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Abstract
This article argues that melodrama plays an important role in shaping the ambivalent 
narratives of property TV. Using the HGTV Canada show Buy Herself as a case study, 
the article considers the rise of what amounts to a new women’s genre as an attempt 
to frame and contain gendered experiences of the financialization of the domestic 
sphere. Positioning the show within neoliberalism’s faux feminism and superficial 
discourse of diversity, the article posits that the focus on the melodramatic struggles 
of real estate buyers in the reality genre of property TV brings to the fore anxieties 
and contradictions incited by the neoliberal imperatives to reframe the domestic 
sphere as real estate investment and normalize debt.

Keywords
Buy Herself, melodrama, neoliberalism and women, property TV, reality TV

Introduction

In the years surrounding the financial crash of 2008, in which the inflation, devaluation 
and re-inflation of real estate figured prominently, real estate shows became a notable 
presence on lifestyle networks in North America, constituting part of what Joshua Hanan 
(2010) calls ‘the culture of real estate’ (p. 177; see also Bahney, 2004). Indeed, during 
this period, HGTV (Home and Garden Television) was credited with both inflating aspi-
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paradoxical answer to the critiques of the patriarchal home that were so prominent in sec-
ond-wave feminism. Silvia Federici (2012) observes that the Wages for Housework move-
ment of the 1970s was a provocation from a generation of feminists who had no intention of 
replicating what they saw as their own mothers’ entrapment in the home. And Imogen Racz 
(2015) highlights the feminist art practice of the same decade in which the role of the home 
in sustaining imbalanced gendered relationships in the heterosexual family unit was the 
central theme. However, as with other cultural critiques of capitalism that were absorbed 
into the ‘new spirit of capitalism’ (Boltanski and Chiapello, 2005), the cultural logic of neo-
liberalism established itself in part on feminism’s anti-patriarchal critique while sidelining 
its more radical calls for economic redistribution and solidarity among women (Fraser, 
2013). This seduction at the level of individuation ensured that the condition of middle-class 
women’s escape from the home has been a dual complicity in the expansion of capitalism: 
first through the exploitation of their own labour power and second through the enlisting of 
the poor, racialized and often migrant women who to supply cheaply commodified, but still 
necessary, domestic work (Federici, 2012).

This outsourcing of social reproduction, in particular, has led to a number of profound 
conflicts around the experience of gender. While normative ideas of care are still a part of 
aspirational ideals of femininity, they are often all but smothered in sentiment and nostal-
gia, sometimes expressed in the (ironically) retrosexual modes of handiwork and crafting 
(see Luckman, 2015; McElroy, this issue). Meanwhile, the actually existing private sphere 
is increasingly underwritten by an extensive network of service industries and a globalized 
division of labour that commodifies care provision for children, the sick and the elderly 
and outsources cooking and cleaning. Consistent with the 19th-century imagination of the 
home as a refuge from work built on women’s unpaid labour, the domestic sphere thus 
continues to be stratified into an imagined refuge from the world of work while becoming 
a site of extensive capitalization and commodification (Federici, 2012). When labourer, 
head of the household and homemaker are integrated into a single individual, compelling 
contradictions emerge and with them a range of telling affective responses.
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groups, those in their 20s and 30s who still live at home but aspire to move out and 
become independent, and those in their 30s and 40s who have been divorced and, with or 
without children, are starting over again. Notably, the show’s participants parallel the 
target demographic for lifestyle broadcasters (18–49), rendering them a mirror of sorts 
for their audience. Rinomato helps each subject form a four-point wish list that describes 
her ideal home, and each woman’s finances, including the amount of her pre-approved 
mortgage, are revealed.

In the typical fashion of female hosts, Rinomato serves both as a cultural intermediary 
and as an aspirational stand-in (Figure 1). In the opening credit sequence, for instance, 
Rinamato evokes her professional experience: ‘I’ve been in real estate for 15 years so I 
know buying a house can be tough. Buying on your own: even tougher’. In a number of 
episodes, she confides personal experiences, such as her experience of divorce, blurring 
the lines between professional and personal advice. She often bonds with the women 
around their weaknesses for trendy fashion, their independent spirit and their gay ‘hus-
bands’. Like many female hosts on lifestyle television, Rinomato thus functions as both 
expert and avatar, an independent professional woman in mid-life, at ease in the real 
estate sector (Ryan, 2015). Each house hunter is shown in the context of her family and 
friends, upon whom she relies to help her make the decision about whether and what to 
buy. The conflict within the couples or host pairs of other property shows, such as House 
Hunters or Love It or List It (see Mimi White’s article in this issue), is offloaded onto the 
support team, who invariably take diametrically opposed views about the kind of place 
their friend or family member should buy. Nevertheless, in foregrounding her commu-
nity, the show highlights an element of sociability in a single woman’s life, at once dis-
articulating her social world and economic choices from heterosexual coupling and 
highlighting the anxieties this ‘loneliness’ can stir up. In one episode, 27-year-old 
Danielle, a property manager living at home who has aspirations to become a large-scale 
residential real estate investor, expresses anxiety at the thought of buying her first house: 
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While many lifestyle and reality TV shows present women’s value as coterminous 
with their desire for improvements to the appearance of their bodies and homes (Heller, 
2007; Sender, 2012), Buy Herself seems to challenge this assumption by teaching women 
to focus on being economically independent (Figure 2). Yet, the dramatic elements of 
Buy Herself connect it to a complex of ambivalent discourses and representations about 
neoliberal femininity. The show mobilizes a seductive post-feminist promise of adven-
ture, sexual freedom and independence promised by a new home (see McRobbie, 2009). 
In this regard, women’s emergence as independent economic actors is tied, as though by 
default, to a discourse of feminine self-care. Prudent wealth management, like the man-
agement of health and appearance, thus becomes a gendered act. The show draws out the 
narrative and emotional rationale for such a shift in ways that both disavow and rein-
scribe patriarchal norms. On having been pre-approved for a mortgage, divorcée Waffa 
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consumer desires – nesting and investing (Shimpach, 2012; see also Esch, 2008) – pref-
erably with stainless steel appliances, granite countertops and walk-in closets. So, like 
the faux feminism McRobbie (2009) identifies as being integral to neoliberalism, these 
shows might be said to express at best a superficial discourse of diversity (see Everett, 
2004; Holliday, 2005; Shimpach, 2012; White, 2013). In compelling ways, Buy Herself 
‘dramatizes and feminizes’ aspiration in the new economy (McRobbie, 2009: 130), pro-
viding a normative vision of real estate ownership. Not only does the centring of real 
estate in women’s entertainment naturalize the need to undertake debt in order to be 
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provision has meant the bearing of ever larger and more risky debt loads, which come to 
operate as a powerful form of discipline (p. 23). According to Allon, there has been an even 
more intensive push since the economic crash to increase women’s use of financial prod-
ucts, mortgages and consumer credit (p. 13), which she terms the ‘feminization of finance’. 
Financialized women are economic actors well suited for the lures of ‘residential capital-
ism’, where the home itself has ‘been remade as a financial object’, and house finance 
becomes a form of ‘privatised Keynesianism’ (Allon, 2014: 19). With stagnating wages, 
privately owned residential property, however risky, becomes a potential ‘source of income 
over the life-course’ (p. 20). If life in the neoliberalized city is an enterprise to be managed, 
as Grundy and Boudreau (2008: 349) argue, women and their condos have become an 
important field across which this financial governmentality is operationalized.

In her book, Sex and the Revitalized City (2010), Leslie Kern demonstrates the ways 
in which condos have been marketed as particularly aspirational for young, single 
women. Kern suggests that while women buying property on their own may seem to 
rupture heteronormative narratives, in other ways the decision serves to maintain a gen-
dered living arrangement in which the condo building itself becomes a surrogate paternal 
figure, standing in for father or husband (p. 81). Indeed, in much of the Canadian market-
ing for inner city condos, the inhabitants are shown to be glamorous young women, most 
often White, who are exempted from the work of social reproduction (Houpt, 2010) 
(Figure 3). The erotic search is transposed from ‘Prince Charming’ to ideal condo. This 
link is made explicit by one of the subjects on Buy Herself when she says that before 
committing, ‘I need to fall in love with my condo’ (Ana).

This profile fits for a large number of the women showcased on Buy Herself, the vast 
majority of whom are shopping for downtown condos. These episodes all feature a series 

Figure .f
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of fast swish pans that scan the glass towers of the Toronto sky line and expose the con-
struction sites and cranes that border the elevated highway that runs through the city’s 
core. Yinnie, Wafaa, Ana and Bali are all presented as being from traditional ‘ethnic’ 
families in which moving out or buying a place without being married is a radical asser-
tion of North American modernity and independence. For the non-racialized women, 
however, such as Kelly, Jessica, Michelle and Sarah, condos are presented as appropriate 
locations for their aspirational lifestyles and the expression of their sexual independence 
(Figure 4). And, indeed, the final reveal about the woman’s choice to buy (or not) and 
whether or not her bid was successful all take place in restaurants and bars, rather than 
the more private spaces of cars and offices where real estate agents more usually conduct 
their business. For all of them, real estate is presented as a wise economic choice through 
which they can ‘ladder up’ to more appropriate properties with future life changes. 
Despite Rinomato’s framing of the decision as smart and modern, all of the women 
express considerable anxiety about the prospect of solo home ownership. Ana’s observa-
tion that ‘It’s nerve wracking and scary’ is typical.

Displays of emotion, partly a by-product of the ‘structured reality’ production rou-
tines (quickly shot and soft-scripted) (Woods, 2014), are consistent and even central 
elements of the show. While providing a key element of melodrama, this emotional 
display also corresponds with Eva Illouz’s argument that, far from being relegated to 
the private sphere, the ability to express and rationalize emotion has become one of 
the central competencies of capitalism. ‘Emotional capital’, as she terms it, can be 
translated along with other competencies into social and economic status (Illouz, 
2007: 69). For instance, the subject of one episode, Michelle, has recently been 
divorced and sold her house. For her, prospects of a new home cannot be separated 
from the thought of ‘picking up the pieces’ and starting her life over again, and 
through the episode she becomes emotional several times (Figure 5). After seeing two 
properties, she starts tearing up when she realizes that she is making a decision for 
herself: ‘It’s making me realize that I’m making choices based on what I want and 
what I feel, as opposed to having to share it with somebody … I did it for love and 

Figure 4.  Kelly considers her independent future in models of as-yet-unbuilt condos.
Image courtesy: Enter the Picture Productions, Inc.
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now I’m doing it for myself’. Rinomato replies, ‘and that is for love … You have to 
rejoice in the fact that you are taking a giant leap forward towards your real life, 
towards the real you, towards your happiness’. Along with this close association of 
real estate and self-care, the use of the long-held close up allows for the audience’s 
‘reaction to reaction’ (Skeggs and Wood, 2012: 13; italics in original), a typical fea-
ture of melodrama. Coupled with her financial capacity, Michelle’s expressions of 
emotion are reinforced by Rinomato in order to illustrate that she is therapeutically 
readying herself for life in her new circumstances. By the episode’s end, Rinomato 
claims that the house-hunting ‘journey’ has allowed Michelle ‘to heal’. Unlike those 
setting out to purchase their first home, the need for new accommodation that 
Michelle’s change in marital status has brought illustrates Rinomato’s advice about 
shifting properties as demanded by the life course; her emotional process and her 
search for real estate are drawn intimately together.

Essential to the show’s exploration of women’s experiences in the housing mar-
ket, and uniquely within the property TV genre, not all of the women end up purchas-
ing a property. Following from the show’s melodramatic logic, this is usually justified 
not only in economic terms but also in emotional ones: the subject is simply ‘not 
ready’ to shoulder the emotional weight of becoming a homeowner. For instance, 
Sarah decides to wait to save up for a bigger place, and Rinomato affirms her deci-
sion in emotional terms, saying ‘my job is to help you to be happy’. Yinnie’s resist-
ance to choosing a condo is diagnosed by Rinomato as a part of an emotional block 
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Towards the end of another episode, Ana, an immigrant from Angola, begins to cry as the 
realization dawns on her that she cannot afford any of the homes she has seen; she walks 
away from Rinomato and out of the frame. The camera follows Rinomato as she pursues 
Ana and gives her a hug, affirming that this is not the right moment for her to ‘pursue her 
dreams’ (Figure 6). This moment fits well into the melodramatic tension between gratifica-
tion and its ‘equally constant blockages’ (Landy, 1991: 14). And, indeed, Rachel Dubrofsky 
(2009) characterizes melodrama’s claims to realism as being based in part on the ability to 
‘signal emotion has been felt’ (p. 359). Yet, although the show’s emphasis on individual 
responsibility forecloses the possibility of a discussion of structural inequalities, it leaves 
open the viewer’s response to Ana’s decision not to buy. Through the melodramatic focus, 
her inability to enter the real estate game is individualized; however, the story may also 
appeal to a sentimental public who identify with her struggles for housing.

It is not surprising that property shows should be continuous with the corporate ideol-
ogy that supports and sponsors their production, as well as with neoliberal government 
policies that increasingly favour individualized approaches to welfare provision (Ronald, 
2008). Indeed, they can be seen to offer graphic evidence of women being disempowered 
by the ‘very discourses of empowerment they are being offered as substitutes for femi-
nism’ (McRobbie, 2009: 49), such as large debt loads. Yet, given the high level of anxiety 
that Buy Herself narrativizes and refracts, it would be difficult to maintain that it is sim-
ply an ideological support for neoliberalism. In fact, with the strong emphasis on ambiv-
alence and anxiety required for the dramatic narrative, at times the show seems to be 
demonstrating precisely how challenging this new rationalized vision of individual secu-
rity actually is to maintain.

Conclusion

Sarah Matheson (2010) argues that we shouldn’t be too hasty to dismiss Canadian life-
style channels as simple mouthpieces for neoliberalism and anti-feminism. Instead, she 

Figure 6.  The anxiety of insecurity expressed via housing: Ana, being comforted by 
Rinomato, realizes that she cannot afford to buy an apartment.
Image courtesy: Enter the Picture Productions, Inc.
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suggests viewing them as ‘ambivalent spaces and places of conflict that offer potentially 
contradictory discourses on women and women’s culture’ (p. 158). As a set of texts, 
property shows are certainly open to an array of readings. At the very least, the popular-
ity of the genre signals that they touch on dimensions of experience that resonate with 
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of the challenges of the real estate market for single women proved altogether too real for 
HGTV.

Property shows geared at women present a telling genre for thinking about the reor-
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