns 

regarding said structures remain untouched.  

More than vague instructions on how to achieve the American Dream, TRHW also 

alludes to what comprises the American Dream. Simply put, the American Dream is 

luxury. Illustrating this, in S1-E1 Taylor is shown climbing out of a bright yellow sports 

car in a blue dress and high heels. The camera slowly pans up her thin, tan legs as she 

steps out onto Rodeo Drive. Her voice-over explaining that she grew up in a “normal, 

middle class family” is coupled with footage of her window shopping at high-end retail 

stores. She subsequently states, “I’ve always had a feeling inside of me since I was small, 

that there was something really big for me in my life,” as audiences are encouraged to 

understand Taylor’s dream as shopping on Rodeo Drive. Similar sentiments are echoed 

by Alexis, who opines in S5-E4, “You know when you’re a little girl you picture your life 

one way, but you never really think or know if you’re going to get the lifestyle you want. 

I have a very fortunate lifestyle. The glitz and the glam and the $1500 shoes and I got it. I 

mean, I got it” (emphasis in original). Complicating gender and class, these scenes not 

only support late consumer capitalism by suggesting that the “American Dream” is 

inextricably tied to material goods, but they also have profound implications for what 

“big dreams” females are encouraged (or suggested) to have. Through feminist political 

economy, it is argued that both Taylor and Alexis’ aspirations do not speak to education, 

career, civic service, or anything of the like—they suggest that female aspirations include 

marrying into money and enjoying the spoils of limitless wealth. The more things change, 

the more they stay the same.  

Of course, this is not to say that challenges to these classist behaviors do not exist. 

Much like stereotypical portrayals of gender and race, TRHW do contain moments that 

position these highbrow attitudes as shallow, materialistic, pretentious, and unrealistic. 

As Andi Cohen states, “Ultimately, it’s not my job to judge the Housewives—we don’t 

editorialize on the show; we really leave it to the audience…We have a certain wink, 

which is the Bravo wink. We may linger on a shot or we may let something play out 

longer, but we leave it to you” (as cited in Rosenblum, 2010, para. 4). Thus through 

visual cues such as cast member reactions, narrative contestation, kitschy music, and the 

formulaic emphasis on contradictions between the Housewives’ words and actions, Bravo 
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occasionally critiques such behaviors while at the same time capitalizing off of them. 

Within the tenets of commercial culture, these representations persist because they still 

ultimately operate under—and operate in fulfillment of—capitalist rules, regulations, and 

incentives despite momentary contestation (e.g., Storey, 2009). It is here that the 

Housewives are portrayed as “out of touch” with the world beyond their suburban safe 

havens, in part because of their class. As Kimberly states, “one of the interesting things 

about Coto is that your living behind the Orange curtain, and that can be good, and that 

can be bad… it’s easy to forget about the things the rest of the world has to worry about” 

(S2-E1). And true to Bravo form, it is this out-of-touch “reality” that audiences are meant 

to find pleasure in, to both envy and abhor at the exact same time (Chocano, 2011). 

There are also objections to the Housewives’ obsession with consumerism, 

although these critiques come from family members who comment on how the obsession 

with materialism has “changed” their loved ones for the worse. And even as TRHW 

suggest that all of life’s events are both cause and justification for a shopping spree, 

consumerism itself is occasionally exposed for its inability to deliver on its promise of 

bliss.  It is unable to take the place of “real” relationships and resolve “real” problems. It 

is empty and transparent. Such critiques of the capitalist class also appear when the 

pressures and challenges of high-society living are made bare, as TRHW suggest that the 

capitalist class is prohibitive and not always as glamorous as it is made out to be. Here, it 

seems that the same rules that keep the working classes “out” are seemingly the same 

rules that keep the capitalist class “in.” Although much like gender and race, these 

classist critiques are few when compared to the pro-capitalist foundation on which TRHW 

is built. 

5.4 Sexuality: Lying (Straight) Whores with Gay (Promiscuous) Sidekicks 

“I speak five languages, but I can get a man with no words.” These are the words 

that first introduce Miami’s sultry Brazilian Housewife Adriana to Bravo’s viewing 

audience. While the statement connotes a form of aggressive female sexuality where sex 

appeal is able to “speak” for itself, TRHW portrayal(s) of sexuality are not nearly as 

straightforward as Adriana suggests. In fact, while sex appeal is portrayed as an asset that 

the Housewives can (and do) use to their advantage, the franchise also controls female 

sexuality through threat(s) of social ridicule, backstabbing, and reputation-ruining 
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commentary. In this way, TRHW perpetuates a heteronormative ideal not only through an 

overt focus on heterosexual relationships but also through the invisibility of homosexual 

relationships. TRHW also contains a uniform portrayal of gay men alongside the near-

complete absence of lesbians—all of which carry implications for how sexuality is 

understood in the 21st Century.  

 One of the most prominent ways in which female sexuality emerges on TRHW is 

in relation to female sex appeal and sexual desire: how female sex appeal is framed and 

how female sexual desire factors in. In the case of the former, TRHW presents mixed 

messages, as sex appeal and physical appearance are assets to be used to the woman’s 

advantage. This “advantage” can be exploited in the business world, social settings, and 

most often at home. Here, some of the Housewives’ best qualifications reside in their 

appearance. For example, while Lauri suggests that her recent Botox injections will help 

her succeed at an upcoming business conference with predominantly men (S1-E3), Tamra 

opines that “good looking” women are privy to more business success (S3-E4). Lisa 

Vanderpump jokes that she can only pass her driver’s test if the instructor is a breast man 

(S1-E8). In personal relationships, female sex appeal is used to attract wealthy men who 

are subsequently used for their money. For example, as Danielle takes pole dancing 

lessons in S2-E7, she is shown seductively dancing in boy short underwear and a tight-

fitting tank top. As stripper-esque music beings to play, the camera zooms in on her body 

as she moves and sways. The shot closes in on Danielle’s pelvic area as she tells her male 

onlookers, “This is what worked for the father of my children…you saw my house, 

right?” Sex appeal—and little else—resulted in her marriage to a millionaire. In Orange 

County, a female friend brings up Lauri’s sexual intimacy, to which Lauri responds that 

George “already got that [sex], why do you think I got the ring?” (S2-E6), and Adriana 

uses her body to entice her boyfriend into a marriage agreement (S1-E6). Here, the 

female body is a barter of exchange that is capable of working for the females.  

From a feminist political economic perspective, these instances not only endorse a 

heternormative standard in which female sex appeal is used on men, but it also privileges 

patriarchal relations as men are given power over the female form to use and consume as 

they please. TRHW suggests that this is where the value of female sex appeal lies: in male 

consumption. As Adriana contends, “Frederic likes to watch, I like to show” (S1-E6). 
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Similar to other contemporary reality programs, female sexuality is treated as a 

commodity while their physical assets are only valuable when/if there are men take 

pleasure in them (e.g., Waggoner, 2004). In this way, sex appeal is framed as one of the 

most useful—if not the most useful—forms of cultural capital that a woman has at her 

disposal (e.g., Andersen, 2002; Gill, 2012). As Gill (2012) contends, “possession of a 

‘sexy body’ is presented as women’s key (if not sole) source of identity. The body is 

presented simultaneously as a women’s source of power and as always unruly, requiring 

constant monitoring, surveillance, discipline, and remodelling (and consumer spending)” 

to fit within the parameters of the beauty ideal (p. 137). And while the Housewives’ use 

of sex appeal keeps intact pro-consumerist links that connect expressions of 

love/affection with material goods, these moments also position such sexual bargaining 

as fun and empowering for females (e.g., Andersen, 2002; Gill, 2012). It is something 

that they can use to get what they want. As Alexia aptly states in her opening monologue, 

“Beauty is power, if you know how to use it” (S1-E1).  

Yet the use of sex appeal is also a sensitive subject on TRHW. While the franchise 

suggests that sex appeal is a females’ most important attribute, it also suggests that 

females must use that power carefully lest they be socially ridiculed, outcast, and judged. 

As McRobbie (2004) argues, “the media has become a key site for defining codes of 

sexual conduct. It casts judgment and establishes the rules of play” (p. 258). TRHW 

suggest that while female sexuality and sexual expression are only acceptable within 

committed relationships—female sexual expression outside of such relationships makes a 

woman a “filthy, nasty, whore” (Orange County, S5-E2). For example, Lisa Hartwell, Jo, 

Adriana, Phaedra, Tamra, Lynne, and Teresa—all of whom are married or in long-term 

relationships—engage in sexually-charged situations and conversations, although these 

moments exist free of commentary or pejorative interrogation. Lisa and her husband 

enjoy a romantic dinner followed by back rubs and a bubble bath, while Phaedra and her 

husband have a provocative photo shoot involving a phallic pickle. Tamra and Jo both 

parade around in front of their men in sexy lingerie—scenes that conclude with the 

implied promise of sexual intimacy (S4-E3 and S1-E1, respectively). For these 

Housewives, there are no retributions.  
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Conversely, the single Housewives are not afforded nearly the same degree of 

freedom or the luxury of sexual expression. For example, even though Bethenny 

challenges the sexist double standard that chastises sexually active women, her frankness 

is likewise positioned as one of the reasons why she has been so unsuccessful in love. 

The same can be said for Sonja, a recently divorced single mom who makes no qualms 

about enjoying sex with various men. Together, these Housewives are considered too 

much like “men” to ever make their sexuality work for them. And even though Bethenny 

openly jokes about her wish to become a “born again slut” (S2-E11), her witty 

disposition is ill-equipped to insulate her from the scathing remarks used against 

sexually-active females everywhere. In a scene from S3-E11, for example, Kelly 

juxtaposes her conservative views on sexuality against Bethenny and Sonja’s lack of 

morals—as indicated by their willingness to have one night stands. During this ongoing 

argument with Bethenny, Kelly quips to Sonja (in front of Bethenny), “I’m not a hoe bag 

like Bethenny. I don’t like sleep with anyone who walks around.” In the subsequent 

confessional Kelly states, “I called her a hoe bag (laughs). She said she slept around 

America. She thinks that one night stands are appropriate.”  

Similarly, Kim Zolciak is labeled a “slut” and an “uneducated hooker” on Atlanta 

(S3-E11), and LuAnn is called a “slut” after her divorce (S3-E2). After Gretchen’s fiancé 

passed, she was characterized as a “filthy, nasty whore” and “the hooker of Orange 

County” based on subsequent sexual relations (S5-E2). Danielle is framed as so sexually 

promiscuous that not only is she assumed to have slept with hundreds of men, but in a 

particularly crass assessment Teresa states, “Her hole must be as big as, not the Lincoln 

Tunnel, not the Holland Tunnel, what’s the biggest tunnel?” (S2-E2). Danielle’s own 

daughters judge her for her sexuality (i.e., S1-E6), and when rumors emerge about 

Danielle’s promiscuous past and a sex tape with her “hook up” Steve, a sexual double 

standard is invoked when Steve is absolved from any blame for any wrongdoing. As 

Teresa states, “Steve is 26 years old and that is what young men do” (S2-E8). Despite 

Danielle’s assertion that she is a “single person getting judged for being single” (S1-E4), 

the message to female viewers is clear: if a female chooses to invoke her rights to enjoy 

sexual intimacy and sexual pleasure, she runs the risk of social castigation. To further 

illustrate this point, Tammy—who is also single but “prude” and refuses to “put out” (S2-
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E7)—receives no acerbic remarks regarding her performance of sexuality or lack thereof. 

Tammy’s lack of sexual intimacy is never treated as a problem, but the other women’s 

pursuit of intimacy is. Ergo the “safe” route to avoiding harsh ridicule and judgment is—

for females—to simply have no sex at all.  

In this regard, while Craig (1993) notes that women who deviate from 

“hegemonic femininity” in prime-time scripted programs are criticized for their “very 

‘unlady-like,’ promiscuous lifestyle” (p. 17), TRHW likewise functions ideologically by 

regulating—while at the same time requiring—overt sexuality among women (Douglas, 

2010). On TRHW, the Housewives’ recurrent name calling and derogatory remarks work 

to contain female sexuality in a manner consistent with traditional patriarchal values. As 

Douglas (2010) contends, contemporary media suggest that female sexuality should only 

be used as it appeases male desire, but “should be policed and punished (to keep girls and 

women in their place)” (p. 57). Illustrating this, TRHW suggest that although females can 

be sexually active in ways similar to men, they are never allowed to behave like men 

(e.g., Douglas 2010). And similar to the franchise’s deployments of the male gaze, 

females at home are likewise encouraged to judge female sexuality according to what 

they see on-screen. Through privileged confessionals and “real” footage, female viewers 

are invited to participate as the last Housewife who simply did not make the cut. 

The franchise also projects an image of female sexuality that is unquestionably 

heterosexual. The show projects a heteronormative view of gender and sexuality, as all of 

the women are married, actively dating, or single and casually dating— and always 

dating men. Heteronormative relations are framed as ideal, as the program contains an 

incessant focus on the Housewives’ attempts at finding a male significant other and 

utilizes romanticized rhetoric that likens heterosexual relationships to real-life “fairy 

tales” (i.e., Lauri, Marysol, Bethenny, LuAnn, Michaele). While such rhetoric is popular 

in reality programming’s dating programs (e.g., Pozner, 2010; Yep & Ochoa Camacho, 

2004), Leonard (2007) likewise argues that despite women’s education and career 

advancements, the institution of heterosexual marriage continues to be “mythologized as 

both the greatest achievement and the producer of the greatest happiness” (p. 102). 

Illustrating the centrality of heterosexual relationships on TRHW, there are 14 different 

Housewives who hope (or actively try) to find love throughout the seasons. Because a 
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great deal of programming revolves around the Housewives’ attempts at finding a 

significant other, this suggests that one of the most important aspects of a females’ life is 

her relationships, and that the lack of a relationship is presumably a problem (e.g., 

Douglas, 2010; Leonard, 2007).  

Stemming from this focus on heterosexual relationships is the near-complete 

absence of female homosexuals. That is, lesbians are all but invisible from franchised 

programming, as there was only one instance of female homosexuality in all of the 

episodes analyzed.35 In this instance, Kim Zolciak is portrayed as having dabbled with 

lesbianism, and as such her temporary female love interest Tracy appears in S3-E10 of 

Atlanta. This isolated portrayal, however, treats female homosexuality as a “phase” that 

Kim momentarily lapses into. In fact, while the start of season three opens with NeNe 

and Shereé discussing what (if any) truth is behind Kim’s newfound bisexuality, Kim 

seemingly confirms that her homosexuality was a “phase” as she opines later in the 

episode that she has been “chasing dick since I came out of the womb.” And while Kim 

contends that “love has no gender,” this progressive message is undermined as the scene 

ends with Kim and NeNe laughing about how Kim was never really in love with Tracy 

because she loves men too much (S3-E1). Yes, “love has no gender,” but for Kim it 

wasn’t love at all.  

Of course, this is nothing new to popular media portrayals, as lesbians “have 

remained virtually invisible” on reality television (Douglas, 2010, p. 210; Pozner, 2010) 

as well as in other media forms (e.g., Fejes, 2002). In fact, Ciasullo (2012) argues that 

when lesbians are afforded air time in popular media culture, they usually espouse the 

hyper-feminine form. Accordingly, in the one instance where lesbianism seems to break 

ground on TRHW, Tracy is shown with short (albeit highlighted) hair, wearing eye 

makeup and lipstick, and exhibiting a more feminine appearance (S3-E10). From a 

feminist political economic perspective, it can be argued that lesbianism is rendered 

invisible because it poses too much of a threat to mainstream, patriarchal culture (e.g., 

Ciasullo, 2012; Douglas, 2010). When coupled with commercial logic, portraying 

females who may be ill-concerned with appealing to the patriarchal male gaze and/or 

                                                        
35 A more prominent homosexual presence emerged after textual analysis was completed, as Fernanda—a 

hyper-feminine, out lesbian—was brought on to Orange County in season six. Although still not a 

Housewife, Fernanda was a recurring “friend” within the program. 
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maintaining a feminized appearance proffers little incentive to a corporation like Bravo 

that has perfected a franchise built on hyper-femininity and consumerism. And as such, 

they don’t. Lesbians are left out of the equation. 

In other instances where female homosexuality does receive attention, it is often 

treated as something to be avoided and/or a conscious choice that individuals make. In 

the case of the former, there is an element of homophobia found in TRHW, as even mere 

association with lesbianism is scoffed at. For example, both NeNe and Kandi vehemently 

negate questions of ever being involved with a woman, while Vicki questions Jeana’s 

dating habits to ensure that she is still dating men. Lisa Vanderpump becomes visibly 

uncomfortable with Kyle and Taylor holding hands at a restaurant, and insists that they 

stop because she does not want people to think she is sitting at the table with lesbians. 

Narrative elements also treat lesbianism as if it were a conscious “choice” that one can 

make at any given moment. For example, lesbianism becomes something that can be 

easily turned on and off, as Bethenny jokes about turning lesbian—and then returning to 

heterosexuality—before and after she meets a gorgeous supermodel (S3-E6). Vicki 

contends that if her husband were controlling she would have to become a lesbian (S5-

E1), and Adriana opines, “good thing I didn’t go lesbian” as a result of her husband’s 

infidelity (S1-E1). And as programming suggests that lesbians very rarely exist, TRHW 

does contain instances in which females engage in homoerotic behaviors for the purpose 

of male pleasure. Vicki and Tammy provide male onlookers with an impromptu kiss (S3-

E7), Ramona kisses her friend Cindy while Mario lustfully looks on (S1-E1), and Stacie’s 

husband takes pleasure in watching Stacie and Michaele dance suggestively (S1-E3). 

Kimberly also engages in a provocative “food chain” game at a Hibachi restaurant, where 

she and her female friends exchange food with each other via mouth-to-mouth transfer 

(S1-E3). As Douglas (2010) suggests, such faux lesbianism—“meaning really hot babes 

who kiss each other in front of other men”—is projected by media for the pleasure it 

manifests among men, not because lesbianism is afforded any real “airtime” in the long 

run. Thus, in order to show lesbians on reality TV, “lesbianism must be divested of any 

political, feminist implications and only be manifested in its most guy-friendly forms” (p. 

290).  
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More than just female sexuality, male sexuality also plays a role on TRHW. First 

and foremost, it should be noted that there are overt homophobic references found in 

reference to male sexuality, across a variety of locations (i.e., Orange County, New 

Jersey, Atlanta, D.C., New York City, and Beverly Hills). Here cast members rely on 

homophobic slurs such as “faggot” and “homo” alongside insults of being or looking 

“gay” (Orange County, S2-E2). For example, Jeana’s oldest son finds his sexual 

orientation repeatedly questioned for the simple fact that he does not treat females like 

other men his age. Because of the fact that he has chosen to remain celibate, his lack of 

sexual activity is perceived as indication that he is gay. Thus, while women on TRHW are 

lauded for remaining chaste and ridiculed for being sexually active, men who are chaste 

are presumed to be gay and those who are sexually active are celebrated. A double 

standard, indeed. 

Related to questions of male sexuality, TRHW also suggest that there are certain 

codes of masculinity that—if transgressed—result in questions of homosexuality. The 

most obvious case of this occurs with Simon Van Kempen, who is ridiculed by both men 

and women despite the fact that he is married with kids. Simon’s “true” sexuality is the 

topic of much conversation, as questions concerning his sexuality stem from his 

effeminate persona. Speculation swirls around Simon’s love of shopping, fashionable 

clothes, and his penchant for participating in “girly” activities. He is described as 

“different” and “weird” as compared to other men. Multiple Housewives—and their 

Househusbands—allude to Simon’s latent homosexuality (i.e., Bethenny, Ramona, Jill), 

alongside textual moments that position him as distinctly unlike “traditional” men. In the 

case of latter, viewers see footage of Simon at Fashion Week accompanied by Jill’s 

statement that it is “unusual” to see husbands there (S1-E3).  

The franchise also contrasts openly homosexual men against hegemonic, straight 

masculinity. Dwight in this case acts as a stand-in dance partner for Phaedra’s husband at 

her baby shower, because Apollo is too “macho” to do such a thing (Atlanta, S3-E4). 

When Shereé’s kick boxing instructor invites Lawrence to try kick boxing himself, 

Lawrence quips that he is not “fit to do that,” but was “born to put on heels” (S3-E4). The 

image of Lawrence’s effeminate appearance and demeanor is visually juxtaposed against 

the muscular, athletic trainer. In this vein, TRHW positions hegemonic masculinity in 
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direct opposition to these “alternative” forms of masculinity, while simultaneously 

framing these “alternative” masculinities as both deviant and something to be avoided 

(e.g., Hatfield, 2010). For example, Lawrence opines that he needs to see a psychiatrist 

because he “can’t stop playing in heels” (S3-E3), which naturalizes the view that a man 

wearing heels is inappropriate and taboo. As countless men avoid any behavior that might 

call into question their masculinity, this is perhaps best illustrated when NeNe’s oldest 

son Bryson agrees to a wardrobe makeover with Dwight (S1-E8). While Bryson 

begrudgingly agrees to go with a gay man to update his look, he refuses to participate 

when Dwight insists that he get a manicure, too. Bryson contends that there is still a 

“line” when it comes to male makeovers. When Mary’s husband receives a “style setter” 

award by a reputable D.C. magazine, he opts not wear paisley-print pants to the award 

ceremony for fear that they make him look as if he is “coming out” (S1-E2). When 

Teresa’s husband takes dance lessons with the rest of the cast, he opines, “This is the 

gayest thing I ever did” (S1-E4).  

Importantly, these images of hegemonic masculinity are often juxtaposed against 

another recurring character throughout all franchised locations: the stereotypical, “token” 

gay man who operates as the Housewives’ sidekick. Here, the franchise projects a 

uniform representation of gay men. Across the franchised locations, the gay men featured 

abide by the stereotypical embodiment of what popular media ascribe to the gay 

community (e.g., Ramsey & Santiago, 2004). These men are effeminate in their 

appearance and are overtly concerned with fashion. Indeed, they are considered fashion 

gurus. They have a penchant for party planning, hosting fabulous events, and interior 

design. They are oftentimes hair and/or makeup artists, and always help the Housewives 

with their appearance. They are prone to gossip and enjoy gossip, and are often treated 

both visually and discursively as “one of the girls.” They are flamboyant and full of 

attitude, use their hands when they talk, and seem to strut more than they walk.  It is not 

unusual to find them wearing makeup and women’s clothing.  

Illustrating this point, NeNe is good friends with celebrity hairstylist Dwight 

Eubanks, whom she refers to as her “gay boyfriend” (S1-E4). In addition to being overtly 

flamboyant, Dwight plans “fabulous” events, and is the resident expert on all things 

fashion, interior design, and etiquette. He is frequently at the center of gossip and has a 
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preoccupation with drama. Shereé is best friends with Lawrence, her hair stylist who has 

a penchant for wearing makeup and women’s clothes. He speaks in a stereotypically 

feminized way and provides Shereé with dancing, modeling, hair, and makeup advice. He 

is Shereé’s go-to person when it comes to her appearance. As Lawrence contends in S1-

E3, when there is a good looking woman, there must be “a gay man in her life” (a point 

echoed by Danielle in New Jersey). Lawrence is present at events that are strictly for 

females (including a bachelorette party), refers to himself as a “lady,” and bears no 

hesitation to showing up at events in hot pink pants, red lipstick, and high heels. Kim 

Zolciak is good friends with celebrity hairstylist Derek, who—like Lawrence—has a 

penchant for wearing women’s clothes and makeup. Kim characterizes Derek as her 

fashion “competition” (S1-E8), and in S1-E8 opines that Derek “is not transsexual or 

transgender he’s just transfantastic.”  

In New York City, Jill’s “gay husband” Brad (S1-E2) not only works as an interior 

decorator but also operates as Jill’s sidekick and makeup artist. Brad has a knack for 

party planning and is invited to “all girls” events. He is “every woman’s accessory” (S1-

E3) and is seen at social events donning a pink pastel cowboy hat. As Bethenny explains 

in S1-E3, “If you looked up token gay friend in the dictionary, it’d be Brad.” In New 

Jersey, Danielle’s best friend Tommy fills this role as he sits with Danielle in S1-E4 

gossiping about the other Housewives and their cattiness. In D.C. the Housewives 

befriend celebrity hairstylist Paul Wharton, who wears makeup and gets his hair done, is 

invited to prestigious fashion events, and (like so many before him) is often the only man 

present at “all girl” events. When the Housewives convene to watch the Salahis’ 

deliberation before Congress, Paul is there alongside the other Housewives as they clap, 

cheer, and debate what they see on-screen. In Beverly Hills, Lisa Vanderpump is 

accompanied by Cedric who works in one of her restaurants, was previously the front 

man at her gay night club, and also lives with her as a houseguest. Cedric is not as 

flamboyant as the other men, although he is still portrayed as vain, overly concerned with 

appearance, and wants to grow up and be a “Housewife” himself. In all of this, TRHW 

use of stereotypical gay men is problematic as it represents only one version of 

homosexuality. When the invisibility of lesbians is coupled with the uniformity of gay 
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men, programming marginalizes and annihilates alternate performances of gender and 

sexuality. The patriarchal, heterosexual ideal remains intact.  

In this way, TRHW presentation of gay men upholds both patriarchal society as 

well as capitalism in a couple of ways. Because the men on-screen are overtly feminized, 

such portrayals support the notion that only the performance of “traditional” masculinity 

can be valued while any alternative performances (i.e., gay and/or effeminate men) are 

categorically Othered (e.g., Hatfield, 2010). By visual and discursive framing that 

positions this latter group of men as “one of the girls,” TRHW implicitly suggests what 

“true” masculinity is and, importantly, what it is not. 

Presentations that link gay men to “trendy consumerism” (Becker, 2006, p. 186) 

also work to reiterate TRHW focus on conspicuous consumption. Indeed, one of the main 

functions of these men on-screen is to assist with consumer practices. They are there to 

help the women make the right consumption choices (e.g., Velázquez Vargas, 2008). And 

while associating the gay community with overt consumerism has been noted by multiple 

scholars (e.g., Becker, 2006; Fejes, 2002; Velázquez Vargas, 2008), “it seems the 

acceptance of lesbians and gay males as sexual/political subjects is predicated on their 

acceptance and importance as consuming subjects” (Fejes, 2002, p. 197). When this 

representation is coupled with the fact that Bravo’s Affluencer audience is comprised of 

predominantly females and gay men, Bravo is able to foster consumerism within not one 

but two market segments.  

Possibly more important, in an epoch when great strides continue to be made in 

establishing equality for the gay community,36 it is disconcerting that Bravo not only 

excludes a select sect of the gay community (i.e., lesbians), but those whom they do show 

are relegated to stereotypical representation and function largely as consumers. As 

Bagdikian (2003) argues, because advertisers are much more likely to “buy in” to 

programming that lacks controversial material, this affects what viewers do (or do not) 

see. In the case of TRHW, there is safety in presenting homosexuals as devoid of 

social/political agency, and instead presenting them in a stereotypical uniformity that is 

centered on consumerism (e.g., Fejes, 2002). In this way, feminist political economy 

                                                        
36 By 2011, six states had passed legislation allowing same sex couples to wed legally, and the U.S. 

military’s “Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell” policy was repealed to allow openly gay individuals to serve in the 

armed forces.  
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illuminates that the gay community is marginally represented largely for commercial 

reasons, and when they are represented, such occurs in ways that service the needs of 

Bravo, NBC, and advertisers. This point is further illustrated by the fact that beyond their 

role as “every woman’s accessory,” the only airtime that homosexuals—as both a 

politicized and sexual group—receive is when the D.C. Housewives become involved in 

a debate concerning the Marriage Equality Act (S1-E7). As the Housewives meet with 

D.C. Councilmember David Catania to discuss the importance of the Act, this episode 

exists as one of the most progressive representations on TRHW, as it works to validate 

homosexuality and expose homophobia as inherently problematic.  But importantly, this 

is the only instance of such out of the 172 episodes analyzed. One instance out of 129 

hours of programming content—and the series that included such socio-political 

commentary was cancelled at that. What all of this means for viewers, and why we 

should care, is addressed in the following section. 

5.5 Getting Back to Our Patriarchal Roots: Conclusion & Discussion 

To return to Jhally and Lewis’ (1992) critical assertion, “it is not usually one 

episode or one series that influences the way we think; [but rather] it is the aggregate of 

messages that enter our minds” (p. 35). While popular rhetoric suggests that TRHW offer 

a form of “mindless” entertainment, this chapter has illustrated that it provides us with 

much more than that. For women in particular, TRHW provide instructions and guidelines 

for understanding and evaluating not only the culture within which we live, but also those 

around us as well as ourselves. Spanning across the entire franchise, TRHW contain 

ideological suggestions about how we should—and indeed, do—navigate the contested 

terrain of gender, race, class, and sexuality in the 21st Century.  

As this chapter has demonstrated, TRHW contain a barrage of textual moments 

and discourses that uphold and maintain the status quo. Females are returned to a 

celebration of patriarchal norms and values, and contestation to such is appropriately 

reprimanded on-screen. Racial groups are portrayed in stereotypical ways that reify social 

hierarchies in which Whites exist at the top of the food chain, and the capitalist class is 

positioned as ideal. While embracing neoliberal ideologies that suggest that the 

“American Dream” is available to anyone, TRHW simultaneously mocks those who have 

either not been able to achieve this said “Dream” and/or those who choose not to. Sexual 
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liberation and desire is only afforded to a select group of people, and a sexist double 

standard is upheld between married and unmarried women, and between men and women 

as well. Those who fail to embrace this version of sexuality—which for women, is 

heterosexual and chaste—are socially ridiculed. All “Other” forms of sexuality are 

circumscribed to the single role of consumers or left out of the picture completely. As this 

chapter has shown, Bravo sacrifices more well-rounded representations of gender, race, 

class, and sexuality in exchange for programming that follows a tested formula for 

success and profit. Because it is much easier (and much safer) to play into and reiterate 

cultural stereotypes than it is to challenge them (e.g., Douglas, 2010), it is this 

commercial logic that guides what females viewers do (and do not) see within this 

popular media text. And—importantly—these portrayals are not solely achieved as a 

result of the Housewives’ “real” behaviors (although admittedly this does play a part), 

but is more so achieved by Bravo’s crafty editing techniques that play up stereotypes, 

drama, and conflict as a means of garnering audiences and advertisers (e.g., Douglas, 

2010). As media critic Jennifer Pozner contends: 

What we see in reality television is the remarkable success of reality TV 
producers creating a fictitious world and packaging it to us as if it’s 
reality…one in which women’s rightful place is in the home, and women 
who have independence are scorned and will die alone, and in which the 
only role for fathers is financial provision and if they are stay-at-home 
parents they’re wimps and sissies and not real men, a world in which 
people of colour exist only as male buffoons, thugs and pimps, and female 
whores and the Jezebel and Sapphire stereotypes. That world is not real, 
but through all of this frankenbite editing and pick-and-choose and 
advertisers’ influence over content, we get to see what networks want us 
to believe about ourselves at the turn of the century: they want us to 
believe that the women’s movement, the civil rights movement, the gay 
rights movement, never existed….The ideology of this world that we see 
on television is very specifically political, it’s very regressive, and it’s 
very intentional. (as cited in Kingston, 2010, para. 10) 
 

If this is the picture of “reality” in the 21st Century, we are in trouble.  

And while the popular assertion of simply “changing the channel” can be made in 

response to these problematic portrayals, the problem remains that those televisual stories 

that include women, are made for women, and are about women remain relatively 

limited. As Herman and Chomsky (2002) suggest, “The public is not sovereign over the 
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media—the owners and managers, seeking ads, decide what is to be offered, and the 

public must choose among these. People watch and read in good part on the basis of what 

is readily available and intensively promoted” (p. xix). This point is similarly noted by 

Meehan (2005), who argues that viewers have the option of changing the channel but 

since all of television is produced under the same commercial structure, there is not much 

variation from one program— or one channel— to the next. Under a commercial format, 

the range of options remain grossly limited. 

Across the range of messages explored, it is evident that TRHW continues to 

privilege and reify those dominant ideologies concerning gender, race, class, and 

sexuality. Programming relies on economic and social relations that are hierarchical in 

form, while ignoring the structural facets that privilege some individuals while 

disadvantaging others. Programming overlooks, for example, how access to capital is 

required to obtain higher education, and how higher education is increasingly necessary 

to achieve the so-called “American Dream” (e.g., Krugman, 2004). It overlooks the fact 

that by ascribing to patriarchal norms that place women back in the home, there is 

simultaneously a loss in work productivity, education, and gained experience among the 

female population, which stifles career opportunities when/if they decide to return to the 

working world (e.g., Valian, 1998). Programming also overlooks the fact that by 

returning women to the home, they are simultaneously helping to uphold capitalism 

through copious amounts of unpaid labor that would not only be impossible without 

“free” help, but also help men maintain a position of dominance in the working world 

(e.g, Valian, 1998). When it comes to TRHW programming, all of these benefits to 

patriarchy and capitalism are overlooked, alongside their accompanying disadvantages to 

women. Programming glosses over how female “empowerment” via bodily appearance 

and consumerism is bound to patriarchal logic that privileges the male gaze as validation 

for female worth, and neglects to extrapolate how various axes of identity influence the 

Housewives’ lives as they play out on screen. Viewers see one-dimensional images of 

capitalist class women living the “good life.”   

Linking all of this to the commercial media structure, it is vital to note that there 

is a strong undercurrent of consumerism and conspicuous consumption that guides all of 

the aforementioned portrayals. That is—whether one is improving her class status by 
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purchasing a Mercedes Benz or “cleaning up” markers of race via plastic surgery—

TRHW suggests that all of this can, in some way, be improved upon through participation 

in consumerist culture. And here is where commercial logic takes hold. By repeatedly 

tying all of life’s situations back to the act of consuming, TRHW not only capitalizes on 

the cultural moment in which females find themselves increasingly involved in a “mass 

luxury movement” (BusinessWeek, 2005, para. 7),37 but also suggests that these axes of 

identity can be celebrated and embraced— or fixed and erased— through consumerism. 

By underscoring each encounter of gender, race, class, and sexuality with links to 

consumerism, the Bravo audience is unable to avoid the onslaught of messages 

convincing audiences to buy—and still buy more. But much like scholars (e.g., Andersen, 

2002; Cox, 2011; Gill, 2012; Kilbourne 1999/2003) have previously argued, this 

consumerism results in a false sense of empowerment that not only deflects discussion 

away from the larger social structures such as patriarchy and capitalism that guide the 

Housewives’ daily behaviors, but also deflects our understanding of women as anything 

more than shoppers by trade.  

In light of this, while postfeminist media suggest that there is no longer a need for 

feminist concerns, this textual analysis illustrates the contrary: as critical media and 

cultural scholars, as students and educators, and as consumers of media ourselves, TRHW 

portrayals indicate that a return to both feminist and political economic concerns are of 

paramount importance even as popular rhetoric suggests that such matters do not 

“matter” any more. As reality programs rely on sexist stereotypes that operate under the 

guise of “entertainment” to perpetuate patriarchy and pre-feminist ideals (Douglas, 2010, 

p. 10), it is this same “entertainment” that—as political economy demonstrates—is 

necessary for success in a media market guided by capitalism. And while it is likely that 

viewers actively negotiate TRHW messaging that not only contradicts itself but also 

provides audiences with a “winking skepticism” (Dominus, 2008, para. 72), such 

negotiation does not discount the influence that such pervasive messages can— and likely 

do— have over a predominantly female audience. As Douglas (2010) summarily states: 

                                                        
37 The “mass luxury movement” refers to the fact that “the mainstream public has become aware and 

acquisitive of denser and brand names previously solely in the domain of the affluent” (BusinessWeek, 

2005, para. 7).      
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They [media] have paraded battalions of rich, spoiled, privileged, famous, 
or entitled women before us—whom we are to regard with a mix of envy 
and ironic condescension—and rendered the majority of women in the 
United States, and the inequality they still face, invisible. More to the 
point, poor women, lower middle-class women, working-class women, 
most women of color, overweight women, women over sixty-five, are all 
portrayed as irrelevant losers with whom ‘we’—the presumed middle-
class and upper-class audience—should feel we have nothing in common 
with. (pp. 304-305)  
 

In light of this—and the ideological messages that this chapter has explored—it is vital to 

understand how audiences are responding to what TRHW are “selling,” as discussed in 

chapter six. 
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CHAPTER SIX 
“LAST NIGHT WAS PAINFUL AND HORRIFYING, YET SATISFYING AND 

FASCINATING AT THE SAME TIME”:
38

 AUDIENCE RECEPTION ONLINE 

 
“What is often missing from the great debate about reality TV, and its impact on 

television and its audience, are the voices of people who watch reality programmes.”—
Annette Hill, Reality TV: Audiences and Popular Factual Television, 2005, p. 11.  

 

They are trashy, pathetic, classless, superficial, and fake. They are delusional, 

narcissistic, materialistic, and rude. They are shallow, childish, vapid, obnoxious, and 

uncouth. They are also, however, beautiful, gorgeous, caring, and sweet. They are savvy, 

intelligent, honest, and “real.” While far from exhaustive, these attributes that are at once 

complementary and contradictory illustrates the ways in which online fans understand 

The Real Housewives (TRHW) cast. As audiences are increasingly becoming interactive 

media consumers (e.g., Brooker, 2001; Jenkins 2006, 2007; Livingstone, 2003), this 

chapter provides the final stage in Kellner’s (1995; 2003) model as it explores how online 

fans are reading and responding to messages of gender, race, class, and sexuality through 

Bravo’s online message boards.  

As the Internet is a well-recognized domain for audience research (Baym, 1998; 

Bury, 2005; 2008; Gray, Sandvoss, & Harrington, 2007; Jenkins, 2007; Kellner, 2003; 

Lotz & Ross, 2004; Ross, 2008), numerous scholars to date have used Internet-based 

communication to better understand audiences in relation to media products, television, 

and consumption (e.g., Andrejevic, 2004; 2007; Baym, 1998; Bury, 2005; 2008; Costello 

& Moore, 2007; Hills, 2007; Klein & Wardle, 2008; Menon, 2007; Ross, 2008; Scodari, 

2007; Siapera, 2004; Smith, 2008). In this regard, while scholars such as Jenkins (2006) 

have argued that fan culture provides a particularly rich environment for exploration into 

understanding media texts, others such as Gray, Sandvoss, and Harrington (2007) have 

likewise argued that fans are especially meaningful to media studies because they “tend 

to engage with these texts not in a rationally detached but in an emotionally involved and 

interested way” (pp. 9-10). When this is coupled with the fact that “visiting online sites 

linked to TV series, among other activities typically associated with the ‘fan,’ is 

becoming an increasingly common activity for ‘regular viewers’” (Ross, 2008, p. 4), 

                                                        
38 This quote was pulled from an online post on the New York City board (S3-E11). 
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exploration into how fans are responding to a popular reality program such as TRHW is 

integral to furthering our understanding of how females factor into media processes from 

the point of production to reception. It is in this vein that this chapter turns to Bravo’s 

official message boards (http://boards.bravotv.com) to address the following research 

questions: 1.) What is the overall theme of the discussion board? 2.) What type of 

comments do fans make about gender? 3.) What type of comments do fans make about 

race? 4.) What types of comments are made about class? and 5.) What types of comments 

are made about sexuality? To explore these questions, this chapter examines 61 message 

board threads (roughly 71,000 posts) to better understand how fans are making sense of, 

embracing, rejecting, and/or negotiating TRHW messages concerning gender, race, class, 

and sexuality.39   

Thus through application of feminist political economy, this chapter explores if 

(and how) fans participate in the reproduction of social relations that support and 

perpetuate capitalist and patriarchal ideologies. Importantly, it should be noted that this 

research makes no claims to be representative of all TV audiences or all viewers of 

TRHW. Instead, it provides a snapshot of how one community of fans— who are both 

loyal viewers and critically engaged— are discussing the franchise online. As such, the 

following section describes the message board online environment, followed by the third 

section outlining fan interaction online. The fourth section addresses fans’ discussion of 

gender, race, class, and sexuality on TRHW. The fifth section addresses additional aspects 

frequently discussed, and the final section contains concluding thoughts and discussion.  

6.1 Bravo’s Online Environment 

 When audiences first click into Bravo’s official website (www.bravotv.com), they 

are presented with images of floating Bravo talk bubbles, options to engage in Tweet 

battles, and pictures of Bravo-lebrities. This portal webpage is filled with “unseen” video 

clips, full program episodes, photo slide shows of Bravo-lebrities, Bravo polls and 

quizzes, daily Bravo news, and a scrolling Bravo program schedule. The entire website is 

lined with shades of Bravo’s trademark color—blue—and contains images of the Bravo 

logo housed inside of a talk bubble. The majority of items on the page are interactive and 

                                                        
39 The message boards selected for analysis are those specifically cited in chapter five’s textual analysis. 
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“clickable,” prompting further engagement with the Bravo brand (e.g., Andrejevic, 2007; 

Ross, 2008). 

From here, the link to the message boards is housed at the bottom of the main 

webpage, under a “quick links” tab. When clicked, audiences are redirected to the main 

message board page from which they choose the appropriate show, season, and episode 

to discuss. On TRHW boards, each episode thread is opened by the “Bravo Board Boss” 

on the afternoon of its original air date and is often accompanied by a “Discuss the 

episode here!” prompt. Above the message boards are graphic images of square cutouts 

that mimic pieces of a quilt, of all colors and patterns, lined up next to the Bravo logo. On 

TRHW pages, these squares are filled with a variety of images, based on the series’ 

location. Miami has sketches of shopping bags, martinis, sunglasses and palm trees, D.C. 

has sketches of an American flag and flowers, and Beverly Hills has sketches of 

sunglasses, platforms, purses, and zebra-print. Atlanta has sketches of luxurious lion-claw 

chairs and the word “fab,” and Orange County has martinis, lipstick, and shopping bags. 

New York City contains sketches of the Empire State Building, diamonds, and coffee, 

while New Jersey has images of pizza, chewing gum, and hot pink leopard-print. Many of 

these images are designed in accordance with the program/location they are connected to, 

and in this case reinforce the undergirding focus of TRHW —consumerism.  

Perhaps more importantly, however, these webpages are also surrounded by texts 

and graphics of participating advertisers. Here, both the main webpage as well as the 

corresponding message boards are cluttered with advertising images in an upper pane at 

the top of the screen, as well as in a pane to the right that proceeds to run down the entire 

page. While some of these advertisements promote Bravo programming, others 

incorporate Bravo programming with advertising sponsors. This is illustrated in an 

advertisement, for example, that prominently features a picture of Bravo-lebrity Tom 

Colicchio of Top Chef, which is coupled with a Toyota Prius V (Top Chef sponsor). 

While such advertisements make it difficult to separate Bravo programming from 

advertisers, there are also those advertisements concerned only with advertising a 

product/service. In this case, the website’s advertisements range from Sprint (a 

longstanding partner with Bravo) to Coach brand purses, Samsung, Gucci-branded cars, 

CiROC vodka, and children’s toys. Website visitors are shown advertisements for 
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household cleaning products (i.e., Swiffer) and health/diet foods (i.e., Slim Fast) 

alongside ads for jewelry retailers, fashion stores, footwear, travel agents, and the like. 

Thus what fans see as they navigate through Bravo’s website is a decoupage of Bravo 

“extras,” advertiser appeals, and colorful graphics. In these ways, Bravo’s website is 

gendered as feminine, as it uses playful colors and graphics that are reminiscent of a 

dorm-room photo collage. Bravo’s website is an ostensibly feminized space through its 

use of visual and textual elements. But more than just this online space, it is also 

important to understand what fans do within the message board forums, for which this 

chapter now turns.  

6.2 Fan Interaction Online 

 On Bravo’s message boards, TRHW fans have created a virtual community that 

extends far beyond the series itself. While the purpose of the message boards is to discuss 

TRHW, examination into message board discussion quickly makes clear that there is 

much more to these online relationships.  

In this regard, fans’ online interactions are largely relational. The majority of fans 

do not simply go to the message boards, post, and leave never to be heard from again. 

Instead, many go online and engage in conversation for days and weeks following the 

initial airing of an episode, creating relationships beyond concerns for Bravo’s “ladies 

who lunch.” As Baym (2000) argues, “when an audience becomes collaborative, it 

changes what it means to be a fan. The pool of relevant information is expanded, the 

range of interpretations on offer is broadened, genre expertise is refined and cultivated, 

and the opportunity to discuss the private worlds of feelings and relationships with others 

is enhanced…a sense of group identity emerges from their otherwise disconnected lives” 

(p. 117). When it comes to TRHW, these online relationships last over months and years, 

and largely revolve around what the fans have in common: their lives as women.40 As a 

number of scholars have addressed the use of online message boards and chat rooms as 

sites for female communication in relation to media texts (e.g., Baym, 2000; Bury, 2005; 

Ross, 2008), this does not mean that men are not involved and/or unwelcome on the 

boards. In fact, men are openly welcomed when they “out” themselves, although this 

                                                        
40 For the purposes of this research, I only rely on those subjective identities that are openly disclosed by 

the posters themselves. Because there is no way to ensure that fans’ profile information is accurate, I rely 

on those who self-identify as female and/or their feminized roles (i.e., wife, mother, daughter, etc.).    
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occurs rather infrequently on TRHW boards. Instead, the majority of fans disclose that 

they are of the female gender (a point further supported by individual screen names). As a 

female-oriented board, much of the fans’ interaction revolves around discussing their 

lives as married, divorced, widowed, and single women. They discuss their careers, 

relationships, and everyday hardships and triumphs both at home and at work.41 They 

discuss matters of everyday life. 

Fans also check in on each other before, during, and after “big” life events such as 

surgeries, anniversaries, and births. They console each other when loved ones are lost, 

and lean on each other when one of their own—an online fan—passes away. They offer 

suggestions for vacation spots and recap after the vacation is done. When a fellow poster 

is absent from the boards for too long, they alert the Bravo Board Boss of her/his 

absence, in hopes that the Boss can check on that fan. They discuss “off topic” matters 

such as quitting smoking, undergoing a hysterectomy, and compare the worst holiday 

presents they ever received. They talk about light-hearted matters such as cosmetic tips 

and recipes alongside traumatic events such as rape, abortion, murder, and suicide.42 Fans 

offer (and ask for) words of advice, comfort, and hope, alongside congratulatory 

sentiments and praise. In many ways, these online interactions provide female fans with a 

virtual support system for which many of them turn to discuss life (e.g., Baym, 2000), in 

addition to TRHW.   

In part to pass the time, online interaction also involves the creation of virtual 

viewing parties for which fans may join in prior to each episode’s airing. These parties 

are complete with a virtual bus that changes every week, cocktails and beer, party snacks, 

colorful wigs (in honor of Atlanta’s Kim Zolciak), and themed party attire.43 And while 

                                                        
41 The fans hold a variety of careers, ranging from managers of convenient stores and part-time workers to 

administrative office staff. They self-identify as highly-educated lawyers, journalists, doctors, business 

owners, book authors, university professors, and school teachers. Some are wives who choose to be “real” 

housewives, while others are reluctantly unemployed given the current U.S. economy. 
42 It is because of personal, sensitive discussions such as this that I have chosen to omit specific user names 

and the distinct message board forums from which direct quotes are pulled. While not initially intended, 

examination of message boards demonstrated that although the boards are “public,” they still represent an 

intimate space where fans discuss a variety of very personal matters. Thus in light of producing ethical 
research from online spaces where there remains an expectation of privacy (e.g., Lotz & Ross, 2004), I 

have chosen to only list the series board in which the quote was found, but not the forum thread. 
43 The virtual viewing party components (e.g., bus, food, drinks, attire) are signaled by posters through the 

use of online images. For example, while the viewing party bus ranged from a bus shaped (and painted) to 

look like a pig, a hot pink stretch limo, and a UHaul van, fans posted different images of the “bus” each 
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not all message boards have these virtual viewing parties, many contain similar signs of 

excitement and anticipation for each new episode. Similar to Baym’s (2000) analysis of 

soap opera’s online communities, all of this interaction occurs because Bravo message 

boards present a safe place for TRHW audiences to convene and discuss their favorite 

series. TRHW message boards provide a virtual space for female fans to discuss the series 

with others who also enjoy the series, without the risk of mockery or derision for 

watching “mindless” entertainment (e.g., Baym, 2000). Linking back to Ross’ (2008) 

conceptualization of the social audience, fans across a variety of boards log on to watch 

the show together, commenting in real time about what they see on-screen. While virtual 

in nature, the viewing of TRHW series is treated as social activity done amongst friends— 

albeit those friends are all over the country. 

And when it comes to discussion of TRHW, the online interactions are just as 

varied as the discussions of fans’ personal lives. When discussion does center on TRHW, 

interaction takes shape in a variety of forms. Before the episode airs, fans use the 

message board to discuss the previous episode’s events and hypothesize what might 

happen in the new episode. The message boards are used to rehash events and debate 

what did/did not happen (e.g., Baym, 2000; Bury, 2005). They use the message boards to 

obtain and share information that they may have missed or forgotten and use the medium 

as a sounding board to “test out” different ideas and interpretations (e.g., Baym, 2000). In 

this way, Bravo’s message boards are a place where fans go to discuss and debate the 

reason(s) for the Housewives’ on-screen behavior, while voicing their own 

interpretation(s). They negotiate, clarify, and debate events. As Jenkins (1992) suggests, 

this type of fandom creates “a semistructured space where competing interpretations and 

evaluations of common texts are proposed, debated, and negotiated and where readers 

speculate about the nature of the mass media and their own relationship to them” (p. 86). 

In addition to this, TRHW fans create polls and quizzes with hypothetical scenarios of 

what might happen next, create poems, songs, and alternative narratives involving TRHW 

cast. A large portion of online interaction also involves fan responses to messages of 

gender, race, class, and sexuality as found within the franchise, as discussed next.     

                                                                                                                                                                     

week. Virtual snacks, drinks, and wardrobes are treated in a similar matter, whereby audiences declare their 

outfits, offer suggestions, and post Googled images of women dressed in outrageous attire as indicative of 

their party wardrobe. 
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6.3 Fans’ Discussion of Text 

 When it comes to discussions of gender, race, class, and sexuality on TRHW 

message boards, the responses that fans proffer are anything but uniform. Fans express a 

variety of opinions and interpretations that not only make for a lively debate, but also 

demonstrate the active negotiation and the multitude of ways in which the same media 

text can be read and understood by different individuals. As Baym (2000) contends, “all 

participants in any online group bring their offline experiences to bear in some way 

within the group, even if only to turn those experiences on their head by creating 

alternative worlds and identities” (p. 200). As one fan on Orange County’s board states, 

“It always amazes me how we can all watch the same episode and come up with so many 

different opinions. Yet, we always seem to agree to disagree.”44 Here, it should be noted 

that similar to Baym’s (2000) findings of soap opera’s online communities, TRHW fans 

are “highly evaluative and often quite critical” (p. 97). That is, the preceding analysis 

demonstrates that fans do not sit idly by and process TRHW text in line with production 

goals, but instead question, assess, and critique the messages projected by Bravo. 

6.3.1 Gender 

 On TRHW message boards, there is much discussion concerning females as the 

gendered group to which many of the online posters can relate. That is, many of the fans 

evaluate and judge messages of gender based on their own life experiences, values, and 

ideologies as women. In this regard, there are three topics that permeate discussion on 

TRHW message boards: traditional gender roles and expectations, female appearance, and 

the accuracy of gender portrayals.  

 In the first regard, many fans across multiple boards address TRHW “traditional” 

gender roles where men occupy the public sphere and women occupy the private, 

although these representations are applauded while at the same time rebuked. For 

                                                        
44
 While Bravo’s message board rules explicitly state that users “acknowledge that anything you submit to 

an [sic] Bravo Site by way of any Posting is routed through Bravo's servers and the Internet and that, 

therefore, you have no expectation of privacy with regard to any such submission. You acknowledge that 

the Posting and features on Bravo Sites are postings for public and not private communications,” (Bravo, 
2011, para. 2), television audiences may still hold some expectation of privacy on Internet discussion 

boards, despite such disclaimers (Lotz & Ross, 2004). And although research was not publically announced 

on the Internet message boards based on the sheer size and number of participants in the boards being 

analyzed here (see Gray, 2005), analysis in subsequent chapters has changed the user names associated 

with individual posts to protect user anonymity (e.g., Lotz & Ross, 2004).  
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example, some fans shun Orange County’s Jo for not realizing how good her 

“traditional” role is with Slade, given that she does not have to work and can still enjoy 

the fruits of his labor. These fans applaud Teresa and Caroline for being dedicated to their 

families and always putting them first, and for upholding the traditional roles of wife and 

mother. Certain fans support these traditional gender roles, in part, because of how easy 

they perceive such a lifestyle to be. This traditional “housewife” role is romanticized 

online, as fans who espouse such beliefs envy the Housewives’ role not only for their 

lack of work and stress (which is wholly unlike the working class life many fans 

disclose), but also because it is seen as a thoughtful gesture from the opposite sex. As one 

fan on the Orange County board writes, “I think it's sweet how Slade wants to take care 

of Jo. My boyfriend has said that if we were rich, he would want me to stay home and let 

him take care of me also. I think it's endearing.”45  

 However, there are other fans who believe that such gendered relations are 

antiquated if not absurd. As the series progresses, certain males— such as Slade, Simon, 

Jim, Joe, and Peter — are increasingly characterized as old fashioned, controlling, and 

manipulative in their treatment of traditional gender roles, while select online fans cast 

aspersions on females such as Alexis for being subservient and submissive to men’s 

patriarchal ways. In fact, one viewer on the Atlanta boards draws a comparison between 

the Housewives “contemporary” behavior and that of the pre-feminist era, stating, 

“Women of the '60's : I can open my own d*mn door, thank you very much. Women of 

2010: Oh, you're so big and strong. Ugh.” Signaling a return to an epoch when women 

were expected to be more passive and submissive, this viewer touches on a central tenet 

of postfeminist media culture, whereby a return to pre-feminist ways is applauded and 

(occasionally) framed as ideal (e.g, Douglas, 2010; Dow, 1996). By juxtaposing the 

Second Wave feminist era of the 1960s against 2010, this fan’s comments function 

ideologically by calling attention to how troublesome, offensive, and outdated they are.  

 These negative characterizations, however, are complicated by other fans’ 

negotiation of how gendered relations work in the contemporary epoch. For example, in 

                                                        
45 To retain the authenticity of fan posts, minimal corrections have been used in direct quotes from fans. I 

have only corrected quotes in instances where absolutely necessary to understand the statement itself. I 

have placed these corrections/clarifications in brackets within the quotes.  
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response to comments concerning the antiquated gender relations on THRW, some fans 

acknowledge that the “trade off” for female submissiveness is a certain high-class 

lifestyle to which the Housewives have become accustomed. Certain fans regard this 

trade off as bad, such as when a New Jersey fan characterizes the Housewives as “slaves 

to their gender roles.” Here, the implicit understanding by a number of online fans is that 

the Housewives have traded their very freedom in exchange for material goods. What is 

important here is that the programmatic text— and the majority of fans’ comments 

regarding such— fails to consider how larger structures of oppression factor into this 

“trade off” in the first place. Fans do not address how patriarchal norms and values of the 

capitalist class foreground the individual act of “trading” freedom for material goods. But 

importantly, such ideological reasoning is central to postfeminist media culture— that is, 

employing rhetoric of female choice and empowerment is used to deflect discussion of 

larger social structures affecting those “choices” in the first place (e.g., Banet-Weiser & 

Portwood-Stacer, 2006; Douglas, 2010; Gill, 2012). 

 For many online fans, these problematic gender scripts are also reworked as fans 

place agency back in the hands of the Housewives themselves. That is, they regard 

patriarchal relations as something that the Housewives have adopted not because the 

Housewives believe in such gender norms, but because it is those gendered relations that 

provide them with the kind of life that they value. As one fan contends on Orange 

County’s message board, Jim is allowed to disrespect and control Alexis as long as he 

compensates for it with material goods. Another fan on the same board comments that 

Alexis is “very good at playing the part of the submissive, adoring wife, but I think she 

may be ‘dumb like a fox’, playing her cards right with a man with major bucks. I would 

bet she's taking care that she's well provided for....no matter what happens. He's rich and I 

think she views her marriage as her job....let's face it, it pays her more tha[n] a job 

probably would and all she has to do is act like the perfect, stepford wife.” From a 

feminist political economic perspective, what becomes problematic is that the franchise’s 

focus on consumerism— its message that material goods take precedence above all 

else— perpetuates an ideology whereby it becomes acceptable to sacrifice egalitarian 

relations and respect in exchange for commercial commodities. Simply put, it is the price 

to pay if a woman wants “the good life.”  
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 And as part of this trade-off, many fans likewise expect that these “Housewives” 

will exhibit adequate knowledge of domesticity. When the Housewives are viewed as 

inept by viewers at home, those same viewers use the message boards to make fun of the 

women for failing in their familial roles. Here, Jo is ridiculed for her lack of cooking 

skills, DeShawn is made fun of for her inability to cook and her reluctance to do 

household chores, and LuAnn is chastised for not being able to take care of her home in 

the absence of a housekeeper. Domesticity is treated by many fans as something that the 

Housewives have either chosen not to worry about because of their class status (and are 

therefore regarded as selfish and self-centered), and/or as something that they are unable 

to do, even if they wanted to. As one fan on Orange County’s board writes, “Jo is a sorry 

excuse for a woman. She needs to grow up and learn how to cook. It's not hard! After-all, 

she claims to be smart! You can be brilliant and know how to make cookies!” According 

to an Atlanta fan, “I know you [DeShawn] must be overwhelmed with all that charity 

work, but it's ok to clean, cook, do laundry and your own finances for home, lord woman 

get a grip.” As countless fan responses suggest, private sphere responsibilities are not 

only expected of the Housewives, but are also expected to come naturally to the women 

themselves. At the same time, however, a number of online fans address the unreality of 

the Housewives’ lives, as their class status has provided them with a lifestyle that has 

absolved the Housewives from performing such chores themselves.  

 Depictions of parenting are also central to online discourse, whereby the 

Housewives are the ones most often blamed for their children’s ill behavior. But even as 

the women are blamed, these aspersions are not without critique. In fact, some fans 

respond to the Housewives’ traditional roles by questioning the franchise’s absence of 

men as husbands and fathers. As one viewer on the Orange County boards questions, 

“WHERE are all the fathers? Why does Lauri have to deal with Josh and his problems all 

alone? She might be divorced, but she isn't widowed!!! Same question for Vicki and 

Jeana... are the husbands locked in closets?” Despite these questions from a small handful 

of fans, however, many fans still tend to hold the Housewives personally responsible for 

their children’s misgivings. In the 61 message boards examined, Lauri, Lynne, Tamra, 

Vicki, Kimberly, DeShawn, NeNe, Kim Zolciak, Shereé, Kelly, LuAnn, Ramona, Alex, 

Jill, Danielle, Caroline, Teresa, Jacqueline, and Camille are all labeled as horrible, inept, 
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and unfit mothers. And while fans’ reasoning varies from being too self-centered and 

materialistic to enabling children’s poor behavior and a lack of discipline, it is still the 

females who are ritualistically blamed despite the online recognition of the absence of 

fathers. According to one fan on a New Jersey board, “AS usual it is all the mothers fault, 

not the absent fathers.” 

 Additionally, some fans also support stereotypes linking masculinity with traits 

such as career achievement and authority. For example, Vicki’s husband is ridiculed for 

being laid off from work and unemployed, and Simon becomes the target of negative 

remarks when he loses his job in season five. According to one viewer on an Orange 

County board, Simon needs to “man up” and get a job. Another viewer on the same board 

opines, “Vicky: You rock, Ms. Alpha Female! Made an amazing life for yourself and 

family, kept your looks and sent your kids to college!...Speaking of good enough, your 

husband was a long time employee of Home Depot and is now layed off? Sorry you 

didn't marry a man of your own high caliber... Mr. Vicky: You stink, Mr. Beta Male! 

Laid off from Home Depot? Get a brain and some drive so you can keep up with your 

alpha wife.” Here, some of the basic components of hegemonic masculinity (e.g., Connell 

& Messerschmidt, 2005; Donaldson, 1993; Hatfield, 2010)— including familial 

patriarchy, career achievement, and dominance over the opposite sex— are upheld in the 

ways in which certain online fans perceive the Househusbands’ shortcomings, 

particularly in relation to women.   

 Of course, it should be noted that part of the focus on men as household income 

earners is predicated on the perception of the Housewives as gold diggers who are only 

concerned with what men can offer financially. In this case, countless fans address how 

the majority of the Housewives (i.e., all of them who do not have their own careers) have 

married for money and rely on men as their personal “ATMs.” Indeed, some fans posit 

that the Housewives’ main job is to find a rich man. But the road here is twofold, as some 

fans contend that both individuals in these relationships of “convenience” get what they 

want. According to one fan on a Beverly Hills’ board, “Seems to me they [Taylor and 

Russell] both got what they bargained for - he got arm candy and she got deep pockets.” 

Another fan on an Orange County board comments in a similar vein, “I think a lot of 

people underestimate Jeff's role in the Gretchen-Jeff relationship. I mean, c'mon, the guy 
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wasn't dating her for her brain. He was an old man who had a beautiful blonde on his 

arm, and she is a beautiful young woman with a guy who likes to spend a lot of money on 

her.” Thus, while fans seem to buy into TRHW image of females as shallow and only 

interested in money, comments such as these take TRHW narrative one step further by 

calling attention to the role of men in the process. That is— it is not just females who are 

shallow, but, for some fans, men as well. 

 But not only are men expected to be the breadwinners, they are also applauded for 

being authority figures as well. For example, Househusbands such as Gregg, Chris, and 

Bobby are characterized by many fans as both the authority figures and mature “voice[s] 

of reason,” who step in and put their foot down in times of female conflict and confusion. 

For example, on a New Jersey board a number of fans applaud Chris for stepping in and 

acting “like a man” when he broke up an argument between the Housewives, while on 

Atlanta’s board another fan writes, “The ladies are a piece of work, but the real hero 

(voice of reason) is Gregg.” Thus while some fans chastise the outdated patriarchal 

gendered relations, others privilege a patriarchal mindset in which women frequently find 

themselves in need of rescue from an (often) older, wiser man. And when a man fails to 

step in and protect the Housewives, he is often criticized for his lack of masculinity. For 

example, one fan on a New York City boards contends, “I couldn't believe that Bobby 

didn't stick up for his wife who had some overbearing man in her face waving his 

hands…He just stood there like a wimp. Shame on him…She can do what she wants to 

do, but her man needs to man up.” Here, the argument being referred to by the poster was 

one that originated between Jill and Ramona’s husband, and had nothing to do with 

Bobby. However, given the ideology of male protection that is deeply engrained in 

patriarchal culture, it is perhaps unsurprising that certain fans expected Bobby step in and 

protect Jill, despite the fact that it was Jill who picked the fight in the first place.  

 However, these notions of masculinity exist alongside complicated readings of 

females as breadwinners as well. In this regard, while some fans applaud Vicki, Jeana, 

Kandi, Lisa Hartwell, and Ramona for having their own careers independent of men, 

some of these Housewives are also blamed for those exact things. That is, while certain 

fans acknowledge and respect Vicki, Jeana, and Lisa for being more “real” and more 

closely aligned with the contemporary woman, these same fans (and others) also contend 
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that these women have sacrificed components central to female identity in exchange: 

relationships and femininity. As one fan on an Orange County board states, “Vicki is 

driven but has lost her touch with the feminine side.” Others suggest that Vicki is a 

“workaholic” who is too ambitious for her own good, suggesting that she has put her 

career above personal relationships. Because of this, she is disliked by many. As one 

viewer on the Atlanta boards posts, “Funny thing is that as a woman, I really respect her 

[Vicki] and her business/work ethics. But she kind of perpetuates that ridiculous idea that 

if a woman is good at business, she must be a B****.”  

 Similarly, Bethenny’s career success is also regarded as the prevailing reason why 

she has had such difficulty finding a relationship in the first place. As one viewer on a 

New York City board argues, “I’ve known a few ‘Bethennys’ in my life and it's very hard 

to find a man for them. I'm serious. How does a man keep up with all of that energy, 

tolerate the uber-independence, posing nude for PETA?” (the latter of which was related 

to her job). And even though Bethenny’s career contributes to her lack of a relationship, 

many of these same fans relate to Bethenny’s struggle as indicative of what “modern 

women” must face. As one fan contends on a New York City board: 

I don't know if Bethenny can have it all, or if she'll mess it up & end up 
alone again. But, everything she has - career, money, name, she has done 
by herself, for herself. At least she doesn't leech onto other people to give 
her what she wants, sucking off someone else's name and money…No 
matter what happens, win or lose (Jason, marriage, friends, current 
business endeavors) she takes BOTH the responsibility and the credit. 
 

Indeed, a number of fans use New York City’s message boards to describe their own 

struggles with relationships, careers, and independence as they liken their experiences to 

Bethenny’s struggles on-screen. And although Bethenny’s career is blamed for her 

lackluster love life, she is also heralded by many of these same fans for her ability to 

persevere and succeed despite all that life has thrown her way. Kandi is likewise 

applauded on the Atlanta boards for having her own career, but she is also described by 

some as desperate in love. Here, some fans suggest that Kandi has made a life for herself 

via her career, but runs the risk of settling for a sub-par fiancé in exchange. Bringing to 

the fore the postfeminist struggle of “having it all” (e.g., Arthurs, 2003; Douglas, 2010; 

Gerhard, 2005; Gill, 2012), these comments situate the Housewives’ ability to succeed 



  

 177 

and/or fail in both love and life as based in one’s personal efforts rather than addressing 

any structural contributions or set backs. Just as is proffered on the show, the hegemonic 

ideology of neoliberalism is also demonstrated across the message boards, where fans 

link life’s problems and solutions to the individual and proceed to overlook the economic 

and social structures that affect them, such as gender-based wage earning disparities, the 

mythology of upward mobility, barriers to education, and the classist structures that 

govern social, political, and economic relations in the United States. 

 And while these Housewives are both applauded and ridiculed for being 

independent women, other cast members such as Lisa Hartwell and Ramona are 

frequently praised for their business-savvy personas without the corresponding ridicule. 

In this regard, analysis suggests that this lack of ridicule comes from the women’s ability 

to be both career-oriented as well as remain conventionally beautiful, dutiful mothers and 

wives. As Press (1991) has argued that the changing roles of women in the sociocultural 

context have prompted televisual representations whereby women can have careers but 

never at the expense of traditional family roles, such ideologies likewise resonate on 

TRHW message boards. As one fan on an Atlanta board contends, “It is inspiring to 

watch a woman [Lisa] wear so many hats, run so many businesses, and STILL manage to 

look flawless,” while another on the same board suggests, Lisa is “once again the true 

woman who can do it all!” Another fan on a New York City board writes, “Ramona is my 

favorite RHW because she balances all the roles the best compared to the rest of the 

women on this show.” Although such admiration is seemingly progressive, these 

acknowledgments are also problematic from a feminist perspective, as they perpetuate an 

ideology whereby women continue to be held to different standards of work and family 

relations. They are expected to be everything to everyone. 

 In this regard, some fans also acknowledge that female income-earners are treated 

differently in terms of career success simply because they are women. Addressing this 

gendered bias, one fan on an Orange County board comments, “I love that Vicky and 

Jeanna are so successful! If they were men, they would be admired but since they're 

women, everyone acts like they're horrible mothers.” Another poster writes, “As far as 

Vicky is concerned - I admire her for her hard work. I don't understand why other women 

frown on women who are successful - if Vicki where [were] a man, not a word would be 
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said about her working all the time.” In this regard, these fans acknowledge the same 

double standard in work success and family life as noted by Valian (1998). That is, 

women are able to excel in the workplace in ways comparable to men, but they are still 

expected to retain their socially-designated, feminized roles. As Valian (1998) suggests, 

“a woman has something to lose from her success: her gender identity or belief in her 

ability” (p. 20). In upholding such patriarchal expectations, these Housewives are 

ridiculed for exhibiting the dedication and ambition that for men would presumably be 

applauded. And even though there are few comments that draw attention to the sexist 

nature of such gendered expectations, many fan comments make clear that the women are 

still expected to privilege private sphere harmony above public sphere success.  

 Additionally, countless fans also discuss behavior that is not “appropriate” for the 

female gender, and importantly, what is or is not “appropriate” falls in line with 

socialized gender schemas (e.g., Valian, 1998). Many fans seemingly re-inscribe a 

mindset in which “appropriate” female behavior is upheld in its stereotypical form: as 

polite, considerate, appeasing, passive, and the like. As many fans condemn the 

Housewives for acting in ways considered socially unacceptable for women, they often 

cite the Housewives’ propensity to curse, argue, and fight as validation for their claims 

that the Housewives are not “ladies” at all.  For example, a number of fans on the New 

Jersey message boards comment on how “crude” the Housewives are, as one viewer 

opines, “these are not ladies by any means.” Multiple fans on the New York City boards 

describe Ramona as having “diarrhea of the mouth” and as outspoken and rude, while 

LuAnn is uncouth and lacks manners. Bethenny is scolded for talking too much, being 

too witty, too assertive, too “domineering,” and not friendly enough. The Housewives are 

derided for drinking too much and too often, not being supportive enough, and ignoring 

others’ feelings. Indeed, they are condemned for exhibiting qualities too closely aligned 

with masculinity; they tend to be condemned for not showing their “feminine” sides. In 

fact, one fan on Atlanta’s board puts forth a view of contemporary womanhood as is 

found on TRHW, that deserves quoting at length: 

As women, have we evolved so far from the “softer”, more nuturing, 
strong in character and values women, to this harder, opportunistic, 
androginous version, of what true women were created to be. It is my 
belief that, while we as women, are pleasingly strong in character and iron 
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willed in our ability to survive the hardest of times; there is another side of 
our femin[in]ity that most of our gender has lost touch with because the 
perception in “Today's World” is that this softer version is a “throwback” 
to our Mother's and Grandmother's times. This vintage woman is lost to 
the evolution of women as seen on shows like MTV's “Next"," Tequila 
"What's Her Face" finds love," "Miami Ink", "LA Ink", and "The 
Kardashians”… These shows, while in the mainstream, show women in 
the most negative of ways. I cannot imagine having to raise a girl amid all 
of this tattoo ink and eyeliner. "Rode Hard and Hung out Wet", describes 
most of the women I see on these shows... Maybe that is the redeeming 
value of these shows; to provide us women, with appreciation for where 
we are in our own lives, and possibly to mourn the degradation, defiling, 
and decay of our Gender. This decay should create in those of us, still void 
of tattoos, and able to speak in complete sentences without dropping an 
"F-Bomb" the motivation to stand up for that "Retro Woman" in order to 
p[re]serve the sanctity of what being a woman is all about. All of us, 
"RW's" [Real Wives] should make it our mission to re-work this 
neadrathal version of our gender which has somehow taken over our 
society. The concern about the possibility of someone we know seeing us 
do something stupid or inappropriate should return, as should shame, guilt 
and the ability to distinguish right from wrong. This would be called 
"Judgement" which has somehow become lost on young women 
nowadays. It should become important once again, to think before 
speaking, to dress without worrying about busting a seam, and to 
appreciate the love of a man, that understands what a marriage vow, and 
being Faithful means. 
 

As this quote demonstrates, it is precisely because of the move away from gender 

performances whereby women were more soft spoken, reserved, and nurturing (among 

other things), that the Housewives are lambasted for behaving “inappropriately.” And 

while this fan expresses a commitment to traditional values concerning females and 

femininity, other fan comments addressing gender expectations also demonstrate that 

there are real-life implications for females who do not adhere to appropriate gender 

norms. Importantly, many of these statements operate with the undergirding assumption 

that the Housewives should not only possess such stereotypically “feminine” traits, but 

also that they should exhibit them in everyday life. This expectation is not only 

demonstrated by the derision that occurs when the Housewives deviate from gender 

norms, but also by the fact that when Housewives do conform to more feminine 

characteristics, they are lauded for such. Caroline, for example, is applauded by many on 

the New Jersey boards for always maintaining her ladylike composure and putting her 
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family first. These sentiments are echoed for Teresa and Dina as well. Some fans 

commend Alexis for maintaining her “ladylike” composure during heated debates and 

others applaud both Bethenny and Kelly for the rare moments when they reveal their 

“softer” sides. These comments are particularly insightful as fans explicitly link good 

and/or bad behavior to the female gender. That is, many fans do not comment on the 

Housewives’ bad behavior for the simple fact that they are morally bereft, but instead 

remark on the Housewives’ bad behavior because they are morally bereft for females in 

particular. And while many of the fans acknowledge changing social mores and gender 

relations, it is in these nuanced moments when gender norms that favor patriarchy are 

upheld through online interactivity.   

 Beyond these roles and expectations, another key component of online discussion 

centers on female appearance. In fact, every single message board examined contained 

reference to the Housewives’ physical appearance. In this way, it is argued that TRHW 

fans mimic the judgmental nature of TRHW program, as a large portion of commentary 

revolves around assessing the Housewives’ exterior (both online and on-air).  

 Here, online comments are concerned with evaluating and judging the 

Housewives’ look. The majority of fans exert the same judgmental behavior that can be 

found in TRHW programming itself. For example, countless fans criticize NeNe for her 

breasts being too large and her shirts being too tight, while others contend that she looks 

like the famous television horse, Mister Ed. They criticize Kandi’s hair and call her the 

“Woody Woodpecker,” and liken Vicki to the Muppets’ character, Miss Piggy. A number 

of fans comment on Shereé’s possible weight gain and her ill-applied makeup, and 

suggest that Lynne looks like Steven Tyler from the popular rock band Aerosmith. 

Bethenny is made fun of for her oversized jaw while Kim Zolciak is ridiculed for wearing 

too-tight clothing and an ugly wig. Jeana, Vicki, DeShawn, Caroline, and Jacqueline are 

all made fun of for being overweight and Gretchen and Taylor are made fun of for being 

too thin; Tamra is judged as too short and stocky. Kelly is berated for having 

disproportionate body parts and lopsided breasts, alongside discussion of the 

Housewives’ inappropriate clothing and Taylor, Danielle, and Adrienne’s botched plastic 

surgeries— just to name a few.  
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 And while fans project the male gaze as they assess and judge the Housewives’ 

various body parts and appearance (e.g., Mulvey, 1975), it is also common for fans to 

liken the Housewives’ appearance(s) to men. That is, a number of fans suggest that Lea, 

LuAnn, Kelly, and Gretchen all look like men, while Kim Zolciak, Shereé, and NeNe 

look like “drag queens.” Shereé is even given the nickname of “Sheman” across the 

Atlanta boards. Danielle is said to look like a transvestite, and one fan on a Beverly Hills 

board purports, “Adrienne Maloof looks like she's the third Maloof brother trying to be a 

woman.” Sentiments such as these abound across multiple series’ locations. Linking 

female cast members to a masculine appearance operates by reifying a gender binary that 

encourages only male and female genders to be accepted, with no room for anything “in 

between.” As many fan comments suggest, only a hyper-feminine female body will 

suffice if one hopes to communicate her female gender correctly. Linking back to 

feminist political economy, such a mindset operates in accordance with patriarchal 

consumer capitalism not only because it creates a gender binary and asserts the centrality 

of female appearance, but also because it glorifies a hyper-feminine appearance that 

requires copious amounts of goods and services to maintain. Through online discussion 

such as this, female fans perpetuate the ideology that the female body is always open to 

evaluation and judgment, and always ripe for improvement via consumerism— a central 

tenet of media commercialism and TRHW franchise.  

 While these evaluative judgments perpetuate the patriarchal ideology that the 

female form is always on display and always open to being judged by both men and 

women alike (e.g., Cox, 2011; Deery, 2006; Douglas, 2010; Gill, 2012; Hesse-Biber, 

1996; Kilbourne, 1999/2003), such discussions also have implications for how fans think 

of gender and gender performance. Through discussions such as these, female fans are 

continuously reminded that their appearance is the foremost aspect by which they will be 

judged. Not only does TRHW programming propagate both the centrality and importance 

of conventional femininity to female audiences, but online discussions likewise work 

ideologically to do the exact same thing: they strengthen the “real world” links between 

females, femininity, and physical appearance. As Cox (2011) argues in relation to reality 

TV: “females are invited to gaze upon, evaluate, and participate in the commodification 

and objectification of other females (and themselves), while media corporations and 
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advertisers benefit from the insecurities they create and reinforce” (p. 32). As is 

evidenced by the fans’ open discussion of cosmetic tips, “sexy” shoes, and the best pair 

of flattering jeans, it is evident that these things are not only propagated on the show but 

also carry over into Bravo’s online space.   

 And yet while the fans themselves re-inscribe this focus on female appearance, 

these same fans also critique such a focus when the Housewives embody such practices 

themselves. Here, many viewers argue that the Housewives are much too concerned with 

physical appearance and wrongly link their own self-worth to their exterior. Fans criticize 

the over-the-top beauty regimens that the Housewives adhere to, arguing that not only are 

the women too concerned with looks, but also that their dedication to achieving the 

“perfect” appearance is unrealistic both in the physical sense and in the “real” world. 

That is, the average woman does not have the time and/or resources to dedicate to the 

non-stop maintenance of the beauty ideal that they see on TRHW.  

 Fans also critique the beauty ideal as it is tied to obtaining the “trophy wife” title, 

largely for the double standard that it imposes between men and women. In this regard, 

many fans who criticize the Housewives’ focus on appearance also criticize the fact that 

women are expected remain gorgeous, flawless, and ageless at all times while men are 

not expected to do the same. As one fan on an Orange County board opines in regard to 

Alexis, “she works out constantly and ‘beautifies’ herself to please her KING [Jim]. He 

obviously doesn't feel the need to refine his looks and health.” And while many fans 

acknowledge that being obsessed with achieving and maintaining a “Barbie” look is part 

of the Housewives’ job, they also contend that there is much more to life than a woman’s 

looks. However, many fans reveal that were they to find themselves in the same situation, 

they would likely do the same. Many fans attest that they would get plastic surgery and 

botox, spend time getting pampered, and improve upon their appearance. In fact, some 

online fans readily admit to having already undergone plastic surgery (in addition to other 

less invasive measures) to obtain such an ideal look. And here is where patriarchy and 

capitalism intersect and are upheld, under the guise of entertainment and audience 

agency. As female fans criticize the Housewives’ focus on appearance and the great 

lengths that they go to to achieve a certain hyper-feminine, commercialized, 

commodified “look,” these same fans surrender themselves to the undergirding 
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ideologies of patriarchy and capitalism when they admit that they would do the same 

thing. Linking back to feminist political economic concerns for intervention, it is clear 

that fans’ opined resentment toward the Housewives’ obsession with the beauty ideal is 

not to be mistaken for a blanket rejection of it. Instead, their positions are negotiated in 

accordance with the very real time and financial constraints of each individual fan.   

 And while the Housewives are condemned for obsessing over appearances, they 

are also condemned for judging the appearance of others. For example, many fans 

criticize the Housewives’ labeling NeNe as “plus size” and deride the Atlanta cast for 

making fun of Cynthia’s body as she walked down the runway in season three. As one 

fan states on an Atlanta board, “I'd like to see ANY of those women in those exact 

swimsuits and see how good THEY'D look.” Thus while some fans contest the 

Housewives’ propensity to judge other females, these same fans suggest that not only are 

such judgments unduly harsh but also that they serve no purpose but to “bring each other 

down” (New York City board). And while fans occasionally comment on their own 

habit(s) of criticizing the female form as mimetic of what they are critiquing on-screen, 

these self-reflexive moments are few and far between.  

 In this regard, such comments suggest a level of cognitive dissonance among fans, 

whereby the same fans who engage in judgmental behavior toward the Housewives 

likewise chastise such when it is seen on TV. When many fans judge the Housewives’ 

appearance it is seemingly okay— but when the Housewives do the same thing on-

screen, it is not. As one fan posits on a New Jersey board, the Housewives “deserve” to 

be judged because they put themselves on reality TV and because they judge others. Such 

is inherently problematic, however, because such judgments encourage females to 

reproduce the same gender relations that are socially detrimental to females themselves. 

Such evaluations perpetuate the cultural practice of judging women mainly by their 

appearance and turning women against each other in the name of competition and 

jealousy (e.g., Douglas, 2010). Rather than fostering sisterhood and female solidarity, 

these judgments undermine the feminist goals and ideologies that many of the online fans 

claim to support. Feminist political economy also suggests that such discussions are 

inherently problematic as they continue to focus on the more superficial “problems” of 

female life— rather that focusing on female agency in the form of social, political, and/or 
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economic power (e.g., Andersen, 2002). As these online discussions are guided by TRHW 

programming, the discursive focus remains centered around appearances, consumerism, 

gossip, and sex. Thus by following TRHW programmatic lead, many of the online 

conversations encourage viewers to understand female identity along these topical 

aspects rather than those that affect their daily lives on the structural level.    

 Finally, a third key area of discussion centers on the representation of females in 

general, and whether the franchise adequately depicts women on-screen. Here, while fan 

responses are overwhelmingly mixed, examination of the message boards suggests that 

fans’ understanding of TRHW as either representative or misrepresentative is largely 

influenced by individual subjectivities of race, class, and sexuality. That is, in order to 

evaluate the “reality” of what is seen on TRHW, many fans often link back to their own 

personal experiences as validation for their claims— a point similarly made in Hill’s 

(2005) audience analysis of reality TV.   

 When it comes to representation, it is obvious that not all fans “buy” into TRHW 

depictions of women as catty, bitchy, gossip-prone, and dramatic. Here, some fans use 

the message boards in an attempt to convince their fellow posters that not everything is as 

seen on TV. For example, as one fan on an Orange County board posts:  

I live in Coto de Caza, and I must say that every single person I know is 
exceptionally disgusted by this show and these women…I personally 
know two of the women (although they are acquaintances, not friends!) 
and I am mortified at how they represented my community…Remember, 
there are 10,000 people living in Coto and you are watching FIVE of 
them! I'm sure you could find five women in any community who are 
materialistic and self-centered and willing to look like an idiot to be on 
television…I just feel sad that the rest of the country is getting such a 
distorted view of the reality of living in this community.  

 

While there may be some truth to TRHW portrayals, that understanding is negotiated as a 

handful of fans remind each other that the women on-screen are not representative of all 

Orange County residents, or— by extension— all women. This theme is echoed 

throughout Atlanta, New Jersey, and New York City message boards, where current (or 

former) residents speak up in defense of the city and people in “real life” who are nothing 

like the Housewives. As a fan on the Atlanta board comments, “This show is not 

representative of the Women of Atlanta. These ‘Designing Women’ are tasteless, 
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unkempt, and unschooled on Social Graces. Why is it the most unsocialized of a 

population get the attention. Where are the true Philanthropic, Genteel, Women of 

Atlanta who devote their time and money to worthy causes, and deport themselves in 

ways that are positive examples of what being a respectable, caring, woman OF Grace is 

all about??” These comments also exist alongside other fan comments about how 

detrimental TRHW is to a feminist ideology, suggesting not only that “Bravo is 

celebrating the worst in female behavior” (New Jersey board), but also that the franchise 

glorifies many stereotypes of the female gender that were supposed to be overturned with 

earlier feminist gains. 

 But these negative assessments are not uniform, as there are other fans who 

conversely suggest that TRHW portrayals of women are realistic. For example, one fan on 

an Orange County board contends, “There are people like this all over the place, this 

group of women just have agreed to have their lives taped. So I don't know why some 

people are getting so aggravated over the show,” while another fan on an Atlanta board 

writes, “The Real Housewives of Atlanta are definitely women like us. They just happen 

to have money, that’s all” (emphasis in original). Yet another fan on a New Jersey board 

comments, “These women just solidified everything I've ever heard or read about women 

from New Jersey. Brash, snotty, stuck up, intolerant, bad temper Bit_h_s. I've heard that 

this show was right on and that is definitely what the women there are like.” On one 

Orange County board, another viewer suggests, “You think that this show is ‘unrealistic’. 

I'm sorry to say that it is true. While most people don't live like that out there, some do 

and they truly do act that way. It is kinda scary.” Thus beyond specific locations, 

numerous fans contend that TRHW characterization(s) of women are indeed indicative of 

female behavior. On one Atlanta board, a viewer posits that “all women are naturally 

jealous of each other,” while another on the same board argues that when women hang 

out together, “there will always be drama.” Another viewer writes, “Women are the 

enemy of women. That is just a fact.” In these ways and many (many) more, fan 

comments suggest that TRHW— although troubling— are merely expressions of “true” 

female behavior. And herein lies part of the problem with TRHW portrayals. That is, 

regardless of how over-the-top and seemingly unrealistic such portrayals of the female 

gender may be, viewers still garner some element of “truth” from them— they still 
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believe that, to some extent, this is how women truly behave (e.g., Douglas, 2010). From 

a feminist political economic standpoint, such online discussions suggest that while 

TRHW stereotypical portrayals are highly-constructed and edited into the franchise for 

commercial success, such depictions, in turn, hold real-world implications for how some 

fans understand and interact with those of the female gender. TRHW function as 

barometers for what is—and is not—inherently female  behavior.  

 Much like other aspects of gender addressed, the question of (mis)representation 

is actively negotiated and debated throughout TRHW message boards. While many of the 

arguments intersect with concerns for representation of class and race, these discussions 

demonstrate that although TRHW programming clings to claims of “reality,” that reality 

is sometimes understood as unreality by online fans. While it is perhaps hopeful that fans 

are at times reading against the media text, research indicates that there are still those 

who believe that TRHW proffer an accurate depiction of females in “real life.” But even 

beyond gender, there are additional discussion(s) concerning race, as discussed next. 

6.3.2 Race 

 When it comes to discussions of race, fans approach the subject from a variety of 

perspectives. Much like gender, examination of the message boards makes clear that 

many fans pull from their own raced identities to produce readings of the Housewives 

that vary dramatically. And much like the other components discussed in this chapter 

(i.e., gender, class, and sexuality), while the overwhelming tone of the message boards is 

judgmental in nature, these opinions on race exist alongside other fan comments that 

address the stereotypical and problematic portrayals found among TRHW themselves. 

Thus as an exploration into fans’ understanding of race on TRHW, there are three aspects 

that permeate the message boards: racial/ethnic depictions, lack of racial diversity, and 

support (or critique) of representations of race.  

 In regard to racial/ethnic depictions, the most vibrant discussions concerning race 

are posted in regard to the Atlanta cast. Here, the Atlanta Housewives are frequently 

denounced for the ways in which they do not conform to dominant (White) cultural 

norms and for the ways in which they appear to be too unrefined for membership in the 

capitalist class. A prime example occurs with the frequent use of racially-charged phrases 

such as “ghetto,” “hood rat,” and “white trash,” as countless fans who debate the use of 
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such phrases in programming also use those same terms themselves. In fact, these 

characterizations command the greatest attention on message boards pertaining to 

predominantly non-White casts. It is quite common to see these terms plastered across the 

pages of the Atlanta boards, as multiple fans frequently use them to describe the 

Housewives’ behavior. For example, a number of fans describe the Atlanta cast as 

“gangsters” and “hood,” while Shereé is a considered an “insecure, cut throat, narcissistic 

snob, who exploits pretense to camouflage her mean spirited, opportunistic and ghetto 

ways.” DeShawn is called a “ghetto mess” and NeNe is frequently referred to as 

“ghettorella.” And while these terms are not used exclusively on the Atlanta boards, they 

are overwhelmingly used in relation to the African American cast. In fact, the term 

“hood” was used so frequently on the Atlanta boards that one fan posted a definition to 

clarify for fellow fans, writing:  

Definition of Hood Rat from the Urban Dictionary (for those of us who 
had never heard of it before)… A person (usually a female) who exhibits a 
trashy or triflin demeanor. Their appearance and hygiene is usually 
unkempt and they are very promiscuous and often don't use protected sex. 
They can be aggresive and are usually found in the "ghetto" (a car wash or 
park) or other poor environments (usually on the front porch) being 
unproductive to society living off Gov. aid. These type people are content 
with how they live and enjoy getting high and drunk on a regular bases. A 
female hood rat will be dressed wearing: store brought, colored, contact 
lenses, house shoes or flip flops; a nappy, blond or red weave; tasteless, 
faded and cut-up short shorts, a revealing top or jersey dress, and plastered 
with tattoos of baby daddies.  
 

And while fans suggest that the Atlanta series should be named “Housewives of Harlem,” 

it is important to note how this “ghetto” behavior is characterized by the fans themselves.  

 Here, the Atlanta cast is described as “more ghetto” than other locations largely 

because they are perceived as more violent and prone to physical confrontations. That is, 

fans do not explicitly attribute the “ghetto” label because of the Housewives’ skin color, 

but instead attribute it to certain behaviors that are unbecoming of a woman. This 

propensity for violence is noted, for example, when one viewer describes NeNe and Lisa 

as “capable of causing some horrid bodily damage,” while others contend that Shereé has 

a “mean streak,” is “violent,” and in need of “anger management.” On the same board, 

NeNe is characterized as an “animal” who is “confrontational at the drop of a hat.” And 
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while fans understand that these depictions are stereotypical in nature, they not only 

attribute some “truth” to them, but also find them entertaining because they are 

considered realistic. As another fan on an Atlanta board writes: 

Good for Atlanta, and the black community isn't it? I can't stop watching 
this clip on the DVR for what it is - two crazed fools [Shereé and her party 
planner] with no class doing what fools do. There's no sense of etiquette, 
rules, respect, personal responsibility, etc., coming from either side. 
What's sad is, I can't stop laughing each and every time I watch it. My 
DVR allows me to slow the clip to 1/15th speed, and the facial expressions 
and body motions these buffoons make while spitting hurtful exploits at 
each other ("I eat bitches like you everyday" "f**k you [expletive 
deleted]" "I'll slap the f**k out you [expletive deleted]" "i wish the f**k 
you would slap the f**k out me") proves how personally out of control 
they are. 
 

Beyond Atlanta, similar sentiments are echoed with Teresa after her table-flipping 

incident in season one, as Teresa is derided for her “out of control” behavior. This 

behavior— like the Atlanta cast— earns her a slew of labels, including the popular  

“ghetto” moniker. Viewers also argue that Danielle brings  “ghetto to the show in such a 

big way, sometimes I think perhaps she was miscast - she belongs in Atlanta with NeNe 

and Lisa.” As multiple fan comments suggest, there may be one or two “ghetto” cast 

members on other franchised locations, but the one location that is characteristically 

“ghetto” is the same location with a predominantly African American cast: Atlanta.  

 Ideologically, while words such as “ghetto” and “hood” have long been associated 

with African American culture, comments such as these perpetuate a set of values and 

norms whereby “bad” behavior is discursively linked to African Americans (even when 

the person being described is not African American). While privileging White culture as 

“correct,” many such comments reproduce problematic assumptions about what is— and 

is not— stereotypically “Black” behavior. And that “Black” behavior most often refers to 

that which is not only confrontational and violent, but rude, shocking, and/or out of place 

in “high class” society. Such discourse found in reality TV creates a dichotomous, 

“either/or” narrative about African Americans (e.g., Bell-Jordan, 2008). According to 

Bell-Jordan (2008), negotiation of appropriate behavior “reinforces reductive thinking 

about African Americans as either ‘hood’ or ‘integrated’ (that is ‘acceptable’ or 
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‘unacceptable’),” which in turn “leaves little room for more diverse and complex 

representations” of African Americans (p. 360).  

 Beyond the “ghetto” and “hood” terminology, many fans also describe the non-

White casts in seemingly more stereotypical ways, as is projected by the franchise itself. 

Here, the Atlanta cast is described as cursing more, being broke, and having subpar 

money management skills. And while the Housewives’ reluctance to invest and spend 

money wisely are discussed on multiple message boards (regardless of the Housewives’ 

race), Atlanta fans are seemingly more likely to connect this lack of money management 

explicitly to the Housewives’ race. As one fan writes, the Atlanta Housewives are “Broke 

just like over 80% of african american pro athletes when the checks stop coming in. 

Some people just don't have any sense of money management.” Here, these negative 

qualities are discursively linked to race in a manner that rarely (if ever) happens in regard 

to the Orange County’s reckless spending or New York City’s lack of smart investing. 

The Atlanta cast is made fun of for not speaking proper English, are considered (mostly) 

uneducated, and above all, are all classless. They are perceived as more dramatic, 

Jezebels who “have no shame,” and are more gold digger-ish as compared to other 

franchised locations. As one fan on an Atlanta board writes, “A major difference between 

this show and the Real Housewives of Orange County, and New York City is that on both 

of those other shows, all of the wives are very successful in their OWN careers & have 

earned their own money. But on this show, I don't know if any of these wives have a 

successful career of their own. They just married well and THAT doesn't make someone 

‘successful’!” Despite evidence to the contrary—such as with Kandi’s hugely-successful 

musical career, Phaedra’s law career, and Lisa’s multiple business ventures—some fans 

continue to understand the Atlanta Housewives as incapable of holding down their own 

careers.    

 Beyond Atlanta, broad generalizations about race, ethnicity, and culture likewise 

appear on the New Jersey boards, as the Italian Housewives are characterized as self-

absorbed “mobsters,” who are “just like the Atlanta Thugs.” In fact, countless fans on 

these boards make references to the New Jersey cast being involved with the Mafia and 

strategically hiding a life of crime. Caroline is seen as the Italian matriarch, the 

“Godmother,” head of the “clan,” and the “mob boss,” all of which invoke stereotypical 
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images and ideologies about Italian culture. On the Miami boards, the Housewives are 

described as feisty and fiery with “outrageous” personalities. The Miami cast is perceived 

as particularly proud of their heritage(s) and more sexually expressive than other 

franchised locations. As one fan posits, Miami’s cast members all act “like the stereotype 

of ‘loose latino women’.” However, when discourses of race are examined across various 

message boards, it is clear that while the Atlanta cast is labeled “ghetto” for displaying 

mannerisms culturally stereotyped as African American, Miami Housewives are often 

celebrated and/or defended for enacting elements of their cultural upbringing. 

 But this is not to say that negative connotations are only reserved for the racially 

diverse casts. Indeed, the White cast members likewise receive discursive attention via 

terms that connote race, but those terms are not necessarily treated as racialized on 

Bravo’s message boards. Despite a handful of debates about how ideologically loaded 

terms such as “White trash” are, these terms operate more as an insult to class status than 

race. For example, Housewives across New Jersey, Atlanta, and Orange County are 

characterized as “White trash” and “trailer trash” throughout the message boards. As one 

fan on a New Jersey board contends, “The show should have been called ‘The Rich 

White Trash of NJ’.” On New York City’s board one viewer writes, “Bravo needs to class 

the Housewives up a bit, it's like watching a bunch of rednecks from the trailer park.” 

One fan describes the New York City Housewives as “white trash in every shape, way, 

and form.” On the Orange County boards, multiple fans refer to Tamra and Gretchen as 

“trash,” and occasionally some even refer to them as “hood rats.” But despite these 

labels, the basic tone of these sentiments differs from “ghetto” and “hood” 

characterizations ascribed to the African American Housewives. White cast members are 

often referred to as “White trash” because of their actions that are ostensibly “classless,” 

while African American cast members are regarded as “ghetto” for their actions that are 

straight out of the “hood.” And while there are instances in which the behavior of the 

White cast members garners the same discursive bashing as those racially-diverse casts, 

the overall treatment of the White cast as “White trash” is seemingly less serious of an 

offense than being “ghetto.”  

 Thus, when it comes to portrayals of the predominantly White cast, many of these 

same fans (who jump from message board to message board) tend to proffer slightly 
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more favorable assessments of them and their behavior. Here, fans suggest that the White 

Housewives are more realistic and family-oriented, and have “less attitude” than the 

Atlanta cast. As one fan opined on the Atlanta board, the Atlanta cast “do[es] not hold a 

candle to the women of Orange County who are smarter, more refined, and way more 

down to earth.” Another fan one the same board writes, “I would say though comparing 

the OC to the ATL housewives that OC ones carry themselves better. They know how 

speak (ask not ax and jewelry not jury) and they know how to spell,” while still another 

posts, “It seems on Atlanta it's ‘ghetto vs hood’ and in NY it's ‘class vs social status’.”  

 And amidst the varied understandings of race, it should also be noted that multiple 

cast members are perceived as racist themselves. For example, the African American 

members of the Atlanta cast (i.e. NeNe, Lisa Hartwell, and Shereé) are considered racist 

as fans suggest that Kim Zolciak is both used and treated poorly because she is the only 

White cast member of that location. As one viewer on an Atlanta board laments, “This 

has truly turned into the Black Housewives of Atlanta so just call it that. A token white to 

beat up on — ugh.” Another fan similarly writes, “They [the Housewives] are all so mean 

to and about Kim now- so easy for them b/c she is the ‘different’ one- white, I mean. 

That's just not right.” Phaedra is likewise called a racist for her on-screen comments 

about White families raising their children on cheap foods and canned meats (in season 

three). Kim Zolciak is also seen as a racist herself, as some fans argue that she refers to 

African Americans as her “black friends” (rather than “friends”) and at times fails to refer 

to African Americans by their name(s) at all. According to one fan on an Atlanta board: 

I think that Kim is a racist, I wonder if this was an all white cast would she 
being cursing and calling them dumb azz and bitches like the constantly 
does with this cast. I don't understand that when Kim curses, get out of 
line, threathen [threatens] these ladies it seems like she is cheered on, but 
when NeNe get's in her face, she is ghetto and trashy. 
 

Although it is unclear if this latter statement refers to Kim getting “cheered on” in the 

message boards or in programming, it nonetheless draws attention to the covert racism 

that surrounds the programmatic text as well as online discussion. Here, examination of 

the message boards suggests that African American cast members are much more likely 

to be labeled in derogatory ways than are White cast members who exhibit the same— or 

roughly similar— behavior.  
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 But the racist comments as perceived by fans extend beyond the Atlanta series. 

On an Orange County board, one fan writes: 

Frankly, the comments made by Slade (things “escaping Jo” because of 
her Peruvian ancestry) and Kimberly (Puerto Ricans not being classy, etc) 
is a direct affront to the Latino community…I am hopeful that others in 
Orange County do not share these same sentiments that have come from 
the mouths of stupid, superficial people who clearly, lack class 
themselves…What's next, are we to tolerate the “N” word being used on 
the show? 
 

Vicki is likewise characterized as racist for her on-screen reference to an Asian as 

“chinaman” and mocking Asian languages in season two, while LuAnn is criticized on 

the New York City boards for her seemingly-transparent racism during her interaction 

with youth at the local Boys & Girls Club. As this viewer suggests, “How about when she 

[LuAnn] says ‘Do you play Basketball? and the look on her face is ‘what a dumb 

question, you're all black, of course you do!!’” What is also important, however, is that 

while fans critique the Housewives’ racist comments and behaviors, they repeatedly place 

blame on individual cast members instead of suggesting (or questioning) that the show 

itself may be projecting racist ideologies via its editing and production processes. Instead, 

it is much more common for fans to place blame on the individual rather than on a series 

that stands to gain from perpetuating racial stereotypes as a means of “entertainment.”  

 But as a number of fans also contend, the franchised locations are not as 

“different” as some might believe. As one viewer comments on an Atlanta board:  

I think OC and ATL have way more in common than not. The women 
who work are primarily in Real Estate and are driven to have more, more 
and more. The women who don't do anything have married well and 
spend, spend, spend. Beyond that the difference is just localle, ethnicity 
and cultural/social colloquialisms. Hurt feelings are the same, family 
issues are the same, bad blood is the same, and ourtageous behavior is the 
same. 
 

As this viewer suggests that skin color and ethnic identity are the only things that really 

differ between TRHW cast members and locations, another fan on the same board 

contends:  

On the board for the OC Housewives, those uber fans have been calling 
those women out for their less stellar behavior no different than we do 
over here about the ATL girls, in others words they are not perfect either. 
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And they sure as hell aren't better than anyone. I would have to say they 
are damn near just about as insane as the ATL wives…No matter how you 
look at it, none of the women, OC to ATL, were born with silver spoons in 
their mouths. So I see it like this, all of them are on a mission to have 
more and or mantain the lifestyles they have grown accustomed to, they 
just have different ways of going about it. I think if you sum up any of 
them it comes down to they will do anything not to go back to what they 
have come from. They all have a backstory, and we won't know all the 
details no matter how much we dig. But ALL of them have some 
messiness. They all have shown some level of shallowness, cattiness and 
down right less than lady like behavior in their respective persuits to enjoy 
the lives and money (whether they earned it or married into it) that they 
have. So give that superior crap a rest already. All of it is what it is... good 
TV!  
 

And while these fans call attention to the similarities in portrayals, another fan on the 

same board addresses how individual subjectivities factor into audience perception. As 

this fan writes, “the critique of OC vs. ATL sounds very race based to me.…I read the 

post and I laugh that posters actually write how OC women have class, but the ATL 

women don't. Since I have watched both shows, I tend to see a lot of the same crap from 

both. My feeling is that a lot of you see it too, but according to which show you like more 

(or less) and which race you identify with, that's how you tend to judge.” 

 It should also be noted that such discussions of race are largely absent from 

discussion boards relating to the predominantly-White Housewives cast. In fact, on those 

messages boards relating to predominantly White casts, race most often emerges only 

through comparisons to more racially-diverse sister series. For example, while there is 

slim to no discussion of race on the Beverly Hills boards, one viewer introduced issues of 

race by stating, “I love the Beverly Hills ladies, these women aren't street thugs like the 

Atlanta and NJ bruisers.” On Orange County’s board, a different fan writes: 

You simply CANNOT compare ATL and OC, despite both holding the 
HW name. ATL was mainstream vh1/mtv reality fight night garbage. OC 
is a soap opera. Get used to more low-key documenting of families rather 
than gays frolicking in heels. Get used to blonde humor rather than ghetto. 
Get used to backstabbing rather than face punching. This OC show has 
always had a different culture than ATL. NY is completely different from 
either too; not as immature as ATL nor laidback as OC. 
 

In this statement, there is an air of respectability that is conferred upon the White cast 

members that grace the New York City and Orange County locations. But this is 
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oftentimes the only means by which race enters the discussion, if at all. This absence of 

race-based discussions is similarly noted by a number of fans, as they comment on the 

presence of racially- and ethnically-based remarks on the Atlanta and New Jersey boards 

but not on those boards pertaining to predominantly White casts. As  “whiteness as an 

unmarked, empty category allows white people the luxury of not thinking about the effect 

of race” (Kendall, 1998, p. 145), it is argued that such a lack of discussion pertaining to 

predominantly-White casts likewise glosses over thinking of Whites (or Caucasians) as a 

race unto itself. By not focusing on White depictions/portrayals on TRHW, fans are able 

to avoid discussion(s) of the privileges enjoyed by the White Housewives and, 

presumably, White fans. Instead, these race-based discussions are omitted and debates 

about race that permeate the message boards only deal with those casts who are racially 

diverse. But the problem with this is perhaps best articulated by media scholar Jackson 

Katz in Tough Guise (Jhally, 1999). As Katz contends: 

When we hear the word race in the United States we tend to immediately 
think African American, Latino, Asian American, Native American, etc. 
When we hear the term sexual orientation, we tend to think gay, lesbian, 
bisexual, transgender. When we hear the term gender, we tend to think 
women. In each case the dominant group, white people, heterosexual 
people, men, don't get examined. As if men don't have a gender. As if 
white people don't belong to some racial grouping. As if heterosexual 
people don't have some sort of sexual orientation. In other words we focus 
always on the subordinated group and not on the dominant group. And 

that’s one of the ways that the power of dominant groups isn’t questioned 

– by remaining invisible. (n.p., italics added) 
 

On TRHW message boards, this is precisely the case. Issues of race as they relate to the 

White Housewives remain largely invisible, while those pertaining to other racially 

diverse casts are emphasized, explored, and critiqued, leaving the dominance and 

privilege of White cast members intact.  

 But even when race is a component of the online discussion across message 

boards, it is still not discussed to the same extent as those issues related to gender. As 

some viewers admit that talking about race is a “sensitive” topic on the boards, others 

have suggested that “Some [fans] are more sensitive to that topic [race] than others.” 

Drawing on the fans’ individual subjectivities, it is evident that not only is race discussed 

less frequently because it— by its very nature— is a sensitive topic, but also because fans 
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themselves come from a wide variety of racial and ethnic backgrounds. As Kendall 

(1998) suggests, such overt discussions of posters’ racial identity are often absent from 

online discussion groups because the online forum is meant to be a “haven from offline 

prejudice” (p. 142). And because fans disclose their racial identities rather infrequently 

on TRHW boards, research suggests that fans are less likely to bring up issues of race for 

fear of offending others and/or getting flamed (i.e., attacking others and/or getting 

attacked for online comments).  

 Aside from portrayals of race, many fans do discuss the lack of diversity among 

the Housewives cast. Here, fans contend that not only are the Housewives 

disproportionately White, but also that the makeup of the Housewives cast is unrealistic 

in its homogeneity. As one fan on an Orange County board states, “I REALLY WANT 

TO KNOW ARE THERE ANY RICH ‘JUST SO HAPPEN TO BE AFICAN 

AMERICANS’ IN THE NEIGHBORHOOD OR DOWN THE STREET? I THINK IT 

WOULD BE INTERESTING TO SEE RICH AFRICAN AMERICANS JUST LIKE 

THE HOUSEWIVES.” On an Atlanta board, another viewer contends, “Bravo's other 

HW shows are pretty homogenous. The OC and NJ wives don't seem to have any close 

black friends. Jill and Alex NY have had black friends at gatherings, but I doubt if their 

black HW friends want to be featured on the show.” On a New Jersey board, one fan 

asks, “are housewives only white in New York and Only Black in Atlanta? I dont get it.” 

And with the introduction of Miami, one fan acknowledged Bravo’s attempts at diversity, 

stating, “For once, the show acknowledged different cultures instead of white bread n' 

Velveeta women OR stereotypes of African American women.” Thus even when there is 

an attempt at racial diversity, fans still posit that they are unrealistic. From a feminist 

political economic perspective, what is perhaps most significant about such statements is 

the fact that audiences express discontent with the racial homogeneity of TRHW and 

articulate a desire to see more diverse casts, thus illustrating that fans want “more” than 

the status quo of racial representation that Bravo offers via programming. Yet Bravo 

leaves these requests unanswered as they continue to privilege the stereotypical 

caricatures of race as have been proffered before. And they do this, as a number of fans 

point out, because Bravo has a commercial formula that is economically sustainable and 

profitable.  
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 And as for the depictions outlined above, fans have mixed responses to how 

accurately various races and ethnicities are being portrayed. Much like gender, multiple 

fans suggest that the racially diverse casts leave much to be desired, particularly among 

those fans who identify with those “Other” races portrayed. Here, the greatest outcry for 

misrepresentation occurs on the Atlanta boards, as fans contend that the series is 

tantamount to a smack in the face for African American women. As one fan wrote after 

the very first episode of Atlanta, “The ATL's have brought new deep down, ugly 

vulgarity and slothe to the mix. All of the women look and act like re-constituted BET 

Music Video Trash.” Another writes, “Bravo said they were looking to add some 

‘diversity’ to the series. This is not representative of the much of the upper class, 

successful African American community here in Atlanta. It's a shame, really.” On the 

same board another viewer posts, “As an African American woman, I sometimes get a bit 

embarrassed by the gossipy and ghetto behavior of these women! There are PLENTY of 

WEALTHY and well educated African American women living in ATL....why these 5 

women?” In later Atlanta boards, one fan’s signature line suggests that the Atlanta cast 

represents “Materialistic, good for nothing, gold-digging, uneducated black women. The 

worst portrayal of us since the VH1 reality explosion,” while another writes, “maybe I'm 

over-stating things a bit but it's as if Bravo has, for the moment at least, set back race 

relations 50 years.” A different viewer on the Atlanta board opines: 

Unfortunately the ladies I feel this time let us all down the whites and the 
blacks, I watch all the housewives shows and out of all of them these in 
Atlanta are the only ones I see talking about what to put in your vagina, 
talking about giving your Mother a dildo for a present, asking questions on 
tv like do you give head and how and what is your freak level in the 
bedroom. As a African American person and human being I am ashamed 
… I expected Atlanta HW to put us on the map but not this way…I think 
we as African Americans on this show just made ourselves come out in an 
unflattering light, the other housewive shows are drama filled to but this 
one seems to have sc[r]aped bottom in content and this is the one with the 
most African Americans. (n.p.) 
 

Similarly on the Miami board, one Miami native states, “I find these females to be a far 

cry from the REAL HOUSEWIVES OF MIAMi…They have no class, manners and 

make it look like Miami women are nothing but a bunch of Gold Digging females who 

don't portray the true beautiful and wonderful women who realy do exist in Miami.” On a 



  

 197 

New Jersey board, one fan comments, “I swore that I wouldn't watch this one because 

each and every one of them exemplify the very qualities of vulgarity that Jersey 

represents to much of the country…We are not all made in the mold of Carmella 

Soprano. There is actually a very diverse population in the state.” Yet another viewer 

posts, “This is truly the worst selection of people to represent the state of New Jersey and 

an unfair stereotyping of Italians in the United States. These people are poorly educated, 

socially retarded and ridiculous on every level.”  

 While overtly judgmental, other fans conversely suggest that TRHW depictions 

are accurate portrayals of the various races. As one fan on an Atlanta board admits, s/he 

has “no reason” to get to know African Americans after watching the cast’s behavior on 

the Atlanta series. For this viewer, TRHW proved all that she had previously heard about 

African Americans. Others on the New Jersey boards contend that the behavior of the 

Housewives is indicative of New Jersey culture, as one fan states, “I am from NJ and am 

neither rich nor Italian. But I am very well aware of that type of woman. I saw them often 

when I was growing up. They are just like they're being shown.” Another fan on the same 

board writes, “What a bunch of stupid, stereotypical Italians. how is it that a minority 

complains when they are stereotyped, but then they act completely stereotypical?” In 

these ways, it is clear that while Bravo relies on satire within TRHW programming to 

offset the “seriousness” of the stereotypes they use, fan comments suggest that—while 

entertaining— such portrayals likewise strengthen pre-existing stereotypical assumptions 

about certain races and ethnic groups.  

6.3.3 Class 

 In terms of class-based discussions online, it is paramount to mention first and 

foremost that many of the fans identify as working class. In fact, that is the only class 

status that is self-disclosed online. Because of this, when issues of class enter discussion 

on the online message boards, many viewers side with the working class and criticize the 

Housewives’ for their high-brow, capitalist-class stance. In this way, many of the online 

fans position themselves and their experiences as counter-points to depictions of the 

capitalist class. Many viewers argue that the working class are more caring, moral, and 

kind. They assert that they are more relatable, more relationship-oriented, and are more in 

tune with “reality” than the Housewives themselves. Indeed, numerous fans contend that 
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as the working class (void of the many spoils that the Housewives enjoy), they are better 

off in life despite the fact that the Housewives may have it “easier” in terms of finances. 

As fans juxtapose their own experiences, attitudes, values, and upbringing to images of 

class on TRHW, there is an overwhelming attitude that the viewers have fared much 

better than the Housewives, regardless of the glitz and glam that the franchise associates 

with the capitalist class. 

 It is also because of viewers’ subjectivity in relation to class, however, that many 

fans do not take lightly the Housewives’ disparaging attitude toward the working class. 

For example, in response to the Beverly Hills scene where Lisa Vanderpump equates 

Hollywood with violence and drugs, one viewer posts: 

I like Lisa, but I was a little surprised of what she said about the 
Hollywood music scene. My hubby was a drummer that played the 
Hollywood clubs, and he didn't do drugs. Neither did the rest of his band. 
Quite a few of the musicians have jobs as graphic designers, accountants, 
etc., and do the music part time. I'm sure that some Hollywood music 
people do drugs, but not all. My guess is that there is more drug use in 
Beverly Hills than the streets of Hollywood. 
 

In another Beverly Hills episode, Lisa’s comments about the “eclectic” group of people at 

the DMV are likewise unwelcome on the Beverly Hills boards. In response, a different 

fan on the Beverly Hills boards writes, “Lisa at the DMV office, welcome to our world 

honey…wait in line (queue) like the rest of us...some of those ‘eclectic’ folks at the DMV 

were probably the same folks cutting your lawn, cleaning your pool and cleaning your 

home…you sank a few notches in that episode for me.” On Orange County boards, 

Vicki’s belittling comments about her ex-husband’s job as a construction worker likewise 

prompted disgruntled responses, as viewers defended construction work as a respectable 

profession. In season four, Jeana and Kara’s game of find-the-bums prompted similar 

pushback as one viewer wrote, “Hey Jeana, they aren't ‘bummers,’ they're people.” And 

when Alexia calls Miami locals “lower people” because they are not of elite status, her 

remarks elicited comments such as: “The ‘lower’ person? Alexia is an idiot.” Thus while 

there is clearly a distinction between “us” as the working class viewers and “them” as the 

capitalist class Housewives, such distinctions are not always proffered in a productive 

way online. While Housewives’ comments about the working class do not go unnoticed 

but instead are noted and responded to from a working class stance, these comments (as 
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illustrated here) do not always push the envelope in a progressive direction, but fans 

instead tend to point out the Housewives’ offensive, classist remarks and stop at that. 

 When it comes to audiences’ perception of the Housewives’ class standing, there 

is also the pervasive, stated belief that the Housewives are “nouveau rich.” As “new 

money” the Housewives are criticized for their spending habits and inability to make 

economically sound decisions. Here, viewers contend that the Housewives do not know 

how to act in high-class society, and certainly do not represent the truly “elite.” This 

behavior is addressed across all of the message boards, as fans suggest that despite the 

Housewives’ membership in the capitalist class, they have no “class” at all. As one fan on 

Atlanta’s board writes, “NeNe, Kim, Shereé' and DeShawn are spot on representations of 

new money stupidty. Spend, spend, spend on anything and everything that might give the 

appearance of class and style.” Being “new money” is thus about more than just spending 

irresponsibly— it is also marked by behaving inappropriately as well. 

 In this regard, every message board examined here contained the mantra, “money 

can’t buy you class,” as directed at the Housewives themselves. This sentiment is used in 

relation to the Housewives’ tendency to gossip, backstab, and create drama. The phrase 

emerged in response to the Housewives’ habit of boasting about how much money they 

have, discussing how much certain commodities cost, and their incessant proclamations 

about how much “class” they have. The mantra speaks to the Housewives’ use of brand 

name and designer labels as markers of class, and the Housewives’ erroneous assumption 

that having a padded bank account guarantees one’s status as “high class.” It is also 

important to note that when it comes to audience perceptions of class on TRHW, a 

number of comments characterize this “bad,” low-class/no-class behavior as “low rent.” 

While this phrase is rarely (if ever) included in TRHW programming, such comments 

suggest that there is a certain type of behavior that is characteristic of the working class— 

and that behavior is tacky and distasteful. And so even though many fans identify as 

working class, it is evident that “class” on the message boards refers to one of two things: 

the capitalist vs. working class, or a set of behaviors. In the case of the former, many fans 

use their own experiences to assess where the Housewives fall within such a social 

hierarchy. In regard to behaviors, fan comments perpetuate the notion that behaviors 

culturally associated with the capitalist class are “better than” those linked to the working 
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class, despite the fact that most fans identify with the latter.   

 In addition to this, when the “money can’t buy you class” mantra is used by fans, 

it oftentimes is used to convey a sense of superiority over the Housewives themselves. By 

invoking such rhetoric, a great number of fans attempt to judge how truly “high class” the 

women are (or in many cases, are not). But even here, this phrase holds an extra layer of 

meaning for audiences as many fans use the phrase to make fun of the Housewives and 

the classed image(s) that they attempt to “sell” on-screen. The phrase is used tongue-in-

cheek in the wake of LuAnn’s attempt at a singing career, in which she produced a song 

titled, “Money Can’t Buy You Class.” As fans began using the phrase with marked 

frequency in the 2008 Orange County boards, it was not until 2010 that LuAnn released 

her song of the same name. In this regard, it is perhaps naïve to assume that LuAnn’s 

release of a song by the same name was sheer coincidence. Dehnart (2010) reports that 

the song was “recorded to stop people from making fun of her [LuAnn] for being a 

classless former countess” (para. 3), although who those “people” are (e.g., message 

board posters, mainstream press, bloggers, etc.) has not been disclosed.  

 Related to these questions of “class,” a large number of online fans also speculate 

about the Housewives’ validity as bona fide members of the capitalist class, specifically 

as it relates to their financial resources. Drawing back on the concept of “imposters” as 

discussed in the previous chapter, many fans often look to both TRHW programming as 

well as secondary information (e.g., Bury, 2005; Jenkins, 1992) for evidence that the 

Housewives are “pretending” to be part of a class for which they do not belong. As John 

Fiske contends, this secondary information aims to “extend the fan’s pleasures by 

extending the primary text” (as cited in Bury, 2005, p. 64), and takes the form of news 

articles, tabloid press leaks, mainstream interviews, and/or blog posts on TRHW message 

boards. According to Bury (2005), “just as the primary text offers narratives revolving 

around a set of characters, the secondary texts offer narratives about the actors who play 

those roles” (p. 64). In this regard, there is at least one Housewife (often more) in every 

series who is questioned in regard to her financial wealth and status as a social elite. This 

is the case for NeNe, Shereé, Lisa Hartwell, Danielle, Teresa, Alex, Sonja, Alexis, Lynne, 

Tamra, Taylor, and Cristy, just to name a few. In the majority of these cases, various fans 

utilize public information about the Housewives to demonstrate their “fraudulent” class 
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status. These online “sleuths” rely on bankruptcy filings, foreclosure notices, public tax 

records, divorce filings, lawsuits, and public interviews to “prove” that the Housewives 

are not as well off as they want Bravo audiences to believe. 

 Also related to portrayals of class are fans’ critiques that many of the Housewives 

are all too consumed by material wealth. In this regard, many fans suggest that the 

Housewives have a perverted sense of what is— and is not— important in life. Viewers 

critique the Housewives’ propensity for spending large amounts of money on frivolous 

items when more important matters are simultaneously ignored. For example, on the New 

Jersey boards Teresa is ridiculed for spending roughly $120,000 on furniture when 

evidence suggests that she cannot afford to pay her bills, while fans on the Orange 

County boards critique Lynn’s decision to get plastic surgery when she could not afford 

to pay her rent. Viewers on the Atlanta boards comment on Shereé buying herself 

expensive clothes while ignoring her son’s need for braces, and criticize NeNe for buying 

her son $6,500 suits instead of paying for college tutors. Others on the New York City 

board critique Alex’s shopping for high-couture fashion before finishing the renovation 

of her home, while fans on the Miami boards discuss the fact that Adriana cannot afford a 

private school education for her son but can afford private stripping lessons.  

 In all of these instances, many fans argue that it is the Housewives’ self-absorbed 

personalities that guide their focus on material goods. And this focus, according to fans, 

is couched in the Housewives’ obsession with “image” and “status.” Thus related to 

issues of class, consumerism and conspicuous consumption are understood by some fans 

as a marker of one’s status and key to the Housewives’ stated goal(s) of “keeping up with 

Joneses.” As one viewer commented on a New Jersey board, “To them status is 

everything so they go out of there [their] way to show people what they have, what they 

can get, and how easy they can have anything and everything.” But as part of their online 

critiques, a sizable portion of TRHW fans address how such obsessions with material 

goods can have negative affects on one’s personal life. Here, a number of fans argue that 

the Housewives’ emphasis on wealth creates spoiled and ungrateful children, wrecks 

personal relationships, and convinces (some) women to settle for subpar relationships in 

exchange for a “lifestyle”(i.e., Alexis, Jo, and Taylor). As one fan on an Atlanta board 

writes, “What kind of people are these women? If their lives consist of only D&G, Gucci, 
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Prada, etc...then I actually feel bad for them because it is truly pathetic.” Another fan on 

the Orange County board argues, “What frightens and disgusts me is how so many 

people here try to live just the way these women do. It seems a rather empty existence, 

always trying to get more and bigger... more money, bigger house, bigger breasts, better 

car...where is our society going?”  

 Thus similar to the online community’s mantra that “money can’t buy you class,” 

there is also an overwhelming number of fans who argue that money cannot buy 

happiness, either. As one fan on an Atlanta board states, “the show is proof that all the 

money in the world can't buy class or happiness.” Another viewer on the Orange County 

boards states, “I have never seen ‘happiness’ in a Neiman Marcus catalog, jewlery store 

or on a car lot. Where do you shop?” Here, a prominent critique is that TRHW focus on 

vapid consumerism leads to a life that is all but void of “stuff.” As one viewer on the 

Orange County board contends:  

I've been rich, I've been poor. Having money is easier. No, I'm not quoting 
Whorie [Laurie]. What she said is true. But money doesn't make you happy. 
Purses don't hug back. Manolos don't send birthday cards or call out of the 
blue to say hello...They are isolating and insulating and creating their own 
hell. It's fun to watch, but everyone that says it creates another reason to be 
Hated Americans is right. Hate California. Hate Orange County. To anyone 
who may be new to these boards and not familiar with CA or OC - this is a 
small sampling and can be found ANywhere USA. I know this to be true not 
because Icky [Vicki] told me, but because I have actually gotten out of this 
bubble and seen and experienced life. No gates. And I'm still breathing.  
 

In this regard, fan comments suggest that the Housewives’ vapid consumerism is exactly 

that— vapid. It leads to an empty life full of credit card debt and failed relationships, 

where nobody is happy in the long run. Despite being a marker of the capitalist class, this 

focus on over-the-top consumerism and conspicuous consumption is seen by some fans 

as little more than a transparent attempt at maintaining status that ultimately fails to 

deliver on its promise of bliss.  

 But importantly, not all fans deplore the Housewives’ spending habits. There are 

also those online fans who admire, envy, and demonstrate a desire to participate in the 

same consumer culture chaos propagated on the show. In fact, in every message board 

examined there was at least one question (often more) concerning consumer goods and 

services. These viewers asked for information on brands and/or where they could obtain 
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commodities such as jewelry and clothes to shoes and purses, all originally seen on 

TRHW. Beyond the axiomatic, such inquiries demonstrate that some fans’ contradictory 

critique of consumer culture existed alongside their own desire to participate in it, such 

inquiries also suggest that— from a feminist political economic perspective— the 

commercial logic behind this female-oriented program that is grounded in consumerism 

is, in many ways, working. As one fan on the Beverly Hills board exclaimed, “This show 

really makes me want the stuff!” This point is echoed in Dominus’ (2008) article, in 

which Lauren Zalaznick, President of Bravo Media, concedes that while TRHW uses 

satire to poke fun at the over-the-top consumerism, the franchise still sells advertiser 

goods in the end. 

 And even as a number of fans critique the Housewives spending habits, some of 

those same fans still admire the Housewives’ lifestyle. In this regard, viewers across 

various message boards not only state that they envy the Housewives’ ability to live 

luxuriously and spend freely, but they also contend that should they ever find themselves 

in a similar situation (with the same resources and access to capital) they would behave in 

a similar way. They would hire nannies, go on luxurious vacations, and buy thousand-

dollar shoes just because. In essence, they would participate in consumerism just like the 

Housewives. In fact, some of said fans even admit to being jealous of the Housewives for 

their material wealth. On Atlanta’s board, for example, one fan writes, “i love this show - 

ain't hating on none of the women cause i long for the day, i can toast the good life that 

money brings.” 

 But to complicate matters more, a number of viewers also blame programming 

such as TRHW — and the Housewives themselves— for the larger problems of the 

United States economy. On the New Jersey boards, for example, some fans express 

frustration that they (as taxpayers) will be left to foot the bill for Teresa’s reckless 

spending habits after she filed bankruptcy. These spending habits, according to fans, are 

glorified on TRHW. According to these viewers, the programmatic crux that is based in 

consumerism is part of the problem with the United States’ economy, as it perpetuates 

problematic ideologies about wealth, consumer spending, and debt. As one fan on a New 

Jersey board states, “What kind of message does it [TRHW] send to young people who 

are building their lives when they see this family living so far beyond their means even 
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after being 'caught' with seemingly no real repercussions so far?” Another viewer on an 

Atlanta board opines that the Housewives’ attitude(s) toward spending is what essentially 

drove “America down the financial shythole in the first place,” while a different fan on 

the same board contends that the series not only “promote[s] an obsession with material 

things” but also an approach to a consumer debt society that is seemingly “the American 

way.”  

 Thus some viewers argue that the Housewives’ focus on material wealth is not 

only “inconsiderate” given the financial hardships within the U.S. economy, but also that 

the Housewives are out of touch with the economic realities of the rest of the nation. 

According to one viewer on a New York City board, “Really, the show does promote 

horrible values of conspicuous consumption and quite honestly, few of these characters 

on the show have earned their wealth but achieved it through inheritances and 

marriage…In these difficult economic times with corrupt values, their behavior is really 

almost contemptuous and out of touch.” Another fan on the Atlanta boards also states, 

“There are too many people in this world who are struggling between buying prescription 

medication or food. Not designer clothes or botox parties.” Throughout the message 

boards, this notion that the “real” world is struggling through much more serious issues is 

repeated across various franchised locations. It is in this vein that the Housewives’ “fall 

from grace”46 is also received negatively by a number of fans. Here, viewers 

acknowledge that while various Housewives’ suffer from a loss of finances, it is 

unrealistic and offensive to call those Housewives “poor.” Many fans argue that these 

Housewives, while their stories are unfortunate, are far from the “poorhouse.” These 

viewers admit that it might be uncomfortable and a bit embarrassing, but the Housewives 

are not struggling to buy groceries or pay for electricity like many Americans in the 

economic recession. For example, one viewer on an Orange County board opines in 

response to Lauri’s proclamation of her own poverty, “If she [Lauri] can afford botox, 

nice restaurants, going out to bars, etc, she is not poor. She plays ‘poor me’ a little too 

much and has lost perspective on what real struggle is.”  

 In these ways, then, many fans argue that the Housewives as a group are 

pretentious and elitist, out of touch with reality, and too consumed with themselves and 

                                                        
46 See chapter for 5 for an explanation of this phrase. 
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their “stuff.” But they also argue that the Housewives expect special treatment in their 

everyday lives because of their class status.  Because Housewives have money, a number 

of fans lament over how both they (and their children) think that they can do whatever 

they want because of they are “privileged.” But it is not just about feeling entitled, as 

viewer perception of the Housewives’ classed image is also about the Housewives acting 

“superior” or “better than” those who are not in the same class as they. In this case, some 

fans contend that various Housewives (i.e., Shereé, LuAnn, Bethenny, Vicki) “look 

down” on the working class because they are working class.  

 Thus for all that is wrong with the Housewives’ treatment of class, many audience 

members proffer what they consider to be more meaningful uses for the Housewives’ 

money. A number of fans contend that the Housewives need to focus more on doing 

public service, volunteering, and/or donating their money to charities rather than buying a 

new pair of Gucci shoes on a whim. As one viewer on an Orange County board states, “I 

really wish they [Bravo] would show these snotty ladies helping the underprivalged or 

volunteer instead of having plastic surgery and wondering what they can purchase to out 

buy the neighbors...life is so much more then what they showing every week.” And yet 

even when the Housewives do engage in charity work, some fans suggest that it is merely 

for more air time, to get more publicity for their name, to rub elbows with prominent 

socialites, and/or to appear to be concerned with someone/something other than 

themselves. Online, the Housewives’ charity work is seldom perceived as genuine.  

 Additionally, the textual message that one’s “true” class can be transcended via 

conspicuous consumption and/or access to wealth is also addressed by fans online. Here, 

viewer assessment of the Housewives’ class status is partially mitigated by the lifestyles 

that they had prior to becoming wealthy. Much like TRHW programming, a number of 

fans suggest that despite their “new money,” it is impossible for the Housewives to 

escape their earlier, working-class selves. For example, on the New Jersey boards 

multiple viewers suggest that it is possible to “take the girl out of Patterson not Patterson 

out of the girl.” In the New Jersey series, Patterson is used as an insult to Teresa’s current 

class status as Danielle uses it to remind her of where she originally came from. Similar 

sentiments are found across the Atlanta boards, where multiple fans suggest, “You can 

take the b**ch out of the ghetto, but you can't take the ghetto out of the b**ch.” On New 
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York City’s boards, LuAnn is labeled a “hometown girl made good,” and Miami viewers 

label Cristy as “white trash made good.” On the Orange County board, another viewer 

opines, “you may be able to take the girl [Tamra] out from the wrong side of the tracks 

but you can't take those dirty tracks out from the girl!!”  

 Across a multitude of boards, such comments suggest that when it comes to fan 

perceptions of the Housewives, there are two competing ideologies at play. First, the 

harkening back to the Housewives’ class status of yesteryear suggests that it is impossible 

to escape the class unto which one is born. But most fans who address such matters do 

not link this seemingly-impossible ascendency to larger structural issues such as barriers 

to upward class mobility and education; instead, they link this inability to individual 

female behavior. Yet, by attaching phrases such as “made good” to these denotative 

labels, this likewise suggests that most fans consider there to have been a “step up” in the 

Housewives’ class status, however superficial. Thus from a feminist political economic 

perspective, fans’ online comments suggest that not only does programming perpetuate 

ideologies of a class-based society grounded in social and economic hierarchies, but also 

that the larger social relations of power that guide these hierarchies are not interrogated or 

questioned by the majority of fans. In line with the neoliberal ideologies that persist in 

contemporary reality TV, most fan comments suggest that it is because of the 

individual—not the system—that these women remain tied to their former classed selves.   

 Finally, as most fans suggest that it is the individual and not the larger organizing 

structures that determine one’s ascendency into the capitalist class, it perhaps 

unsurprising to find that when it comes to textual messages about the American Dream, 

the majority of the online comments applaud the Housewives for overcoming individual 

obstacles on their own. Individual problems, individual triumphs. Here, the majority of 

comments responding to portrayals of the American Dream do not include consideration 

of economic and/or political contexts that make possible (or hinder) one’s ability to 

achieve the American Dream in the first place. For example, both Vicki and Bethenny are 

applauded for building their own careers and making names for themselves, as fans 

recount their difficult past(s) as evidence of their dedication and perseverance. As 

multiple fans champion these Housewives for pulling themselves up by their proverbial 

bootstraps, there is no consideration of how education, access to resources, or the like 
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may have factored in. Indeed, there is no consideration of class privilege. But even 

beyond these Orange County women, some fans on the Atlanta boards likewise attribute 

DeShawn (and her husband’s) financial success to hard work and luck. As one viewer on 

an Atlanta board writes, “How many of us in the beginning of our careers and marriages 

can relate to that romen noodles comment...that made me happy that you and your 

husband have been blessed by good fortune.” Some fans even make remarks about thier 

own ambitions, inspired by what they see on-screen. Viewers comment on how the 

program has shown them that a life like the Housewives— one marked by financial 

success— is possible for them too. Here, comments suggest that not only can the 

Housewives’ lifestyle(s) be read as ideal, but also that said ideal is attainable for the 

“regular working folk” at home. According to one Orange County viewer, “I love this 

show, but it also makes me feel like crap, I am in a situation where my husband and I are 

broke, I am finishing college, he's in the navy and we are simply broke, and then I watch 

Real Housewives and for ex [example] Jeana is so well off, It is very impressive…I 

watch it because it puts me in that state of mind like it's possible for me to have all that as 

well...maybe…we'll see.”  

6.3.4 Sexuality 

 On Bravo’s message boards, sexuality is one of the least discussed facets of 

programming. When there is discussion, it tends to center around two concerns: female 

sexuality and TRHW depictions of homosexuals. Here, the most frequent manner in 

which sexuality is addressed is in regard to those Housewives whom programming 

portrays as overtly sexual and sexualized. Online, these Housewives are discursively 

labeled as whores, sluts, tramps, and/or hookers. These names are proffered in the same 

manner as they are in programming, and in this way it is argued that online fans 

reproduce the same approach to female sexuality (and policing sexuality) as is seen on-

screen. 

 For example, one viewer on an Atlanta board called the Housewives “a bunch of 

pigs” for their sexual explicitness and willingness to discuss sexual intimacy, while NeNe 

and Kim are the Housewives most frequently labeled in such derogatory ways. On the 

Orange County boards, Jo is nicknamed “HoAnna” and Tamra is called “Trampy.” On 

the Beverly Hills boards, Camille is labeled a tramp for dancing suggestively at a night 
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club. As one viewer contends, “act like a tramp, get treated like one.” On New York City 

boards, LuAnn and Alex are given similar names— the former for speculation of 

extramarital affairs and the latter for posing in sexually-explicit photos.  

 On the New Jersey boards, however, Danielle is most often regarded as one of the 

greatest offenders of the entire franchise, as viewers repeatedly suggest that she 

intentionally puts her sexuality and sex life on display. She is labeled a “gold digging 

slut” and a “whore” in “too many ways to mention.” Danielle is perceived by viewers as 

“rely[ing] on sex” and is so sexually promiscuous that some viewers have opined that she 

has likely had sex with at least 1,000 men. She is an “escort” and a “hoe,” and 

(wrongfully) teaches her daughters that “promiscuous sex is okay.” In fact, discussion of 

Danielle’s sex life is so pronounced that it is often used as justification for many fans’ 

claims that she is an unfit mother. In this way, online discourse perpetuates the same 

patriarchal, sexist notions advanced in TRHW programming, as many fan comments 

normalize the policing of female sexuality via language. As females are ridiculed for 

having (and enjoying) an active sex life, it is important to note that while most fans 

seemingly take Bravo’s “lead” on what discussions they do (or do not) have online, it is 

vital to remember how media’s capitalist motives play a part beyond ideological 

discourse. That is, Bravo purposefully emphasizes aspects such as sexuality in order to 

garner ratings and, subsequently, advertisers. In focusing largely on these controversial 

aspects, they are fulfilling commercial demands. And while this is not to say that fans are 

being lead like moths to a fire in their online discussions, what they see on-screen does 

influence what (and how) they discuss the series online. By servicing its commercial 

needs, Bravo likewise encourages the reproduction of such patriarchal social norms both 

online and off. 

 Many fans also address the Housewives’ tendency to use their sex appeal to get 

what they want. As one fan on a Miami board comments, Adriana is “the prototypical 

good looking woman who uses that to keep herself kept by someone...anyone who is 

willing.” Another viewer expresses disgust at Adriana’s on-screen peep show in 

exchange for her boyfriend’s lifelong commitment, as she states that Adriana “really 

showed her true colors on last night’s season finale. She pushed her man in to a corner to 

try and get her ring with sex and threats of an ex husband...She used her so-called female 
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prowess to steer her man into her web of lies.” Not only are the Housewives perceived as 

using their sex appeal to exert power over men, but they also use it to manipulate and 

take advantage of the one thing that men (presumably) have no control over: their desire 

for sex. Because of this, it is common to read online posts associating the Housewives 

with prostitution, such as when one viewer writes that Kim Zolciak “earned her money 

the old fashioned way, on her back, or riding high.” Similar sentiments are found in 

regard to Jo, Lauri, Camille, Tamra, and NeNe. As another fan on an Atlanta board 

writes, “Ne Ne doesn't have a real job…Basically, she has sex with a MUCH older man, 

who in turn gives her lots of money and gifts. Oh no... wait... she DOES have a job then - 

it's one of the oldest professions in history!” In this regard, however, a number of fans 

also suggest that there is some truth to these portrayals, as they contend that being 

physically attractive can have its benefits for those females who use it appropriately. As 

one fan on the Orange County boards contends, “everyone knows men are ridiculous, & 

if you look good, you can get just about anything for free.” Here, some fans take TRHW 

promise of bodily perfection as bliss one step further as they suggest that in maintaining 

such perfection females will be able to use it to get whatever they want in life: whether 

it’s access to money or a man.  

 And while this version of female sexuality is regarded negatively by many, there 

are also those who openly accept it. For example, while some fans lambast Gretchen for 

her sex life after her fiancé’s passing, there are also those who defend her, arguing that 

she is young, beautiful, and single, and therefore should be able to do whatever she wants 

without fear of reprieve. Others on the New Jersey boards defend Danielle, similarly 

arguing that everyone (including women) “deserves” to have an active, healthy sex life, 

regardless of marital status. The same is argued for Jo and Quinn on the Orange County 

boards, as well as Kandi on Atlanta. 

 But when it comes to portrayals of female sexuality within marriage, the 

Housewives’ performance of sexuality is also treated differently because of their married 

status, although intimate scenes are still unwelcomed by some. That is, while married 

Housewives are not given discursive labels such as “whore” or “slut” nearly as often as 

the single women, some fans still express disdain when married Housewives put their 

romantic relationships on TV. But more than not wanting to see these images, these fans 
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critique the Housewives for their treatment of female sexuality within/outside of 

marriage. For example, on the Orange County boards, Tamra is blasted for being 

hypocritical. These fans argue that she condemned Gretchen for using sex toys, but in 

earlier seasons was shown buying sex toys herself. They argue that Tamra acts “trashy” 

with her husband in public yet ridicules other (unmarried) Housewives for doing the 

same. As one viewer argues, Tamra’s propensity to talk badly about Gretchen and look 

down on others’ sexual relations is ironic when compared to her own. As this fan states: 

This, from a woman that sexually harrassed clients, engaged in constant 
excessive PDA with her husband (testicle touching is beyond PDA 
though, it is just gross), dressed in trashy lingerie on camera, did a lap 
dance for Simon in the hotel room, and then asked the camera crew to 
leave, only to show up late to dinner with Vicki and Donn and explain 
coyly that they were ‘busy.’ She acts as if having kids and a husband 
makes her antics acceptable. News flash: It is tasteless. 

 
As another fan pointed out, there is irony in watching Tamra emblazon Gretchen with a 

scarlet letter since Gretchen— unlike Tamra— is neither a mother nor a wife. Thus while 

Tamra suggests that Gretchen should not behave in sexually explicit ways because she is 

unmarried, it is likewise because Tamra is a mother and wife that fans view such 

behaviors as unacceptable.  

 The same is found on the New Jersey boards, as many fans argue that the 

Housewives are hypocritical in their approaches to what is and is not acceptable 

regarding female sexuality. Multiple fans point out how TRHW programming suggests 

that it is okay for Teresa to constantly discuss her sex life in mixed company (including 

children) without any consequences. When Danielle does the same thing, she is ridiculed 

and treated as the “black sheep” of the group. But this double standard is also employed 

by the fans, as one viewer opines, “I see double standards here on this board, so many 

people talk about Danielle talking to her daughters about men but it's ok for Teresa to talk 

about her vagina being sore from sex was ok?” Yet another fan writes: 

Okay, all of you people on this blog that think Teresa is so cute and 
adorable, please explain why her behavior is socially acceptable. You 
know, Danielle's sex life has been exposed by her and others, most people 
tear her apart for her wh*rish lifestyle. I think Danielle deserves the 
criticism that she receives. What I fail to comprehend is why Teresa, a 
married woman, needs to keep discussing the intimate sexual details of her 
life to a camera and thus the viewing audience, yet people on this blog 
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continue to overlook Teresa's tawdry behavior and language. I just don't 
understand. 
 

In response to this question, another fan exclaimed, “They are currently a married couple; 

not trash as is Danielle! So let it be!” Here, message board discussion demonstrates that 

while female sexuality is frowned upon by a large number of fans, there are also those 

who excuse such behavior as long as it occurs within a marriage. 

 And while numerous fans condemn women for putting their sexuality on display, 

these (and other) fans likewise address how sexist such treatment is. For example, on the 

New Jersey boards viewers comment about how Danielle is ridiculed for sexual activity 

while her fling, Steve, is blamed for nothing. As one fan writes, “Steve is a young guy 

who likes playing the field and Danielle is just a [expletive deleted]-Bag.” A viewer on 

the Atlanta boards expresses a similar opinion as s/he responds to claims that Kim 

Zolciak is not a positive role model for her kids because of her sex life. As this fan states, 

“There are many women with children who have lovers instead of husbands. BUT 

women are hard on OTHER women, and they give male h o's a pass on this issue. What 

about Hugh Hefner who has small children?...It is the nature of the female beast. Trash 

their own. Give the men a pass.” Here the viewer suggests that the majority of negative 

labeling and ridicule is not only directed at women, but comes from other women as well. 

  

 Depictions of homosexuality are another key component of sexuality discussed on 

TRHW message boards. The majority of fan discussion here centers on the Housewives’ 

“gay husbands,” with slight discussion of lesbianism as well.     

 In the case of the former, the feminized appearance and performance of gay men 

on TRHW commands a great deal of discursive attention online. Numerous fans discuss 

how “over the top” and stereotypical the men are, and how feminized all of the gay men 

on TRHW seem to be. Viewers comment on the men’s outfits, behaviors, and “look,” and 

also discuss how TRHW portrayals are overtly stereotypical. As one fan on Atlanta’s 

board writes, “it's not that they [the Housewives] have gay friends, it's that all of the gays 

are so over the top.” Another contends, “This show makes me never want to go to 

Atlanta…all the women look like men and all the men dress like women.”  
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 Yet even as some viewers discuss the stereotypical attributes of the Housewives’ 

gay friends, other fan comments demonstrate stereotypical assumptions about gay men in 

general. In this regard, multiple viewers discuss how gay men are integral to helping 

women with beauty regimens, have a knack for fashion, and are natural-born party 

planners. These sentiments are prominent across the Atlanta and New York City boards, 

where many fans discuss Dwight, Derek, and Brad at length. In fact, it is when these gay 

men are perceived as failing in their stereotypical roles that some fans comment on how 

they are not like “real” gay men at all. For example, when Brad redesigns Jill’s apartment 

in a manner that fans despise, viewers comment on how Brad is unlike the gay men they 

know offline. As one fan writes, “I am in such shock that a gay man decorated that space. 

I guess its just that all the gay men I know have amazing taste and decorating 

smarts...sorry Brad....but Jill needs a new gay husband!! Even Brads taste in clothing is 

frightening.”  

 Even beyond decorating skill(s), many fans also suggest that gay men must 

possess the appropriate, fashionable look that is similarly “sold” on TRHW. Just as the 

franchise includes only one “look” for gay men, numerous comments likewise suggest 

that gay men are inherently fashionable and clean-cut, as seen on TV. This is not only 

demonstrated in the preceding comment acknowledging Brad’s “frightening” clothes, but 

is illustrated on other boards as well. For example, as one viewer on a New Jersey board 

writes, “Did you see her [Danielle’s] Gay Friend?? I have Gay Friends and they dont look 

like that.” Not only do some fans expect that gay men will behave in stereotypical ways, 

but also they also expect that they will exhibit the stereotypical looks and skills 

commonly associated with performing and communicating a gay male identity. But in 

response to such stereotyping, one viewer on a New Jersey board comments, “I know 

from experience that not all gay men have good taste in decorating. Two of our closest 

friends are gay and their sense of decorating style is...well, just hodgepodge. Just like all 

straight people aren't alike, neither are gay people.”  

 In a similar vein, some fan comments also suggest that depictions of 

homosexuality on TRHW are not always received positively. Many viewers discuss how 

stereotypical and insensitive TRHW portrayals are to the gay community. As one viewer 

on the Atlanta board writes:  
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I have a problem with how Bravo is depicting caricatures. Every time one 
of these guys speak, a purse falls out of their mouth. I realize these are the 
types of men that the primary cast is hanging around, but Bravo really 
focuses on their effeminate behavior and flamboyant demeanor. But I'm 
learning that this is typical Bravo, as it has been casting nothing but 
stereotypes.  
 

On the same board, another viewer posts, “for some reason, it's important for Bravo to let 

the viewers know that there are gays on the show, and the best way for them to do that is 

to have all the gays be flaming, effeminate, biootchy and obnoxious caricatures.” But 

even as such depictions are too “over the top” for some, many fans articulate a fondness 

toward the gay male characters who appear throughout the franchise. Many of these men 

are referred to as the fans’ “favorite housewife” (i.e., Cedric, Dwight, Brad), as numerous 

fans admit to enjoying the personalities, entertainment, and drama that the gay men add 

to the show. But as the seasons have progressed, some fans have also grown weary of the 

gay male add-ins, because of the fact that they are always around. As one fan on an 

Atlanta board writes, “I'm getting a bit tired of the gay men on this show...Every time I 

turn around, Dwight's face is on my t.v. with more makeup than Tammy Faye Baker.” In 

this way, some fans argue that the gay men—while entertaining— take away from TRHW 

stated premise, which is to tell the stories of the Housewives and not their homosexual 

friends.  

 In addition to these on-screen depictions, some fans also critique the discursive 

references to homosexuality found within TRHW programming. These fans take offense 

to the homophobic, hateful slurs found in certain series of the franchise. For example, one 

fan on an Orange County board writes in response to the gay slurs used in Jeana’s 

household: “Jeana, get control of your kids…Colton needs some serious discrimination 

training to educate him on saying the word ‘[censored]!’Jeana you should be appauled 

[appalled] by those words. DO you know how many ‘faggots’ watch your show?” On the 

New Jersey boards, Teresa’s husband is labeled by numerous fans as a bigot, insensitive, 

and offensive to the gay community, largely for his on-air comment about dancing as a 

“gay” activity. Yet even as some viewers take issue with such language, others online 

invoke the same rhetoric as they call Slade, for example, “queer as a $3 bill.”  
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 Finally, it should also be noted that the absence of female homosexuals is not lost 

on TRHW fans, as some openly address Bravo’s failure to include lesbians in TRHW 

programming. For example, one fan on the New Jersey boards opines that a lesbian 

Housewife would be a good addition to TRHW franchise, while a viewer on the Atlanta 

board writes, “I would love to see some gay/lesbian couples!” And even beyond their 

absence, when the subject of lesbianism does come up on the boards— particularly as it 

relates to the Housewives’ “dabbling” with homosexuality— many fans are disapproving 

of these limited portrayals. Fans contend that Kim Zolciak and Danielle used their very-

public turns to lesbianism for their own advantage.47 They argue that these Housewives 

claimed to be lesbians in an effort to garner media attention and/or advance their careers. 

As one fan on an Atlanta board wrote, they took a stab at lesbianism to “stay relevant” in 

the media realm. In this way, TRHW portrayal of lesbians are not only read as inauthentic 

but are also viewed as simply a means to an end. As one fan on an Atlanta board states, “I 

myself felt like Kim was using Tracy...I call it ‘doing an Anne Heche’—dating another 

woman for a blink of an eye to get what you want before discarding her.”  

 But as illustrated on multiple boards, sexuality is discussed less often because of 

the sensitivity surrounding the subject. Much like discussions about race, issues of 

sexuality are more prone to starting flame wars and heated debates, presumably because 

sexual orientation (and personal views on such) are undisclosed by the majority of 

posters. Unlike gender and class— where fans openly identify as female and working 

class— sexuality is an aspect of identity that for many posters remains “unknown.” And 

while these discussions are integral to understanding how fans are negotiating messages 

of gender, race, class, and sexuality, it is also important to address additional aspects of 

TRHW franchise that are discussed online as well.  

6.4 Additional Housewives Aspects Discussed  

 To suggest that Bravo viewers only discuss issues related to gender, race, class, 

and sexuality online is both inaccurate and naïve. As analysis of the message boards 

suggest, fans discuss a bevy of questions and concerns— both related and unrelated to 

TRHW— and those concerns do not stop with axes of identity. In fact, exploration into 

                                                        
47 While Kim Zolciak toyed with bisexuality in season three of Atlanta, Danielle implicitly suggested that 

she too was dating women while on Bravo’s after-show, Watch What Happens Live.  
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TRHW message boards demonstrates that while questions of gender, race, class, and 

sexuality have a prominent presence online, countless fans discuss other aspects that are 

equally insightful when it comes to understanding audience reception of such a 

complicated media text.  

 In this regard, one topic that is frequently discussed is the Housewives “real” lives 

beyond what is shown on TRHW. A major function of the online message boards is to 

share information that the online “investigators” have discovered about the Housewives 

from popular and mainstream press, blogging entries, and/or interviews circulating in 

popular culture. Fans find pleasure in posting information about the Housewives—

information that helps their collective understanding of the events that play out on-screen. 

Numerous fans seek to expose the Housewives for their many shortcomings that the 

“average” viewer is not privy to via programming. Here, the secondary information 

shared online is key (e.g., Bury, 2005). For example, multiple fans expose Teresa’s 

bankruptcy filing and Tamra’s financial troubles, post findings about Gretchen’s sexual 

affairs, and share information about Kim Zolciak’s pregnancy. Fans reveal information 

about Alexis’ extramarital affairs, the identity of Lisa’s ex-husband, and the truth behind 

the Salahi’s crashing the White House dinner in D.C. Countless fans post information 

about Marysol’s DUI charges, Vicki’s impending divorce, and Joe’s (Teresa’s husband) 

infidelity. They investigate Camille’s divorce, Taylor’s physically abusive marriage, and 

Caroline’s links to a criminal past. Much of this information is disclosed on the message 

boards long before it airs on TRHW. Indeed, message board participation is thoroughly 

enmeshed in celebrity culture (e.g., Andrejevic, 2004), and part of the goal of such is to 

knock the Housewives down a few pegs to demonstrate how far from “perfect” they 

really are.  

 Fan discussion also demonstrates an understanding of the commercial logic 

guiding TRHW franchise. A number of fans acknowledge the program’s need for drama 

in order to attract audiences, which in turn lead to ratings, advertisers, and increased 

profit for Bravo. As fans across multiple boards contend, “Bravo is sticking with a 

formula that works.” Fans discuss how heavily edited the series is and how the producers 

“encourage” drama and confrontation to help ratings. Just as Hill (2005) notes in her 

audience analysis, TRHW viewers are not oblivious to the codes and conventions of 
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reality TV. And because of media’s need for ratings, many of TRHW fans agree that 

“Bravo rewards nastiness and punishes normalcy,” thereby grounding Bravo’s gendered, 

racist, and sexist images in the commercial logic that seemingly necessitates it. Many 

fans discuss how editing influences the final form of the media text and affects their own 

perceptions.  For these fans, is not a question of if the series is heavily edited or even 

somewhat scripted, but instead the question is to what extent. As Hill (2005) has argued, 

fans use reality TV’s perceived level of entertainment to gauge how real (or unreal) they 

believe the events unfolding on-screen to be. The more entertaining a series is, the less 

“real” it becomes, and vice versa. Some of TRHW fans acknowledge the role that casting 

plays in the process, as they suggest that Bravo selects certain women to participate in 

TRHW for their explosive personalities, their “imperfections,” and their likelihood of 

“losing it” while the cameras are rolling. 

 Recognizing the larger (commercial) picture, a handful of fans also link Bravo’s 

marketing strategies to parent company NBC, as one fan on a New York City board 

acknowledges the formation of Women@NBCU which, “not surprisingly…[will] help 

marketers target women.” Another fan also reveals the target audience that Bravo focuses 

on via its Affluencer campaign (although this fan fails to attach the “Affluencer” term), 

shedding light on the marketing strategies geared toward Bravo fans themselves.  

 Additionally, while fans acknowledge that the commercial purpose of TRHW is to 

generate a profit, they also recognize that they too—as online posters— play a role. 

Bravo’s message boards are understood by some (although not all) as existing for 

commercial gain. As some fans on the New York City boards discuss, the more that 

certain Housewives are discussed online, the more likely they are to stay on the show— 

regardless of fans’ like or dislike of them. Indeed, merely talking about the Housewives 

online provides a gauge for Bravo to see how interesting certain cast members (and by 

extension, certain series) are or are not.  Whether that discussion is positive or negative 

does not matter— all that matters is the “buzz” that they create. As one fan on a New 

Jersey board writes: 

They put these message boards up for a reason and that is to keep us 
talking about this so that we stay ‘tuned’. It doesn't really matter if our 
discussions are sweet or get ugly because the bottom line is, it keeps us 
coming back and keeps us tuning in. The bigger the drama, the higher the 
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ratings, the more money from sponsers and advertisers. So, to Bravo, its 
all good. 
 

And although such comments illustrate that some viewers understand the commercial 

logic behind reality TV, other comments also suggest that some fans want something 

more than that which Bravo is providing. Online fans discuss a desire for more family-

oriented material, more “real” moments, more racial diversity, and more accurate 

portrayals of women. Certain fans express a want to see other aspects of women’s lives 

beyond drinking, shopping and socializing; they want more than the “one dimensional” 

Housewives they have been given so far. But as one fan on Atlanta’s board states, such 

shows about real women living real lives “just doesn’t exist in Bravo.” And they do not 

exist because— as fans recognize— they do not fit Bravo’s formulaic mold.   

 Fans also recognize that all of this participation leads to even more revenue for 

Bravo via online advertisements and interactivity. As one fan on an Atlanta board 

contends, “Bravo makes money by selling ads to others and advertising their own shows 

on this board. The more we post on here, the more they can charge for ad space…We 

help Bravo make money.” Another fan on an Orange County board posts: 

By being so critical and ‘rude’, we're creating more controversy, which 
creates more interest, which creates more viewers, which makes for better 
ratings, which gets the advertisers to pay for the show, and generates more 
money to pay the ‘housewives’ for bigger boobs, bigger cars, more 
jewelry, more designer sunglasses, more vacations, more Botox and even 
thicker eyelash weaves! It's the American way! 
 

But posting online provides more than just additional revenue for Bravo— it also 

provides timely feedback on cast members and plot lines, as well “new directions” for 

TRHW series, as acknowledged by Bravo executives Clifford (2010) and Stone (2011). 

As media scholar Ross (2008) contends, “producers have their own opportunity to 

monitor those discussions,” and can “use elements of those discussions for promotional 

purposes” (p. 89). Bravo executives admit to such through their monitoring and 

surveillance of social media, including message boards. As Stone (2011) contends, “Let’s 

just say that we’ve learned a thing or two from our most passionate consumers.” In this 

way, the online message boards are a veritable gold mine for Bravo with rich audience 

feedback, assessment of cast members, series likes and dislikes, and information on what 
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fans would (or would not) like to see more of (Clifford, 2010). As Tony Cardinale, 

Research Executive at Bravo states, “We [Bravo] do a lot of passive listening, lurking on 

the Web, interpreting the themes we see on our message boards, etcetera…There’s more 

information we have now than we’ve ever had before” (as cited in Clifford, 2010, para. 

24). In this case, it is perhaps not surprising to find that many of the “suggestions” and 

calls for change that Bravo fans have posted online eventually materialize through Bravo 

programming (i.e., giving Bethenny her own series, taking Jo and Slade off the show, 

introducing a Latin cast, and story arcs including Kelly’s bout with mental instability, 

Ramona’s possible pregnancy/alcoholism/affair, and the exile of Danielle to be replaced 

with another family member). And while far from exhaustive, examination in TRHW 

message boards suggest that while some fans are in tune with the commercial logic 

guiding TRHW production and online surveillance, they continue to provide free labor for 

Bravo by participating in various forms of interactivity— interactivity that Bravo banks 

on to keep its programs (and brand) a media success (e.g., Clifford, 2010). Thus taking all 

of this into consideration, the following section provides concluding thoughts on what 

these message boards illustrate as whole. 

6.5 Participants in our own demise? Chapter Conclusions 

  If fans are so intent on exposing the Housewives for the frauds that they are, if 

they are so unhappy with representations of gender, race, class, and sexuality, and if they 

are so sure that these representations are both highly edited and largely inaccurate, this 

begs the question: why do they watch? The answer: for entertainment. Fans watch for 

comic relief. They watch to learn how not to behave, to feel better about themselves, and 

to appreciate their own lives. According to the message boards, fans watch to see how 

vapid, catty, and drama-prone women can be. But they also watch to live vicariously 

through the Housewives. They watch because they enjoy seeing the struggles of the 

capitalist class, and they watch to see the Housewives fall off their “high horse.” They 

watch to for momentary escape from daily life and to take a “mental break.” Because 

TRHW is both “addicting” and “train wreck TV,” they watch because they cannot seem to 

look away.  But as this chapter has sought to demonstrate, amidst the entertainment value 

and comic relief, online fans critique while at the same time perpetuate many of the same 

ideologies that TRHW programming itself projects. From a feminist political economic 
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perspective, there are thus a number of points to consider in regard to audience reception 

of TRHW text.  

 First, as has been made clear throughout the preceding pages, fans participating in 

TRHW message boards are overtly critical in their assessment of programming. They 

evaluate and critique problematic messages, they point out inconsistencies and 

contradictions, and are skeptical of the “reality” of TRHW portrayals. On the one hand, 

this critical stance proffers hope (and evidence) that the viewers are far from “passive 

dupes” who blindly accept television’s ideological messages. It offers reassurance that 

despite TRHW most regressive representations, contestation is openly proffered by fans 

online. TRHW fans are not wholly accepting of the franchise’s ideological messages 

about gender, race, class, and sexuality, but instead are reworking these messages, 

reconstituting them, and sometimes resisting them in place of a far more “realistic” 

understanding of the world in which they live.  

 On the other hand, even though some fans are more hard-pressed than the 

“average” viewer to believe TRHW claims, many can still can be found “reading” much 

of the text in line with Bravo’s intent. That is, countless online fans continue to 

understand cast members like Danielle as a slut and Teresa as an airhead, and they 

continue to suggest that Vicki sacrifices her personal relationships for work and Adriana 

is a Latin sex pistol. In so doing, these fans uphold the patriarchal ideologies and social 

norms that reproduce less than egalitarian social and power relations. These social and 

power relations— while chiefly concerned with females and femininity— are likewise 

reproduced in problematic ways that continue to disadvantage minorities and 

marginalized groups in ways consistent with the status quo. More than simple 

interpretation, while some fans may understand the Housewives as presented by Bravo in 

stereotypical and problematic ways, many of these same fans are likewise reproducing 

many of the same ideologies through their interactions online. By continuing to call 

Danielle a whore and Kim Zolciak a hooker, this predominantly female fan base is 

perpetuating the very notion(s) that many of them log-on to critique. 

 But in an effort to resist the charges waged on Radway’s (1984) earlier work on 

female audiences— and in an effort to avoid wholly celebrating and/or romanticizing 

fans for their critical disposition— it is important to note that while fans’ resistance to 
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certain ideologies materializes via online posts, such discursive resistance cannot be 

equated to real-life intervention or subversions of power. Because a fan contests the 

Housewives’ obsession with appearance in an online, mediated format does not guarantee 

intervention in real-life processes offline. In fact, the contradictory nature of many of the 

fans’ online posts suggest that while resisting various ideological messages in 

programming, fans are at the same time participating in the same systems of power and 

the same codes of conduct both online and in their own lives (i.e., they admit to getting 

plastic surgery, calling other females whores, etc.). In the end, it is these negotiations that 

seemingly make the problematic images “ok” to female fans. Online interactivity allows 

them to feel empowered by critiquing the system without necessitating that they embody 

such subversive practices in their own lives.  

 In addition to this, the role of females in perpetuating patriarchal capitalism also 

extends beyond their discursive comments online. In this regard, females must also be 

situated in relation to the commercial processes by which their mere involvement online 

validates reproduction. That is, females play a role in upholding the problematic 

portrayals— no matter how much they resist— simply by logging in and “talking” about 

TRHW online. As the logics of commercial TV suggest, the more audiences talk about the 

programming online, the more “buzz” that is created for Bravo. And as fans’ earlier 

statements acknowledge, it does not matter if that “buzz” is good or bad— what matters 

is that it exists. Because increased online participation leads to more loyal and engaged 

viewing (which in turn bodes well for advertisers), females’ online participation helps 

create economic capital for media corporations from the cultural capital and cultural work 

that fans provide for free each and every time they log on (Andrejevic, 2004; Ross, 

2008). Here, TRHW fans are allotted the online space for interactivity in exchange for the 

cognitive work that they provide for media corporations such as Bravo. As Andrejevic 

(2007) contends, such exploitation via interactivity “encourag[es] viewers and consumers 

to participate in the process not just of marketing themselves…but of marketing to 

themselves” (p. 137). And this is where the production motives of making TRHW 

franchise a social experience come full circle, as participation in that social experience 

feeds back into the commercial processes of Bravo. 
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 In this way, this online participation is dually problematic from a feminist 

political economic perspective as audiences log on and provide free labor for 

multinational media conglomerates (e.g., Andrejevic, 2004; Ross, 2008). They 

“participate in the spectacle of its [their] own manipulation” (Andrejevic, 2007, p. 243). 

Although such labor is understood by fans as “pleasurable work” (Ross, 2008, p. 25), it is 

from this pleasurable work that Bravo is able to tweak TRHW storylines and narrative 

arcs just enough to respond to its audience (e.g., Clifford, 2010), while still holding tight 

to the franchised formula that has proven itself a financial success. They tweak the 

formula, but never change it. Audience participation, in this way, is never transformative. 

In this regard, the illusion of interactive empowerment and influence (e.g., Andrejevic, 

2007) gives way to a more fine-tuned media text that continues to be guided by 

commercial logic. And that text, as both the previous chapter and countless fan comments 

suggest, continues to perpetuate gendered, racist, sexist, and classist ideologies— all the 

while involving females in the process. 

 Ultimately, participating in the online messages boards creates and fosters a 

community of (predominantly female) individuals who approach TRHW text as a social 

experience. From a production standpoint, this sociality is encouraged, and from an 

audience standpoint, it is seemingly sought out by the most loyal of fans. While opening 

up the online space is guided by commercial motives because it will (and does) provide 

rich data for Bravo marketers and advertisers, from a feminist political economic 

perspective this social experience is deeply problematic. As this chapter has illustrated, 

fans’ discussion online— while critical in nature— continues to perpetuate and reproduce 

(through their own use of words and interaction) some of the most dominant, patriarchal 

ideologies housed in Western culture and projected throughout TRHW text.  

 But in exploring the links back to capitalism and patriarchy, there is more to it 

than this. As a social experience that locates females as central to the commercial 

process, this experience of fans’ interactivity is dually problematic because it— much 

like programming— distracts from meaningful discussions (or mere recognition) of 

females’ gendered, raced, classed, and sexed positions in a society that continues to be 

guided by unequal social and power relations. Here, the female focus continues to center 

on issues of “girly knowledge” that are grounded in both consumerism and female 
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appearance, they continue to locate women as the foremost figures on all matters of the 

home and childcare, and perpetuate the engendering of the pubic and private spheres. As 

a social experience, TRHW text and online community works to keep intact the 

commercial, capitalist, and patriarchal logic that TRHW text is predicated on.  And what 

TRHW means as a whole from the points of production, text, and reception, is discussed 

next in the concluding chapter. 
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CHAPTER SEVEN 
WHERE DO WE GO FROM HERE? 

 
“If we continue to allow media companies to let market forces define everything to the 

point where quality means nothing and the economics behind production is 100 per cent 

of the priority, then every season will have more provocative, more bigoted fare.”— 

Jennifer Pozner, Media Critic, as cited in Kingston, 2010, para. 22 

 

 Five years, hundreds of episodes, and nearly 20 seasons after its initial debut, 

Bravo’s The Real Housewives franchise continues to make waves in a sea of cable 

programming defined by short-sighted reality fare. Applying Kellner’s (1995) critical 

cultural studies model, this research has employed feminist political economy as a critical 

lens to explore how capitalism and patriarchy are upheld through the production, text, 

and reception of Bravo’s The Real Housewives franchise. Given the success of The Real 

Housewives on a national and international level, the high audience viewership, and the 

role that the female gender plays throughout process, this research is vital to furthering 

our understanding of how postfeminist media culture is produced in line with commercial 

motives and how females— through participatory and interactive media culture— 

contribute to the perpetuation of patriarchal capitalism. In essence, this study has 

explored how media’s commercialism, patriarchy, and capitalist motives guide the 

depictions of gender, race, class, and sexuality seen throughout The Real Housewives 

text, and how female fans accept, reject, and actively negotiate those representations in a 

way that is coterminously progressive and regressive at the exact same time.  

 All of this is important because of the central role that television plays in 

informing our understandings of the world, society, and culture(s). Even in the age of 

convergence culture (Jenkins, 2009), televisual texts continue to be some of the most 

pervasive media forms that, rightly or wrongly, teach us about our own identity and the 

identities of those around us. They teach us how to behave, what to value, and what to 

think (or not think) about. They inform us of our own and others’ role(s) in society, and 

essentially teach us about ourselves. Yet beyond the axiomatic, understanding The Real 

Housewives from a feminist political economic perspective is also important because of 

the historical moment that consumers of popular media find themselves in. As media 

culture is riddled with postfeminist portrayals and neoliberal ideologies, these messages 

exist alongside a revitalization of consumer culture and utter disregard for the dominant 
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paradigms that guide social, economic, and political relations in everyday life. These 

mediated messages seemingly contradict the very “real” lives that many people live, and 

yet they continue to be produced.  

 Despite the so-called “reality” found within The Real Housewives franchise, this 

study is also significant because it is not until we explicate these untruths and expose 

them for the ideological work that they do that we— as critical and cultural scholars— 

can move toward more progressive media texts. As one of the basic goals of political 

economy is to illuminate the social structures and processes that keep unequal power 

relations intact, this study addresses how The Real Housewives— despite its claims of 

existing for mere “entertainment”— do the ideological work of the dominant groups, in 

an effort to uphold patriarchal capitalism and maintain the status quo. Indeed, it is only in 

exposing such ideological work that is central to the production, text, and reception that 

we are able to understand the role of capitalist logic and the space that females occupy—

as both consumers and participants—in contemporary media culture. To return to 

Riordan’s (2002) claim, “If communication scholars fail to elucidate the connections 

between the day-to-day lived experiences of people and their structures of capitalism and 

patriarchy, then we will continue to participate uncritically in their reproduction” 

(Riordan, 2002, p. 4, italics added). Such uncritical reproduction is precisely what this 

study has sought to make clear, in the hopes of making it critical again.  

7.1 Significance of Study 

 In 2006, audiences were introduced to Bravo’s “real life” rendition of ABC’s 

Desperate Housewives, a scripted program that had proven itself successful among 

female audiences in broadcast markets. Acknowledging this success, NBC’s Bravo 

subsequently went inside the gates of southern California’s Coto de Caza as it placed five 

wealthy women—with flaws and lovable aspects alike— in front of an educated and 

affluent audience. As viewers watched the women socialize, shop, and slurp their 

martinis in the middle of the afternoon, the success of Orange County quickly 

demonstrated that Bravo was on to something big. As Chocano (2011) contends, “Bravo 

lifted a rock and discovered a hit show” (p. 58).  

 But as this research has illustrated, the discovery and subsequent success of The 

Real Housewives franchise was not as innocent or happenstance as Chocano (2011) 
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suggests. Through the logic of commercial media and the political economy of reality 

TV, Bravo’s investment in The Real Housewives franchise was based in the capitalist 

logic that continues to guide the television industry. The Real Housewives was (and is) all 

about business. The series presented a low-risk, low-cost, and (potentially) high-profit 

endeavor for which Bravo was willing to test the waters. And in so testing the waters, the 

success of The Real Housewives not only came to define the female-oriented, reality TV 

docu-soap at the turn of the 21st Century, but also earned Bravo roughly $22 million in 

advertising revenue alone by 2008 (TNS Media Intelligence, as cited in Clifford, 2009).   

 A large portion of this advertising revenue, importantly, is dependent on audience 

demographics and the fan base that Bravo has created through its focus on affinity 

programming genres. Through application of feminist political economic theory, it 

becomes evident that it is here where Bravo positions females as central to The Real 

Housewives success, as they comprise the majority of the audience tuning in on a regular 

basis to watch their favorite “ladies who lunch.” In accordance with Smythe’s 

(1981/2006) commodity audience argument, females serve as the commodity audience 

from which Bravo makes beaucoup bucks. As the franchise has grown to encompass 

seven locations and multiple seasons with no sign(s) of stopping in the near future, the 

series is now recognized as a powerful media brand with an audience following that is far 

from obsolete. In this way, part of the significance of this study is grounded in the 

significance of The Real Housewives at the level of contemporary popular culture. That 

is, The Real Housewives is seemingly a phenomenon in and of itself.  

 Exploring how media’s commercial logic influences the franchise, it is 

commonplace to find the franchise’s cast members on other Bravo programming, on 

sister NBC-stations, and on nightly news programs and talk shows outside of NBC. 

Beyond cable, broadcast syndication of select Housewives series has not only provided 

Bravo and NBC with additional revenue from an already-existing product but has also 

placed the Housewives on morning and afternoon broadcast rotations across 98 percent of 

U.S. television markets (Gorman, 2010b).  As Levine (2010a) rightfully acknowledged, 

“femme dysfunction is pure gold,” indeed (p. 11). The problem, however, rests in the fact 

that such ratings “gold” limits creative diversity on Bravo and ancillary outlets, and 

prompts a concentration of Bravo content that is Housewives-related. 
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  Yet because The Real Housewives also exist within the reality TV genre and 

thereby make “self-conscious claim[s] to the discourse of the real” (Murray & Ouellette, 

2009, p. 3), the franchise also finds itself in a precarious position as it operates under the 

pretense of “reality” and still, as both Hill’s (2005) work and this research illustrate, is 

understood as highly-edited if not partially scripted. This understanding complicates the 

ideological work that The Real Housewives performs. Douglas (2010) argues that despite 

ascribing some level of performativity to reality TV, we still consider there to be some 

element(s) of truth no matter how stereotypical and/or scripted it may seem. And here is 

where the ideological messages of gender, race, class, and sexuality found in 

programmatic texts are key. That is, while the intersections of production and text 

demonstrate how stereotypical images are included in The Real Housewives for their 

ability to service profit needs, it is likewise in these textual moments when audiences (as 

exploration into audience reception suggests) infer some truth about issues related to 

gender, race, class, and sexuality. In utilizing Kellner’s (1995) critical cultural model, this 

study connects the patriarchal ideology that guides late consumer capitalism and market 

logic to the images that The Real Housewives fans see on-screen. From this, the images 

are actively deconstructed and negotiated by female fans, who in turn participate in 

Bravo’s increasingly media-savvy brand. As these fans respond to programming through 

Bravo’s online forums, their responses then feed back into the production stage whereby 

the various series are continually (re)produced by Bravo, with minor textual changes 

based on audience feedback.  

 In many ways, this study is thus significant not only because of the position that 

The Real Housewives has commanded in the popular culture realm, but also because it 

approaches the franchise through an integrated approach of feminist theory and political 

economy. It is noteworthy because it draws connections between market logic, 

representation, and reception through not one critical lens but two. It moves beyond 

political economy’s basic tenets of exploring labor and class relations to exploring how 

the female gender influences the varying points of production, text, and reception. The 

study locates females as the central consumers and active participants engaged with the 

program itself. It is also significant because it pushes beyond a strictly feminist textual 
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analysis to incorporate considerations for how media’s commercialism influences the 

texts that consumers both see on TV and interact with online.  

 Thus while much of the existing literature in critical media and feminist research 

has focused on the political economy of commercial media, the political economy of 

reality TV, and representation(s) within reality TV, this research adds to the scholarly 

discussion as it ties these components together and flushes out how these aspects 

influence, and are influenced by, each other. This study attempts to answer Meehan and 

Riordan’s (2002) calls for more work in the realm of feminist political economy, as it 

provides a contemporary case study that both involves, and relies on, the involvement of 

female fans. As a growing field of research, feminist political economy has slowly gained 

traction in critical media studies, but there is still much work to be done. In this regard, 

this research aims to make a noteworthy contribution to the field, as it looks to The Real 

Housewives as a media text that is at once guided by commercial logic while it capitalizes 

off of the female commodity audience— the same audience that Bravo invites to 

participate in its own commodification. In this vein, this study illustrates how unequal 

social and power relations are perpetuated by Bravo, and how predominantly female fans 

interact and reproduce those same social and power relations themselves through 

participatory culture and online interaction. Most notably, this research contributes to the 

field of feminist political economy as it incorporates audience analysis in a field where 

such studies are lacking (e.g., Mosco, 2009). 

 For critical media scholars, this research illustrates how females continue to be 

the target market vetted for by Bravo and advertisers, albeit with an intensified focus on 

real-time interactive technologies and social media. This intensified focus, I argue, 

changes the relationship of female fans with their favorite media texts, as it seeks to make 

the viewing experience social, from the point of production to reception. It illustrates that 

female commodification occurs in a variety of forms: through the females commodity 

audience who watches programming, through the females working for Women@NBCU, 

through the females who agree to be on reality TV, and through the females who log on 

every week to have their “say” on The Real Housewives franchise. For women and 

society writ large, the findings outlined in the preceding chapters demonstrate the ways in 

which problematic messages continue to be perpetuated on reality TV, and how these 
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ideological messages reign supreme in the televisual stories that are produced and 

marketed as stories both about women and for women. In these ways, this study also 

illustrates how we— as fans, viewers, and participants in popular culture— continue to 

participate in the same reproduction of social ills and structural inequalities to which 

Riordan (2002) forewarned.  

7.2 Review of Production, Text, and Reception 

 Applying Kellner’s (1995) critical cultural model, this study has focused on the 

three stages of a media artifact’s life: production, text, and reception. All of these stages 

were explored using critical, ideological textual analysis as the methodological approach.  

 From a feminist political economic stance, interrogation into the production, text, 

and reception of The Real Housewives franchise sought to illuminate how females—as a 

gendered group that operates as a potentially lucrative niche cable audience—factored 

into the processes surrounding this popular media text. Through critical interrogation into 

production, the ways in which media’s capitalist goals guide the production and 

marketing decisions surrounding The Real Housewives are brought to bear. Through 

synergistic promotional tactics, interactive marketing techniques, and strategic use of 

NBC-owned media resources, Bravo cultivates a large female fan base that is evidenced 

in its viewership numbers alone. Yet as is standard in the U.S. television industry, media 

texts such as The Real Housewives require additional synergistic strategies to increase the 

likelihood of programming success. Here, both Bravo and NBC promote The Real 

Housewives franchise across ancillary programs and outlets with the goal of retaining old 

and attracting new fans, in an effort to garner advertising dollars. For a media corporation 

operating under capitalism, this is the priority.  

 But more than just this, examination into Bravo’s marketing tactics also illustrates 

that cable outlets are increasingly turning to interactive social media technologies, as 

Bravo infuses real-time social media applications into televisual programming in an 

effort to attract and retain the attention of consumers. While scholars (e.g., Jenkins, 2006; 

2009; Ross, 2008) have long noted the influence of convergence culture and audience 

participation, Bravo was among the first to provide audiences with the means literally 

insert their opinions and reactions—in effect, to insert themselves—into the 

programmatic space often reserved for those “on TV” (e.g., Andrejevic, 2004; 2007). 
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Through the deployment of social media applications such as Fourquare, Twitter, and the 

Bravo “talk bubble,” female fans can interact with The Real Housewives series in real 

time. In no uncertain terms, this continues the historical shift away from a viewing 

experience from one that has been passive in nature (e.g., Jenkins, 2009) to one that 

continues to be increasingly interactive. As Bravo’s integration of new media 

technologies open up a space for immediate feedback and dialogue with audience 

members, it likewise increases Bravo’s opportunities for advertising partnerships and 

increases Bravo’s information about the audience themselves. Because these 

opportunities for dialogue between Bravo (as a corporation) and media consumers 

necessarily began as a top-down approach to incorporating audience feedback (for the 

purposes of commodification), the possibilities for dialogue that truly transforms 

production (away from the formulaic and at times problematic plots of reality TV) are 

seemingly slim to none. Opportunities for meaningful feedback, from the audience 

perspective, is superficial at best.  

Linking back to feminist political economy, it is in this way that females service 

media’s capitalist goals by operating as participants in convergence culture (e.g., Jenkins, 

2006) and as participants in their own commodification (e.g., Andrejevic, 2004). In a 

seemingly cyclical manner, the information proffered by fans via Bravo’s social media is 

turned back on itself, as Bravo uses its audience information (including that which is 

found in online message boards) to enhance and tailor its marketing tactics to sell 

advertiser (and Bravo) goods more effectively. Following this logic, it is from the points 

of production to text, and text to reception (and back to production again) that we 

continue to see a form of media commercialism that designates the female audience as 

self-indulgent consumers above all else. In accordance with feminist political economy, 

one undergirding problem is that when females are treated only as consumers in the 

media marketplace, such characterizations effectively shut off consideration of females as 

active agents and limits the possibilities for females’ interaction with media and media 

texts, as anything other than consumers. When the female commodity audience is treated 

as one-dimensional by media corporations, our opportunities for involvement are 

oftentimes one-dimensional as well. 
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 From this, these production-side components connect to The Real Housewives 

text as Bravo designs its programming with a distinct focus on females and increasingly 

gay men. Bravo’s need for financial success inextricably links the production motives 

backing The Real Housewives franchise with the textual elements that viewers see on-

screen. Here, Bravo strategically markets its audience of highly-educated and affluent 

viewers as the (female) commodity audience worthy of pursuit, while it simultaneously 

relies on stereotypical images and depictions to attract an audience following. Coined as 

Bravo’s audience of “Affluencers,” this distinct demographic is valued chiefly for their 

consumer spending habits, thereby displacing countless other aspects of identity that are 

not (or cannot be) defined by consumerism (i.e., as political, economic, and/or social 

beings). Bravo’s commodity audience via capitalist business logic is turned into a 

product to be bought and sold in the market. Here, it is female viewers who are 

disproportionately commodified in the process. From an audience perspective, this 

becomes problematic when one considers the textual messages that are repeatedly “sold” 

to females as a result of their commodification. As Bravo increasingly targets female 

consumers, they coterminously present that commodity audience with images of gender, 

race, class, and sexuality that are at best satirically progressive and at worst retrograde 

and pre-feminist in form. And audiences see these messages, importantly, because of the 

“drama” that is necessary to ensure the low-risk and high-profit potential that epitomizes 

contemporary reality TV (e.g., Andrejevic, 2004; Deery, 2004a; Hill, 2005; Magder, 

2009; Raphael, 2009). 

Yet as is clear from the preceding chapters, Bravo and NBC do not only capitalize 

on females from an audience perspective, but likewise involve females in the process of 

their own commodification through business initiatives such as Women@NBCU. 

Women@NBCU was not created to provide women with an opportunity for fair 

representation or to “level the playing field” in an industry where females are 

underrepresented at the managerial and executive levels (e.g., Falk & Grizzard, 2003), 

but instead was established for the sole purpose of getting female insight on how to sell to 

other females more effectively. In the business of media, it is a dog eat dog world. And 

while multiple scholars (e.g., Balka, 2002; M. Martin, 2002; S. Martin, 2002) have 

addressed the role of females as low-level workers in the communication industries, the 
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implementation of Women@NBCU illustrates that although women—in the case of 

Bravo and NBC—are increasingly involved at the executive and management levels, they 

are only involved insofar as they can contribute to better understanding women as 

consumers.     

 From this, the ideological messages concerning gender, race, class, and sexuality 

that are found in The Real Housewives programmatic text follow the lead set forth by 

Bravo’s production practices. That is, all axes of identity that are explored within The 

Real Housewives text can (and do) relate back to the needs of media commercialism. As 

varying axes of identity are commodified and “sold” through The Real Housewives 

programming, such portrayals perform the ideological work of upholding patriarchal 

capitalism and—ultimately—the status quo. The Real Housewives police females and 

femininity in a manner consistent with patriarchal values, as females are featured largely 

in the private sphere domain while men are applauded for their presence (and successes, 

unlike women) in the public sphere. The female body is treated as the center of a 

woman’s worth and is regulated via the Housewives’ obsession with regimes of self-care. 

The series regulates notions of race and represents the racialized “Other” in overtly 

stereotypical ways, while positioning the White Housewives as “better” than other 

racially-diverse casts. In fact, the most common way in which “Other” races are factored 

into programming (outside of the Housewives themselves) is through their inclusion as 

hired help, thereby separating the capitalist class Housewives from the racialized, 

working class “Others.” From a feminist political economic stance, these portrayals 

perpetuate social relations whereby certain gendered groups (i.e., men) and racial groups 

(i.e., White) continue to occupy a position of dominance that is predicated on the 

subordination of others (e.g., Katz, as cited in Jhally, 1999). Influenced by the 

commercial motives of reality TV, these stereotypical portrayals are presented because 

they, in many ways, are safer than challenging what has become the status quo of 

commercial entertainment (e.g., Douglas, 2010).    

Class is also signified on-screen by a privileging of the capitalist class ideal— a 

notion that is communicated via conspicuous consumption and denigrative treatment of 

the working class. Class is used to communicate values consistent with the “American 

Dream,” which is textually packaged as something that is attainable for all, despite the 
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realities concerning social, economic, and political relations that make the “American 

Dream” (im)possible for select groups of people. Perpetuating the myth of the “American 

Dream” (e.g., Krugman, 2004), The Real Housewives programming does the ideological 

work of re-inscribing a neoliberal faith in the capitalist free market, as hard work and 

dedication (and copious consumer spending) are treated as the surest route(s) to personal 

fulfillment, material rewards, and career success. What is disconcerting, however, is the 

manner in which The Real Housewives overlooks the unequal social structures that limit 

class mobility and are likewise influenced by class, gender, and race. Linking back to 

production, it is argued that these structures are overlooked in programming because they 

do not cultivate a confidence in the consumerist lifestyle that the franchise so ardently 

projects. Because calling attention to the social structures and institutions that affect class 

fail to sell advertisers and fail to sell goods, these more “serious” concerns are left on The 

Real Housewives cutting room floor. 

Sexuality on The Real Housewives also re-inscribes heteronormative ideals 

whereby the female body is projected as a woman’s most valuable asset— an asset that is 

used to harness power over men as a means to get what she wants, which are almost 

always commodities. Yet on The Real Housewives, this use of sex appeal and the very 

performance of sexual expression is only afforded leniency when enacted within 

committed relationships. Outside of committed relationships, females run the risk of 

being castigated and socially ridiculed on multiple fronts. But the same cannot be said for 

men, as The Real Housewives project a sexual double standard whereby men are 

encouraged to be sexually promiscuous lest their heterosexuality be questioned. There is 

also the very limited portrayal of homosexuality: for men, homosexuality is represented 

via uniform representation of the flamboyant, effeminate, “token” gay friend who acts as 

the Housewives’ proverbial sidekick. For women, there is little to no inclusion of 

homosexuality at all. Alongside the absence of lesbians, when issues of female 

homosexuality do enter The Real Housewives picture, it is treated as a passing phase or 

that which is enacted only for the pleasure of male onlookers. The dominant ideology that 

characterizes heterosexuality as the “norm,” encourages females to be sexually chaste, 

and positions “alternate” masculinities (i.e., effeminate and/or homosexual) as 

subordinate to hegemonic masculinity (e.g., Feasey, 2008; Hatfield, 2010), perpetuates 



  

 233 

patriarchal assumptions and prevailing social norms about both gender and sexuality. 

Much like notions of normative gender, these portrayals intersect with production goals 

and commercial logic as they are considered much safer than image(s) of sexuality that 

push the envelope and go against the grain.  

 In all of these examples, The Real Housewives franchise keeps intact a traditional 

vision of patriarchal capitalism that perpetuates social and economic hierarchies of 

inequality, normalizing them through visual footage and narrative techniques. From a 

feminist political economic perspective, Bravo sacrifices more-well rounded portrayals of 

gender, race, class, and sexuality in exchange for stereotypical portrayals that are “safer” 

in the marketplace. At the expense of diversity in content, Bravo exchanges progressive 

images for those that are commercially sound and service advertiser needs. And an 

integral part of servicing advertiser needs is based on the foundation of conspicuous 

consumption that the series is predicated on. Whether improving one’s look to conform to 

the Western beauty ideal or attempt to rework one’s “Blackness” through a nose job, 

whether attempting to improve class status by buying a new suit or paying for pole 

dancing lessons to feel “sexy” again, all of these things relate back to consumerism and 

the “selling” of a particular lifestyle that not only encourages but prompts female 

audiences at home to participate in “real life” consumer chaos in a similar fashion. It is in 

moments such as these that media’s commercial logic takes hold, as Bravo capitalizes on 

the cultural moment in which females find themselves in the thick of a “mass luxury 

movement” and rising credit card debt, alongside postfeminist media images that 

encourage a celebration of traditional femininity and a more “feminine” look. 

 Ideologically, such representations continue to position women’s value and role in 

society as that of shoppers above all else; a position that is reiterated across the 

production, text, and reception stages explored in this research. Rather than providing a 

mediated space for recognition of women’s social, economic, and political agency, the 

portrait of womanhood that The Real Housewives projects is to shop— and still shop 

more. Much of this is accomplished via Bravo’s crafty editing techniques that are used to 

play up stereotypes, drama, and conflict all the while projecting the ideology that 

conspicuous consumption is a central component of female identity that must be 

performed accordingly. And while many of these representations exist tongue-in-cheek 
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with Bravo’s “wink” of satire and irony, this is in part what makes the images so 

successful— audiences are able to laugh at the Housewives and recognize their flaws, all 

as they continue to ascribe some level of “truth” to their portrayals across the varying 

axes of identity. But this “wink”— from a feminist political economic perspective—is 

part of what makes the series inherently problematic. As fans’ online discussions make 

clear, even though some female fans understand that portions of the on-screen portrayals 

are done for commercial gain, others insist that despite commercial logic the 

representations are real. As Pozner (as cited in Kingston, 2010) makes clear, if these 

representations are understood as “real” (even in part), it is as if the Feminist Movements, 

the Civil Rights Movements, the Gay Rights Movements, etc. never existed. These 

images work to return us to an era where stereotypical, pre-feminist images of women 

(and men) are made acceptable again (Douglas, 2010). But to add to this existing 

literature, exploration into the production, text, and reception further demonstrates that 

females are key players throughout the entire process. At no point throughout the process 

is the value (or contribution) of females overlooked by Bravo and NBC.            

 Thus when questions of production and representation are carried over into 

examination of fan responses online, it becomes evident that The Real Housewives 

representations are afforded some level of authenticity alongside the seemingly unreal 

portrayals that the series projects. Fan discussion via Bravo message boards demonstrates 

how female fans create a community unto themselves. Within this community, fans are 

able to discuss their “guilty pleasure” TV without fear of reprieve, alongside others who 

enjoy the series as much as they do (e.g., Baym, 2000). Online, fans actively negotiate 

their own textual readings of The Real Housewives episodes, debating and confirming the 

events that play out on-screen. Linking back to the axes of identity represented in the 

media text, online discussion suggests that female fans— despite criticizing the 

Housewives for their troublesome and judgmental behavior— simultaneously enact the 

same behaviors that that aim to critique. While fans admonish the Housewives’ obsession 

with appearance, conspicuous consumption, and traditional gender roles, they also 

applaud them for such and assert the likelihood that under similar circumstances they 

would act in the exact same way. They abhor the Housewives’ on-screen judgment of 

other females’ bodies, sexual activity, and mockery of working class roots, while at the 
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same time judge the Housewives’ bodies, call them “whores,” and ridicule their 

behavior(s). In this way, this research adds to the existing literature as it illustrates how 

female fans can (and do) reproduce through online interaction the same behaviors and 

treatment that they take issue with when seen on The Real Housewives programming. In 

many ways, these discussions also contribute to the reproduction of the series’ 

problematic portrayals, as fan participation validates the franchise’s (re)production by 

Bravo executives. By “logging on” to debate and discuss their most loved and hated 

Housewives, females themselves play a role in maintaining the commercially-driven 

images that they at times despise. As scholars (e.g., Andrejevic, 2004; Jenkins, 2009; 

Ross, 2008) note how online interactivity and surveillance contribute to media’s bottom 

line by providing an online commodity audience and rich information about the 

audiences themselves, such online “buzz” simultaneously shows audience interest in The 

Real Housewives franchise, no matter how good or bad. Further, online participation 

links back to the production components of The Real Housewives franchise in a manner 

that is ostensibly twofold in nature: as audiences engage in surveillance of the televisual 

bodies on-screen and respond accordingly online, they likewise become the targets of 

surveillance themselves as they participate in The Real Housewives message boards. And 

in providing this free online space for fans to discuss The Real Housewives series, Bravo 

is able to extract the cultural work done by fans— the cognitive free labor— and use it to 

market their programs and advertiser goods to their female commodity audience (e.g., 

Andrejevic, 2004). And as Bravo’s production, text, and reception are all geared toward 

increasing sales and effectively pleasing advertiser interests, it is the commodity audience 

that suffers from a lack of creative diversity and innovative programming on Bravo and 

beyond. Similarly, organizing both the series and online discussion around a one-

dimensional version of female identity is dually problematic as it distracts from 

meaningful dialogue (online and off) about female agency and empowerment outside of 

stereotypical images and consumerist culture. In all of this, studying The Real 

Housewives fan base online takes the earlier arguments of scholars (e.g., Andrejevic, 

2004; 2007; Baym, 2000; Bury, 2005; Jenkins, 2006; 2009) one step further by 

demonstrating how fans not only discuss the televisual series and provide free cognitive 
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work for media corporations, but also how they seemingly adopt many of the same social 

relations and approaches, in this case, that are sold on reality TV.  

Taking all of this into consideration, research into The Real Housewives online 

message boards expands upon the existing research by demonstrating how females in 

particular factor into the process as the commodified, gendered group of participants in 

media commercialism. In this way, research into the online message boards illustrates 

that that the free cognitive work provided online by The Real Housewives fans does not, 

in effect, have to be positive at all. Instead, Bravo is able to incorporate fans’ likes and 

dislikes back into its production stages as a means of giving audiences a slice of “what 

they want.” However, when understood in light of the commercial structure of media, the 

formulaic plot of The Real Housewives, and the codes and conventions of reality TV, this 

study illustrates that media corporations do not give audiences what they want (e.g., 

Meehan, 2005) but instead operate in accordance with the basic goals of capital 

accumulation. This latter point is evidenced in Bravo’s many spin-offs and series 

expansion, the Affluencer campaign, the “safe” programmatic messages that perpetuate 

the status quo, and fan’s online calls for more diversity in representation that remain 

unanswered by Bravo.   

7.3 Limitations of Study 

 While utilizing feminist political economy to explore the stages of production, 

text, and reception of The Real Housewives franchise, this study— although noteworthy 

amidst contemporary claims of postfeminist media culture, the cultural context of a 

failing U.S. economy, the rise in convergence culture and participatory media, and The 

Real Housewives commercial success— contains a few limitations that must be 

addressed.  

 First, because this study relied on critical textual analysis as a methodological 

approach, the findings are assuredly influenced by my own identity politics and 

demographic position (e.g., Fairclough, 2003; Livingstone, 1998; McKee, 2003; 

Velázquez Vargas, 2008). In analyzing The Real Housewives franchise, my identity as a 

White, heterosexual, working-class, feminist female has undoubtedly influenced how I 

interpreted and understood components related to the production, text, and reception of 

The Real Housewives franchise, and how they all relate to each other. Based on my 
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research background in critical theory, my findings may also be considered more critical 

than audience members not in my same subject position. In this vein, I attempted to 

mitigate for these identity politics and position by asking research questions from a 

variety of perspectives (i.e., those concerned with gender, race, class, and sexuality). As 

Kellner (1995) contends, such a multiperspectival approach is key to illuminating the 

multiple, varied, complementary, and contradictory ideological messages within any 

media text. While conducting research, I also attempted to control for such influences by 

remaining cognizant of my own subject position and remaining attentive to the ways in 

which my subject position might have colored my own interpretive lens. To mitigate such 

influence, I actively aimed to think outside of the box, considering how others— who are 

not White, heterosexual, working-class, and/or feminist females— might come to 

understand The Real Housewives franchise. Additionally, my history with The Real 

Housewives text may have also influenced my analysis, as I was well versed in The Real 

Housewives franchise prior to conducting this study. Having prior knowledge of the 

series could contribute to textual readings unlike audience members viewing and/or 

interacting with the text for the very first time. And while scholars such as Jenkins (1992) 

have approached various media studies as an “aca-fan,” I too attempted assuage this 

limitation by using such pre-existing knowledge to my advantage as I deconstructed the 

production, text, and reception components with a detailed understanding of the franchise 

and its history. During each of the stages explored, I found that my prior understanding of 

the series only enhanced my findings, as I was able to draw on this knowledge to 

complicate initial considerations and unmask the nuanced details pertaining to the 

franchise as a whole.  

 Second, while this study positions political economy and concerns for structural 

capitalism as central to analysis, it has been argued that such an approach is too 

reductionist and economist in theory (e.g., Grossberg, 1995; McLaughlin, 2002). In this 

view, there is more to media than simple economics. Cultural studies scholars likewise 

argue that political economy fails to account for audience agency at the moment of 

reception and in their construction of meaning (e.g., Grossberg, 1995; McLaughlin, 

Meehan, 2007; Mosco, 2009; Riordan, 2002). While this study highlights the 

commercial, capitalist structure as a partial explanation for The Real Housewives 
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franchise, it should be recognized as exactly that: partial. While I argue that media’s 

commercialism is the most important aspect guiding media texts, this study has attempted 

to mitigate for charges of reductionism and overlooking audience agency by also 

incorporating interrogation into multiple axes of identity and audience response online 

(respectively).  

Finally, it also should be noted that research into the three stages of production, 

text, and reception each contained their own limitations that must be acknowledged for 

future studies employing a similar design. In the case of production, perhaps the greatest 

limitation rested in the fact that Bravo— although housed under the publically-traded 

corporations General Electric and Comcast— is a privately-owned company. This posed 

unforeseeable challenges to understanding the production components of The Real 

Housewives franchise, as Bravo is not required by law to share any of its proprietary 

information regarding business practices or finances. I made up for this limitation by 

utilizing various news and media sources, popular and mainstream press, trade press, and 

scholarly works to provide a more complete picture of Bravo as a media corporation. In 

short, I relied on multiple and varied sources— a technique that is commonplace to 

studies in political economy (e.g., Bagdikian, 2004; McChesney, 1999; 2008). However, 

future political economic studies should take such into consideration and be prepared for 

such obstacles when dealing with private companies.  

Additionally, while my analysis at each stage was influenced by my personal 

identity and familiarity with the series, it was also during the text and reception phases 

that this study focused primarily on only four axes of identity. While centrally concerned 

with gender, race, class, and sexuality, other important axes such as religion, physical 

ability, and political orientation (among others) were not factored in. However, these axes 

of identity are rarely addressed through The Real Housewives programming, and 

therefore— in light of the purposes of this research— would offer limited insight from a 

feminist political economic stance. Further, due to time and space constraints, 

examination into audience response was also limited to a sample of the total online 

comments available at the time, and likewise presented findings that relate only to a 

specific subgroup of the viewing population. In both of these cases (message board and 

fan selection), one related limitation is that neither the online discussion boards nor the 
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fans themselves can speak for all of the online discussions and/or the larger population of 

Bravo viewers and television audiences. The findings are not generalizable. However, 

these charges are overturned when one considers the purpose of critical, qualitative work 

such as that which was employed here. That is, the purpose of this research is not to 

provide generalizable results that are applicable to a broader population of TV 

consumers, but instead is designed to provide an in-depth look at how Bravo puts 

ideological messages to work in select textual programming (i.e., The Real Housewives), 

and how select audiences (who are never a monolithic group to begin with) are making 

sense of and responding to those messages online. Ideological, critical textual analysis—

as employed here—is chiefly concerned with the messages that are communicated to 

audiences and how various audiences make sense of them (Creeber, 2006; McKee, 2003). 

Finally, as scholars such as McKee (2003) contend, there will always exist multiple, 

varied, and competing interpretations of media texts. McKee (2003) argues that while 

“we can never know for certain how people interpreted a particular text,” this should not 

stop scholars from attempting to understand how meaning is made (p. 15). Such charges 

that this form of qualitative, critical research is not generalizable (nor replicable) are 

lessened by the understanding that there is always already some level of subjectivity and 

variation in all readings of media culture. Because all individuals make interpretations in 

very different ways, a plurality of meanings always already exists within the text itself 

(McKee, 2003), and analysis of such can never expect (nor claim) to speak for all 

audiences as a uniform group.  

 

7.4 Future Research 

 Taking these limitations into consideration, this study is not only significant for 

what it adds to existing scholarly discussion concerning reality TV, representation, and 

the commercial media format, but also for the inroads that it provides for future areas of 

research.  

 One route for additional research would be to expand upon the axes of identity 

explored here, and incorporate additional components and questions of representation. 

Future scholars may choose to look to The Real Housewives franchise as a popular media 

text that contains momentary references of additional axes of identity, and theorize what 
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those textual moments ideologically. For example, in Orange County’s season one, 

Kimberely is shown dancing with a little person and a man in a wheelchair, for which she 

and her friends are later shown laughing about because of their differently-abled status. 

Nuanced moments such as these could provide a meaningful contribution to the literature 

beyond the realms of gender, race, class, and sexuality. In this regard, future scholars 

could also interrogate The Real Housewives for moments where resistant readings are 

made possible; moments that are not explored here. 

 Second, future scholars could also choose to expand upon the audience analysis 

proffered here by broadening the scope of audience responses. Despite the fact that 

scholars such as Baym (2000) argue that more “traditional” means of audience research 

(i.e., focus groups, surveys, interviews) are too constructed to produce genuine audience 

analysis, I believe that given the success of The Real Housewives franchise, such probes 

into the “general” audiences’ interpretation could potentially provide a meaningful 

extension of the research presented here. Future scholars may also choose to expand upon 

my message board approach, and could further analysis by incorporating those Bravo 

message board posts that were not accounted for in this study. Scholars could also expand 

upon this study by looking to other message boards such as TelevisionWithoutPity 

(www.twop.com), also owned by NBC, for the ways in which fans are discussing and 

debating The Real Housewives on a site that is not directly linked to Bravo. Scholars 

could also explore message board forums that exist outside of NBC-owned properties 

(e.g., Yahoo! message boards), to compare and contrast how discussion does or does not 

differ between sites, and/or based on website ownership.   

 Finally, future scholars may choose to use this research as a case study into a 

popular reality program with immense cultural capital and televisual appeal. As a case 

study, however, this approach of feminist political economy and Kellner’s critical 

cultural model can also be used to contribute to the growing field of masculinity studies. 

That is, as feminist theory is not only concerned with the female gender but rather gender 

representation and inequalities based on gender more generally, a future contribution to 

feminist political economic studies could include a similar study of production, text, and 

reception applied to male-oriented series such as the popular scripted program Sons of 

Anarchy aired on FX, or in the plethora of male-oriented reality programs found on Spike 
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TV. Programs such as these could be analyzed for how they— like The Real Housewives 

franchise— uphold (or contest) ideologies of patriarchal capitalism through the points of 

production, text, and reception. 

 As this research has shown, The Real Housewives franchise— while immensely 

popular nationally and internationally, and on broadcast and cable— has made use of 

ideologies of patriarchal capitalism, in a cultural moment where postfeminist and 

neoliberal principles are commonplace in reality TV. As one Atlanta fan writes, “TV 

today is just trash and I am so scared for my little girl growing up in this world.” Given 

the problematic portrayals that are guided by commercial logic, housed in the onslaught 

of The Real Housewives franchise, and responded to accordingly online, that fear is 

seemingly justified for the “real” Housewives (and women in general) who continue to 

tune in and log on at home. 
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APPENDIX A 

 “Guiding Questions for Production, Text, and Reception” 

 

Questions for Examining Franchise Information (Production)  

1. Who made the product(s) and for whom?  

2. Where/when is it broadcast? Re-broadcast? 

3. How many people typically watch it?  

4. How does demographic composition of the audience/ target audience influence 

content?  

5. How does gender factor into the franchise’s commercial arrangements? 

6. How do media strategies affect program content?  

Questions for Examining Episodes (Text)  

1. What are the unstated themes of the episode?  

2. What does the episode convey about gender and gender norms? 

3. What does the episode convey about race? 

4. What does the episode convey about sexuality? 

5. How is class represented in the episode? 

Questions for Examining Online Comments (Reception) 

1. What is the overall theme of the discussion board? 

2. What type of comments do fans make about gender? 

3. What type of comments do fans make about sexuality? 

4. What types of comments are made about race? 

5. What types of comments are made about class?  
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APPENDIX B 

“Episode Guide” 

 

The Real Housewives of Orange County, Premiere Date: March 21, 2006 

Season 1 

Episode Title Air Date 

1 Meet the Wives 3/21/2006 

2 Is It Hunting Season, Yet? 3/28/2006 

3 Upgrading Has Nothing to 

do With You Honey 

4/4/2006 

4 Talk, Talk, Talk 4/11/2006 

5 Cut the P and Lem out of 

Problem and you get ROB 

4/18/2006 

6 Shocking News 4/25/2006 

 

Season 2 

Episode Title Air Date 

1 The Housewives are Back! 1/16/2007 

2 Be Nice to the New Girl 1/23/2007 

3 Watch Out Bitches! 1/3/2007 

4 Relationships Are Better 

than Your Head 

2/6/2007 

5 Stranger In Your House 2/13/2007 

6 Studio, Jewelry, and Babies 2/20/2007 

7 Jo Jo the Housewife 2/27/2007 

8 Birthday Sex 3/6/2007 

 

Season 3 

Episode Title Air Date 

1 Behind The Orange Curtain 11/6/2007 

2 My Baby is All Grown Up 11/13/2007 
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3 Girls Gone Wild 11/20/2007 

4 Pantry Raid! 11/27/2007 

5 Rebels Without a Cause 12/4/2007 

6 The Boys of Summer 12/11/2007 

7 Moving Violations 12/18/2007 

8 Family Vacation 1/1/2008 

9 Frienemies 1/8/2008 

10 Diamonds Are a Girl’s Best 

Friend 

1/15/2008 

11 Here Comes The Bride 1/22/2008 

 

Season 4 

Episode Title Air Date 

1 Are They For Real? 11/25/2008 

2 Hold On To Your Daddies 12/2/2008 

3 Love Tanks 12/8/2008 

4 You Just Don’t Get It 12/16/2008 

5 120 In The Shade 12/23/2008 

6 Cut! 12/30/2008 

7 And They’re Off… 1/6/2008 

8 Naked Wasted 1/13/2008 

9 Why Are You Being So 

Mean To Me?  

1/20/2009 

10 The Girls Want to Come 

Out and Play 

1/27/2009 

11 Vegas Baby 2/3/2009 

12 Who’s Your Daddy? 2/10/2009 

13 Bling Bling 2/17/2009 
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Season 5 

Episode Title Air Date 

1 When Times Get Tough, 

The Tough Go Shopping! 

11/5/2009 

2 Friends, Enemies, and 

Husbands 

11/12/2009 

3 It Ends in Coto de Caza 11/19/2009 

4 It’s All About Choices 12/3/2009 

5 Friends, Facelifts and 

Florida 

12/10/2009 

6 All Girls Weekend 12/17/2009 

7 Love and War 1/7/2010 

8 Let Bygones, Be Bygones 1/14/2010 

9 No Boundaries 1/21/2010 

10 I Can’t Stop 1/28/2010 

11 Nothing Is As It Seems 2/4/2010 

12 You Can Dish It But You 

Can’t Take It 

2/11/2010 

13 Let’s Bow Our Heads and 

Pray 

2/18/2010 

14 This Is How We Do It In 

The O.C. 

2/25/2010 

15 Is This All There Is? 3/4/2010 

 

The Real Housewives of New York City, Premiere Date: March 4, 2008 

Season 1 

Episode Title Air Date 

1 Meet the Wives 3/4/2008 

2 The Hamptons 3/11/2008 

3 Fashion Week 3/18/2008 
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4 Social Wife 3/25/2008 

5 Careful, She Bites 4/1/2008 

6 Second Chances 4/4/2008 

7 Girls Night Out 4/8/2008 

 

Season 2 

Episode Title Air Date 

1 There’s A New Girl in 

Town 

2/17/2009 

2 Hamptons Retreat…But No 

Surrender 

2/24/2009 

3 On Their High Horses 3/3/2009 

4 If You Have Nothing Nice 

to Say… 

3/10/2009 

5 New York State of Mind 3/17/2009 

6 Runway Run-In 3/24/2009 

7 Kelly vs. Bethenny 3/31/2009 

8 Game, Set, Feud 4/7/2009 

9 Wife in the Fast Lane  4/14/2009 

10 Unfashionably Late 4/21/2009 

11 Van Kempens House Party 4/28/2009 

12 Charity Wives 5/5/2009 

 

Season 3 

Episode Title Air Date 

1 New Alliances 3/4/2010 

2 Dueling Labor Day Parties 3/11/2010 

3 Fall In Manhattan 3/18/2010 

4 Fashion and Fighting 3/25/2010 

5 Hot Off the Press 4/1/2010 
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6 The Ambush 4/8/2010 

7 New Girl, Old Money 4/15/2010 

8 Let’s See That Ring 4/22/2010 

9 Stay on Message  4/29/2010 

10 Leap Before You Look 5/6/2010 

11 Housewives Overboard 5/13/2010 

12 Sun, Sand, and Psychosis 5/20/2010 

13 Sunburn 5/27/2010 

14 Rebuked, Reunited, 

Renewed 

6/3/2010 

 

The Real Housewives of Atlanta, Premiere Date: October 7, 2008 

Season 1 

Episode Title Air Date 

1 Welcome One, Welcome 

ATL 

10/7/2008 

2 It’s My Party! 10/14/2008 

3 Who’s Your Poppa? 10/21/2008 

4 Bring on the Bling 10/28/2008 

5 Out of Tune 11/4/2008 

6 Dream a Little Nightmare 11/11/2008 

7 Best of Enemies 11/18/2008 

 

Season 2 

Episode Title Air Date 

1 New Attitudes, Same ATL 7/30/2009 

2 Kim-Tervention 8/6/2009 

3 Unbeweavable 8/13/2009 

4 Mummies, Mommies, and 

Baby Mommas 

8/20/2009 
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5 Home Is Where the 

Heartbreak Is 

8/27/2009 

6 My Ego Is Bigger Than 

Your Ego 

9/3/2009 

7 Throwing Shade 9/10/2009 

8 Scrambling Egos 9/17/2009 

9 Precious Pocketbook  9/24/2009 

10 Better Tardy Than Never 10/1/2009 

11 High Heels and Record 

Deals 

10/8/2009 

12 Baby Momma and Daddy 

Drama 

10/15/2009 

13 Catwalks & Cat Fights 10/22/2009 

 

Season 3 

Episode Title Air Date 

1 New Attitude 10/4/2010 

2 Model Behavior 10/11/2010 

3 White Hot 10/18/2010 

4 Petty Boughetto 10/25/2010 

5 Hot Mama’s Day 11/1/2010 

6 Trashed Collection 11/7/2010 

7 She Can Dance? 11/14/2010 

8 Is There A Doctor In The 

House? 

11/21/2010 

9 NeNe Get Your Gun  11/28/2010 

10 Auto-Tuned Up 12/5/2010 

11 Contract Player 12/12/2010 

12 Not So Fine Print 12/19/2010 

13 Tour-ture 1/9/2011 
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14 Flamingo Road Block 1/16/2011 

15 Floridon’t 1/23/2011 

16 The Bride and the Doom 1/30/2011 

 

The Real Housewives of New Jersey, Premiere Date: May 12, 2009 

Season 1 

Episode Title Air Date 

1 Thicker Than Water 5/12/2009 

2 Mama Knows Best 5/19/2009 

3 Not One of Us 5/26/2009 

4 Red & Black & Read All 

Over 

6/2/2009 

5 Casinos and C-Cups 6/9/2009 

6 The Last Supper 6/16/2009 

 

Season 2 

Episode Title Air Date 

1 Water Under the Table 5/4/2010 

2 Generation Vexed 5/10/2010 

3 Catty-Walk 5/17/2010 

4 Babies, Bubble and Bubbies 5/24/2010 

5 In the Lion’s Den 5/31/2010 

6 It’s Not Me, It’s You 6/7/2010 

7 Play At Your Own Risk 6/14/2010 

8 Bubbies Gone Bad 6/21/2010 

9 Posche Spite  6/28/2010 

10 Country Clubbed 7/12/2010 

11 Staub Wounds 7/19/2010 

12 Youth Will Be served 7/26/2010 

13 Don’t Drink the Holy Water 8/2/2010 
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14 The Chanels of Venice 8/10/2010 

15 Hills are Alive with Guidice 8/16/2010 

16 The Heads of Family Will 

Roll 

8/23/2010 

 

The Real Housewives of D.C., Premiere Date: August 5, 2010 

Season 1 

Episode Title Air Date 

1 Welcome to the District 8/5/2010 

2 Disloyal to the Party 8/12/2010 

3 Don’t Go There With Me 8/19/2010 

4 The Grape Stomp of Wrath 8/26/2010 

5 Foreign Relations 9/9/2010 

6 Securing Homeland 9/16/2010 

7 Perception Gap  9/23/2010 

8 Nation Building 9/30/2010 

9 Breaking News 10/7/2010 

 

The Real Housewives of Beverly Hills, Premiere Date: October 14, 2010 

Season 1 

Episode Title Air Date 

1 Life, Liberty, and the 

Pursuit of Wealthiness 

10/14/2010 

2 Chocolate Louboutins 10/21/2010 

3 Plenty of Baggage 10/28/2010 

4 It’s My Party and I’ll Spend 

If I Want To 

11/4/2010 

5 I Would Never Say That 11/11/2010 

6 The Art of War 11/18/2010 

7 My Mansion Is Bigger Than 12/2/2010 
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Your Mansion  

8 Charity Cases 12/9/2010 

9 The Dinner Party From Hell 12/16/2010 

10 Payback’s a Bitch…Just 

Ask Your Husband 

12/23/2010 

11 How to Behave 1/6/2011 

12 Turn, Turn, Turn 1/13/2011 

13 Unforgivable 1/20/2011 

 

The Real Housewives of Miami, Premiere Date: February 22, 2011 

Season 1 

Episode Title Air Date 

1 Paradise Cost 2/22/2011 

2 Black Ball’d 3/1/2011 

3 Optical Delusion 3/8/2011 

4 Waterfront and Center 3/15/2011 

5 Beach Slap 3/22/2011 

6 Miami Mamis Know Best 3/29/2011 
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APPENDIX C 

“CAST MEMBER DESCRIPTION”
48

 

 
Orange County 
 

Cast Member Seasons On-Air Description 

Vicki Gunvalson 1- Present Vicki has two grown children (Michael and 
Briana) from a previous marriage, and 
throughout seasons 1-6 was married to 
Donn. Vicki owns her own national 
insurance company.  

Jeana Keough 1- 5 Jeana is in a struggling marriage with 
former baseball player Matt Keough, with 
whom she also has three children (two 
grown, one in high school). Jeana works as 
a real estate agent, although her previous 
claim to fame came from working as 
Playboy Playmate in her youth.  

Lauri Waring Peterson 1-4 Lauri is a recently-divorced, single mother 
of three (one of whom is addicted to drugs), 
who credits her loss of income and 
“lifestyle” to her divorce. Lauri temporarily 
works at Vicki’s insurance company, until 
she begins dating—and later marries—an 
extremely successful and financially 
endowed land developer, George Peterson.  

Kimberly Bryant 1 Kimberly is a stay-at-home mother of two 

                                                        

48 After analysis of the designated seasons put forth in this study, subsequent airings of TRHW franchise 

reveal that many of the Housewives’ relationships have changed. Orange County’s Vicki Gunvalson and 

Tamra Barney are both divorced and now dating new men (Brooks and Eddie, respectively) who are often 

featured in the show. Jeana Keough is also divorced. Of the New York City cast, Bethenny Frankle marries 

Jason Hoppy on Bravo’s spin-off reality series, Bethenny Ever After, and LuAnn de Lesseps introduces 
viewers to her new significant other, Jacques. On Atlanta, Kim Zolciak marries and has a child with NFL 

player Kroy Bierman—whom she met earlier during TRHW taping. Kim’s marriage to Kroy is featured in 

Bravo’s spin-off reality series, Don’t Be Tardy for the Wedding, set to air in Spring 2012. NeNe Leakes’ 

divorce is still pending, and Kandi’s former fiancé, AJ, passed away unexpectedly following physical 

confrontation at a night club. Since then Kandi has slowly started dating again, but has no serious love 

interests on-screen. Both Lisa and DeShawn also become divorced following the show’s airing. In the New 

Jersey series, Jacqueline has had a third child with her husband Chris, and Caroline began working as a 

regular host for a local New Jersey radio show. On D.C.—despite no longer airing—it was made public 

during TRHW reunion shows that Cat subsequently became divorced following the series’ filming, and 

Michaele is in the midst of an impending divorce after having a public affair with a guitarist from the 

popular rock band, Journey. On Beverly Hills, Camille’s divorce is finalized and Taylor’s husband—after 
much publicity about physical abuse, bankruptcy, and an impending divorce—committed suicide during 

the filming/editing stages of Beverly Hills season two. After much controversy, Lisa also kicked her 

“permanent houseguest” Cedric out of her house, and her daughter Pandora is welcomed into TRHW cast in 

season two. Kim Richards also introduces viewers to her new love interest during season two.  
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young children, who is married to her 
husband, Scott. Kimberly is a “traditional” 
housewife in regard to her roles and 
responsibilities, which are largely centered 
on raising her kids and taking care of her 
home. 

Jo de la Rosa 1-2 Jo is the fiancé of Slade Smiley, a highly 
successful businessman who boasts about 
his seven figure income. With no kids of her 
own, Jo personifies a “kept” woman who 
does not work while Slade pays the bills. 
Throughout the seasons, however, Jo 
struggles to revive her real estate career and 
launch a new singing career, in an attempt 
to break free of her “housewife” role.   

Tammy Knickerbocker 2-3 Tammy is recently divorced from a 
millionaire, Lou, with whom she has two 
grown daughters. Like Lauri, Tammy (and 
her daughters) attribute the loss of their 
O.C. lifestyle to divorce. Tammy is in an 
ongoing relationship with her ex-boyfriend 
Duff, with whom she has one young son. 
Tammy works on and off in the field(s) of 
branding, marketing, and advertising. 

Tamra Barney 3-Present Tamra is a previously married “housewife” 
who is now married to entrepreneurial 
businessman, Simon Barney. Tamra has two 
young children with Simon, and an older 
son from her previous marriage. Tamra, 
although a stay-at-home mother in the 
beginning, is forced to re-enter the world of 
real estate due to the struggling U.S. 
economy.  

Quinn Fry 3 Quinn was married twice before and has 
one teenage son, and is shown actively 
looking for her next husband on the show. 
Quinn is openly religious, and becomes best 
known for her dating habits, including her 
propensity to date younger men as well as 
more than one man at a time.   

Gretchen Rossi 4- Present Gretchen is a 30-something woman 
(younger than the other cast members), who 
was married once before and has no kids. 
She enters the show engaged to a much-
older millionaire, Jeff, although Jeff suffers 
from acute lymphoma and passes away 
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between seasons four and five. After Jeff’s 
death, Gretchen becomes involved in a 
serious relationship with Slade Smiley 
(formerly Jo’s fiancé). 

Lynne Curtin 4-5 Lynne is a (mostly) stay-at-home mother, 
married to Frank with whom she has two 
teenage daughters. While Frank works in 
the construction business, Lynne has a 
jewelry line that she operates on the side. 
When the U.S. economy began to collapse, 
Lynne was prompted to focus on her 
jewelry line to help make up some of the 
income that Frank lost in construction.  

Alexis Bellino 5- Present Alexis is a stay-at-home mother of three 
with multiple nannies. Alexis is married to 
Jim, an entrepreneur. Jim and Alexis are in 
a very Christian and conservative marriage, 
where she puts God first, her husband 
second, and her children third (in her own 
words). When Alexis first enters the series 
she does not work, although she later 
struggles to launch her own dress line. 

 
New York City 
 

Cast Member Seasons On-Air Description 

Ramona Singer 1- Present Ramona is a working mother who is 
married to Mario, with whom she has one 
daughter, Avery. Ramona owns a fashion 
merchandising re-sale company, and is also 
involved in her husband’s family business, 
True Faith Jewelry. Over the seasons 
Ramona also launches her own skin care 
line and pinot grigio business.  

LuAnn de Lesseps 1- Present LuAnn (“Countess”) is a former model, 
who began the series married to “Count” 
Alexander de Lesseps. LuAnn has 
teenagers, Victoria and Noel, and over the 
course of the seasons became divorced. In 
more recent seasons she begins dating, is 
working on writing her first book, and 
launches her singing career.     

Bethenny Frankel 1-3 Bethenny is a previously-married, 
accomplished natural-foods chef who has 
branded and marketed her own line of 
“Skinny Girl Margaritas” and written 



  

 255 

multiple books on healthy eating. Bethenny 
begins the series as a single woman trying 
to balance her career aspirations with a 
tumultuous love life, until she finally meets 
Jason Hoppy with whom she has a child.  

Jill Zarin 1-4 Jill is a previously-married mother of one—
Ally—and is currently married to Bobby. 
Jill works with Bobby in his family’s high-
end fabric and design company, Zarin 
Fabrics.  

Alex McCord 1-4 Alex is a married to hotel entrepreneur 
Simon Van Kempen, with whom she has 
two young sons, Johin and Francoise. Alex 
works on- and off- as a graphic designer, 
and in the more recent seasons is busy 
writing a book on parenting (with Simon), 
and is also slated for modeling gigs.  

Kelly Killorean Bensimon 2-4 Kelly is a former model who was previously 
married to world-renowned photographer, 
Gilles Bensimon. Kelly has two daughters, 
Sea and Teddy, and works on- and off- as 
an editorial writer for various fashion 
columns in the New York City area.   

Sonja Morgan 3-Present Sonja was previously married to a 
millionaire, and is a mother to her only 
daughter (who is excluded from Bravo 
programming). Throughout the seasons, it is 
not made clear what Sonja does for a living, 
besides vague references to investing. 

 

Atlanta 
 

Cast Member Seasons On-Air Description 

Shereé Whitfield 1-Present Shereé is recently-divorced from NFL 
player, Bob Whitfield, with whom she has 
two children, Kairo and Kaleigh. Shereé 
also has an older daughter, Tierra, whom 
she had as a teenager. While Shereé 
struggles with the financial details of her 
divorce and entering the dating scene, over 
she also struggles to launch her own 
clothing line, “She by Shereé.” 

NeNe Leakes 1-Present NeNe is a mother of two, Bryson and 
Brent, and is married to Gregg. Over the 
seasons, NeNe begins divorce proceedings 
after a series of undisclosed lies on Gregg’s 
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behalf. NeNe, while a traditional 
“housewife” at the start of the series, 
decides to write her own book and later 
(following motions for divorce) begins 
working at a local news station as an on-air 
personality. 

Kim Zolciak 1-Present Kim is a divorced mother of two, Ariana 
and Brielle, who for the majority of the 
show is the mistress to a millionaire 
mystery man who is only referred to as 
“Big Papa.” Throughout the series Kim 
attempts to launch her own wig line and a 
music career, and later becomes successful 
in the latter with the help of fellow cast 
member Kandi Burruss.   

DeShawn Snow 1 DeShawn is married to NBA player Eric 
Snow, with whom she has three sons. 
DeShawn does not work, but instead runs a 
non-profit organization—the DeShawn 
Snow Foundation—which helps improve 
the self-esteem of teenage girls.  

Lisa Wu Hartwell 1-3 Lisa (previously married to R&B singer, 
Keith Sweat), is married to NFL player, Ed 
Hartwell, with whom she has an infant son, 
E.J. Lisa and Ed own multiple businesses 
together, including the real estate firm 
Hartwell and Associates, as well as Wu 
Girls jewelry line, Hart 2 Hart Clothing, 
Closet Freaks clothing line, and Hart 2 
Hart Baby.  

Kandi Burruss 2-Present Kandi is a single mother to her daughter, 
Riley, whom she had at a young age. Kandi 
is an accomplished musician who 
previously was part of the musical group 
X-Scape, and since then has won multiple 
Grammys and has worked as a 
writer/producer to award-winning groups 
such as TLC, Destiny’s Child, and many 
more.  

Phaedra Parks 3-Present Phaedra is married to business man (and 
ex-con) Apollo, with whom she has a 
newborn son, Ayden. Phaedra is an 
accomplished attorney who prides herself 
on being a true “Southern Belle,” who met 
her now-husband in college and then 
rekindled their relationship when she 
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represented him in a racketeering case 
(which she lost). 

Cynthia Bailey 3- Present Cynthia is a runway model who has one 
daughter Noelle from her previous 
marriage to famous actor Leon Robinson. 
Throughout her first season on the show, 
Cynthia gets both engaged and married to 
her longtime love interest, Peter—with 
whom she also had shared business 
ventures such as Uptown Café (before 
closing it down).  

 
New Jersey 
 

Cast Member Seasons On-Air Description 

Caroline Manzo 1-Present Caroline is a self-described “old school” 
mother of three grown children—Albie, 
Chris, and Lauren—and is married to co-
owner of The Brownstone event and 
catering business, Albert. Caroline is a 
stay-at-home mother whose life is 
dedicated to her family.   

Dina Manzo 1-2 Dina is the younger sister of Caroline, who 
is also married Tommy, brother of Albert 
Manzo (Caroline’s husband). Tommy is 
also co-owner of The Brownstone. Dina 
has one daughter, Lexi, from a previous 
marriage, and works on- and off- as an 
interior decorator. Dina is also the founder 
of non-profit organization, Project 
Ladybug, which helps children with 
cancer.  

Jacqueline Laurito 1-Present Jacqueline is a stay-at-home mother who is 
married to Caroline and Dina’s brother, 
Chris. Jacqueline has two young sons—
C.J. and Nicholas—with Chris, and an 
older daughter, Ashley, from a previous 
marriage. 

Teresa Giudice 1-Present Teresa is a stay-at-home mother of four 
young girls, and is married to entrepreneur 
and businessman, Joe. Since appearing on 
the series, Teresa has authored her own 
cookbook. 

Danielle Staub 1-2 Danielle is a previously-married, single 
mother to her two daughters, Christine and 
Jillian. Danielle was a former model who 
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now struggles to obtain alimony payments 
(which serve as her main source of income) 
for her and her family. Throughout the 
seasons, Danielle’s checkered past of 
prostitution and involvement with drugs 
and kidnapping were uncovered through 
publication of the infamous book, Cop 

Without a Badge.  

 

D.C. 
 

Cast Member Seasons On-Air Description 

Mary Schmidt Amons 1 Mary is a mother of five who is married to 
Rich, who works as a business executive. It 
is at times implied that Mary works outside 
of the home, although the series never 
makes explicit what she does.  

Catherine “Cat” Ommanney 1 “Cat” is a mother of two, Jade and Ruby, 
whom she had from a previous marriage. 
On the series, Cat is married to Charles 
Ommanney, former extramarital love 
interest that led to her divorce. Charles is 
an award-winning photojournalist who—
throughout the series—is shown working 
as a White House photographer for 
President of the United States. Cat is not 
gainfully employed, but instead is working 
on her book that details her romantic 
escapades.    

Stacie Scott Turner 1 Stacie is an accomplished real estate agent 
in the D.C. area, and is married to Jason 
with whom she has two kids. A large 
portion of Stacie’s on-screen presence 
revolves around her job and her search for 
her birth parents.  

Lynda Erkiletian 1 Lynda is a previously-married mother of 
four, who owns and runs one of the top 
modeling agencies in D.C. Throughout the 
series, Lynda is shown holding true to her 
“southern” roots despite being in D.C., and 
is in an interracial relationship with long-
time boyfriend and Nigerian-born native, 
Ebong. 

Michaele Salahi 1 Michaele and her husband, Tareq, are 
founders of the U.S. Polo Cup and owners 
of the struggling family business, Oasis 
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Winery. It is unclear if/what Michaele does 
for income beyond help Tareq in said 
business ventures, although throughout the 
series she claims to be a former model and 
Redskins cheerleader.  

 
Beverly Hills 
 

Cast Member Seasons On-Air Description 

Camille Grammer 1-Present Camille is a stay-at-home mother of two, 
Mason and Jude, whom she and her 
husband—famous actor Kelsey 
Grammer—had via a surrogate mother. 
While managing her many estates, Camille 
is also shown spending her time helping 
with the family’s screen play and 
development business. Toward the end of 
the first season, Camille’s failing marriage 
with Kelsey is captured as she endures the 
reality of a cheating husband and 
impending divorce. 

Lisa Vanderpump 1-Present Originally from England, Lisa is the 
mother of two children—her biological 
daughter Pandora and an adopted son 
Max—and is married to Ken Todd. 
Throughout the first season Lisa also has a 
live-in houseguest, Cedric, who is often 
referred to as another one of Lisa’s 
children. Lisa and Ken own more than 26 
restaurants and bars, which Lisa is heavily 
involved in. 

Taylor Armstrong 1-Present Taylor is the mother of her only daughter 
Kennedy, whom she had with her husband, 
Russell. Russell is a successful business 
investor and venture capitalist. Taylor is 
involved in non-profit organizations such 
as the 1736 Family Crisis Center for 
domestic violence.  

Kim Richards 1-Present Kim is a stay-at-home mother of four—
three of which are from a previous 
marriage and one she had from a “long 
term relationship.” Kim is Kyle Richard’s 
sister, and the aunt of famous socialites 
Nicky and Paris Hilton. Kim was a 
successful child actor and was featured in 
hit films such as Disney’s Escape to Witch 
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Mountain. In the first season, Kim is single 
and decides to re-enter the dating scene, 
while she struggles with watching her 
children grow up and leave home.  

Kyle Richards 1-Present Kyle is the sister of Kim Richards, and also 
aunt to Nicky and Paris Hilton. Much like 
Kim, Kyle was also a child star where she 
starred in television series such as Little 

House on the Prairie and in films such as 
Halloween. In the series, Kyle is a stay-at-
home mother of four—she has three 
younger daughters with current husband 
Mauricio, and an older daughter, Farrah, 
from a previous marriage. Mauricio is a 
successful real estate agent who sells 
million-dollar homes (as is also the real 
estate agent for Kelsey and Camille 
Grammer). 

Adrienne Maloof 1-Present Adrienne is a working mother of three 
sons, with whom she had with her plastic 
surgeon husband, Paul. Adrienne is part-
owner of her family business—Maloof 
Companies—which was established by her 
late father and currently includes a 
multitude of business ventures. These 
ventures include ownership of sports 
franchises (the NBA’s Sacramento Kings 
and WNBA’s Sacramento Monarchs), 
owns The Palms hotel and casino in Las 
Vegas, and entertainment companies that 
include music, television, and film (all 
listed under the Maloof name).    

 
Miami 
 

Cast Member Seasons On-Air Description 

Larsa Pippen 1 Larsa is a stay-at-home mother of four, 
married to NBA player Scottie Pippen. 
Larsa does not work, but instead is 
responsible for raising her children, 
handling all of her family’s scheduling and 
financial matters, and managing her 
husband’s career.  

Cristy Rice 1-Present As a Miami native, Cristy is a stay-at-home 
single mother of five, previously married to 
NBA player Glen Rice. It is rumored on 
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the show that Cristy and her NBA husband 
split due to infidelity on Cristy’s part, 
meanwhile Cristy is shown throughout the 
series as living life with no plans to date.  

Lea Black 1-Present Lea is married to successful attorney Roy 
Black, with whom she has one son. Lea 
runs the non-profit organization, the 
Consequences Foundation, which focuses 
on helping juveniles in the criminal justice 
system and at-risk youth. 

Marysol Patton 1-Present Marysol is a previously-married 
businesswoman with no children, who has 
focused much of her time on establishing 
and developing one of the top public 
relations firms in Miami—the Patton 
Group. Over the course of the first season, 
Marysol meets and falls in love with 
Philippe, whom she later marries. 

Adriana De Moura-Sidi 1-Present Adriana is a recently-divorced mother to 
her son, Alex. Adriana works as an art 
curator and is part-owner in a Miami art 
gallery, and is also in a serious relationship 
with her boyfriend (and later fiancé), 
Frederic. 

Alexia Echeverria 1-Present Alexia is a previously-married mother to 
her two sons, Frankie and Peter, both from 
a previous marriage. Alexia is currently 
married to Herman Echeverria, a 
successful businessman in the Miami area. 
Alexia works as executive editor for 
Venue, the Hispanic magazine that she and 
her husband own together.  
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