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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

In the past twenty years, feminist lspprOaCh8s t o  women In populsr 

culture has comprised a growing l i terature o f  serious social analysis 8nd 

r ich social theory.' Feminist researchers i n  America and Europe have 

explored a variety o f  theoretical and methodological approaches i n  

discovering the roles of  women i n  consuming, creating and providing the 

"image" for popular cuiture. Mapping the literature o f  women i n  popular 

culture i s  an interdisciplinary endeavor that includes such subject areas as 

histories o f  women, women i n  magazines, women in television, women i n  

f i lm, women i n  advertising and theories of patriarchy. 

Although the l i terature i s  extensive, Rakow (1985b) points out that 

feminist studies of popular culture tend t o  share two major assumptions: 

The f i r s t  i s  that women have 8 particular relationship t o  popular 
culture that i s  different from men.. , . [Wlomen have played 
centre1 roles 8s consumers of  certain popular culture products, 
. . .they are a central subject matter o f  p o ~ u l a r  culture for both 
men and women, and,. . they hove been significant creators and 
producer's o f  popular culture. [Sjecond, . . . under-standing how 
popular culture functions both for women and for a petriarchel 
culture i s  important i f  women are t o  gain control o f  their own 
identit ies and change both social mythologies and social relations 
(P. 23). 

Furthermore, Rakow suggests that this l i terature may be organlted 

into four main approaches: Images end Representations, Recovery an3 

I 

i 
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Reappraisal, Cul t u r d  Thsory, and Recept i on and Experi mc9. 

Of these four categories, feminist scholars have concentrated more 
heavily on "images of  women" i n  popular culture than the other three 

categories and for good reason. "[Women's] most significant r o l e  has been 

the largely passive one o f  providing popular culture wi th  i t s  major images. 

That is, the images of women, far  more than those of men pervade the 

various forms of  popular culture.. .I' (Fishburn, 1982, p. 3). The Images and 

Representations approach has looked for answers t o  the following questions: 

what kinds o f  images are present and what do they reveal about women's 

pos i t im i n  the culture? Whose images are they and whom do they serve? 

What are the consequences of those images? How do such images have 

mesning? (Rakow, 1985b, p. 25). 

Images of  women i n  advertising i s  one of  the areas o f  feminist 

scholarship that has gained prominence i n  the last  twenty years. (ses 

Millum, 1975; Williermscsn, 1986; Kuhn, 1985; Root, 1984; Winship 1978, 

1980; Tuchman e t  al., 1978). A major preoccupation of scholars working 

wi th in th is approach i s  the notion that advertisements ar8 cultural 

ar t i facts that have meaning beyond t k ~  sales message. Advertising i s  B 

form of social communication that carries w i t h  i t  patterns of  meaning 

which are repeated and reproduced throughout the entire medium (Millurn, 

1975). When faced w i th  the constant barrage o f  ads day i n  and day out, 

patterns o f  lmages become engrained i n  the daily l i v s  of those wi th in 8 

The Recovery snd Rsappraisal approach, according t o  Rakow, places a 

high value on wornen's culture as dist inct from that of  men. Rather than 

focusing on men's images o f  women, [ this approach] focuses on women's 

images of  themselves and women's stories about their own experiences" (p. 
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29). Recovery and Reappreisal research asks the following types of 

questions: how have wornen managed t o  express themsolves i n  a male- 

dominated culture? Why has women's creativity been overlooked, ignored 

and thus, devalued? What are women's stories and myths? The approach i s  

often referred t o  as the recwery o f  women's voices, silenced by patriarchy 

throughout his tory.  

Rakow describes the Cultural Theory approach 8s a feminist critique 

which looks explici t i y  a t  the organization and production of  popular culture. 

"Rather than looking a t  the content or uses o f  popular culture,. . . this 

feminist appr08Ch requires us t o  stand back from popular culture to see the 
larger set of social and economic arrangements that produce culture.. ." (p. 

35). The major theme running through this approach i s  that men and women 

occupy separate social spheres, therefore they have different cultural 

experiences. Women have a symbolic function i n  relation t o  men's culture. 

This positioning of women, for  example between culture end nature, has 

served t o  silence women's voices; forcing women t o  f ind separate forms of  

expression. 

Socialist feminists consider patriarchy t o  be as central a social 

organizer 8s capi tal ism (see MacKinnon, 1982; Bland e t  al, 1978; Van Allen, 

1984; Ehrenreich, 1984). Therefore, socielist feminist analyses 

concentrate on the relationship between capitalism agd patriarchy i n  order 

t o  f ind ways t o  change social relationships. They posit the following type 

of  question: "what I s  the relationship between women's oppression and the 

general features o f  a mode o f  production?" (Barrett, 1980, p. 97). 

Finally, the Reception and Experience approach t o  women i n  popular 

culture focuses on the users, readers and viewers of  popular media forms. 
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This approach i s  an attempt t o  l e t  women speak for themselves about 

popular culture. The most prominent Reception and Experience studies to 

date have focused on those cultural forms that are the most popular wi th  

women; for example, Radway's ( 1984) ethnographic study of women readers 

sf romance fiction, Ang's (1985) research about the viewer's of  the 

American soap opera D&VL?S, and Hobson's (19821 study of viewers who 

watch the Br i t ish soap opera Cfossro#d$ 

Many feminists consider th is approach t o  central. Oakley ( 1  98 13, 

describes the primary goal of feminism as the examination of the 

experiences o f  women 8s people. Furthermore, DuBois ( 1979) stetes that 

" to  address women's l ives end experiencbs i n  their own terms, t o  create 

theory grounded i n  the actual experience and language of women, i s  the 

central agenda for feminist social science and scholarship" (p. 5). 

For these reasons the Reception and Experience approach provides a 

way t o  study women's experience i n  an egalitarian manner, congruent w i th  

the basic aims of the feminist movement. However, Rakow points out that 

approaching popular culture from this standpoint I s  not without tensions for 
feminist scholars. "That is, i t presents feminists w i t h  the challenge of 

respecting other women's understanding o f  their own lives, though the 

understanding may be different from the feminist's reading of the situation" 

(p. 351. 

This study i s  situated a t  the rather awkward interface o f  the 

Images/Representations approach and the ReceptionlExperience approach t o  

women and popular culture. Awkward, only because so l i t t le feminist or 
cr i t ical  research has: attempted t o  bring together an interpretive analysis of 

images wi th  an empirical analysis of  women's reactions to  those images. 
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On the one hand, feminist studies have concentrated on images of 

women found i n  popular media "tsxts."2 These scholars analyze tho content 

of popular media forms such as television programs or advertisements, 

oftsn using semiotics and structuralism 8s the basis for analysis (Winship, 

1976, 1985; Franco, 1986; Williamson, 1986). The primary concern i n  

semiotic analysis i s  how meaning i s  socielly produced from sign systems o f  

On the other hand, feminist reception research has often de- 

emphasized studying media forms as texts (Frazer, 1987; Radway 1984; 

Roberts, 198 1 ). Instead, these studies emphasize how women use the media 

as part of their  everyday lives. Furthermore, these studies emphasize the 

pol i t ical , economic and patriarchal metrices underlying women's viewing o f  

these media forms. 

This study attempts t o  examine images i n  both a textual and an 

empirical way. This research project was conceived around a specific type 

o f  advertising image that feature women i n  often startling, erotic and even 

violent situations. These particular images f i r s t  arrested my attention over 

two years ago while reading through the popular magazine Rolliflg Stom It 

was my perscaral reactions to the ads that spurred my interest i n  this 

research. When confronted w i th  these images, my in t ia l  thoughts were, why 

do these images make me as a woman f e e l  uncomfortable? Do other women 

see these images the same way I do? Do some women l ike these 
photogrephs? Once 1 decided t o  conduct the research, i t  was these in i t ia l  

questions t o  which I returned. 

First, I needed a theoretical framework from which to  study the 

images themselves, and t o  explore the questions: how do s t l l l  images, 

specifically advertising images, have meaning for  viewers? How do these 
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particular images have meaning? The theoretical approach I chose was 

semiotics. 

Second, I needed a different theoretical approach from which to study 

the uses, o r  "reception" of these ads. I wanted to know how other women 

saw these advertisements. Are they offended by them? Do they l ike them? 

Is i t  my feminist background that makes me view them this way? Would 

other women spend 8s much time crit iquing them as I had? The empirical 

portion of  the research i s  a reader-response study of  women decoding 

advertisements. 

From these ini t ia l  questions and curiosities the guiding research 

quastions for th is study werg derived: 1) Hew do images have meaning? 2) 

Is tne context o f  the viewing situation influential on how images come t o  

mean? Does the context and the genre, i n  this case magazine advertisement, 

effect our viewing o f  i t ?  3) How do women see aggressive and often 

start l ing advertisements? 

It i s  my purpose t a  look a t  how these ads communicate t o  the viewer, 

the possibil it ies of meanings that are encoded into the ads and also how 

women decode those meanings. First, th is study w i l l  provide sd cr i t ica l  

reading of  advertising tmages themselves arid the social cantext i n  whlch 

ads are  vlewed and meaning 1s constructed. Second, the study will explore 

women's responses and critiques o f  these advertisements. 



Outline of  Chapters 

In order t o  situate th is  study i n  and among reception-response 

literature, chapter two offers e l i terature review of  audience reception 

research. "Audience reception" i s  not e new concept; under other guises the 

fascination w i th  how it i s  that audiences are impacted by the mass media 

has been the mainstay of communication research for several decades 

(McQuail, 1983). What i s  new, 1s 8 r e v i t a l b x l  h te res t  i n  how individuals 

"use" mass media Po "make sense" i n  their everyday lives. Administrative as 

wel l  as cr i t ical  scholars of  communication are investigating the 

relationship between media content and audience reception. This chapter 

w i l l  chart theories of  reception through their two main origins: l i terary 

cr i t ic ism and the humanities, and media studies i n  mass communication. 

Emphasis i n  this chapter w i l l  be placed on the work of  Janice Radway 

( 1  9841, James Lul l  ( 1980) and Dave Morley ( 1  980, 1986). 

Chapter three examines how advertising images have meaning. Tine 

major ideas from Judith Williamson, Roland Barthes and B i l l  Nichols, who 

have a l l  wr i t ten extensively on images, provide the basis for 8 somSotic 

investigation o f  advertisements. However, i n  order t o  develop theory from 

which t o  study women's responses t o  advertisements, we must look beyzd  

the t e x t  t o  gender relationships which shape the way we "look" at ads. The 

second section of  chapter three i s  a feminist glance a t  advertising images. 

Feminist reception research i n  the past has concerned i tse l f  w i th  

cultural forms that women actively and often emphatically seek out. Such 

i s  the case wi th  romance novels and soap operas. However, i t  i s  also 

important t o  understand how women experience cultural forms w i th  which 

they are confronted, &ut do not necessarily seek out. In the cas8 o f  
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magazine advertisements, the reader generally does not seek them out, 

instead, she i s  in i t ia l ly  hailed by the magazine. Although tho reader expects 

t o  see ads there, the viewing o f  them i s  secondary t o  reading the magazine 

i tsel f .  This secondary viewing status afforded advertisements i s  a primary 

reason that women's experience wi th  them should be studied 9s something 

quite different from, say, reading romance f ic t ion o r  watching soap operas. 

Chapter four sets the viewing of these advertisements i n  a pol i t ical 

and economic context. This study discussos a particular type of  

advertisement, those that show erotic tinti qften times violent imagery. The 

appearance of  th is kind of advertisement did not occur i n  B vacuum. This 

chapter attempts t o  "un-wrap" the polit ical and economic context i n  which 

these ads are being produced and viewed. Particular attention w i l l  be paid 

t o  US. consumerism i n  the 1960s, the magazine industry and the advertising 

industry's defense of  aggressive advertising strategies. 

Flnaily, chapter f ive brings us f u l l  circle i n  mswering the questions: 

how do women see these erotic and often times start l ing images? How do 

women critique this kind o f  advertising? Chapter f i v e  i s  an empirical study 

o f  women's responses t o  aggressive advertising imagery i n  magazines. This 

i s  an exploratory study of nine women's responses to, and critiques of, these 

ads. Stuart Hall's ( 19808) model o f  encoding/decoding offers a cr i t ica l  base 

from which t o  interpret the responses. 

Hall (1980s) points out that media consumption i s  B process of 

"decoding." Hal 1's encoding/decoding model proposes that mass media 

forms, specifically television programs, do not inherently possess singular 

mesnings, but should be thought o f  as open texts that cen be "read" 

differently by different people (Fiske, 1987). Hal l  proposes that television 
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programs encoded by the program's producers w i th  a "preferred reading." 

Generally mass media texts are inscribed w i th  a preferred rgading thcrt i s  i n  

agreement w i th  the dominant ideology of a particular society. How groups 

of individuals read these texts depends on how closely they are aligned 

with, or i n  opposition to, the dominant ideology of the program. This model 

pleces the reader, or i n  the case o f  television, the viewer, i n  the active 

position of negotiating w i t h  the t e x t  i tsel f .  

(encoding) i s  91 j o b  that i s  often problematic i n  nature (Morley, 1980). 

This model suggests that the production o f  meaningful messages 

A news event, for example, can never be transmitted directly, 
but must be f i r s t  structured and encoded wi th in the framework 
of  professional and soci 81 practices surrounding television news 
programs, and then must be decoded wi th ln various complex 
cultural and social contexts (Streeter, 1984, p. 80). 

Messages always have the potential for more than one reading; they 

are  polysemic. Polysemy, i n  th is context, meens that although there i s  en 

inf in i te amount of  meanings that can be reed from any one symbol, the 

audience of  8 television program does not have an inf in i te amount of  

meanings t o  choose from. Instead, preferred meanings are encoded into 

television program? and the decoding of  those programs w i l l  depend upon 

how groups o f  individuals, given their "shared culture" use and interpret the 

f in i te number of possible readings. 

There i s  no necessary and ultimately predictable relationship 

between the encoding ond the decoding sides of  the communication process. 

I 
! 

Research guided by the encodingldecoding model i s  interested i n  uncovering 

decoding pattern5 of  groups of individuels w i th  s imi lar  cultural 

experiences. By comparing these decoding patterns w i th  the encoded 
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messages of the media form itself, a better understending i s  reached of  how 

the concept o f  "shared culture" shapes the w61.i i n  which we make sense of 

mass media forms In  our QYQryd8y l!ues. 

( 1  972) theory o f  ideological fameworks employed by groups ;in society. Hall 

transformed Parkin's ideas on the three types of ideoiogical frameworks, 

dominant, netotiated, and oppositional t o  describe decoding strategies o f  

mass media. According t o  Hall, because of their social positioning and the 

way they generally make sense of their world, viewers who give a dominant 

reeding agree and slign themselves w i t h  the dQmlnant ideology (the 

preferred reading] o f  the program. 

Hall's conception of decoaing strategies i s  bwrowed from Parkin's 

However, th is i s  not always the case. In negotiated readings, viewers 

f ind the basic ideology o f  the program a t  odds wi th  their material lives, but 

they are wi l l ing t o  negotiate between their material real i ty and the text  i n  

order t o  read the program along the lines o f  the dominant ideology. The 

viewer chooses t o  negotiate this contradiction rather than resist the 

dominant ideology.3 Finally, there are oppositional readers of television. 

These viewers, because of their cultural position, f ind the dominant 

ideology of  the program irreconcilable w i t h  their own experiences o f  their 

material situation. According t o  this model, often times when i t  appears 

that 8 viewer has completely missed the preferred meaning of B program, i t  

may be that his/her reading was appositional t o  the encoding of the 

The reader whose social position i s  one of ease w i t h  the 
dominant ideology, who works w i th  the program, w i l l  
use i t s  foregrounded ideology t o  reaf f i rm [his/herl ideologlcal 
frame.. . . Readlngs a t  (the oppositional1 end of the scale stop 
being negotiated and become oppositional when they go against 
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the t e x t  t o  deconstruct the dominant ideolcgy (Fiske, 1987, 
p. 266). 

It i s  my bel ie f  that Hall's ideas are not l imi ted t o  the study of 

television programs. The strategies o f  dominant, oppositional and 

nsgotlated readings are useful tools wi th  which t o  examine women's 

decodings of advertisements. The study t o  fol low w i l l  employ Hall's ideas 

on "preferred readings 'I and decoding strategies i n  order t o  interpret how 

woman view agressive advertising. 

The final chapter i s  a general discussion of the findings o f  the study. 

This chapter w i l l  examine the conclusions drawn from the study i n  relation 

t o  other receptlon studies. Flnally, this chapter wi l t  dlcuss fmplications 

for future research. 

Methodology 

This study does not employ one method of inquiry. Instead i t  i s  a 

synthesis of several research strategies. This approach i s  not uncommon i n  

feminist research. As Dewin'( 1987) points out, 

. . .because feminist scholars are struggling t o  f ind a way 
t o  give women voice, to allow that voice t o  emerge, perhaps 
their greatest contribution i s  that they have turned every- 
thing into a problem. When you make everything into a 
problem, from how you ask the question, t o  how you collect 
the dater, t o  how you make observations, t o  how you draw 
conclusions, t o  whom you work wi th  and how you work w i th  
them, i n  essence you are breaking apart the constraints and 
the traditional conceptions of  what science and observation 
are ell about (p. 113). 

Femlnlst scholars have wr i t ten extensivelg on the Inherent 

patriarchal bias of the social sciences. In fact, feminist theory and research 
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seeks t o  offer alternative ways of  thinking about the fundamental premises 

of social  science? However, the debates within feminist crit iques of  

science and ob jec t i v i t y  are too  extensive t o  explore here. My purpose i n  this 

section i s  t o  just i fy the methods employed i n  this study. Therefore, the 

following discussion w i l l  be l imited t o  an examination o f  feminist 

methodology. 

Feminist methodology does not refer t o  one preferred approach t o  

research. Feminist methodology cannot be compared t o  traditional social 

science method; feminist methodology can be conceived of as an alternative 

t o  t rad i t ional  methods. Judith Cook (1982) explains: 

. . . feminist methodology involves the description, explanetion, 
and justif ication of methodological techniques used in  feminist 
reSe8rCh. As such, the notion of feminist methodology can be 
more accurately understood 8s an abstract  classification referr ing 
t o  a var ie ty  of methodological stances, conceptual approaches, and 
research strategies (p. 4). 

Feminists contend that traditional social science methods exclude 

women's experience from analysis. This condemnation i s  not restricted only 

t o  positivi s t  soci a1 science. Merx i  s t end c r i t i ca l  approaches have e l  so been 

guilty o f  exciuding the experience of women (Dervin, 1987). This 

patriarchal bias assumes that male i s  the norm, and that which i s  female i s  

a variable t o  be treated outside of the norm (Acker e t  al., 1983; McCormack, 

1981; Du Bois, 1979). Michael Zimmerman notes that "man's conception o f  

nimsel f as essenti a1 1 y cultural , non-f amal e, no 1-netural , immortal , end 

transcendant, as opposed t o  the essentially natural, non-cultursl, mortal 

woman, has continued i n  various guises for several thousand years" (quoted 
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i n  Spi tzack & Carter, 1987). Feminism i s  an attempt t o  recognize the 

existence and experience o f  women. It i s  does not attempt t o  be "value- 

free," "un-biased" or "objective" (Roberts, 198 1 ). These are concepts bu i l t  

into the hierarchical end patriarchal premises of the natural and social 

sciences. 

Feminist scholarship attempts t o  promote an egalitarian sisterhood 

among women who are str iving t o  make their voices heard. Therefore, 

feminist scholars employ research !,,!sthods that complement th is 

commitment t o  equality and humanity. Dervin ( 1  987) explains: 

"feminist scholarship i s  usually conducted i n  a cooperative 
participatory, interdisciplinary, and nonhierarchical fashion, 
therefore being an exemplar of the veru things It promotes. 
[It] i s  often plurallstlc, uslng whatever method and perspective. 
. . . needs t o  be brought t o  bear i n  order t o  pursue i t s  aims.. . . 
It i s  not rejecting of any methodology. I' (p. 109). 

Although not rejecting o f  any methodology, feminist scholars on the 

whole do tend t o  embrace qualitative research methods over quantitative 

ones. Qualitative research methods generally allow for close contact 

between the researcher and the subject or respondent. The subject i s  

allowed some say in  the research process 8nd i s  allowed t o  influence the 

path end the outcome of the research. ". . . [Qlualitetive techniques provide a 

wealth of fit-st-hand, in-depth, descriptive and analytical information 

needed t o  correct the [social science] discipline[s'] neglect of women's 

l ives" (Cook, 1962, p. 16). In the fields of sociology, anthropology, l i terary 

cr i t ic ism and history, some o f  the most frequently used methods are 
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participant observation, textual analysis, ora l  histories, ethnographies, 

open-ended questionnaires5 and face- to- face interviewing. 

qualitative methods i n  order t o  examine women's communication.6 Dervin 

( 1  987) explains that thlsre are two possible explanations for why the f i e l d  

o f  communication i s  a iatecomer t o  feminist scholarship. The f i rst ,  i s  the 

field's history o f  reliance on methnds borrowed from the natural sciences. 

Feminists i n  the f ie ld  o f  communication are just  beginning t o  explore 

Second, because of  the youthfulrlc . ? of the communiation f ie ld  compared t o  

the other social sciences, i t  i s  just  now reaching a cr isis stage where new 

perspectives must be sought? 

Despite some progress i n  this direction, feminist research remains 

marginalized i n  the f i e l d  o f  communication. It does not f i t  comfortably into 

either the cr i t ical  or administrative paradigms because "neither side has 

given feminism 6 prominent vo ice i n  the on-going discourses of  the field' '  

(Rakow, 1 g85a, p. 5). Nevertheless, feminist scholarship i s  emerging i n  th is 

f ield, creating i t s  own paradigm and developing i t s  own alternative research 

techniques.B Rakow ( 1  985a) explains: 

A feminist communication paradigm places women 
squarely i n  the center o f  i t s  analysis; i t  has a commitment 
t o  recovering and understanding the voices and experiences 
o f  women; I t  seeks t o  replace patriarchal society w l th  new 
social economic, and pol i t ical arrengements; i t  uses whatever 
methodology i s  oppropriate and useful for doing these 
things". (p. 7). 

According t o  Cook ( 1 9821, feminist msthodol ogi 8s across the 

disciplines share four common characteristics: the f i r s t  i s  the recognition 

tha t  there are gaps i n  OUT knowledge o f  social process. These gaps were 
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created by researchers who have ignored women and women's concerns as 

research topics. Second, feminist methodologies emphasize the importance 

o f  the feminist researcher, and therefore recognize methodological bias. 

Third, feminist methodology recognizes the need t o  reformulate concepts 

borrowed from the natural sciences so they become meaningful and useful 

for women. Finally, feminists employ an awareness o f  how the kinds of  

research questions asked influence the research results (pp. 5-71, 

Feminists adopt a holist ic approach in  oxamining the fu l l  complexity 

o f  women's experience. The researcher must take into account the personal 

and emotional elements of  their subjects' l ives as wel l  as the public ones. 

Furthermore, the researcher i s  obliged t o  take into account the research 

expet-i ence i t sel f as part of the analysis. The research experience includes 

the researcher and the researcher's relationship t o  the subject(s) (DuBois, 

1979). The method I chose for the empirical portion o f  th is study i s  

the face- to- face interview. Many feminist sChOl8rS have found this mehtod 

experience.9 Howwer, Qakley ( 1  98 1 )  points out that traditional 

interviewing techniques are contradictory t o  the ideals o f  feminist 

scholarship because o f  the ar t i f ic ia l  relationship that i s  set up between the 

researcher and the subject. Oakley explains that "text-book" interviewing i s  

based on the following premises: interviewing i s  a one-way process "in 

which the interviewer e l ic i ts  and receives, but does not give information" 

(p. 3 1). Interviewers t r ea t  subjects as objectif ied functions o f  data 

collection. The interaction o f  the interview i tse l f  has no meaning, just  the 

date taken from it. Since the primary goal of feminism i s  the discovery of 

, t o  be an especially useful t o o l  i n  capturing the complexity of the research 
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the subjective experience of women as people, Oakley suggests that 

feminists should explore issues that tradi tional interviewing excJudes, such 

BS: 

[The] soci al/personal characteristics o f  those doing the interviewing; 
interviewees' feelings about being interviewed and about the 
interview; interviewers' feelings about interviewees; and quality o f  
interviewer-interviewee interaction; hospitality offered by 
interviewees t o  interviewers; attempts by interviewees t o  use 
interviewers as sources of information; and the extension of  
interviewer-interviewee encounters into more broedl y-based social 
relationships. (p. 31 1 

Feminist scholars aim for a more egalitarian form o f  research that 

does not place interviewees i n  a subordinate position t o  interviewers. 

Subjectivity and personal involvement w i t h  interviewess i s  not consldered 

bad or "unscientific." Rather, i t  i s  looked at as a more democratic and "real" 

way o f  doing research. Oakley contends that probing women's experience i s  

best achieved when the interviawer and the interviewee heve 8 relationship 

w i th  one another; when the interviewee feels comfortable talking about 

herself. Only then will the in te rv iewe invest her personal identity i n  the 

i n t e r v  i e w 

This sthdy represents the integration of  many ideas from feminism, 

Cultural Studies, Crit ical communication studies 8s well as European theory 

in  semiotics and structuralism. This fact i s  a reflection of  my belief that 

the data should determine the method; method should not necessarily be 

imposed upon data. 
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CHAPTER I I  

AUDIENCE RECEPTION RESEARCH 

In his 19878) article, 'Qual I tet ive Audience Research: Toward an 

Integrative Approach t o  Reception," Jensen describes recent scholarship 

about mass communicatlon audiences 8s as a "trend" whlch employs textual 

analysis together w i t h  social science approaches. According to  Jansen, th is  

recent trend i s  an outgrowth of the "critical~adsninistrative* debate in  the 

f ie ld  of communication. In particular, current receptfon research ref lects 

the realization by administrative researchers that studying mass f ~ d i 8  

audiences divorced f rom wider social contexts and pol i t ica l  origins i s  

unrealtstic and unproductive. On the other hand, c r i t i ca l  researchers have 

corne to realize that  theoretical analyses without empirical testing may 

serve to bankrupt the perspective's explanatory appeal. A1 though th is  

explanation of  the origins of reception research i s  perhaps the most 

i n t ~ r e s t i n g  f o r  communication rese~rch~rs, Jensen's portrait offers only 

Current reception research i s  the result  of B nexus o f  academic 

scholarship converging on a common problematic: the reletionship between 

the medium and the audience; the relationship between ah@ text  and the 

reader. The roots of  Phis problematic are to  be found beyond the 

administreC,ivs/eri t i ca l  debate in communfcation and the social sciences. 

Scholarship of equal influence addressing th is  problematic has come from 

the human1 ties, specifically literay c r i t i c i sm and f i lm theory. 
20 
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Curser,'c reception research i s  as much a convergence of mass 

communication research and humanities on thg same problematlc, as i t  i s  an 

integration of the criticalhdministratiue debate. In fact, i t i s  a t  the 

interfoce of ther;e ~ V U O  traditions that some of the most germinal reception 

studies ere located (see Morley, 19808, 1980b, 9986; Ang, 1995; Hobson, 

1982). This ChOptBr i s  an attempt t o  trace the medium-audience 

problematic from i t s  orlgins t o  i t s  current status. Given the breadth of this 

task, the following i s  not an attempt a t  an exheustive review, but rather a 

mapping of  the courss zf recepion research. Primarily, this chapter will 
examlne three reception studiss that have had considerable impact on the 

way communicetlon scholars currently view reception: Redway's ( 1984) 

Rm%ng r'h~Romu..c~~ Lull's ( OS80) mSocid Uses of Television," and Morley's 

( 1  980) study of TAW 8fftioflwhWAudjRflce 

The Llnekq 0 from Llterar y-cuiLm 
In the past, l i te rary  crit icism has sought to un-cover and unfold the 

"true" meaning of texts In  much the same way as one can pick out the 

pattern i n  an oriental carpst.1 This form o f  cri t icism essumos that texts 

have intrinsic meaning apart from the roader that can be escavated bg the 

skilled critic. The cr i t ic can thsn intwpret the meaning of  the tex t  for the 

layman or other cmtics who csnnot see the meaning fa r  themselves. 

In recsnt years, however, the emphasis fn l i terary crit icism has 

shifted from escevating meaning from the tex t  t o  examining the ro le  of the 

reader i n  understanding ernd deriving pleasure from i t  (Allen, 1987). This 

fUndam8ntal observation that l i t e r e i y  meaning i s  a result of a confrontation 

between t e x t  and resder, rather than the Intrinsic properties of the t e x t  
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i tself, i s  now shared among prominent and theoretically diverse cPftics.2 

However, as Allen points out, this fundamental observation has had 

implications far beyond the f i d d  of  l iterary crftictsm. The stgnlfkance of  

the medium-aUdienC8 relationship constitutes 8 theoretical framework 

across the humanities, most noticeably in  the case of film, television and 

other popular cultural forms. The common strand that connects these 

disparute researchers and crit ics i s  the desire t o  examine the act of 

reading, and therefore placing i t  high on the crit ical ngends. 

Film theory i s  just one of the approaches that has crit ical ly examined 

the role of the viewer. In whet i s  now known as SCYR~ theory (theorletical 

positions advanced by the journal ScrwdJ the ro le  of the "spectator" has 

been theorized extensively using both semiotic and psychoanalytic 

analyses.3 However, these theories have undergone harsh cr l  ticism from 

reception theorists. For example, Morley ( 1  9808) points out that Swff8fl 

theory has attempted t o  posit universalist theory on the constituting of  the 

subject i n  the viewing process. According t o  Srn~f l  theory, f i lms have the 

ab i l i t y  t o  "position the subject." 

Relying heavily on Lacan's reading o f  Freud, Scrap/;. theory examines 

the relationship between one reader and one text ,  a t  once reducfng the 

subject-text relationship t o  the fundamental psychoanalytic premises by 

which subjectivity i s  constituted, while a t  the same time advancing 

universalist theory from those premises. 

of  other texts and ~ ~ S C B U ~ S ~ S ,  which also position the subject" (19808, p. 

163). Although the reader may be focused on 8 particular text, other 

discourses from the reader's experience are always a t  play in  the reading 

According t o  Morley, S c r ~ ~ n  theory ignores the "constant intervention 



process. instead of  the subject being placed according t o  universal 

psychoanalytic laws, reeding practices are dependent upon the subject's 

relation t o  discourses and practices, whether cultural, educational , or 
institutional a t  the t ime of  ths reading encounter. This perspective o f  

"interdiscourse"4 o r  "intertextuali ty"  post t s  that the reader i s  not the 

"subject o f  the text," as SCJW? theorists propose, rather, they are "social 

subjects" (Morley, 19808, p. 169). Willeman explains: 

There remains an unbridgeable gap between 'real' readers1 
authors end 'inscribed' ones, constructed and marked i n  and 
by the text. Real readers are subjects I n  history l lv ing In 
social formations, rather than mere subjects of a single 
text. These two types of subject are not commensurate. 
But for the purposes of  formalism, real readers ore supposed 
t o  coincide w i t h  the constructed readers (quoted i n  Morley, 
1 980a, p. 0 69). 

The "real reeder" encounters texts wi th in the context of their l ives as 

soctal beings. The lived experience of the reader i s  not found i n  either 

textual characteristics or i n  universal paychoanalytic prgmises. It i s  th is 

l ived experience that the reader brings t o  the reading encounter. According 

t o  Neale (1980), "we also need eo take into account. . . the us8 t o  which a 

psrticuler t e x t  i s  put, i t s  funct'ion wi th in a particular conjecture, i n  

perticular institutional spaces, and i n  relation t o  particular audiences" 

(quoted i n  Morloy, 19808, p. 071). Morley continues: 

A t e x t  should also not be considered i n  isolation from the 
hlstorical conditions of i t s  production and consumption - i t s  
insertion into a context of discourses i n  struggle.. . Both the 
t e x t  and the subject are constituted in the space of  the inter-  
discursive (p. 17 1 ). 
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This perspectlve calls into question universal premises explaining 

how the subject i s  constituted snd a t  the same time i t  questions whether 

there i s  intrinsic meaning in  a t e x t  which i s  isolated from the culturel, 

educational, or polltlcal placement of the subject, layman or crftic. The 

reader brings many discourses t o  bear on one text, while a t  the seme tfmg 

the reading encounter i s  influenced by other texts. The reader, ir, fact, has 
the capacity t o  be many dffferent eudiences e t  once; different texts can 

constltute the reader 8s such (Hall, 1996). 

Janice Radway’s (1984) ethnographic study o f  the readers of  romglnce 

f ict ion belongs t o  this lineage from literary criticism. Radway’s 

investigation into the popular1 ty of romance fiction came about In  responsn 

t o  textual analyses o f  the medium previously conducted by fellow scholars 

8nd cr i t ics (Sni tow, 1979; Douglas, 1980; Modleski, 1980). Redway was 

unconvinced by Modleski’s assessment that because the readers of  Harlequin 

romances are superior t o  the heroine end yet identify with her emotionally, 

they must experience feelings of  hypocrisy and bad faith. Further, Radway 

wes skeptlcel of  Douglas’ condemnstlon of  romance readers for enjoying 

f ict ion that i s  a t  a disjuncture wi th their everyday lives. Also, Douglas 

states t ha t  these women are helping t o  parpetuate patriarchal notions of 

the Mea l  female: Illogical, innocent, magnetized by male sexuality and 

Both Modloski and Douglas attribute the popularity of this genre t o  

the fact that the daily oppression the reader’s experience i n  the home i s  

similctr t o  the oppression of the heroines in  the romc~nce novels they read. 
These readers identify wi th the central message of these novels, mainly 

that “pleasure for women i s  men” (Snitow,1979, p. 150). 

. 
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Radway (1984) i s  not skeptical of  the feminist ideals held by her 

fellow schO'l6rs. Instead, she i s  disturbed by the theoretical lmpllcations of 

their critiques. These critiques place er single (nsgatlve) inscribed meaning 

on the t e x t  of  the romance. The popularity of the genre can then be 

explained away by the Ignorance and self-deception of ths readers (1984). 

In the world of academic criticism, therefore, the readers do not have a 

voice. 
Their statements about why they read romonces become, 
i n  this theory, mere rationalizations and gustiftcations, false 
consclousness, as 1 t were, whfch masks thelr actual reasons 
for spending money on books that only covertly perform 
their proper function. The true, embedded meaning o f  the 
romance i 3  available, then, only t o  trained literary scholars 

Radway ( 1  983, t 964) erppleuds the thorough and complex textual 

(P. 5). 

analyses of  these studies and agrees that the findings are useful taken for 

what they are, analyses of  the texts themselves. What Rsdwesy argues i s  

that a purely textual analysis which treats the tex t  i n  isolation, away from 

the cultural, economic end polftical context In which it i s  actually read, is 
inadequate i n  explaining reading behavior. Radway explains that this i s  a 

common ailment i n  most mass-cultum studies. A cr i t ic  picks a genre that 

appears formulaic and proceeds t o  analyze the Ideological meanings of the 

genre based on random examples. Many of these analyses preclude the 

possibility for reader's resistance t o  the tex t  o r  for oppositional or 
negotietad readings. Also, these interpretations do not account for the fact 

that these readers may be selective i n  their choices of  novels. They may not 
read an entire '?he"  ob books, or they may steer clear of an entire line 

a1 together. G ~ W R  this eonsidsration, blanket assessments of the genre 
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would not take into account ornmision and resistance, on the parts of the 

readors, against particular texts ( 1 983). 

iiadwey's approach di f fers from her predecessors i n  two fundamental 

ways. First, her analyses are reader-centered as opposed t o  text-centered. 

She concurs w i t h  Fish ( 1  980) who states that li terary meaning i s  "the 

propsrty neither of  f ixed and stable texts nor of free and Independent 

readers but of interpretive cornmunfties that are responsible both for the 

shape o f  the reader's act ivi t ies and for the texts those activi t ies produce' 

(p. 322). This places the c r i t i c  i n  an uneasy position. The cr i t ic  who i s  

wr l t lng about e medie form from hisdher own position wi th in  ~n 
interpretive community, i s  unable to speak for those who are using thst 

media form in  B different interpretive community. That is, unless the c r i t i c  

attempts t o  understand the dynamics of  the interpretive community she i s  

studying, she cannot properly investigate haw readers use tuxts. 

Secondly, Radway (1 983, 1984, 1986) attempts to  step back beyond 

the reader reeding the text, t o  e starting place that asks the question, "why 

do these women pick up a book in the f i r s t  place';"". Radway wanted to  f ind 

out whet women do w i t h  these texts; how they have meaning i n  the readers' 

everydsy lives. 

In RRad,'/tg l'heRom~nc6 Radway conducts her own empirlcal research 

of the readers of  romance flction. Her subjects consisted of  et group of avid 

romance readers she identif ied 8s the Smithton group. This group of  women 

from a small Midwgstern community are the regular customers of a local 

bookstore, managed by Dot Evans. Evans i s  considered the loccsl @xpert on 

romance novels. She publishes 8 monthly newsletter revlewing the romance 

novels currently i n  the shop. Further, Evans has become so highly respected 
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for her expertise tha t  publlshers contact her f o r  advice on what  novels t o  

publish. Radway used as her  semple Evans and sixteen of her  most  regular 

customers. First ,  through the use of lengthy questionnaires, and l a t e r  

through the use of individual and group interviews, she probed t o  f l nd  out 

how and why these women consume B phenomenal amount of romance novels 

(in some cases up t o  nine books a week) 6s a par t  of  t h e i r  weekly routines. 

The women tha t  Radway studied c i ted  "escapism" 8s t he i r  pr lmary 

reason f o r  reading romances. Attending t o  the w r i t t e n  page requires 

concentration the t  pre-empts the d is t ract ion of  t h e i r  everyday chores. 

Because reading i s  seen 8s a more " legi t imate" ac t i v i t y  than say, watching 

television, there i s  less gu i l t  attached t o  ret reat ing f r o m  msponslb i l i ty  

i n t o  a fantasy of romance. These women f ind  the act of  reading romances 

not  only l iborsting, but In  many cases, ern act  o f  defidnce agalnst the 

pressures of b d n g  a wlfe  snr! e mother. 

By placing the barrler of the book between themselves and 
the l r  famil ies, these women reserve e specibl space and 
t i m e  for themselves alone. As a consequence, they momlentartly 
a l low themselves t o  abandon the a t t l tude  of t o ta l  self- 
abnegation in  the in te res t  of  fami lg  wel fare which they have 
so du t i fu l l y  learned i s  the proper stance f o r  B good w i f e  and 
mother (Reldway, 1963, p. 61). 

The Smithton readers are very a w m  that  the characters i n  the books 

do not resemble real  l i fe ,  and the t  the main reason f o r  reading these books 

i s  t o  escape i n to  fantasy. They read the books t o  feel  good; because no 

ma t te r  what the storyl ine, or the ro les of  the characters, there i s  always a 

happy ending. Radway points  out thelt there i s  e cer ta in sadness i n  these 

women tha t  makes them need such an escape, e declaration of  independence. 
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pressures of the day, these women want the security o f  knowing exactly 

what t o  expect from their books. They want texts with certain set 

boundaries such 8s .a happy ending, romance but no explicit sex, end no 

brutality o r  rape. 

Modleski, Douglas and Snitew a l l  produced textual analyses of CI 

random sample from the genre 'romance fiction.' These authors identified 

somg of  the more negativs themes found i n  this literature as rape, mental 

cruelty by the heros and submlssion end naivete by the heroines. The 

implicit  assumption being that a l l  women hooked on romance novels read 
thosa books indiscrlminantly end are therefore exposed to all1 of these 

themes. Howwer, Radway found that the Smithton readers happen t o  be very 

selective about which books they read and enjoy. These women preferred B 

novel that: a) did not condone the hero having other women besides the 

heroine, b) presented B hero who was kind end thoughtful toward the 

heroine, and never unduly cruel t o  her, and c) starred a heroine who was 

independent and Intel I f  gent. 

In the past, cr i t ics have assumed that simply because the novel has 

been purchased, that i t  has been "used' by those who purchased it. This, 

reports Radway, i s  not necessarily the case. Some women throw 

undesirable novels away and others finish them but find them unfulfilling. 

According t o  the Smlthton group, 

. . . the quality o f  the ideal romantic fantasy i s  directly 
dependcsnt on the character of the heroine and the manner 
i n  whlch the hero treats her.. . . A good romance involves 
an unusually bright and determined woman and a man 
who i s  spectacularly masculine, but a t  the same time capable 
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of B remarkable empath5 and tenderness (Radway, 1983, 
p. 64). 

These women actlvely reject romances that present the heroine os 

weak, dim-witted or vtctimized. They also reject Infidelity in the romances 

they read. The hero cannot be ectively persuing two women a t  one time. 

Radway also points out that the Smithton women would often "reinterpret' a 

t ex t  that hinted a t  these undesirable characteristics. For  instance, i f  B hero 

brutalizes er heroine i n  the f i rs t  chapter, this early behavior mag be 

attributed t o  e tor161 love a f fa i r  i n  his past. He w i l l  straighten out with the 

help of the Rerolne's love. 
Redway's research suggests that the 8ct o f  reading a romance novel 

1s as meaningful for her subjects as i s  the tex t  i tself.  These women are not 

simply passlve females who identify with tmdltlonal gender roles found in  

romance novels. Many readers use romances tc f i l l  needs that marriage and 

Pais'ing a famlly have fel led t o  meet. They often mad t-ommes out of a 

dissatlsfactlon with tradtfonal women's roles. Although thls form sf 

resistance i s  admittedly subtle, i t  does show that readers us8 texts i n  ways 

that cannot be assessed solely by the content of the message. Only through 

rigorous empirical reseerch into the act o f  reading, can we explaln what 

meaning 8 t ex t  htlls for e header. 

Communication scholars, such as densen (1987), tend t o  think of 

reception rewarch es an enswer t o  the inadequacies In admlnistretlve es 

well 0s crit icel scholarship. How8ver, this should not be taken as 8 sign 

that somehow the two paradigms w e  converging on a common problematic. 



Critical researchers such as Slack & A l l o r  (1983) state that any attempt at 

simple integretion o f  the two paradigms i s  admitting t o  ignorance of the 

complexities o f  both. Before examining how each perspective has managed 

t o  err ive a t  0 conception 01 laudlmce reception, it may be helpful t o  f i rs t  

examine how the administrative and crit ical eppreeches fundamentally 

difler. 

In the last thir ty years, American mainstream (administrative) 

communicatlon scholarship has been primarily concerned with media 

effects? "In ths minds of  many, including some communiccrtion scholws, the 

major - tf not only - significant question, that communicatlon research 

should address fs what effect do the media have on the audience" (Fejes, 

1984, p. 219). Research i n  the administrative paradigm draws on the 

dominant behaviorist ideas i n  psychology, sociology and polltical science t o  

produce studies of human communication which uti l ize methods derived 

. 

from the natural sciences. This rwerance of objectivity, neutrality and the 

"scientific method" produces research that Is ahistoflcal, apoli ticell and 

a:ontextuel. Despite the sophistication of methods produced by 

communication researchers working within the mainstream, the majority of  

this reseerch insists that communicative acts can be studied apart ffsm the 

political, economic, cultural and historkti1 context i n  which they occurred. 

Administrative scholarship sees the political as somehow removed 

from the research situation The crit ical researcher, on the other hand, sees 

poijtics and social power6 as central t o  research. 

The major differences between the two streams of  research 
extend from the basic assumptions about the nature and 
purpose o f  the research enterprise t o  methods, and finally 



to the concepts embedded in  scholarly discourse. In the 
behaviorist tradition such concepts as !deology, and 
hegemony are regerded 8s meaningless i f  not inherently 
polemical and anti-scientif ic whfle i n  the cr f t ical  traditfon they 
are central. (Fejes, 1964, p. 220). 

However, the dlfferences between the administrative and cr i t ical  

paradigms cannot be explained by slmple dichotomies. The cr i t ical  

perspective i s  not B self-contained paradigm w i th  defining characterlstics 

that can be mapped as the dlrect apposite of the admlnistrative approach. It 

i s  more useful t o  think o f  the cr i t lca l  perspective 8s a range of  alternatlve 

approaches t o  the study of  communication (Slack & Allor, 1983). Tho 

geminal  theories and research which define this perspective are credited 

t o  schoiars from Great Br i t ian and the European Continent. Most European 

scholarship on media has been an interdisciplinary endeavor, drawing on 

theory from sociology, economics, semiotics, pol i t ical philosophy, 

literature, psychoanalysis and history. However, 8 common strand I n  

cr i t lca? scholarship i s  i t s  emphasis on social power and social change. 

Slack and A l l o r  explain that 

. . . media inst i tut ions end the processes o f  mass communication 
0re viewed 8s inseperably intertwined w i th  other social institutions 
and processss (e.$ the state, the family, and economic orgenization). 
. . . [Tlhis i s  because humen Individuals are viewed as f i r s t  and 

foremost members of  social groups defined by material social 
locetlon (differentiated, for example, by class, gender, race, ant¶ 
subculture) { 1985, p. 2 14). 

These assumptions, however they may be expressed, are acknowledged 

openly , and vl ewed cr i t ical  1 y. 

1 denti f i ab1 Q (a1 though not necessari 1 y mutual1 y exclusive) "schools" o f  

Crit ical scholarship of mass medie may be divjded into three readily 
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thought.7 The f i r s t  school may be described as "structuralist." Having 

roots i n  ideas from structural anthropology, linguistics, sgmiotics and 

psychoanalysis, th is approach i s  concerned w i t h  stgnification of, and 

representation in, the media. Scholarship i n  th is tradition considers 

language as the central social orgenizer.8 As humen beings we know our 

world through language. We ere never outside of language. "[S]tructuralist 

research seeks t o  examine the impl ic i t  cstagories of  thought i n  media texts 

through which the individual experiences the world" (Fefes, 1984, p. 120). 

The second school of thought i s  the "poll t ical  economy" approach. 

This ~1pp1-08Ch places the Marxist model o f  basg/superstructure at the center 

of i t s  analysis. Pol i t ical economists ere concerned w i th  the structure of 

media ownership and control (8.g. see Garnham, 1986). llnllke the 

st.ructuralist approach, which analyzes the signification of media through 

i t s  content, pol i t ical economists conslder the content and the structure of  

the medics t o  be determined by, and secondary to, the politices1 and economic 

dynamics of production circulation and access (S16ck & Al lor ,  1983). The 

messages o f  the media are simply elements of th is larger dynamic. Af ter  

all, i f  a popular media f o m ,  such 8s a television program, does net receive 

high enough ratings to remain on the air, then there i s  no longer cp message 

i o  study. Finally, the Br i t ish Cultural Studies school defines the media 

as 8 major cultural and ideological force. Unlike Amefican mainstreesm 

media studies, howwer, th is approach considers the impact of media t o  be 

Inseparable from thg way o f  l i f e  o f  the group under study. "In this approach, 

class and subcultural styles of  l i f e  are studied as necessarily mediating 

levels bgtween the messages of  moss media and individual consciousness 

and behavior' (Slack & Al lor ,  1983, p. 214). 

I 
i 
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Furthermore, this approach t o  media studies can be delineated from 

both the structural ist and the pol i t lcal economy approaches i n  a t  least three 

ways. Cultural Studies challenges the notion that media texts can somehow 

be “transparent” bearers of meaning. Further, this approach challenges the 

notion of the passive audience. Instead, Cultural Studies looks et  the 

reletionship between the encoded message and the wide variatien of  

audience decodings of those messages. Finally, Cultural Studies Is 
concerned w i th  the r o l e  media plays i n  circulatlng and reinforcing dominant 

ideologies wi th in society (Hall, 1980). 

Just as the cr i t ical  perspective on medio reception cannot be 

explained by neat and t idy  categories, current reception research by 

administrative scholars i s  branching out and smploying variety of  

methodologies and approaches? Building on uses and gmtff icat ion f e s ~ r ~ h ,  

scholars such as James bull ( 1980) are exploring ways t o  move beyond 

acontextual quantitative studies of  media effects, t o  qualitative studies 

which explore how the media i s  “used” by people i n  social settings. The 

use8 end grattfications apprcech posf t s  that Individuals us8 the mass media 

i n  a selective manner t o  satisfy individual needs (Katt, 1979 quoted i n  Lull, 

1984). hull suggests that ”audience members create specific and sometimes 

elaborate practical ections involving the mass media in  order t o  grat i fy 

particular needs I n  the social emtext  of  family television viewing“ (p. 197). 

Lull (1984) i s  primari ly concerned w i t h  the ”taken-for-granteds” o f  

television use of  which the family members may not be cognizant. In order 

t o  observe family television vfewing, Lull chose the methods of ethnography 

and partlcipant observation. According t o  Lull , ethnography enables the 

researcher t o  first obswve the pattarns of the families viewing before 

! 



34 

questioning them about their conscious reasons for using the media form. 

It i s  not enough t o  ask the subjects about the context i n  which they use 8 

form of  mass media. It i s  more useful for the researchsr t o  observe the 
subjects within the natural setting and context i n  which theg use the modla 

before interviewing them sbout their conscious media use. T h e  ethnography 

of mass communication i s  meant t o  be a sustained, microscopic, inductive 

examination of  the natural interactional communications which connect 

humen b0ings t o  the mass media and t o  each other" ( 1  980, p. 100). 

affiliatisrrs.'0 Student observers entered the families' homes for three 

days during the l a te  afternoon t'lll l e t 8  evening hours. The families wore 

given mfnlrntsl information about the purpose of the study. They were told 

that the students were interested in  studying "family life.' Bbservers took 

part in  the dai ly routines ob the family, but the family weps instructed not t o  

change thsir routine i n  any way on eccount of  the presence o f  the observer. 

Through !he combined use o f  partkipant observation, informants, and 

Lull's study involvod over 200 families from numerous social 

indepth interviewing, rqulm-i t y  i n  patterns of media use were obtained. 

Lull found that the family USBS of televWon are of two types: structural 

and relational. Television can serve in a structural capacity as a generotor 

of atmosphere or as e regulator o f  family sctivity, such os e point of  

referencg for fixing bodtimes. However, Lull's research places emphasis on 

the relatienel espects of  television use by the famlly. 

Lull suggests that the relational type of  family television use can be 

described by a typology consisting of four catagories. The f i rs t  being, 

communication fecllf tation. Individuals, especially children often use 

television 8s a referent t o  discuss and explaio rea l- l i fe  experiences. 
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Discomfort  in  conversation can also be reduced when the television Is 
turned on and i n  v iew of  those speaking. Television i s  used es 

entertalnment f o r  guests, and also fac l l i ta tes  val idat ion and c l a r l f k a t i o n  

o f  cer ta in interpersonal a t t i tudes and values. 

Secondly, television v iewing cQn be used both t o  create cornmonallty 

among v iewers wgtching together, o r  i t  can be used as a mechanism t o  avoid 

interpersonal interact ion. Within the family, television v iewing can serve 

%s a distraction, purposively o r  unconsciously, away f r o m  act ive discourse. 

Third, besldes the more obvfoars educational values o f  the electronic 

media, Lu l l  found that  "more subt le learning experiences can be noted as 

we l l "  ( 1  980, p. 104). Famil ies mey mi t i a te  scenarios they have seen on 

television for problem solving. Also, meny parents encourage thefr  chi ldren 

t o  watch programs as a subst i tu te f o r  at-home education sessions. 

Finally, o f ten  t imes te lev is ion progrems present characters i n  cer ta in 

ro les that  can validate, re in force o r  negets cer ta in ro les the audience takes 

on i n  reel l i fe .  Parents of ten encourrsge the i r  children t o  watch  programs 

where the ro les being played clr8 in  agreement with the parents' ideas of  

proper "role-models." Qf ten  timos, viewers f i nd  i t  a par t i cu la r  boost t o  

self-esteem when they can corrcsct an error  on Pelevislon, especially i n  

f ron t  of other f am i l y  members. 

Lul l 's research can can be contrasted t o  c r i t i ca l  reception research in  

a t  least  t w o  ways. Lull 's conception o f  ethnography d i f f e r s  great ly f rom 

tha t  of  those doing s im i l a r  work within the Cultural Studies school. Lull 's 

bias toward "object lv i ty"  and "neutral i ty"  are evident from the fac t  tha t  the 

fami l ies  in  th is  study were not t o l d  of  the researcher's intent.  Th8 

famil ies, therefore, were t reated as objects of  shidy instead o f  subjects of  



study. Cr i  tfical ethnographers would consider these tactics manipulative 

and devoid of reflexivity on the part o f  the researcher. 

Secondly, Lull fei ls t o  take into account the power relationships 

within the family that help shape television use. For instance, Morley 

(1986) found television viewing i s  shaped by tensions and negotiations 

which accompany decision-making i n  families. Gender Is 8 central organizer 

of power in  the household. Who chooses the programs and who switches the 
channel , are structured along power relatisnshlps within the family. Lull's 

research does not explore gender o r  power rehthnships associated wi th 

f am11 y television viewling. 

Finally, unlike the medium-reader problematic found i n  the l f te ra ry  

criticism, administrative reception studies such as th8 one conducted by 

Lull, virtually ignore the message content of  the media under study. 

Although many crit ical researchers can be accused 00 placing meaning solely 

i n  the mess~ge, this research places meaning solely i n  individual's "uses" of 

television; which i s  an equally naive conception of  response. Fejes (1984) 

describes the inadequacies of  both approaches: 

While crit ical researchers may strass the anelysis of  the type 
8nd mnge of  meaning in  media content, they have not 
demonstrated what diffsrence i t  a l l  makes. Behavioral 
researchers may t rea t  the medla message In a comparatively 
naive way. Yet they have successfully demonstrated that 
differences in media content heve different consequences. A t  a 
more fundementel level  l ies the issue o f  where meaning i s  
located. A t  the theoretical level, cri t ical researchers are 
aware of the complex Interaction between messages, meaning 
and receiver. Yet a t  the empirical level, their work suggests 
that meanlng Is located in  the message.. . . Behavior81 
researchers, on the other hand, assume that meanings are i n  
people -- that i n  themselvgs messages have no meaning (p. 
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What i s  needed i s  a merging of two lines of  inquiry that are 

generally conducted i n  isolation: "questio'is of  interpretation and 

questions of use" (Hall, 1986b). Reception rQse8rCh needs to  give 

equal weight t o  each side of  the medium-reader problematic, 

exploring message content as wel l  as social use. 

Cr! t ical  Response t o  Audience ReceDt 1 on 
Dave Nor1 eyes ( 1 98Qb , 1 966) cr i t ical  research on televi sl on viewing 

has been the most successful i n  addressing both sides of the rgception 

problematic. An original member of the media group at the Center for 

Contemporary Cul tural Studies at the Ldniversi t y  of  Birmingham, Morley's 

research i s  greatly influenced by Stuart Hall and other prominent Cultural 

Studies scholars including Paul Willis, Dorothy Hobson end Angela McRobbie. 

Morley's work ref lects many of the theoretical concerns that dlstfngufshes 

media research at The Centre from the approaches mentioned thus far. 

According Hal l  ( 1  980a), the media group a t  The Cmtre "broke" w i t h  

the tredi tional debates between Amerfcen empirical social science and the 

Crit icel Theory of the Frankfurt School, chal lengiq both (then) dominant 

paradigms t o  a r8defMt ion of  media's role i n  social l i fe .  First, the medie 

group abendonecl behavi ori s t  concap t i ons of  media I nf 1 uence for concerns of  

the 'fdeological' role of medla i n  culture. Secondly, the group challenged 

the notion that a media form i s  somehow the undifferentiated bearer of  &I 

singular meaning. Insteed, media forms must be thought of as complex 

l inguist ic and Ideological structuratisns. Third, the notion of the psssive 

audience, that underpinned much o f  the market survey t-EsS~!8rCh of American 
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mass communication studies, was abandaned. More act ive conceptions of 

the audience 8s decoders and reeders werro explored. Finally, work e t  The 

Centre was concerned wi th the media's ro le  i n  "the c i rcu lat ion end securing 

of  domjkwrnt ideological def in i t ions and representat ims" (Hall, 198Oa, p. 

118). Th is  was a concern ent i re ly  neglected in t radi t ionel  mass 

communi c8 ti ons research. 

Morley's research i n  many ways re f l ec t s  an at tempt  t o  come t o  gr ips 

w i t h  the tex t - rmder  relat ionship challenged in 1 i  terary c r i  t ic lsm. A1 though 

Morley's book JnR Wlst/rmnljd%&&"mv i s  perhaps the be t te r  known within 

reception research, the f i r s t  stage of  the research had already been 

completed. Brunsdon and Morley (1978) conducted a semiot ic analysis of  the 

preferred readings o f  N'fiornHtidP, a BBC news program, t w o  years earl ier. 

From tha t  analysis Morley and Brunsdon determined the dominant ideology 

encoded i n  ths program by i t s  producers. 

The purpose of  Morley's (1980) study, then, was t o  t es t  empir ica l ly  

how groups decoded the program in re la t ion  t o  the inscribed preferred 

reading. Morley s8t  out t o  discover how di f ferent  decodings are generated by 

d i f fe ren t  groups and why. He wanted t o  examine the " d i t "  between such 

cul tural  factors as class, socio-economic and/or educational posi t i on  and 

decoding strategies. To what extent do d i f fe ren t  audiences iden t i f y  wi th 

the image of themselves in t h i s  regional news program? How do presenters 

secure the p.referred reading o f  the mater ia l  w i t h  dilfferent audfences? 

Morley selected 29 groups whom he suspected would sa t is fac to r i l y  

represent the three decoding categories o f  dominant, negotiated and 

appositional reedings. The groups were chosen f o r  the fo l low ing  cr i ter ia :  

basic socio-demographic factors such as sex, race, age and class; 
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involvement i n  cu l tura l  ldent i f icat ions such as trade unions o r  sectlons of 

the educational system; and the meter ia l  experience o f  tho group with the 

topic o f  the program. The a i m  of  this complex select ion process w8s t o  

iden t i f y  not only the di f fsrences among the decoding strategies of  groups 

but t o  also see where strategies overlap. 

a crucial  point here i s  that  members of  a group may inhabit  
areas of  d i f fe ren t  codes which they operationalize in d i f fe ren t  
sf tuat ions and conversely, d i f fe ren t  groups may have access t o  
the same codes, though perhaps in d i f ferent  forms (MQ, p. 26). 

Therefore, trcldi t ienal  sociological categories such s o c i t l  c lsss and 

occupation cannot be considered reasonable predictors o f  decoding 

strategies. Instead, Morley suggests that  the Ideas of  Parkin ( 1  973) provide 

a crude but essential departure poiat f r om which t o  explore the "f i t"  

bet  ween such factors as class, soci o-econarni c and/or educational posi t ion 

and culture1 in terpret ive strategies (Morley, 1980). It i s  Parkin's three 

bread ideal types of  ideological f rameworks (domlnant, negotiated, 

oppositional) that  have been translated by Hall ( 1  9808) i n to  actual decoding 

posit ions within the medi8 audience. Regardless of  the shortcomings of  

Parkin's categodes,l l  the three strategies present a way t o  conceive of  the 

eudience 8s 8 sociel ly structured entity, instead of  an aggregate of  

individuals. Further, these decodfng strategies o f f e r  a point  o f  departure 

from which t o  study groups whose in terpret ive codes cannot be determined 

solely by class o r  occupational a f f i l i a t ion .  

t rade uniari memberships, may ectual ly be as important f o r  predict ing 

decoding strategies as cless o r  occupetion. T h m  a f f i l i a t i ons  of ten 

Morley found that  other cu l tura l  a f f i l ia t ions,  such as organlzational 



constitute ci;?rnunities o f  meaning that complement socio-economic 

positions. "Interprettvs communWes and their members are defined both by 

their social placement and fdnctians and by the cultural traditions, 

conventions, and meanings that unite themn IJensen, 19878, p. 29). Morley 

found that different groups decoded similarly, not due solely t o  class and/or 

pol i t ical affi l iations, but due t o  self- interest i n  relation to the dominant 

ideo'loyy of the program. 

. . .bank managers and apprantices, for example pfoduced 
broadly s imi lar  readings despite class differences; so too, dld 
some unlversity students and shop stewards.. . . [Tlhe appren- 
t ices and bank managers were simitarly constructed as subjects 
of cap i te lk t  ideology,. . . and thus had shared interests in i t s  
survival and success.. . . Some unSversi t y  students. . . end trade 
union off icials..  . were ii? insti tut ions that provided them w i th  
ways of  cr i t ic iz ing the dominant system.. . .(Fiske, 1987, p. 268). 

In other words, dominant, negotiated, and opposi tienal readlngs correspond 

w i th  the 'transparency" of  the encuded ideology for those i n  the process of 

decodfng. Those who share the tdcsology preferred i n  the program do not 

recognise that such ern Ideology exists. These m8dingS are domfnant. 

flowever, wkren a particular ideology i s  registered or questioned, but 

eventually accepted, the decoding strategy i s  negotiated. Finally, when the 

underlying ideology i s  consciously registered and rejected, the reading i s  

oppositional. 

Morley's research on the 'Nationwide' audience was not completed i n  

the form Morley had originally envisioned. Following the semiotlc readlng 

of  the program's preferred reeding and the analysts of group decoding 

strategies, a third step was proposed: ethnographic studies of group 
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members watching the programs i n  the more natural se t t ing  of the hQm8. 

This last step would examine the relationship Between group and indivldU8l 

readings. 
However, 8v0n devoid of t h i s  third stgp, Mor18y's empir ical research 

on audience reception has providgd an exploration of regular i t ies and 

variations of socially Situated group decoding stretegies. This research i s  

also 0n attempt t o  explain some of  the cultural  origins of these decodings. 

The meaning of a television tex t  cannot be read straight o f f  the text, bLi! 

"must be interpreted in  terms o f  which set o f  discourses i t  encounters i n  

any part icular set of  c i rcumsttmce~ (Morley, 1963). Morley's resoarch 

provides evidence that interpretat ions of t e l w l s i o n  programs occur wlthin 

SOCi81h~ constructed systems of meaning that are in reletionship t o  larger 

i d e ~ l o g i c a l  frameworks (Streeter, 1984). 

SummnrY 
The preceding an81 ysi s explores recept i an research through i t s  

origins t o  three prominent, yet s igni f icant ly  di f ferent studies. Janice 

Raclway's research an the readers of  romantlc f i c t fon  demonstrates that  

meaning cannot be escavated from a tex t  in  isolatjon. Meenfng Is found i n  

the act o f  mading. Radwey's study makes an important contr ibut ion not only 

t o  reception l i terature but also feminist studies of  women's experience 

w i t h  popular media. She found that the ac t  of reeding romances was 

l tber8t ing f o r  her subfects. They used reading romances t o  declare LI t i m e  

alone for themselves, away f rom the i r  rasponsibi i i t ies as mother and wife.  

Radway's research can be placed comfortably in the lineage f rom l i t e r t r y  

cr i t ic ism. 
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Jams Lull’s study of family t s l ev i s i t i  viewing, however, i s  reception 

research that draws on the usm and gratif ications perspective, prominent 

I n  Amerlcan communication research. Lull ossumes a plural ist lc conception 

o f  the audience. Individuals have the abi l l ty t o  USQ media i n  ways other than 

the original intent. Lull confines his analysis bo these ”uses.” Unlike 

Raelway o r  Morley, Lull does not address the content o f  the television 

progresms being watched. His study supports the dictum the l  meanings are 

i n  people and not i n  the message. 

N x l e y  considers the tex t  and the subject t o  be at either side of the same 

problem8tic. However, unlike Scrm.. theory would propose, the subject 

does not encounter on@ t e x t  i n  isoletion from other discoursgs famil iar to  

him/her. Tho text-reader relationshlp i s  a matter o f  encoding and decoding. 

The meantng o f  thg t e x t  ds encoded by th8 producers of the text .  However, I n  

decoding, members of groups bring msny discourses t o  bear on the text. 

This interdiscourse can produce readings that ere dominant, negotiated o r  

oppositionel t o  the preferred reading of the text. 

The current trrJnd i n  audience reception rese8rch i s  0 recognition, o f  

sorts, that both textual analyses and uses studies h a w  revealed Important 

flndings about m8ss medie forms. However by dsolating one side of the 

relationship from the other, important questtons have gone unasked and 

therefore, unanswered. The following study i s  an attempt to  csddress both 

sides o f  this problematic and further explore the relationship between 

subject and text .  In th is case, the texts are advertisements end the readers 

ore women. 

A more sophisticated approach to reception i s  proposu! by Morley. 
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1 Allen borrows the an61ogy from Wolfgang lser who explains that the 

primary task of l l terary cr i t ics  Is finding the hidden, underlying structure 

of the text  much like "finding the pattern i n  the carpet." See Iser, W. (1976). 

Th8Ac:d ofkk?d%g!. R Thprrry ofPrS~~tnPticR,s~$& Bel timore: Johns 

Hopkfns University Press. 

2 In order t o  appreciate the diversity of scholars exploring th is 

probl~rnat ic me: Iser, \t ( 1  978); Fish, S. ( 1  980). /,c Th~re B T,#t 

CXmsS. Th& RbdhmYt' of /.tRTJrTPljv# Commnunftd~s Cambridge, Mass.: 

Haward University Press.; Eco, U. ( 1979). TApRiVt? of th,R&wd~r 

t5~h.r~t~on.s rplr t h ~  S8mjdks of Tiwts Bloomington: Indiana University 

Press.; Foucault, M. ( 1969) I The Archffeology ofKflrrwl8dgp. A. M. Sheridan 

Smith (Trms.1. London: Pantheon.; Tompkins, J. P. (Ed.). ( 1  980). Rmdi?r 

kkvmse Cn'tjckm from Fo.a!ism io Post-StructunWm Bal ti more: 

Johns Hopkins University Press.; Holub, W. { 19134). A'bctpi'to. Thmrg* A 

Cn'tic01 hhwtjctjofi London: Methuen. 

This 

5 See o?erlvey, L. (1975). Vfsual Plersswe and tha Narrative Cinema, 

Scm&wI 16(3), 6- 18.; MacCerbe, C. ( 1  984). Theory and Film: Principles of  

Real I son and P1 easure. In C. MacCabe (Ed.) , T h ~ ~ ~ ~ t i c d F , c s ~ y s *  Fi,hl 

Lhgutsttml Lit8retfm (pp. 58-8 1). flsnchester: Manchgster Universi t y  

Press. 

4 "A discourse i s  a socially produced way of talking o r  thinking about 

8 topic. It i s  defined by reference t o  the a r m  of social experience that It 
makes sense of, t o  the social location from which that si3nse i s  made, und t o  
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the l inguist ic or signifying system by which that sense i s  both made and 
circulated." Fiske, J. (1987). Brl t lsh Cultural Studies and Television. In R.C. 

A1 10n (Ed.), Chimnds of  D&mrsw ?Mw'shn md Cnt~ttmporiqy Crittctsm 

(pp, 254-289). Chapel Hi1 1: Unl verst t of  North Carol I na Press. 

5 See McQuell, D. ( 1 984). P/u.ss Cix?m#fljc&tton 7hmr-g An 

htrodklim? Beverly Hil ls: Sage.; Rogers, E., & Balle, F. (Eds.). Z?wM'dia 

R@volrutirzn PhRmt?ricu md MhtarnEuropt Norwood, N.J.: Ablex.; G i  t l in, T. 

( 1978). Media Sociology: The Dominant Paradigm. Th~org undSoc!@tg, 6, 
205-253. 

6 ~ o w e r  here refers to  the power of the media to  maintain B certain 

class structure, and t o  present a domirtant ideology, 

7 For an extensive description o f  the three schools in  cr i t i ca l  

research see Curran, J., Gurevltch, M., & Woolacott, J. (1932). The Study o f  

the Media: Theoretical Approaches. In M. Gurwitch, T. Bennett, T. Curran, & 

J. Wool acot t (Eds.), Cuitf~r~l Soct~l'y und tha ;;Mi& ( 1 1 -29). London: 

Met  hum. 

8 Language i s  the central organizing principle i n  the work of Levi- 

9 For example one may contrast Katz, E., & Liebes, T. ( 1984). Oncs 
Strgnuss, EGO, and Propp. 

Upon a Time, i t a  Dallas. /fllt?..mtw"g, 1~:  28-323, w i t h  Balmgreen, P., Wenner, 

L., Iti Rayburn, J. D. I I I (1  S80). Relations Between Gratif icetions Sought and 

Qbtainod: A Stbdy o f  Television News. ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ t t ~ ~ ' L t n @ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ '  /1: 16 I -  

10 Two hundrgd famil ies chosen from blue-collar, white-collar, end 

1 1  Morlsy explains that Parkin's categories have the fol lowing 

'farm-types" were interviewed over 8 three year period. 

shortcomings: er) i t over-si mpl i f  i 8s the number of 'meaning systems' i n  
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play. He locates only three: dominant, negotiated, oppositional. b) FOP each 

meanicg system he locates onPy one source of orlgln. c) These sources of 

origin ore derived, in each case, f rom dlf ferent levels of the social 

formertfon (1980b, p. 21). Fiske (1987) cleims that Morley found Hall's three 

categories of roading too simplist ic.  Therefor8 Morley replaces Hall's model 

w i t h  discourse theory. In fact, Morley claims that Parkin's conception of 

ideologicel frameworks i s  too simplistic, not Hall's conception of decodina 

stretggies. Although simplistic, Parkin's model i s  a good star t ing place 

from which t o  look at audience decodlngs. Morley did not "reject" the ideas 

of Parkin or Hall. He simply pointed t o  th is modal's inadequacies and 

8tt0mpted to  f i l l  in  the conceptual g a p  w i t h  8 veri ty of  other theoretical 

frameworks includfng discourse theory. 



CHAPTER 111 

HOW IMAGES COME TO MEAN: 

SEMIOTICS AND FEMINISM 

This chapter i s  concerned w i th  advertising images; the images that 

are e ubiquitous part o f  advanced capitalist societies. These are imoges 

that stare at, and bockon t o  us from billboards, magazines, television, 

pQstC8rdS; the kind o f  images that heve been said t o  ref lect and also re-  

present American pleasure, leisure m d  desire. 

I propose th8t the quostions we should ask about advertising images 

i s  not  so much ~rhul they mean, es how they mean. In othor words, how Is i t  
that we as human beings construct meaning i?z? :;;;ages? Are images 

simply pictures? Are they the direct mapping of  an object or objects? Do 

we shape the meaning of images o r  do images help t o  shape t b  meaning we 

take from them? My purpose i n  th is chapter Is t o  outline a way i n  which to 

explore how advQrtising images can have meaning for the viewer. 

pI  View from the Theorists 

On@ of  the best k x w n  contemporary examinations of how 

advertisements come t o  mean i s  Judith Williamson’s ( 1978) Dtmdiflg 

Adv~rtis#m~flis~ Id~ology &fldHe&fl&?g h? ddvm-tishg W i 11 iamson sees 

advertising as a ubiquitous part o f  our urban environment. Even i f  we do not 

read a newspaper or watch television, we see advertising on billboards, i n  

subways and train stations. Advertising, for Williamson, i s  more than an 

46 
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at tempt  t o  "sel l  things." Because they appear in  many d i f fe ren t  media a t  

once, advertisements seem t o  have an indeper'dent rea l i t y  tha t  i s  

symbol ical ly l inked t o  our own livesl. Advert is ing has the ab i l i t y  to  creats 

structures o f  meaning (pp. 1 1 - 12). 

society. "[Aldvertising forms 8 vast superstructure with an apparently 

autonomous existence and immense Influence" (p. 11 )  On one level  

advertisements have a purely economic function, but on a second level  

advertisements are a st ructure for ideolc;;;. Williamson's study deals 

solely w i t h  this second level o f  analysis. c*dvertisements t rans late 

commodities t o  exchange values. They t ransform s te temmts  about things 

Wil l iamson contends tha t  advertisements both mold and r e f l e c t  our 

I n to  statements about people. In so doing, they se l l  us ourselves. 

Williamson's pr ime object ive i n  ~.crdingRdvprli,cpmpnls i s  t o  

discover nAwf advertisements mean by f irst examining ~ O J Y  they mean. She 

does th i s  by drawing on the central  ideas of  s t ructura l ism and semiot ics 8s 

too ls  of  analysis. Research whfch only examines the content of  ads assumes 

tha t  8dS have the ab i l i t y  t o  be transparent conveyors of rflganing. Studying 

content in  iso lat ion denies tha t  we see ads within B "form." Wil l iamson 

replaces the concepts o f  content. and fo rm wJth the semiot ic concepts o f  

"signi f ier"  and "signified," thw-efwe reversing the emphasis of  past 

research and providing a more useful analysis of ads: 

S igni f iers  are things, wh i le  f o rm i s  invisible; s igni f ieds are 
ideos, wh i l e  content impl ies mater ia l i ty .  Furthermore, wh i l e  
f o rm and content are usually seen 8s separable and the i r  
conceptual un i ty  i s  one of  opposit ion ( form vs. content), s ign i f ie r  
end s igni f ied are mater ia l ly  insegeroble, since they are bound 
(Wiliiamson, 1978, p. 18). 
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This vocabulary makes i t  possible t o  emphasize both the mater\sl i ty and 

meaning of  ads at one time. 

According t o  Williamson, the signif ier i s  keg in creating both 

manifest and latent meaning i n  adverti sernents. She i l lustrates th is point 

by "decoding" an ad for Goodyear tlres. The piciul-a E ~ W S  a car that i s  

stopped a t  the end of a jet ty.  The water swir l ing aracnd the j e t t y  looks 

cold and harsh. The car, however, i s  stopped safely between two white lines 

painted on the je t ty ,  one half way down it, and the other painted almost at 

the end o f  It. This ad contains a large amount of  t e x t  8 t  the bottom o f  the 

page. The tex t  i s  in the form of 8 story that explains bow the car was 

driven out on the j e t t y  i n  order t o  test the braking glbility of the t l res which 

already had 36,000 miles of wear on them. 

Williamson explains that the apparent signified (meaning) i s  that 

Goodyear t i res have good brake performance. The j e t t y  1s supposed t o  

represent r isk and danger. The two white lines represent the highway code 

maximum braking distance. Therefore, i t  1s a rational message that 

Goodyear t i res stood up t o  th8 test of the je t t y  and saved the driver from 

peril. Howevor, Williamson contends that the "real" significance of the 

je t t y  i s  not  danger or risk, but actually works as the opposite of these 

symbols. 

As a signif ier (an object) the je t t y  works against the rational 

narrat ive of the signified. The outside o f  tho j e t t y  resembles a large tire. 

The large tire i s  enctrcling the car and making i t  safe. The j e t t y  i s  tough 

and strong I f  ke the t l res and 1 t can protect the car and i ts  drlver. On one 
level the je t t y  i s  pert of the structure that i s  signifying braking speed, but 

on a latent, or unconscious level, the :etty i s  aetuaiig connected 
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symbolically w i th  the tit-e. It relnforces the positivo attributes of  a tire's 

functlon. In essence, the value of  the je t t y  i s  interchangeable w i th  the 

product W e d .  
Interchangeability i s  the basis o f  currency. The transferenca of 

meaning can be thought o f  8s B kind of  currency: a currency of signs 

(Williamson, 1978). In ordgr for their products t o  have value as currency, 

advertisers must make us think that there 1s a diffarence between products 

of the same type, suck as brands of colognes or paper towels. Even i f  there 

i s  no qualitative difference between the brands, advertisers must create a 

difference. Saussure states that i n  ths English language we know the 

meaning of B thing by knowing what It i s  not We know that CAT i s  not HAT. 

It i s  through the d t f f ~ r ~ i - ? ~ ~  between the phonetic sound of C-A-T and the 

sound 0d H-A-T that each has meaning for us (Hawkor;, 1977). Difference 

between products i s  achieved not phonetically, but by investing particular 

products wfth their own "image." 

Williamson points out that those products which are most l ikely t o  

need strong image campaigns are thoss where the product c,m Rave no 

particular significance In the material world; such as i s  the caw wi th  

colognes, It I s  virtual ly impossible t o  reprosent B smell w f th  B visual 

image. Even scentod ads rely on imagery 8s a "refermL"1 lmages i n  

stdvertisements do not achieve their meaning from with in the sign system o f  

the ad i tsel f .  Instead, meaning i s  achieved by knowing the referent system 

i n  which the ad appears. A cologne ad that shows a woman i n  a karate out f i t  

has meaning i n  that i t  i s  differentiated from cologne ads o f  women i n  

evenlng gowns, and so on. 

According l o  Williamson, products such as cologne, cigarettes o r  



jeans ln i t ia l ly  have no meaning. Advertisements give the product a value by 

relating the product t o  a person or object that has value for  us. In other 

words, Calvin Klein jmns  are in i t ia l ly  meaningless as currency. 

Advertisers dress Brooke Shields i n  Calvin Klein jeans and the value Brooke 

Shields has for us w i l l  i n  turn be given t o  the jeans. The image of  the young 

actress/model who wears the jeans becomes the value of the jeans. The 

signified i s  that beeutiful, successful young women wear Calvin Klein jeans; 

Bmok8 ShWds is the signifier. 

"can only mean I f  ft hers someone t o  mean io (Williamson, 1979, p. 40). 

Signs replace something for someone.2 Ads themselves do not rgplcrce 

objects w i th  feelings o r  images; we the viewer do that. The Individual i s  

not a simple receiver, but a creator of  meaning who i s  placed batween the 

signif ier and the signified. The fnalividuel creates the meaning o f  the object 

from h l s h e r  referent system, and a referent systam i s  8 social 

We give signs value through recognition of  what they replace. By 

HOWBVW, ads do not have meaning I n  isolation from subjects. A sign 

transferring the significance of  Brooke Shields to jeans WB are 

acknowledging 8 value we place on Brooke Shields. Therefore, "recognNien" 

i s  the f i r s t  l e v e l  of involvement WB h a w  wi th  the meaning of ads. The 

second level of involvement i s  the ad's abi l i ty t o  signify the viewer t o  

Rimt'hersslf. Advertising helps us d!fferentlate what kdnd of person we are 

i n  relatlon t o  a specific product. The product can be exchanged for  the 

quality of 8 person, such as "the Pepsi generation." If you drink Peps!, you 

are signified as something different than ff you drink Coke; and i f  you wear 

Calvin Klein jeans you are signified 8s being t9 different quality o f  person 

than someone who wears Levi's 501 jeans. Advertisers assumo that once i n  
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the store, we w i l l  choose the product because we identify wi th the kind of 

person who w i l l  use a speclfic brand; WQ GT'P that klnd o f  person. 

W!?llarnson's ideas on how advertisements have meaning ere 
~xtremely useful. She devotes more time t o  advertising images alose, than 

do other theorists who look a t  images i n  general. Her work, however, has a 

serious flew. She speaks of advertbing as i f  the 'true" meaning of an ad c&fl 

be uncovered by those enlightened by structural analysis. Williamson states 

up front that her's Is an examinetion of what can be s ~ i ?  i n  ads. However, 

her enalysis closes down the posslblities of  what con be 8mtl i n  ads, t o  a 

slngular (a;belt complex) meanlng. In the end, Williamson Os interested in  

wh8l advertisements mean, which once agaln places meaning i n  the ad 

instead o f  i n  negotiation betwesn the ad and the viewer. 

Barthes (196461965) gives a quite different reclding of the meaning 

of images from Williamson. Barthes' interest i n  images i s  i n  many ways 8 

d i r m t  challenge t o  the theory of  founding semiologist Charles Pierce 

(Hawkes, 1 W?). For Pierce, photograph (most ads are photographs) 8r8 

"icons;" a sign that directly resembles i t s  object. The iconic relationship o f  

the signifier t o  the signified i s  said t o  be natural and "transpersnt." An 

icon i s  8 direct mapping of  the object. For the subject, a painting or 
photograph ds merely the resemblance of the object. "The signifier 

represents the appearance o f  the signified" (Fiske and Hartley, 1978, p. 38). 

For  Barthes, the notion that images are a copy of  the object they 

represent was far too  simplistk. An icon o r  em anologic code, lacking 

communicative properties, i s  a " s i te  of  resistance t o  meaning .... analogy i s  

perceived as an inferior meaning" ( 1  9641 1985, p. 2 1). Instead, images 

should be thought of  as having linguistic properties of there own. instead 

i 
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of  a site that i s  resistant t o  meaning, the Image i s  polysemous; i t lmplies 

not a lack of meaning o r  even one meaning, but a whole chain of  meanings. 

of  meanlngs. However, such images as advertisements and press 

photographs (see Hall, 1381) have at1 intentional signification. Signifieds 

are generally transmitted as carefully as posslbla, closing down the 

possibilities of readings. Signs are formed for B preferred reading. The 

producers of  advertisements attempt t o  af f ix signifieds t o  signifiers. One 

of the easiest ways t o  do this i s  wi th  tho us6 of  text .  When Word$ 

accompany an image, the number o f  meanings o f  that Image are significantly 

Barthes posits that the imege has meaning at  three levels: the 

linguistlc message, the coded iconic image, and the l i t e r a l  image. The 

linguistic message i s  tha text that affixes particular meanings t o  the 

image. The t e x t  helps narrow, as much as possible, the amount of meanings 

tha image can have. The coded iconic message i s  the connotation of  the 

image. For example, Brooke Shields i n  Calvin Klein jeans may connote 

l e t  sure, glemsur, youth, innocence, American Westyle, and so on. However, 

t o  suggest that an image has connotation i s  to  beg the question of whether 

o r  not an image i s  ever i n  a denotative stete. Does an image ever have c5 

" l i tera l"  meaning outsidg of signification? 1s i t  possible to lsolete the 

l i t e r a l  state of  an image (the denotation) from the cultural meanings 

(connotation) brought t o  the image by the subject? 

Barthes contends that In  theory, an image has 0n almost inf inite chain 
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According t o  Barthes, we never encounter an image i n  B pure or l i t e r a l  

state (1964/1985). Though, e t  a basic leve l  the photograph i s  

representational of an object (s.9. a person o r  an art icle of  clothing), we 

n e w -  see that moment. What we S B ~  i s  the result of  optic lenses, ar t i f ic ie l  

lightlng, make-up, airbrushing, etc., which come between us arid the " l i teral  

image." The photograph, unlike the drawing, does require c1 model. H ~ W e V e r ,  

the photograph i s  not the model (referent) i t  i s  8 meaning system o f  i t s  

own. 

Nichols (1931) agrses with Barthes, but takes his analysis B step 

further i n  order to rnore adequately take into account the reader i n  

slgnlfieetion. Nichols agrees that it i s  of  utmost Importance that an Image 

not be seen as the thing 1P represents. A s t i l l  photograph i s  not the person 

i t  resembles. Tho sign i s  nst the referent. Once we abandon our emphasis 

on the referent and begin to look fit an image 8s a sign o r  sign-system made 

up of  signifiers and slgnifleds, then and only then, can we begin t o  

understand what the message sf the image i s  about. 

Nichols does not 8bmdon calling the s t i l l  image an iconic sign, but his 

uce o f  the term i s  muck differ'ent from Pierce. Signif'rers reach our minds 

through our senses, i f  we can r e l a t e  the signif ier to our stored-up 

experiences and knowledge i t  becomes signified. The relating of the 

fami l iar  t o  the new i s  t rue  in a l l  signification. For Nichols, there are two 

chains of  signification i n  the iconic sign, one made up of  signifiers end the 

othsr of  signifieds. In iconic images signifiers blend on0 into the other and 

signifieds do the same. In decoding, the signifieds must be "pinned" t o  

signifiers t o  yield meaning. In other words, when viewing e photograph of 

Brooke Shields i n  Calvin Klein jeans, glamour (signified) i s  attached and is 
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therefore pinned down t o  the image of "Brooke i n  jeans: 

Images should be read as signs that have polysemous meanings for the 

subject. However, the image-maker has control over containing the possible 

readings a subject may re t r ieve  from the image by fixing, as much BS 

possible, the meaning of the image (through linguistic text, placement of  

the objects i n  the photo, photographic technique, and so an). Meanfngs will 
be the most narrowed, the most fixed, f o r  those subjects who share i n  the 

cultural experiences of the image-maker. 

Hichol's theory, at this point, begins to  resemble Hall's ( 1  980) 

encoding/decoding model. Nichols, i n  essence, hers just  described the 

dominant reading. For those who share i n  the same ideology as the image- 

maker, the meaning i s  narrowed down and directly resembles the intent of 

the image-maker. The more the number o f  famil iar signifiers become 

signifiods the better the chance that the subject w i l l  read the "preferred" 

reeding of the image. In an oppositional reading, on the other Rand, the 

possiblities of  meanings are not narrowed, but open8d up. YR8 oppositional 

raader does not share the ideology that i s  encoded i n  the message. 

Therefore signifieds are pinned t o  signif iers i n  an opposite way f rom thet 

which i s  preferred. 

Most advertisements Involve an interplay of image and tex t .  

Ordinarily words s e w 8  t o  make an image redundant, narrowing the preferred 

meaning. Howwer, sometimes advertisements are 1b:t ambiguous and the 

intersections of  slgnifieds t o  signlf iers are less contrived. For example, 

some iashion advertisements h a w  hazy photographs wi th  no text  s t  all, 

simplg a brand logo occupying a privileged position dn the upper r ight  heand 

cwner of  the page. in th is case, there I s  no t e x t  t o  make redundant the sign. 
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Even the photograph i tse l f  does not actively pin signiiieds t o  th8 signifier. 

Therefore, images that are softened, abstracted or distorted tend t o  defy a 

narrow reading. They ere purposefully ambiguous, which widens and does 

not narrow possibil it ies for meanings. 

Williamson and Nichols d i f f e r  i n  their goals of  ernalysis. Williamson 

i s  Interested i n  what images mem, which assumes that a l i te ra l  meening 

can be found. Nichols, on the other hand, believes that images are 

polysemous. The possibil ity for narrowing the number of meanings of an 

image depends on the producer's intent t o  do so, as wel l  as the reader's 

culture1 codes. If left  ambiguous, the meening of an amage depends almost 

solely on the cultural codes o f  the reader. 

Meaning Structures I n  tho lrnaga 

Williamson and Nichols both offer enllghtening critiques of  how 

images have meaning. Perhaps the best way t o  examine the strengths and 

weaknesses of each opproach, i s  t o  analyze an advertisement i n  the 

rsspecti ve sty1 8s of  both. 

Plate I (see next page) i s  en advertisement th8t ran i n  Rolling Stom 
magazine i n  the f a l l  of 1986. This ad i s  only one i n  a large series produced 

by tbc Georges Marciano company for "Euess" brand clothing. The photograph 

covers the entire page end i s  shot i n  black and white f i lm. The reproduction 

seen on the next page i s  not significantly dif fersnt from the original. 

Williamson's analysis of  this ad would involve two dist inct stages. 

First, we der ive the ostensible wan ing  o f  the ad. Secondly, we dfst i l l  how 
eddittonal signifiers i n  the 8d might work against the signified i n  order Po 





o l f e r  othw, "hldden" meanings. 

Foremost, this ad promotes a product, denim clothing, that has no 

inherent meaning. Therefore, the advertiser must give this product a value 

by giving the product an image. It i s  the differentiation between the Pmdy 
of  this product, and the I'mrsgp of another brand of denim clothing which 

gives the product value l o  us. Jeans do not equal currency; the 

dfffarentlatlon of  the images of  jwns  Is a currencg of signs. 

The women tn this ad appear young, wi ld and sensual. They are 

dipicted as "natural." They are c&tghi i n  the woods, their hair i s  messy, as 

i f  i t  has been trasseled by the wind, and they do not appear t o  be heavily 

made-up. The ostensible meaning o f  the advertisement i s  that women who 

are "naturally" sexy and wildly sensual wear Guess brand clothing.; or, Guess 

brand clothing w i l l  make you sexy and wild. 

The two women as signifiers, however, are anything but natural. 

Their "wild" hairstyles have been carefully coiffured in  order t o  appear 

wind-swept. Their l ips have been psinted in order t o  appoar dasirable, 

kissable. But, perhaps thg most "unnatural" signifier i s  the clothing. A l l  

made o f  synthetic f ibws,  even the underslip signifies a social world o f  

commodi tias that i s  far removed from "nature." 

, 

However, we are used t o  ads selling us "nature." There are few better 

examples of ads selling "tha natural" than in  images of  natural, female 

beauty. "Natural" female beauty does not signify a woman who i s  just out of  

her bed. In the world of advertising, natural i s  differentiated from 

"glemour." That is, what i s  sold t o  us as 8 netural face i s  one where the 

make-up 1s not spparsnt. it i s  tha look we would have i f  WB were lucky 

moargh t o  be born flawless. Glamour photography, on the other hand, 
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depicts groomed beauty, "of charm enhanced by means of i l lusion" (Kuhn, 

1965, p. 12). 

The idealised notion o f  glamour i s  meant t o  be obvious. Features are 

accented and f laws are covered i n  a dramatic way. It could be said that 

glamour photographs are actually less deceptive than the ad we see here. A t  

least the reader knows that th is ideal of  female bsauty i s  put-on. Being 

sold the ideal o f  "natural" female beauty, on the other hand i s  fa r  more 

deceptive. Ths boundaries between "made-up" and "real" are much more 

Nature i n  advertising i s  a symbol that i s  fa r  removed from the l i te ra l  

meaning. In this ad, the "naturalness" o f  the women enables the product. (the 

clothes) t o  be inserted among images of nature. The woman in the underslip 

i s  one step closer t o  natura than the woman i n  the denim clothing. We begin 

t o  believe that those women can be completely natural. On the conscious 

level the signif ier of  the clothing does not work against the signified. Only 

on an unconscious l w e l  does the clothing deny the setting. 

Nichols, on the other hand, would read this ad quite differently. This 

image i s  8n;biguous. There 1s not one manifest meaning o r  one l a t m t  

meaning. The ad has bem purposefully opened up t o  many possible chains o f  

meaning. Ffrst, the t e x t  does not make redundant the sign. What the t e x t  

te l ls  us i s  that Georges Marciano sponsored the ab, that Guess i s  the brand 

of clothing and that the clothing can be found at Bloomingdales. These 

signifiers do not make redundant the image, but Instead pin down 8 very 

small part o f  the chain o f  signifieds. This minor intersection of  signifiers 

and signifieds yields the meaning that the clothes i n  the picture are Guess 

brand clothes. The t e x t  does not, however, narrow down the myriad of 

meanings that can be found in  the image o f  the two woman backed up against 
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The meaning of th is ad i s  le f t  almost entirely t o  the cultural codes of 

the reader. The ambiguity of the image i s  encoded into it. The image-maker 

has abandoned the traditional approach o f  trying Po norrow dqwn the 

possiblities of  mmnings, and has Instead opened up the range of  possible 

meanings. As w8 w i l l  see l a t e r  on, the majori ty of  Georges Marciano 

advertisements do not pin down the meanlrlg 8s far as th is ad does. Often 

times, no t e x t  i s  offered th8 reader at all, and more often than not, the ad 

does not featwre clothing. Instead, these full-page spreads signify people i n  

re1 at ionshi ps. 

In th is ad, the coded iconic message i s  emphersized, while the 

linguistic message 1s demphasitod. The reader must spend more t ime w i t h  

th is ad than more traditional ones i n  order t o  extract meaning from it. The 

photogrephy i n  th is ad helps t o  distant the referent even further from the 

image than i n  more traditional advertisements. The use of  a soft-focus lens 

and black and whlte film, help t o  remove the photograph from the level o f  

realism. This forces the reader t o  consciously enter at the level of  

signification of  the "Imago." This part-tlcwlar technique for distancing !he 

referent from the sign creates an image of fantasy. Hew this sense of 

fantasy i s  signified, dgpends on tha individual r8adQr; how heishe calls up 

the famillglr to signify the now. 

Therefore, we cannot say n W  th is image means. What w0 can do i s  

"tease out," as Nichols would say, the potential points where signifiers can 

be pinned t o  sfgnlfieds. For example, the open legs and the pouted l ips o f  

the woman i n  the underslip can be seen as signiflers fer sexuality; a 

willingness t o  particfpate i n  sexual act ivi ty and a desire to  be possessed. 

On the ether hand, the some dgni f ie rs  added w i th  the signif ier of the messy 
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hairstyle might stgnify 8 social deviance or  s state of  derangement. It i s  

almost (3s i f  she i s  going t o  climb the tree, Taken together, these dgni f iers 

con signify a combinertbm o f  deviance and sensuality. The Image could 

connote 0 "wild" sensuality, a woman who i s  unconventlonal in  h w  

sexuality. 

the privileged position i n  the photograph. She i s  shown face on, and 

featured i n  Georgss Maricano clothes. She also occupies a larger space i n  

the visual plane o f  the photograph. Her hands pressed against the tree 

behind her can signify entrapment, surprise end perhaps seduction. Her 

facial expression i s  intentionally vague. However, the pouting l ips signify 

sensuality. Also, the fact that her legs are crossed and not i n  a position o f  

f l ight  helps t o  pin down the meaning the she may be start led but not 

frightened. The image connotes both mystery (because o f  i t s  ambiguity) and 

a wi ld  sensuality. 

Judith Williamson's approach to  decoding advertising offers us 

insfghts into the complexity of ads. It i s  important t o  realize that ads are 

not always what they seem. Howover, Williamson's approech does not erasfly 

lend i t se l f  to the discovery o f  how others might decode these ads. She 

places herself In the privileged position of  the knowledgeable cr i t ic .  How 

laymen respond t o  the same ads i s  not important. Her position assumes that 

the layman w i l l  read ths ostensible meaning that i s  so obvious to her, 

making h w  r a d  contribution the interpretation of  the meanings under the 

surfcrca o f  ads. But how do we know that them i s  th is obvious, apparent 

meaning? further, although the c r l t i c  can uncover significant hidden 

meanings, who i s  t o  say that these are the ofllg, or most significant 

The woman who i s  clothed offers a number of signifiars also. §he has 
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Nichols' approach i s  much more useful for scholarship concerned with 

the ro le  of the reader. Nichols suggests a more democratic scholarship 

whlch invests value i n  the reader es well os the scholar. However, meaning 

fal ls more on th8 shoulders of the reader than the text .  Preferred reedings 

can be encoded in  the image, but ultimately i t  I s  the cultural codes of the 

resder that w i l l  determine the meaning for the reader. 

A Femi ni s t G1 ence 

Semiotic and structural analyses offer invaluable tools by which t o  

understand the advertising image. Textual analyses such as the preceding 

ones, offer a systematic way t o  study what cuff be seen in  advertkements 

and how those advertisements have meaning. However, 8 feminist glance a% 

the same image would confirm that a structural analysis leaves some of the 

most important questions about this advertisement unasked, such as: who 

i s  this ad meant tr  address? If the ad i s  deslgned t o  sell clothing t o  

women, why are the women in  the ad posed for the pleasure of the male 

spec t B t 0 r? 
The following pages offer a feminist glancg a t  thess questions. This 

exploration i s  in  no way intended t o  be exhaustive; the feminist literature 

on the representation of women in  the mass media i s  expansive.3 Instead, 

the following are thoughts from feminists on "pictures o f  women" and how 

women and men look a t  them. 

Advertising generally portrays women in  one of two ways: as objects 

t o  be possessed by the male gaze (such i s  the c8se wi th the ad we have just 

seen), or os asexual housewives who l i v e  for domesticity.4 Many femfnist 

scholars are committed t o  challenglng these "dominant" representations of 
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women and seek possible productive transformations of them (Root, 1984). 

To do this, we must move beyond the t ex t  arid discover how the referent 

system of the vlewer I s  shaped end perpetuated. 

With &he resurgence of Western feminism In  the early 1970s, 

feminist scholars began paying particular attention to imeges of women i n  

tho mass media (Root, 1964; Coward, 1962). Women begen t o  complain that 

posters of near-naked women i n  subways, train stations and at the w ~ r k  

place made them uncomfortable and even angry. The ubiquity of  ads selling 

the fernale body, lead feminists and non-feminists alike to ask the question: 

what i s  the relationship between advertsing images ernd the way women 

experience the world? 

In an er t i c le  for ,cbaqrrPA!Ml a Br i t ish woman descrlbes her feelings 

about the erdvertlsaments that surround her everyday: 

I om alone i n  the underground waiting for  a train. A l l  around me 
are huge images of female parts: giant rubbery peach-tone breasts, 
wet lips, denim bums, damp looking stomachs, long legs i n  high 
heels.. . I don't know where t o  look that doesn't make me fee l  
vulnerable or angry. A man comes into the tunnel and looks me up and 
down. AH these ads are l i ke  his geng - t e l l k g  him I am Q cunt- 
thing, 6 leg-thing, a breast-thing and that I am wait ing for him.. . . 
(Quoted i n  Root, 1984, p. 56). 

There IS no proven causal rsletionship between advertisements and 

the way merr look at and t r ea t  women i n  rea? l i f e .  'Ways o f  seeing' are much 

more complex than simple causal relationships (a point t o  w h k h  we will 

return later). However, advertisements are not benign either; they do not 

simply ref lect the pre-existing world. Images reactivate or  put into 

circulation deffnite meanings such as sexual stereotypes and attftudes. Ads 

put old stereotypes into new cumncy. "Photographs.. . constitute a highly 
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coded discourse which among other things, constructs whatever i t  i s  i n  the 

lmage 6s tho object of  consumption - consumption by looking, as wgl l  as 

often quite l i teral ly  by purchase" (Kuhn, 1985, p. 19). 

Why do women's bodies sel l  products i n  th is society? Mere 

importantly, why do men and women alike bake th is fact as a given? Kuhn 

(1985) points out that "whenever we look at painted, drawn, sculpted o r  

photographed images of  women, it i s  important for us t o  remind ourselves 

that images o f  women have traditionally been the province and property o f  

men" (pp. 10-1 1). The definitions of good photograph9 and beautiful a r t  haw. 

traditlonally been conceived by men, and men owned and managed their 

production. Representations of women i n  advertising i s  not unique in i t s  

address of  the male gaze. The voyeurism of  this gaze i s  engrained i n  th is 

society; i t  i s  the norm. 

In patriarchal society most representations of women connoto 

'other-ness," difference from the male norm (Kuhn, tg85). Berger ( 1  973) 

explains that the r ise t o  prominence o f  the female nude i n  European o i l  

painting depicts B turning point where women's bodies became the object of 

the gaze. A t  that t ime i t  was eonsldered socially unacceptabie t o  gaze at 

nakedness, but quite B different matter t o  gaze upon the nude. The nude Is a 

form of art; a representation t o  be revered. It should be treated as 

something removed from the actual model, i t  i s  no longer the woman who we 

are staring at, but an object that we are spectators of. 

?he popularity o f  the nude was conceived and enjoyed wi th in a 

particular material context. "In the art- form o f  the European nude, the 

painters and specterlor-owners w e n  usually men and the persons treated as 

objects, usually womm" (Berger, 1973, p. 63). Berger continues that the 



tredition of the nude fn European oil painting has been Jnstrurnental in 
molding the acceptable way of viewing women today: 

[Tlhe essentiel way of  seeing women, the essential use t o  which 
their lmages ere put, has not changed. Women ara depicted In  
a quite different way than men - not because the feminlne i s  
different from the masculfne - but because the ‘ideal’ spectator 
I s  always assumed t o  be male and the image of  the women i s  
designed t o  flatter him (p. 64). 

However, the male gaze connotes significantly more than mere 

voyeurism; i t  i s  a controlling geze. “To possess a women’s sexuality i s  t o  

possess the woman; t o  possess the imege of  a womm’s sexuality is, 

bowever mess-produced the image, also i n  some way t o  possess, t o  maintain 

B degree of  control over, woman in  general” (Kuhn, 1965, p. 1 1 ) .  Advertising 

images BC.: the potential buyer t o  enjoy the sensation of power end control 

which images of  young scantily-clad women suggest t o  men i n  this society. 

Women and men are teught that the female body connotes something o f  

which men have control. 

Until very recently, women h*l’a had no options but t o  look a t  other 

women end ourselves by identifying wi th the male gaze, seeing ourselves as 

objects of  desire which need t o  be improved and rnoditied t o  meet ert i f ic lel  

male standards of  ettractfveness. Advertisers need not bother addressing 

male and female sudiences separately, because in  this society women grow 

up learning t o  look a t  themselves i n  the same way es men do. In order t o  see 

men as objects of sexual availability, women have work against the grain of  

haw they have been taught t o  “see.” (Root, 1984). 

A good example of this point can be made with the image examined in  
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the preceding section. We are not particularly stertled o r  surprised by the 

image o f  the two women against the tree. However, i t  i s  d i f f icu l t  t o  

Imagine the same picture of two men; one i n  his underwear, legs spread and 

hair messy, leaning into the tree. The second man would be dressed i n  a 

denim jacket, stomach exposed, backed up against the t ree and staring w i th  

pouted l ips  into the camem. The substitution seems quite ludicrous. In 

fact, men are seldom pictured i n  passive roles of any kind, much less backed 

up ageinst a tree. Men's imager; I n  advertisng or@ generally active, social 

and professional. 

Coward (1985) suggests that when women view images, especially i n  

magazines, ft i s  a rare opportunity t o  f ree ly  "look." 

photography i s  permissible looking when the photograph i s  
removed from the context where staring would be unscceptable. 
In our societu, men do stare - e t  women, It i s  a look which 
confers B mastery. It represents a r lght t o  assess, pass judgement 
and In i t iate o r  invi te on the besis of that judgement. Women do 
not stare at people i n  th is way, we ere not the subjects of  the look 
but the objects. With photographs, we can look end look, not just  
a t  men, but a t  everyone (p. 52). 

Women grow up with the social experience that their  self-image i s  

key t c  their success and abi l i ty  t o  be loved. Sexuality Is Intr icately linked 

t o  the visual imags that men impose upon us and we impose upon ourselves. 

We have 8 prsoccupatian w i t h  watching ourselves through other's eyes 

(Coward, 1965). Bergsr (1973) explains that "one inight slmpll fy this by 

saying: m ~ m c t  and wome.appm~ Men look a t  women. Women watch 

themselves being looked at . .  . . The surveyor of woman i n  herself i s  male: 

the surveyed female. Thus she turns herself into an object - and most 
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particulerly an object of vision: 0 sight" (p. 47). 

enhance end improw their physical appeererlce by way of purchasfng a 

product. "But unlike advertiS8ments directed s t  men, this i s  not the power 

o w -  people and things, but the power o f  becoming the perfect s?.ht" (Root, 

1984, p. 66). This type of power 1s l imitod. It i s  located i n  terms o f  sexual 

display, not In active subjwtlvi  ty. Where men's sexuality i s  traditionally 

defined us active, seeking, end decisive. Women's sexuality has been defined 

for her as th8 opposite of  these characteristics. Supposedly, fgmale 

sexuality I s  responslve. Th8reforE woman i s  defined by her abi l i ty  t o  e l i c i t  

a response i n  men (Coward, 1985). 

What most advertisements of women glve In wom0n is  a chance t o  

These defined culture1 "ways of seeing" are a pervasive part o f  our 

referent systems for  understanding the meaning of edvsrtisements. Bearing 

th is in  mind, l e t  us return t o  an examination o f  the image of the two women 

against the tree. Feminists such 8s Myers (1982) point out that fashion 

advertisements such 88 th is one h a w  incorporated convantions of  "erotica" 

and pornography into their appeal. 

The central mot i f  of  most pornography i s  the presentation o f  
women's bodies, o r  parts of them, for consumption by men. 
The woman will be positfoned In  Yront of the carnet-8 i n  8 way 
designed t o  produce maximum arousal in the purchaser by making her 
body accesible to his gaze (Root, 1984, p. 43). 

For  example, the poses i n  th is  ad, the women's legs spread, the l ips  

pouted, arms ebove the head, arms out t o  the side i n  passive submission, 

have a l l  become B klnd o f  short-hand for sexutility 8cross genres of  

photography. In fact, Coward (19t35) contcnbs that the codes which 

characterize pornography are fn no way confined there. T h e  direct look of  
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the woman t o  the viewer, who identi f ies w i th  the positlon of the c m e r b ,  

for example, pervades not only fashion magazines end advertising images 

but i s  also charactaristic of  portra i t  photography” (p. 16). 

The women against the t r ee  8ro not only “caught” i n  submissive poses 

by the male gaze, they are posed In  such a way as t o  suggest sexual 

availability. However, in fashion photography the wsys i n  which these codes 

are incorporated are constantly chenging. A t  f i r s t  glance, th is image may 

seem t o  signify defiance on the part o f  the women. These women are not 

impaccably groomed and manicured for the malo spectator, nor are they 

openly happy w i th  his stare. HOWBVBY, Coward (1965) points aut that 

The look of defiance, the pouting scowling faces are part of the 
current tendancy t o  represent women 8s attract ive whfftheror 
no? the4 nlork~t it. Indeed, the look ultimately says, ‘It’s not 
beceuse of my invitat ion that you w i l l  want me. You w i l l  want me 
anyway.’ We are meant to  read off from the narrowlng o f  the 
eyes, the perfection o f  the skin, the posture o f  the body, that 
th is  i s  a person confident of sexuel response whether or not i t  i s  
sought (p. 59). 

In ert.her words, the process o f  Image production is an evolving process. The 

sites o f  exploitation l n  lmages i s  always shift ing (Myers, 1982). The 

common strand i s  that good photography i s  defined by a controlling male 

viewing the image. The pornographic image i s  defined by the sexual 

satisfaction that can be taken direct ly from it. The image i s  posed just for 

him On the other hand, i n  fashion photography the spectator i s  positioned i n  

such ~ i r  way BS t o  connect the pleasure o f  looking w i th  the product being sold. 

Fashion advertising, on the other hand, works t o  dlsplace tha spectators 

instant satisfaction. The fashion image promises satisfaction upon the 

In pornography, the spectator can gain instant grat i f icst ion from 
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purchase o f  the product (Myers, 1982). For example, the woman who i s  

backed up against the tree, i s  not placed i n  such a way as t o  offer 

immediate masturbatory satisfaction for the male spectator. Instead, her 

image o f  wi ld  wxuellty, youth and beauty mekg us yearn for similar 

experiences, whether we want t o  be her or be the one controlling her. The 

clothes wi l l ,  i n  some way, help us realize those fantasies for ourselves. 

heras Many feminists are convinced that codes from pornography are the 

roo t  caum of numerous social problems, suck 8s rape and harassment, and 

therefore propose ther t 8 sol u t i on i s  an ti-pornography logi sl atf on.6 

Feminists such trs Coward (19821, on the other hand, are not so convinced 

that these images ore the problem at a l l .  The meanings that faminists find 

problematic i n  the images themselves are by no m a n s  confined t o  

pornography. The codes of  fragmentation, submission and availability are 

ubiquitous. This i s  a time when women should be exploring how to define 

their own sexuality, not concentrating on how t o  legislate against 

Feminist debates on pornography are far too complex t o  examine 

As feminists, i t  i s  importernt to  remember that any research that 

involves women's experience wi th  imagw, must take into account that the 

referent system o f  the subjects have been shaped and influenced by the 

issues that we have just  discussed. Further, feminist researchers are not 

exempt from these sexist idioms. We must be re f lex ive  t o  the f a c t  that 

these are the same factors that have also shaped our viewing of  images o f  

women. This r e f l e x i v i t y  must bo brought t o  research on women's 

experiences. These consideretions can oni y serve t o  enhence models o f  

decodi ncj eincl recep t 1 on. 
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NOTES 

1 A refsrent i s  a real thing outside the world of  advertisements. 

Williamson defines a referent i n  the following way: "Saussure says that 

w i t h  the s;yo~d H-0-CP-S-E, where the concept cf ths horse i s  what i s  

signified, the referent i s  what kicks you. Thus the referent always means 

the actual thing i n  the actual world, t o  which e word o r  concept points. The 

referant i s  extsrnal to the sign" (1984, p. 20). 

2 The sign i s  the smellost unit  of  meaning. Thg sign has B part:cular 

meaning to  a person or group of  people. The signif ier end the signified are 

the two parts of  the sign, but can only be spl i t  for  analytical purposes. In 

reality, a sign fs always thing + meaning. See Seiter, E. (1987). Semiotics 

end Tel evi s i  on. In R. C. A1 1 en (Ed.), C h ~ ~ m l s  ofO&co)c/r,cc;!. T@l~v~skw und 

Contmngmt-ary Cr~Wchn (pp. 17-41 1. Chapel H i l l :  The University of North 

Carolina Press. 

3 For overviows and b!bliographdes of  feminist l i terature on the 

images of wornon I n  the mass media, seQ Fishburn, K. ( 1  982). Wom~.. ,i7 

P,~IwCti/iaire R Refmme 6 W d ~  Westport, Conn.: Greenwood Press.; 

Kuhn, A. ( 1 985). 7h#?P"w6?r of t h ~  /'~?g&* &S8$S tf@?ft?SW?t'S~hfl &'?d 
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J. C. ( 1  985). roff/4dar Comrnufljmtjm DubuqU8, Iowa: Wm. C. Brown Publ. 
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CHAPTER IV  

MAGAZINE ADVERTISING AND U.S. CONSUMERISM 

Patemen (1983) suggests t ha t  some of the most i n f luen t ia l  

semiological works on advertisements (Le. Barthes, 1963; Williamson, 

1978) heve v i r t ua l l y  ignored the partlculair communicativ,e s i  tuat ian tha t  

ex l s t s  when these advertisements are encountered. Advert isements ere 

a lways encountered in  8 par t i cu la r  context; one in  which the reader is 
expecting them t o  be present end in  more cases then not, the reader i s  

expecting t o  &void them. 

Th8 type of  advert is ing image examined i n  chapter three i s  a rich 

source of  study in i t s  own r ight .  However, we must  remgmber tha t  

magazine advertisements are a1 ways viewed within a par t i cu la r  context and 

no t  as i so la ted Images, Magazine advertisements cannot be 8Xar11in8d i n  the 

same way 8s say, e paint ing or an a r t i s t i c  photograph. These Images are 

made t o  sell B Qroduct o r  B service t o  B pcrrticlrlar audience of consumers. 

A t  the very leas t  they at tempt  t o  involve the reader i n  what  Wil l iamson 

ca l l s  the first level  of  meaning, recognit ion. Through d i f f m n t i a t i o n ,  the 

v iewer  recognizes a pesrticular brand among the thousands of other brands 

competing f o r  his/her at tent ion. When a reader p icks up a magazine, W s h e  

enters  the vfevving process aware of the purpose of advert is ing and aware 

tha t  the magazine )Eelshe i s  reading w i l l  Rouse advertisements. 

Furthermare, because of mass over-exposure t o  advestisi ng, the average 

reader i s  tempted t o  f l ip  passed or t o  v iew advert is ing i n  a non- cri t ical  
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fashion. 1 In recent years the primary tesk of  advertisers h3s not been how 

t o  show their product i n  the best light, but rather, how to capture the 

consumer's iettention i n  the f i r s t  place (Rutkowski, 1987; Raw, 1987). 

While the primary concwn of this chapter i s  t o  examine the pol i t ical 

economy o f  advertising i n  the U.S. magazine industrg, th is examination w i l l  

be placed i n  the wider context of US. consumerism i n  the 1980s. In doing 

so, the following three questions will be eddressed: Whose attention are 

advertisers trying t o  catch and hold? In whet context ere the 

advertisements viewed? How are advertlsers attempting t o  catch the 

attention of their target erudience? 

m e t e d  Audience 

Today, advertisers who buy space i n  popular magazines are targeting 

affluent consumers young and old. But, psrhieps the most appealing market 

for advertisers i n  such magazines as Ro?ling S't0.8~ Sports /llustri!&~! 
Cosmoflo/itm, 60 end El&, are the increasing numbers of young urban 

professionals, commonly referred te 8s "yuppies." Yuppis, i s  an ancronym 

making reference to a subsegment of the generation of baby-boomers, those 

born between 1945 and 1964. According t o  Burnett & Bush (1986) .yuppie" 

refers more t o  a l i fe-style wi th in B certain ags range than t o  a professional 

aff i l iat ion. 

Yuppies can be cheracterized as individuals that tend t o  rely 
primarily on himself/herself, are secure, and do not necessarily 
exhibit or aspire t o  traditional American values [such as the 
Protestant work ethic]. Furthermore, they are Interested I n  
satisfying their personal needs r@g8rdless o f  price. These needs 
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tend t o  be material!stic, as reflected by their strong interest i n  
entert.ainment, Pine food, high tach products, sporty cars, and a 
desire for convenience. Rather then relying on spiritualism or 
emotionalism for support they take care of themselves 
through wise investments and careful money management 

p. 33). 

This growing group o f  "over-consumers"2 eern an average of $30,000 

and f e l l  between the ages o f  25 and 45.3 The majori ty of  th is group occupy 

the "new middle-class' of managars, prof esslansls, entrepreneurs and 

rentiers (Davis, 9966). As et group they make up 0 market segment that 4s 

affluent, l ives a fast-paced l'lfestyle, tend not t o  be trOditlOn81 i n  ethics 

and most importantly, buy big and buy often. It i s  B l i festy le of material 

consumption and self-absarption. 

Although i t  i s  quite obvious whg advertisers would want t o  target 

th is  group of consumers, i t  i s  less obvious where this group o f  consumers 

hes sprung from i n  such lerge numbers. The category of consumer celled 

"yuppie" did not develop i n  a vecuum. Rsther, th is group emerged as 8 result 

of the interplay between various socio-economic 8nd pol i t lcai dynamics. 

Depvis ( 1  986) explains thert the U.S. labor market i s  currently a t  a 

stage of  "overconsumptionism." He points out that i n  the 1970s the U.S. 

ecunomy was already wel l  on i t s  way t o  being structurally transformed; the 

emphasis shift ing from production-intensive industries t o  service o r  

"tertiary" industries such as health care, business services and fast food. 

These industries demand 8 large, l ows ta tus  and low-wage work force 

(many times made up primari ly of women) t o  keep them operating, which in 
turn demands B large managerhl staf f  t o  supervise the work force. 
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O f  the 3.6 mi l l ion manufacturing jobs added t o  ths American 
economy since 1948,3 mil l ion were f i l led by non-productlon 
employees and at least 1/2 of those were managerial posts.. . . 
Blue-collar employment has fallen by 12% - and there ere r.:arly 
9% more managers (Davis, 1966, p. 213). 

Accordlng t o  Davis, th is shi f t  t o  tert iary Industries i s  not the only 

reason the US. economy hgls seen a decline i n  production labor. A decline i n  

trade union organization among blue-collar workers, coupled w i t h  a 

decrease i n  social activist ef for ts t o  re-integrate minorities, especially 

Black males,4into ths work force, has lead t o  a grrcldual disappearance of the 

"old" working, and t o  some extent middle classes. It i s  not that blue and 

white collar production industry jobs no longer exist, i t  i s  simply that their 

numbers pale i n  comparison t o  "tertiary" industry workers and managers. 

Davis posits that "overconsumptionism" i s  the result of two 

dynamics. First, the "edaption of  American industry t o  new conditions o f  

Sndustflal consumption," and second, "the fetter that over-consumption has 

placed on the productive economy and structure of the job market" (p. 2 19). 

The new economy has been likened t o  an hour-glass, w i t h  the high wage 

earners on top, the low wage earners on the bottom, and the middle 

disappearing. Davis predicts that the consumer market w i l l  become 

increasingly polarized; on the one Rand, those a t  the low-wage, low-status 

end frequenting K-Marts and other low-budget department stores for 
merchandise and on the other hand those i n  the managerial strata w i l l  

increase their consumption of ". . . luxury products and services, fsom travel 

t o  designer clothes, t o  posh restaurants, home computers and fancy sports 

cars" (p. 216). 
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Qverconsumptionism. . . signifies both state-originated transfers t o  
the middle class and the conditlons of  extra-economic coercion or 
menialization which now nurture the luxuriant growth of super- 
explottlve small buslnesses geared t o  the 'affluent' market. It 
also lnvolves 13 pol i t ical ly constructed strat l f lcat len of occupational 
categories i n  the ter i ierg sectors that disqualifies and deskills 
the majori ty of workers t o  the advantage of  a credentialed or 
managerial minority (Davis, 1986, p. 2 19). 

_. Megazines: A Context for Consumarlsm 

The new middle strata of prsfessionsls are also consumers of 

magazines. Most U.S. popular magezines target young, effluent end generally 

White audiences. Popular magazines such 8s RoMflg Ston8 target e 

readership thet i s  between the ages of  18 a t 9  34.5 The advertising industry 

r d i e s  heavily on magazines t o  reach a readership that has the cash o r  the 

credit t o  buy their products and services. Magazines are a major, and for  

some companies primary, means of introducing products t o  the US. 

consumer. Po fu l ly  appreciate the relationship between American 

consumerism and the magazine industry we need t o  br ief ly  examine the 

history of  magazines end magazlne edverttsments. 

primari ly from the work o f  Compaine (lg79, 19B2) Because Compeine's 

analysis i s  one o f  the few sources that has looked at the magazine industry 

and i t s  history i n  depth, his work can be looked e t  BS 8 valuable rgderence, 

His main points of explanation and cr i t ic ism are useful and informative. 

The following genersl history of  the U.S. magazine industry Is taken 

However, Compaine's work suffers from many of the ailments of mainstream 

media studies conducted around the same time. Compaine's analysis i s  a 

gross over-sirnplificatlon o f  the mak8-Up o f  the American population and 

should be t reated as such. He assumes that Americans are 8 homogenous 
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mass of  ind iv iduals  whose h is to ry  o f  magazine use and product ion can be 

charted In evolut lonary progressions. Furtharmore, Compeine's analysis 

imp l ies  tha t  magezines o f f e r  a democrat ic and ideological ly neut ra l  f o r m  o f  

in fo rmat ion  end enterteinment. For example, Compaine explains t ha t  today, 

magazines a m  an: 

inexpensive and open marketplace for an exchange o f  Ideas, 
opinions ar;d i n f ome t i on ,  as w e l l  8s a fo rum f o r  debate.. . . 
Mag82lneS alay 61 r o l e  i n  publ ic enlightenment.. . .[Tlhe 
magazine hes long been the  communicator and sometimes 
i n i t i a t o r  o f  popular culture. . . [They] have provided a w ide  
range o f  diversion.. . Finally, they are ins t ruc to rs  t ha t  help 
wi th  dai ly  l iv ing"  (1979, pp. 130-131). 

Granted, magazines c m  be these things, but  they are not  &lways 
these things f o r  t h e i r  reerders. Individual magazines have ideologies o f  

t h e l r  own. They ere not  a po l i t i ca l l y  neut ra l  source of  informat ion, bu t  

rether, B highly ideological and special ized message system. Each magazine 

o f f e r s  i t s  own consistent prefer red reeding of  the  world tha t  i s  centered 

around a par t i cu la r  subject  m a t t e r  and eimed est a par t i cu la r  audience. 

As a mass media f o r m  magezines are barely CB hundred years o ld  in  

t h i s  country. They h a w  evolved f r o m  being Q source o f  general in fo rmat ion  

(such 8s te lev is ion i s  today) t o  8 source of  spec i f i c  in fo rmat ion  for 8 

par t i cu la r  por t ion of  the population's needs arid in terests .  Magezines, elon! 

w i t h  newspapers, were one of  t5e f i r s t  mediums t o  offer nat ional  coverage 

t o  advertisers. They heye a lways a l lowed space t o  advertisers, but 

advert is ing as w e l l  8s the magazines themselves have had t o  change t o  

accomodate changing social  patterns. For exemple, as the U.S. population 

became 8 more a f f luen t  consumer soc ie ty  tn the post W.W.II  er0 o f  the 

I 
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twentleth century, educational opportuni t ies changed for many, and for 

most, leisure t ime increased. 

The 1950s brought about social programs which encouraged men and 

women to  marry young and become a traditional nuclear famiiy consisting ob 
the male breadwinner and the iamale housewife.6 The magazine industry 

responded t o  th is flux i n  readarship climate by offering more specialized 

and diversified publications (see Landers, 1386). 

The magazine industry has survived, essentially, by attempting to 

keep pace w i t h  a changing, fragrnmted society. One of the major reasons 

that the magazine industry has been able to change so successfully i n  B 

changlng society, i s  because getting started i n  the business has always been 

relatively easy and inexpensive. For  this reason i t  i s  a highly competitive 

business, w i th  new small publications constantly battl ing fo r  a space i n  the 

market already established by the $ants, such as Time Inc., whose 

publishing revenues i n  I980 exceeded $600 mi l l ion (US. Bureau of  the 

Census, 198 1). However, explaining 3 medium's survival does not explain 

h m ~  readers USE that medium, i t  simply explains that i n  economic terms 

the medium 1s popular and i t  i s  being purchased. 

According t o  Cornpahe (19791, the foilowing factors relsting t o  the 

changing U.S. magazine readarship forced the magazine industry t o  change 

and diversify: First ,  as the society became more economically and socially 

complex, there became B need for job specialization. The subgroups i n  these 

specialized areas o f  expertiso needed a forum i n  which t o  discuss end 

explore their arm of sk i l l  ar.d interest. Therefore, a demand arose for 

professional and trade periodicals. Second, magazines have often shown a 

ref?sction o f  changlng American freedoms elnd tastes. 
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For  example, the woman's mpgazine PIS was started i n  the 1960s as a 

voice for the Women's Liberation Movement. Ais i s  a magazine for women, 

but i t  di f fers significantly from the "women's magazines" made popular i n  

the 1940s and 1950s. Pis was conceived as a feminist magazine involved i n  

the personal and career growth o f  women. Ms shifted emphasis from the 

private world of the emphasis home to  the public world that women must 

face i n  their struggle for equality w i t h  men. 

been able t o  so sucessfully diversify i s  because the US. Is B consumer 

haven. For that reason advertising has always paid an important per t  in  the 

l i f e  o f  magazines. In 1935 advertisers spent e3 total of  $136 mi l l ion on 

magazine pages. This a d w t i s i n g  was spread over  187 magazines surveyed. 

In 1978, advertisers spent $2.7 bi l l ion on magazine advertisements spread 

over 4,120 magazines survqpd. 

Compaine goes on t o  explain that the main reason magazines have 

Revenues from advertising servo t o  subsidize the major expenses 

incurred I n  the publication of the magazine. Tradltlonally, advertising was 

the main source o f  income for magazines. Now, incressed subscription and 
newstand prices mean magazine publishers are gaining a significantly 

higher amount of  revenues from their purchasers. "In the l a t e  1960s 

advertising accounted for 60R of  total receipts for general consumer 

magazines. But by 1976 i t  accounted for only 45% of  revenue, 8s publishers 

pushed up subscription and newstand prices and accgpted lower circuletion 

and slower growth rather than offer the discount subscriptions of the past" 

(Compaine, 1979, p. 141 1. In 1929,d 1 magazines earned revenues of  $185 

mi l l ion from advertisement revenues. In 1978, I02 magszines reported 

advertisement revenues of  $2.3 bil l ion. Today, advertisers compete for 



space i n  hundreds of per odicals that comprise 8 mult  

magazine industry. 

- Rolling Stone: A Haven for  TerqetinpJupDies 
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-bil l ion dollar 

The images that serve 8s the basis for  th is study a l l  appeared i n  

Roling Stom magazine between August 1986 and Decsmber 1987. RoIljflg 

Stme i s  8 glossy popular magazine that focuses on Rock music, 

"contemporary culture," and the personalities that are perceived t o  make up 

the Rock 8nd Ro l l  scene. The magazine also runs ar t ic les on poli t ics 

(generally Iibei-el, but f a r  from radical), the arts and social commentary. 

Rolhng 5'to.m has a circulation of  1. t mi l l ion and i s  sold in  96 

countries (Audit Bureau o f  Circulations, 1987). The magazine celsbratQd i t s  

20th anniversery i n  9989, and that yew  proved to  be 8 record-breaking one 

for advertising sales. Voted by ddwmk as having the f i f t h  best showing of  

any magazine i n  the U.S. for  advertising performence (that i s  the increase o f  

annual advereisf ng revenues), Ipol?hy Stom? increased i t s  advgrtising pages 

by 23.1% from the previous year, b r i n g i q  the total advertisement pages up 

t o  1,464 (Rarlo, 1987). Gross advertising revenues, therefore, also rose t o  

an impressive $39 million, up 405% from 1986 (Gallagher Report, 1Sr89). 

These impressive figures ere gl fa r  cry from the magazine's humble 

beginnings as the brainchild o f  current editor and publisher, J a m  S. Wenneo-. 

Wlenner describes the f i r s t  issue 8s 8 Rock newsgclper that was "not just 

ebout music, but also about the things and attitudes that the music 

embraces. . ." (Brady, 19613, p. 12). A 1967 column i n  the NRJY Y o .  Zhws 

describes the magazines beginnings: The f i r s t  issue o f  Rolling Stone, off 

the press i n  San Francisco 20 years ago, feetured John Lennon on the cover, 
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24 pages of  music news and cr i t ic ism ... and some advertisements for FM 

stations and albums. One issue offered 8 free 'roach clip'. . .to every new 

subscriber" (Ravo, 1967, p, 1 D). The f i r s t  copies were newspapers produced 

i n  Wenner's l o f t  a t  256 aach. In the last  twenty years, the magezlne has 

moved steadily and successfully Into the main streem, both finencially and 

pol l  t icaily. 

voice for  1960s counterculture, the magazine has always turned a prof i t  and 

J8nn Wenner sees no cmtradict ion between the magazine's roots and i t s  

financial success. He explains that thg magazine i s  the most papular w i t h  

the audience that i s  between 18 and 34 years of  age who make up the bulk o f  

the populetion and who ere becoming increasingly more affluent. Adweek 

describes this following 8s gaining "the allegience o f  aging baby-boomers 

w i t h  a fundamentally youthful product" (Revo, 1987, p. 1D). 

Despite the fact that the original contents of the magazine were a 

The adult demagr8phic prof i le o f  the magazine's readership certainly 

supports these claims. A 1987 survey of the magazine's readership (notice 

that the readorship figures are over two tlmes the size of rnagciziw 

circulation) showed that of  a total readershlp of  5,208,000 adults, 

3,060,000 (56.8%) are men and 2,148,QOO (4 1.2W) ere women. Of th is 

population, 4,417,000 fall i n  the age range between 18 and 34 years with 

the median age being 25.1 years. 51.1% of those surveyed attended or 
graduated from college, the majcrrity l ive I n  urban areas and the median 

income o f  the adult RoLWgStom reader is $29,693. They not only P i t  the 

baby-boomer proftle they often f i t  the yuppie profi le as well. 
The companies who advertise in Rollizg Stone are targeting th is 

large and affluent group of  consumers. Advertising space costs $33,405 for 
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B nat ional ly  run ful l-page 4-CO’lOr ad in  a regular  addi t ion and $35,745 in  

special  anniversary ed i t ions (Rollfng Stone, 1987). These cos ts  are 

r e l a t i ve l y  close t o  the cost of running ful l-page ads i n  C o s m ~ o ~ ~ t u ,  and 

€716, end are re l a t i ve l y  inexpensive compared t o  Sports / M ~ s t r i ~ t ~ d  which  

cos ts  $92,580 f o r  a 4 color ad.7 A company l i k e  Georges Marciano 

adver t is ing Guess brand jeans, who ren  1 ful l  page black and w h i t e  ad in  

every bi-weekly ed i t ion  in 1987, plus e photographic essay of s i x  ful l-page 

ads i n  one addition, spends approximately $66 1,925 in one magazine in one 

year. Furthermore, these Georges M8rCiano ads ran  just as heavi ly i n  a t  

lsgtst t w o  other  magazines dur ing that t ime. 

Not all adver t isers  choose t o  run their ads i n  nat ional  c i rculat ion, 

however. Rolling Stom of fe rs  regional ra tes  tha t  are substant ia l ly  l o w e r  

than the  nat ional  rates.  For example, i f  813 adver t iser  chooses t o  run a full- 

page 4- color ad in the mid- At lan t i c  region exclusively, i t  w i l l  cost  tne 

adver t iser  $10,210 es opposed t o  the  $33,405 i t  would cost  t o  run i t  
nat ional ly  (Roll ing Stone, 1967). 

The gxpenditures of the Gtsorges Marciano company smm smal l  

compared t o  many o f  t he i r  major cornpeti t o r s  f o r  the denim c lo th ing market. 

For example, Levi Strauss & Associates of  Son Francisco, who w e  ronked the 

highest f o r  expenditures of a l l  fashion advertisers, spent $7 I m i l l i o n  in 

t o t a l  adver t is ing in 1985. ApprQxi r f t f~ teQ~ $29.5 m i l l i o n  of  wh ich  was spent 

on promoting jeans alone (Advert is ing Age, November 23, 1987). 

including, television, radio, newspqters, network cable, as w e l l  QS 

magazines. However, magazine advert isements do comprise a m a j o r  share 

of  the  t e v i  jeans and spor tswear  campaign. In 1986 the company spent $5.1 

Levi  Strauss spresds i t s  adver t is lng dollars across many media 
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mil l ion on magazine advertisements alone. In 1987 Admrtisiflg Age ranked 

Levi Strauss & Associates i n  the top 200 advertisers i n  the U.S., coming i n  

at 106. The number one ranked company, Proctor and Gamble, spent 

approximately $1.2 bi l l ion on advertising i n  1986 (Advertising Age, 

September 24, 1987). 

How Brands get Noticed 

Because companies spend such large sums on their advertising, they 

employ advertising agencies t o  get their product(s1 noticed. This i s  no small 

Feat i n  a market 8s heavily saturated as the U.S. magazine industry. A r t  

directors fare constantly s8arChing for new ways t o  present their clients' 

products. In the last devr years the trend has bean toward the presentation 

o f  big and str iking photographs t o  sell images of  products. "This year, 

photographers are being encouraged t o  f i l l  entire pages w i t h  their best: The 

ful l  page bleed [borderless] i s  today's format o f  choice. A discreetly placed 

logo or  B t iny product shot i s  added out of  necessity, but the picture i s  the 

star" (Madlin, 1989, p. D 12). 

These ad directors report that they are instructing the photographers 

t o  "tap in" on new energy by interpreting ideas about the products, e.g. the 

sexiness of wearing t ight- f i t t ing jeans. The full-page black and white 

photography used i n  both Guess jeans ads and also Obsession cologne ads are 

some o f  the f i r s t  end best o f  a larger trend i n  fashion photography. 

According t o  Jac Cloverdele, creative director of Clarity Coverdalg Rueff in 
Minneapolis, "clean, dramatic, black-and white portraiture that's strong and 

real ist ic Is very big r ight now" (Madlin, 1987, p.Dl2). Visual Ideas expressed 

through beautiful photography, according t o  many art directors, i s  what fs 
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now grabbing the attention of an audience that I s  becoming incressingly 

harder t o  impress. 

Some art  directors fee l  thst the easiest way t o  hold ~3 reader's 

attention i s  by start l ing them. One advertisement for Jacques Moret  

bodywear shows a woman i n  a straight jacket struggling t o  f ree herself. 

Once she i s  free, she i s  shown wearing Moret bodyweer. A female account 

executive at the cornpang that designed the ad describes i t  as "denigrating 

t o  women .... It 's [the ad] set up i n  a masochistic way. It goes way overboard 

i n  getting across the message of  breaking free of constricting clothing" 

(Rutkowski, i987, p. 22). Creative director David Wiseltier insists that the 

ads are simply the product of a particular creative strategy. "We did i t  

wi th in  a concept =- the straightjacket i s  the opposite o f  freedom o f  

rnovsment i n  body w9ar .... The [nd] shows a woman i n  the stressful pressure 

of today's l i f e  =- i t  could have baen a guy. The wom8n gets a l itt le freer. 

The body wear i s  the hero" (Rutkowski, 1987, p. 22). 

Many ad directors, however, state that violence and graphic sexual 

imagery i n  advertising i s  increasjng because M . .  . the focus i s  to star t le 

people, maintain their attention, e v ~ n  w i th  a negative stimulus. It's l ike 

spit t ing on the table" (Rutkowski, 1988, p. 22). Bob Manley, creative 

director of  A1 tman & Manley fn Boston defends the Georges Merclano 

campaign es part of this trend t o  arrest the viewer's attention through 

photography and image. He states that, * i t 's sexy, i t  erotic, but there's also 

an attempt a t  getting a gut response from the reader. It's not a superficial 

presentation" (Msdlin, 1987, p. 13). 

A r t  directors such 8s Albert0 Baccari, cfeative director o f  Armando 

Testa Advertising, defends ads with start l ing or sexually explicit imagery 



on the grounds that "a strong visual image can rescue 8 product from 

obscurity. Any product without emotion i s  meaningless'" (Rutkowski, 
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1907, 

p.24). Bacceri goes on t o  say that he does not believe In violence, but i f  a 

violent image i s  whet "works" t o  sel l  the product he w i l l  not hesitate t o  use 

thet approach. Most of the ad directors interviewed i n  Rutkowski's art icle 

claimed they do not believe tn violence, but they do believe i n  

communicating "on the edge." 

For better or worse, advertdsmmts such 8s the ones for  Guess jeans, 

that employ str iking photography w i t h  often start l ing imagery, are getting 

noticed. In January of 9988, Adwtxk gave the Guess campaign a 

Badverlising award fer becoming "even more offensive, dropping what l i t t l e  

pretense the earlier ads had of being something other than sordid .... The ads 

give B gloss of chic t o  whet c8n scarcely be interpreted as anything other 

than sick reletionships between people" (p. IO). Furthermore, Norma Ramos, 

general council Po Women Against Porncrgrsphy warns btrst these ads 

"reinforce the ro le  of women as victims. Also, the aura of sex i s  there, and 

i t  works to fuse wiolmce w i th  sex" (p. 22). However, i n  March o f  1968, the 

Guess campaign was voted i n  an Rdwtwk survey 8s the 5th favorite print ad 
campaign %mong Americans i n  1987. This t ime the Rdw&?k wri ters 

described the ads In th is way: 

The Gearges Marclano Guess jeans ads, some examples of which 
crossed the Rubicon from the risque t o  B new category all their 
own, attracted plenty o f  attention because they 8re much more 
dramatlc than most fashlon advertlsdng .... They reveal Women In 
dismay,  in obsessive, exei ting, compromised or dangerous 
situations. The ads work because they convey the message that 
these clothes ore worn by people who toke chances, whose lJves 
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are anythlng but conventional. They wore a natural t o  score w i th  
women looking for adventure and glamour (March 7, p. 36). 

Just I Y ~ O  these wornen might be w i l l  be explored i n  the next chapter. The 

Calvin Klein Obsession cologne ads, also used for this study, were voted 

number one i n  this survey. Adwrrtk describes these ads as a campaign that: 

. . .has consistently delivered an art fu l  mix of  sex and mystery, and 
that's the main reoson for i t s  success. Style-conscious audiences 
enjoy puzzling over meanings of the sds, one of which shows what 
look t o  be l iving statues in  B garden o f  obelisks. The shapely, bronzed 
models faclng i n  different directions raise questions: Wf t h  whom 
ere they obsessed? What ore their secrets? Whgther the ads 8re for 
clothing or cologne, these images stop readers i n  thei f  page-turning 
tracks (p. 32). 
1 t i s  readily apparent from the discussion above, that advertising 

agencies must go t o  great lengths t o  capture the attention and lmaglnatlon 

of a advertisement-worn Yuppie readership. It i s  also painfully apparent 

that what "works," that is, what gets nottced and hopefully Increases sales, 
often times has verg l ltt le t o  do w i th  what the art  dfrector personally finds 

tostk:ul or offensive. The encoding process of  advertising i s  driven by 

monetary value. If 6n ad campalgn Is "badvertlsfng" but It "works" the 

campaign i s  a success. A r t  dlrectors are  paid t o  "turn people on" t o  the 

product or the product's image and theg are wi l l ing t o  push the l im i t s  8s far 

as they can t o  re-invent "the sell." 

lncreaslng number of  affluent yowng prolssslonals who make up the 

Whose attention are advertisers i n  the 1980s trying t o  catch? The 

manager91 strata o f  the "tertiary" lndustrles. The context Sn which 

advertisers are going t o  great lengths and great expense to  catch th is 

audfence's attentfon Is i n  popular 8nd trade magazines. Finally, a r t  
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directors claim that the best way to get theit- ads noticed by an ad-weary 

public i s  to start le  thgm, using art ful  full-page photography and sexual, 

often violent imagery. ?he next chapter explores what women think of 

advertisements, advertisws, and start l ing irntlgery. Do women see 

advertisements the way the a r t  directors would l i ke  them to? 
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NOTES 

1 See: How Consumers See Advertlsing. ( 1987, December 7). Adw&?A:, 

pp. 34-37. For a cr i t ical  v iew of  how consumers understand advertising see 

Pateman, T. (1983). How i s  Understanding an Advertisement Possible? In H. 

Davis, & P. Wal ton (Eds.), La.giid!g, h?&yk?, P?~di& (pp. 187-204). Oxford: 

Blackwell. 

2 Over-consumers i n  th is case refers t o  those on the affluent end of 

the managsr/low-wage non-production earner- dichotomy. Tile term does not 

necessarily means that these individuals consum8 more than they "need," i t  

means in  comparison to the low-wage earners they make up the majori ty of 

1 uxurious consumption. 

3 The age categorization o f  yuppies can vary w i th  different reports, 

although Burnett & Bush describe them as a group between 25 and 45, some 

reports lower the bottom end t o  22, while other reports consider a 45 year 

old yuppie t o  b8 B contradiction in terms. 

4 "The American economy has signally failed t o  re-integrate Black 

male workers, whose participation rate i n  the labor force. .  . has fallen 

from eighty percent i n  1945 t o  barely sixty percent today" (Davis, 1986, p. 

207). 

5 Roll ing Stone Media Marketing Facts: Adult D€?mogr€~phic Profile. 

6 See Hewlatt ,  S. A. ( 1  986). The Abberant Fift ies. In R L&wv-LjPP (pp. 

( 1987) New York, N.Y.: RiVIjflg Stom 

231-286). New York: Wil l iem Morrow and Co. Inc. 
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7 L?h magazine i s  0 monthly wi th a circulation of 600,775 paid and 

3 1,790 nonpaid. A one-tfme black and white full-page ad costs $15,400. A 

4 color  ad costs $23,100. Cosmo-,olitais a monthly with a circulation of 

2,873,071. A one-time ful l  page black and white ad costs $34,100 and a 4 

color  ad costs $45,890. Sports /llustrittw' i s  a monthly with B circulation 

of 2,975,000. A one tlmo full-page black and white ad costs $59,345 and a 

4 color  ad costs $92,580. A l l  information found in  G i l l ,  K., & Bogden, D. P. 
(Eds.). (1  988). LWtMirtm'oq ofPi!iblic&tions (Vol. 1). Detroit,  MI: Gale 

Research Co., Book Tower. 



CHAPTER V 

HOW WOMEN SEE ADVERTISING IMAGES: 

A READER-RESPONSE STUDY 

The following i s  a study of  how women decode advertising images. 

Specifically, I interviewed women about advertisements f i t t i ng  the profi le 

described by a r t  directors i n  the previous chapter; those that are full-page 

photographs, often w i t h  start l ing o r  erotic imagery. The main purpose o f  

th is study i s  t o  determine how the women interviewed decode these 

advertisements compared t o  the preferred meaning inscribed by the art 

directors. My intent i s  t o  discover whether the respondents employ 

dominant, negotiated o r  oppositional readings (Parkin, 1972, Hall 1980) of  

thgse ads. 

This study i s  s t r i c t l y  exploratory. It i s  not intended t o  be 

representative or predictive o f  haw women i n  generel use images. Due t o  

the restr ict ive size o f  the sample, there w i l l  be no attempt t o  gengralize 

my findings t o  other women. Instead, the aim of  the fellolvlng study i s  t s  

follow-up the various theoretical analyses o f  Images offered i n  the previous 

chaptgrs w i th  reader-responses from women. 

A t o t a l  o f  9 women were Interviewed, ranging i n  age from 19 t o  53. 
Since ell the advertisements for th is study were taken from Folrizg,sioff~? 

magazine, the women chosen for the study were those who f e l l  wi th in the 

age span of  Ro!/izgS’tow readership i n  general, although two of  the women 

w e  somewhat older. Due t o  fauity tape-recording on two of the interviews, 

e0 



only 7 transcripts w i l l  be reproduced here. Howevw, comments from the 

lost interviews, recorded i n  note form, w i l l  be included where appropriate. 

An in i t i a l  sample of f i v e  women was chosen 8s a result o f  a 

questionnairg (see appendix A) that I circulated i n  a night class of  adult 

students that I was teaching e t  a large mid-western university during 

winter of 1988. In an attempt to avoid conducting a study comprised solely 

of university students, I decided that I would only interview two women 

from my class. The rest of the semple consists of  women from varied walks 

of  l i fe.  

The final sample of nine women consists of the followlng sub-sets: 

1 )  One o f  my 19-yaar old students who i s  also 8 part-time bank 

te l ler,  her friend, also 19, who i s  e reservation clerk, and her sister, 

26, who i s  8 homemaker end procurement clerk. 

2) A 22-year old graduate studmt. 

3) A 38-year old receptionist who i s  8 friend-of-a-frlend of mine. 

4) A 37-year old executive secretary and her 40 year-old friend who 

work together a t  the same company. 

5) A secretary of  51 and her daughter, 28. 

The women were interviewed either i n  their homes or dorm rooms and 

a t  their convenience. A l l  interviews wsre conducted individually. As i t  

turned out, all the women were interviewed around 7:UO p.m. af ts r  th@ work 

day and dinner hour. Some of my hosts offered me tea, coffee and/or sof t  

drinks while others chose t o  make the interviewing session an Informal 

pasty, ordering i n  pizza and Coke. 

The interview sessions began w i t h  the women f i l l ing out 8 brief 

questionnaire on themselves (see appendix 8) while I explained that I 



wanted t o  know their feelings and apinions on the advertisements that they 

w8r8 about t o  see. If there was more than one interviewee 6 t  the house, 

these prelfminery steps were accomplished as a group. All  of the 

interviews, however, were conducted on an individual basis. 

I chose the focused interview technique t o  assure that each 

interviewee was shown the same adwrtisements i n  the seme order. 

Howwer, tho questions that the women were asked were !eft unstructured. 

Each interview b q a n  with questions about the respondent's rnagezine 

reading habits, such as when they Pfrst began t o  read magezlnes for 

pleasure, what kinds of magerzines they reed now, why and when they read 

them, end so on. 

Next, each respondent was asked i f  she was familiar wi th RffIlihy 

Stom? magazine and i f  I needed t o  explain the format t o  her (all the women 

were familiar wi th RollhgStN3p,. Finally, I asked each woman t o  address 

the following questions when viewing an image: would this ad catch your 

attention when thumbing through a magazine; and i f  su, why? Is i t  for 
pas i t iw  or negative reasons? How does this ad make you feel? Is the ed 

ero t i c  for you personally? 

A f t e r  listening t o  each wornan's response, i probed t o  see i f  there 

was anything else about the image she would l ike to  talk about. A f te r  being 

shown the lest advertising image each woman had the opportunity t o  

express anything she wanted about the images, and/or advertising i n  

general. She was also ~nCQUraged t o  talk about hgrself. 

Once the tape recorder was turned off, the women 1 interviewed 

generally wanted t o  ta lk  about m y  research and how their responses 

compared t o  others before them. Mast thought i t wes 8 worthwhile endeavor 
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while others found i t  hard t o  imagine how their responses t o  magazine 

advertisements could result i n  a scholarly report. Each woman has been 

promlsed a copy of t h k  chapter. 

In i t ia l  Findings 

It i s  d i f f icu l t  t o  ta lk about. images as images. It i s  much easier t o  

talk about the context i n  which an image eppears. The women i n  th is  study 

were much more cornfortablg expressing their feelings about their relation 

t o  advertising than their  relation t o  the images i n  the advertisements. It 

could be because, as ley-people, we have 0 l imited vocabulary w i t h  which t o  

e w m s  the quality o f  images i n  8 s t i l l  photograph. Instead, our impressions 

of photographic images are generally expressed emotionally, and emotions 

are d i f f icu l t  t o  put into words. 

One of  the respondents, Nancy, had the easiest t ime expressing her 

impressions o f  the images themselves. Nsncy i s  an art ist.  Most of  her 
responses reflected her ar t is t ic  training, such as references t o  the beauty 

of  line, and the use of (or  th9 lack of) ar t is t ic  taste. However, even Nancy 

could not articulate the contrsdiction she fel t  when viewing an 

aesthetically pleasing Image that i s  e t  the same t ime personally offensive. 

She questioned which property would impact on her the most, the messag~  

of  the image o r  i t s  composition. The question remained Un8nswered. 

In addition t o  the problem o f  articulating irnpresssions of images, 

there i s  the di f f icul ty women face when expressing pleasure i n  looking. 

Women are often hesitant t o  admit that the viewing of  an erotic photograph 

may be pleasureful for them. BeC8US6 women are not trainsd to  seek 

pleasure from looking i n  the same way ets men,l they are often 

! 



uncomfortable describing their  feelings about hoking at plctures. I feel 
that many of  the Women I interviewed think that there i s  something 

perverse o r  perhaps compromising in looking. While looking for  pleasure i s  

uncomfortable for som0 of  the respondents, others f ind i t  impossibls. 

. . . I have a problem equating a picture (wi th  eroticism] 

. . . I can't make the connection. When you are i n  high 
srhool and someone sneaks a glr ly  magazine or a guy 
magazine Iin] and I could never understand [the attractlon]. 
I f  you can't l i v e  it. . .I don't understand. 

Approximately one half of the wornen i n  th is study described the Images 

they were shown as "erotic," but only one said that the images were erotic 

for her personally, and for th is reason she tr ies t o  avoid them: 

I think they very much affect our minds. Extremely. 
I know they have. So, I'm very carsful about what 
magazines I look at now. YBS, I do think they mold 
us into becoming what a particular ad wants us t o  
become. I do believe they affect people. 

The women i n  this study also found i t  d i f f icu l t  t o  describe emotions 

concerning eroticism and erotic acts; often times resorting t o  verg 
masculine vocabulary. For example, one interviewee, explains: 

It i s  not okay t o  expose women l ike that, I feel. It 
makes men think that i s  the way we should be. The 
men expect that. They go out t o  a bar and they see 
a woman and of course s& n,mtsPi. . . . /"/pn think 
wtr 8.g B,cA'lhy for it. (my emphasis;). 

The point I am making i s  that distingulshfng dominant, negok ted  and 

oppositional reedings from the women's responses t o  magazine 



advertisements i s  not e s t ra ight- forward task. 

constraint  o f  the male geze, must  be taken into 

interpretat ions. The responses o f  these women 
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Cultural codes, such as the 

account when making these 

need t o  be examined on 

several d i f fe ren t  levels, including emotional responses and aesthetic 

preferences. The reader must be careful  not t o  confuse contradict ions tha t  

are due t o  lack of  vocebulary vui th t rue contradictory statements. 

Bearing these considerations in mind, responses were determined t o  

be dominant, negotiated or ogposi t ional according t o  the following c r i  ter ie:  

A dominant response refers an overall reeding o f  an advertisement 

tha t  i s  uncr i t i ca l  of the representation of feminini ty,  mascul in i ty  end 

human relst ionshlps in that  ad. The dominant ideology of the ad i s  

transparent f o r  the reader. This is not t o  sag that  she necessari ly 

" ident i f ies" with the image. For instance, a dominant decoding c2 c!n ad 
which pictures t w o  women undressing one another does not  suggest that  the 

rsader iden t i f ies  wi th lesbianism. Instead, the dominant reader assumos 

tha t  edvert is ing images have e neutral  quality; that  no ma t te r  whet  the 

subfsc'l matter, the images are acceptsd a t  face value, as simply 

advertising. The dominant feeder's at tent ion can be held by an "8rQtic" 

fmage wZlhaut her becoming c r i t i c a l  of dt or negative toward the product. In 

fact, qu i te  the opposite might  be true. If the ero t i c  8d catches her 

attention, she may indeed feel  pos i t ive toward the product. 

A negotiated reading of  an advertisement describes a response that  

begins t o  be c r i t f ca l  o f  an ad in  terns of what the v iewer  perceivas 8s 

normal f o r  herself. She cennot conceive of herself in  the same poses and 

relat ionships as these people. However, she i s  w i l l i n g  t o  negotiate wi th  the 

image In order l o  make i t  ecceptable to  h w  wor ld  view. For example, she 
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may see an ad which shows the backs of  s ix  naked people and a t  f i r s t  she 

fincis the image startling, even offensive. The next step however, may be t o  

attribute the eppsal of the ad to a bold new concept in  advertfslng. When 

the image does not f i t  her world view, she negotiates w i th  the t e x t  i n  order 

to  read i t  in 8 dominant way. 

Finally, the oppositional reader works "against the grain" of the image 

in order t o  deconstruct i t s  preferred reading. The oppositional reader 

cannot identi fy w i th  the image and does not think that snyons glse  should. 

She i s  highly cr i t ica l  of the image. She contests the dominant reeding of 

these ads, r;ondoning either censorship of the ad campaign and/or a boycott 

of the product. An oppositional reader o f  an advertisement may extend th is 

contestation to an entire line or br8ncf. 

As was the case In  thts study, reader's responses often fa l l  

somewhere i n  the middle of three decoding strategies. I prefer t o  think of  

the decoding categories as points on a spectrum. Responses can, and often 

do, fa l l  somewhere in between the three points. However, for the sake of 

convenience and u t i l i t y  the remainder of the findings w i l l  refer to  the three 

decoding strategies of  dominant, negotiated and opposf tional. 

o f  these edvertlsements. Tam!@ i s  insistent that advertlsements are 

innocent i n  themselves; i t  i s  s i l l y  t o  take them too seriously. The women i n  

these photographs are not r e d l y  going through the situation prescribed i n  

the photograph. 

Only one o f  the women i n  this study, Tamie, gave a dominant reading 

D would just think they are models posing. I wouldn't think there is 
any significance t o  them.. . . That f i r s t  picture o f  the g i r l  standing 
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against the tree, no one would stand that way. It i s  more of a pose 
than anyone trying to put across a real message. 

Tamie does not consider there t o  be any emotional value to  the 

photographs. I f  the photograph catchss her attention i t  is because i t  i s  

aesthetically pleasing. When the colorlng i n  the ad did not pleas8 her, she 
did not notice the ad, no matter what the subject matter. 

Two of the women in th is study, Nancy and Sabrina, gave negotiated 

readings of  those advertfsements. AI  though Nancy's interview did net 

record, a very stron5 theme ran through the notes that 1 j o t t e d  down by hand. 

Nancy reported that the subject matte.- o f  most the advertisements would 

generally be offensive t o  her, especially their representations of women. 

However, she did not find these ads offensive because "they did not speak '.o 

her." SRe found that she could not Identify w i th  the age and body shape of  

the models, the clothes, and/or the messages i n  the ads. in order t o  

comment on them, she needed t o  negotiate w i th  the t e x t  bo produce an 

opposi tfonal reading. 

Sabrina, on the other hand, negotiated w i th  the text i n  order t o  giije B 

domfnant reading. The nudity and sexual overtones o f  these ads did not 

offend her and she found IS majori ty o f  the ads quite Intriguing. Eabrina 

describes Calvin Kleln's ads for Obsession cologne as "tasteful art." She 

does not conslder herself a person who Is easily persuaded by advertising, 

end therefore she judges the quality of advertlsing very  much a t  face value, 

for i t s  aesthetic appeal. 

. . . I'm not easlly persuaded by an ad. I llke t o  test thtngs out for 
myself. I usually take an ad for  whet I t  Is, something to look at. I 
guess I know what t o  look for. When I look a t  an ad I really 
don't pay that  much attention t o  what It i s  selling,who i s  i n  the 



picture and what they are doing. 

6-r these reasons i t  would appear that Sabrina's reading of these ads i s  

dominant. However, when Sabrina i s  confronted w i th  an ad whlch depicts an 

unfair representation of  a woman, she tends t o  negotiate w i t h  text i n  a way 

that places the blame on the perticular ad director that created it. For 

example, <ha might say the ad i s  probably directed tQwt!rd men or that the 

art  dlrector must be 0 man. She also negotiates w i th  the fact that 

magazines l i ka  R'lhhy Stom and brands l fke Calvln Kle in  ordinarily produce 

"bold" advertising presentations. Once she was aware of  the name of the 

magazine o r  the brand o f  the product, the image was no longer startling, but 

somuhow expected. 

The majority of  the women in this study (Laura, Elizabeth, Linda, 

Rosie and Heidi) gave oppositional readings o f  the images; although Laura 

did t x " xde  that when she was in  her teens and early twenties these images 

may have appmled t o  her. In this s~ns9, Lauren's reeding could be construed 

8s negotiated/oppositional. Elizabetli, on the other hand, thought that 811 of 

the ads were "cheap." She felt that th is kind o f  advertising was 'disgusting" 

becuese i t undermines healthy sexual relationships. 

. . . I think they are cheepening sex, nnd 3 happen to think that 
sex Is a pretty terriffc thing. 1 object t o  pictures that make i t  cheap. 

Ellzebeth descrlbed the pictures 8s pornography, which send out 

messages t o  young gi r ls  saying the way to get 8 man's attention i s  t o  

"cheapen yolrrsalf." Rosie's reactions were very simi lar  t o  those of 

Elizabeth. Rosie, however, carried her oppositional reading CI b i t  further, 

call ing f o r  censorship of all ads showing nudity, sex or violence. Bath Rosie 
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and Elizabeth insist  that not only would thay not buy this proauct, theg 

would encourage others t o  do the seme. Linda also suggested that a boycott 

was an answer t o  this klnd of "sick" advertlslng campaign. However, where 

Rosie looked closely at these ads i n  order t o  actively protest against them,2 

Linda insisted that by not allowing herself to invest any gmotion@rl Arne i n  

the eds, f l ipping passed ads which she found offensive, she could do 8s much 
damage t o  these large companies 8s someone who actively protests. Llnds's 

i s  en economic solution, while Pos~B's solution i s  more polit ical. 

Finally, Heidi's oppositional reading di f fers from the others In  two 

significant ways. First, Heidi i s  the only woman in the bottom age range o f  

the sample t o  give an oppositional reading. Three of the oppositional 

readings came from the women 37 years and older. Besides Laura, 26, the 

younger women, Sabrina 22 and Tamie 19, seemed more talercsnt o r  even 

oblivious t o  the sexusl and violent overtones of these ads. 

Second, Heidi was the only respondent i n  the sample t o  take 8 

feminist oppositional reading t o  these ads. Her cr i t icisms of the ads were 

based on the b 6 l W  that these ads exploit women. 

Whet I have noticed i n  e l l  of thgse [ads) i s  that the mtm i s  extremely 
dominant and powerful. In a l l  of these he is controlling the woman 
. . . . This isn't 'hot.'This i s  explotting women. This i s  showing men 
i n  powerful positions.. . . 
Heidi admits In  her lnterview that she sees images dlfferently now 

that shs has been exposed t o  fem'nfs! Ideas i n  college. Before then, she wes 

not critlcal of the advertising lndustry's traatment of women. Her 

opgositfonel reading i s  due i n  part t o  fernlnlst consciousness-raising. 
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The following pages contain the images thet the interviewees ware 

shown, i n  the approximate order ln which they were viewed. The Images 0re 

then followed by the transcribed Inlerulews. Presetitlng the un-edi ted 

versfons of  the interview experience allows the women to speak for 

themselves on the written gage. It also gives the reader the opportunity t o  

agree o r  disagrge with my interpretations. 
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Sub-Set " 1 :  Heidi, Tamie and Rhonda 

Heidi, Tamie and Rhonds wwe  interviewed a t  the homs of Heidi's 

parents one evening i n  April, 19B8. Ahonde and Heidi offered me a Pepsi 

while I set up the recording equipment. Whll8 the women f i l led out the 

questionnaires I played w i t h  Rhonda's three years old boy. His needs 

interrupted much o f  the interviewing process and could explain why my 

interview w i th  Rhomda did not record. 

Af ter  the women were done f i l l ing in  their questionnaires, I askgd 

them as a group about their magazine reading habits. They ell reported that 

they began reading for pleasure w i t h  teen magazines l ike Th~tz~8mt and 16 

Rhonda was about 12 and Heidi about 9 when they started reading these 

magazines together. Although T@v-B'ut and /A are Rock and Roll orimted 

teen magazines, Rhonda and Heidi did not look a t  them for  the music, they 

looked a t  them for the pin-ups of  their favorite teen idols. Tamie reported 

that she too  read the teen magazines starting around age €3, but also read her 

mother's "women's" magazines that were around the house. 

Heidi 

Heidi i s  19, Whit@, and single. She i s  8 college student majoring i n  

physical therapy. She i s  eslso a part-time bank te l le r .  She lives i n  the 

country i n  the out-skirts of  the c i t y  w i th  i;irr parents. On her questionnaire 

Heidi indicated that her fgvssite kinds of popular magazines are fashion, 

news and women's magazines. She generally reads magazines w i th  friends. 

She does not subscribe t o  any magazlnes herself, instead she generally buys 

them of f  the news stand. She reported that the main things that hold har 

attention i n  advertisements are attractive models, clever phrasing csnd sex. 
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Heidi i s  very thouc?,htful about the advertisements end takes her time 

t o  decido before giving a response t o  them. 

Q.: What do you think of th is ad for Obsession cologne? 

H.: I'm not offended by It. I'm not sur8 I want i t  in  e magazjne I look 
at. You can advertise cologne without showing people naked. 

V.: What i s  the f i r s t  thing that would draw your eye t o  th is ad? 

H.: Probably the woman. You see her breasts. you don't see anything 
exposed on the men. 

V.: So, i t  i s  the bodies? 

H.: Right. Definitely. 

V.: You said you don't f ind the ad offensive. Do you find it erotic? 

H.: NO. 

V.: Have you seen these ads by Georges Marcieno far  Guess brand jeans? 
(I then expitfin t o  Heidi the numberof times these ads have appeared in the 
Rolling S t o x  over the past two years). 

Would th is ad catch your attention? 

H.: Yeah, 1 thlnk i t  would. 

V.: What about i t  would catch your attention? 

H.: We looks l i ke  an old man and she looks l ike  a young gir l .  She looks 
l i ke  she could $e his daughter. 

V.: How does that make you feel? 

H.: Wondering why. Why would they [Georges Maricano] do thet? 
[It's] kind of sick. 
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V.: I f  this ad caught dour attention, end you have gotten as fer a8 t o  wander 
about the people i n  the ad, do you think you would go a step further and t ry  
t o  figure out what the product is? 

H.: No. Never. If I wcls looking at this, I [might] say, 'Oh my god, look 
at th is girl. She's kissing his head' and so on. I don't think I would 
look enywhere else. 

V.: What do you think o i  th is second ad for Obsession cologne? 

H.: Oh my goodness. It looks l lke..  . . an orgy or something. It looks 
gross. It 's offensive showing women In  that regard. I don't know. 

V.: You said you have seen several ads l ike  this one for Obsession. Would 
you buy the product? 

H.: I haven't bought i t  yet. 

V.: Would these ads keep you from buying it? 

H.: I don't think 1 take i t seriously. It 1s not the cologne they are 
advertising, I t i s  the bodies. So, I don't take this product seriously. I 
wouldn't see i t  on the page. 

(Heidi i s  then shown the "fashion lay-out" from Ralling Stone). 

V.: Would thls [the f l r s t  photograph] catch gour ettentlon? 

H.: Definitely. Now, these are a l l  models? 

V.: What would you think i f  you sew these for the f i r s t  t ime i n  RoIIhy 
StOflt?? 

H.: I would think i t wasn't a nRn//ingStElne book. I'd be looking at the 
cover again, 1 think. I dfdn't know they were allowed t o  put th is stuf f  
i n  regular magazines. 

V.: Do you think you would come back ern0 read the wr i t ing on the f i r s t  page? 

H.: No, I don't think so. I'd be gawking a t  the pictures, wondering 
what was coming next. I nevor read the fine pr int  i n  magazines. 
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V.: Do you l ike these pictures? 

H.: No. I do not. 

V.: Is there something erotic about them even i f  you don't l i ke  them? 

H.: No. 1 r ea l l y  don't get anything out of  them except to say, 'why are 
they here?' I don't think most people do. I don't care for th is kind of 
thing. 

(Heidi i s  then shown the first Georges Marciano photo essay). 

V.: Would th is catch your attention? Would you questionnaire want t o  f l i p  
through the whole series? 

H.: Probably. [I'd be] thinking i t  was a fashion kind of thing. 

V.: How do you fee l  about this picture [of  the women agerinst the tred? 

H.: I don't know. They look kind of  wild, kind of  untamed. 

V.: Would you f l i p  through the rest of  the pages? 

H.: Yeah. 

V.: GO ahead and f i l p  through the pages, i f  you want. 

H.: It kind o f  te l ls  a story doesn't it? 

V.: What do you think of the story? 

H.: It looks l ike these gir ls  ere jus t  ther8. The guy i s  making out w i th  
one [end] the other two look l ike they are about to. They are about t o  
be flntlmate or whetever. The guy decldes Re wents another one. He's 
through with the one he had. This one looks l ike she was hit, o r  
maybe she i s  sed. He doesn't look l ike he i s  even peying attention t o  
whet i s  going on. And then at the end, one i s  happy, whether the rest 
ere or not. I don't know. 

V.: Bo you think this would bother you once you put the magazine down? 
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H.: I would think, ' I  wonder what they are trying t o  advertise? I 
would look through i t  again and think whet are they trylng t o  
advertbe here. A r e  they trying t o  advertise hatr, because the hair 
stands out t! l o t  t o  me. Is i t  the hats? Is i t  the scenery? Least of 
el l ,  jeans. She doesn't have jeans on. I wouldn't get a jeans 
advertisement out of this. 

H.: Maybe. I don't know l f  1 would look herd a t  them. It looks I lke 
his daughter w i th  him in a bar. [And] here in  d bar ageln. It looks 
l ike a father and daughter relationship 'to me. 

(Heidl i s  then shown 8 Georges Marciano ad of B women In 8 bar). 

V.: HQW do you feel about this woman? 

H.: She looks l ike she wants i t  [sex]. You know, she Is woiting for a 
man t o  appromh. Al l  he has t o  sag Is 'hello.' It i s  very suggestlve 
w i th  her legs open l ike  that. [ I t  i s  showing] a l o t  o f  skin. The look on 
her face.. . she i s  not smiling. It i s  a look of  passion. She i s  i n  8 bar. 

V.: Do you have any other feelings about the picture? Is i t  O K ?  

H.: It i s  not okay t o  expose women like that, I feel. It makes men 
think that Is the way [women1 should be. The men expect that. They 
go out t o  a bar and they see a woman [andl o f  course, she wants it. 
It's everywhere. It i s  hard for women t o  say 'no' because [men] don't 
believe them [because] i t  i s  not whst the magazine says. [This kind o f  
attitude] can lead t o  date rape and sexuel assaults, because men think 
we are asking for it. 

V.: If you f i r s t  saw this ad, would thoughts l ike that come t o  you pretty 
qutckly? 

H.: Yes. I don't know how quickly they would have come t o  me i f  I 
hadn't taken my women's studies class. That i s  es real eye-opener t o  
things. Now I see things differently. Now 1 look in to  the picture 
more. 

V.: Now you are more sensit ized t o  these things? 
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H.: Now, stuf f  comes on T.V. and I'm griping about it, and my 
boyfriend seys "shutup, i t  Is just T.V.' 

(Heidi i s  then shown the f inal Georges Marciano photo essay. She glances 
through the sequence of  photos). 

H. What I have noticed i n  a l l  of these i s  that the man i s  extremely 
dominant and powerful. In al l  o f  these he i s  controlling the women.. . 
The Guess jeans ads must be owned by men. 

V.: If you were looking e t  these ads w i th  your boyfriend and he says, 'these 
are neat and these are really hot!' whet would you say? 

H.: I would say, 'no i t  i s  not hot.' I would argue w i th  him, definitely. 
This isn't hot. This i s  exploiting women. This i s  showing men in  
powerful positions. I argue w i th  him about i t a l l  the time. Look a t  
th is one, i t  looks as i f  he i s  holding her back from something. I 
definitely would say something whether he would agree or not. I 
think I would point out the things that offended me. It looks l ike she 
doesn't want t o  go.. .That's what I get from these. 

V.: Say these adc were posed the same way, but the models were wearing 
things you really liked, i s  there anything about these ads that flould keep 
you from buying the product? 

H.: The ads that appeal t o  me, that I would make the connection w i th  
are not l ike this. I l ike t o  see the whole product [so] I can see what i t  
looks l i ke  and I caR make a choice. In these I can't see the clothes. I 
don't thfnk I would make the connection not t o  buy the product, but i t  
depends on what the product is. 

[Guess] are nice jeans. I have 3 pair. They last the longest. I love 
them. They are the only ones that f i t  me as 8 matter o f  fact. But I 
don't agree w l th  the way they advertise. They would probably do a 
l o t  better I f  they chose another way, I don't knew I f  theg could, but i f  
they could just advertise so that [you] could see them [the clothes], 
they need t o  show the actual product. 

V.: Why do you think advertisers spend so much time and money for these 
klnds o f  lay-outs? 



H.: Probably f i rst t o  grab your attention. You are going t o  look 
through the whole thing i n  hopes [the advertisers hope] that you w i l l  
remember that name. When you go into the store, you'll remember 
that l i t t l e  logo. [ I f ]  moybe twenty people see the logo that would be 
good enough. 

It seems l ike Q ree l  gamble. 

Tamie 

Tsmie i s  t 9, White, engaged t o  be married, and i s  a reservation clerk. 

A t  the t i m e  of the interview, T8mie had plans t o  Begin callege i n  the Fall. 
From her questionnaire Tomb reports that her favor i te  type of magazines 

are fashion and women's magazines. She generally reads magazines alone 

and sometimes discusses interesting articles w i th  friends or co-workers. 

She does not subscribe t o  any magazines. §he buys them off the newstand or 
borrows them from a friend. The two things that hold her attention i n  an 

advertisement are a t t r ac t i ve  models and romance. 

Tamie's answers 8bQUt the advertisements were very swif t .  She 

made up her mind very quickly obaut each ad. 

W.: What kinds of  ads would catch your attentlon In a magazlne? 

T.: I l i k e  nail polish ads [with] bright colors, and perfume ads; sexual 
o r  romantic things. No specific one thing, but mostly the models and 
romantic ads. 

V.: So ads do catch your attention. You pay attention t o  tksm. 

T.: Yes. 

V.: Have you seen this sd for Obsession cologne? 

T.: Actually I haven't. I 've seen other [sirnil8r] ads for Obsession. 

V,: Would this ad catch your attention? 
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T.: Oh yes. 

V.: Whet about i t  would catch your attention? 

T.: They have no clothes on! 

V.: Can you remember where end when you f i r s t  sew this ad or simller ads? 

T.: Ads for Obsession I haw seen in  [Cosmopolitan]. This Is the first 
time I have seen th is ad. 

V.: When you f i r s t  saw this ad, did you wonder i f  i t  belonged In a popular 
magazine? 

T.: When I f i r s t  saw it, I took gl double [take]. It was 0 lot more close 
up than this one. You kind of  had t o  look a t  [ i t ]  a second time t o  see i t  
was two naked people. I kinda looked at i t  agsin and thought i t  was 
kind of risque. 

V.: Have you seen the ijeorges Marciano ads for Guess jeans? 

T.: NO. 

(I explained t o  Tamie about the amount o f  times these ads had fun i n  Rolling 
Stone over the past two years, and then moved on t o  the f i r s t  ad). 

V.: Would YOU Stop 8nd look a t  an 8d l ike  this? 

T.: No. If you didn't see the l i t t le logo, you wouldn't know what the ad 
was for. Like In  nail polish ads you see the hands, you know what i t  i s  
for  [selling]. Seeing this, you don't know what the ad i s  for. Plus, i t  

i s col or1 ess. 

V.: So, the black and white [coloring] does not arrest your attention, but 
would actually make you f l fp  past It? 

T.: Yeah. 

V.: If you were t o  stop end look at th is ad, what feelings would you hove 
about it. Hew would i t  make you f d ?  
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T.: I don't think the models are attractive and the whole thing behind 
them i s  unclear. The whole thing i s  unclear. I'd go r ight by it. 

V.: Have you seen this second Obsession ad7 

T.: I haven't seen this one either. 

V.: If you f i r s t  come ocross th is ad, would you stop and look a t  i t ?  

T.: Yeah, I would take a double look t o  see, t o  figure out what ft Is a 
plcture of. 

V.: How do you fee l  Qbout the bodies? 

T.: Well, i t  i s  two women. That's kind of  kinky, I guess. [ I  don't have] 
any real feelings, It i s  typical of that product's [Calvin Klein]  ads. I 
would look a t  i t  twice. 

(Tarnie was then shown the "fashlon lay-out" from Rolling Stone). 

V.: I f  you f i r s t  came across this i n  Ro//h,g,s1cT.f? megamine, would you stop 
and look a t  i t ?  

T.: I would probably stop t o  see what i t  was an ad for. 

V.: Would you read the writ ing? 

T.: I would probably read the big letters. I probably would not read 
the fine print. lb says fashion e t  the top.. I 

V.: What about th is picture. Do you have any feelings shout th is picture or 
the people i n  i t ?  

T.: I'd probably jus t  look and go on. If I didn't know what it was for 
and it didn't say i n  the bold letters, I would probably just  go on. If 
there were several pictures lfke that together I would probablg t r y  t o  
figure out what i t  w m  for  [selling]. 

V.: Would you find i t  odd t o  see these pictures i n  f~?/?hgShx+? 

T.: Yes, probably I'd pay more attention t o  the writing. Romance 
catches my attsntion, but not how i t  i s  supposed t o  [get me t o  buy the 
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product]. That has never affected me that H B ~ .  1'11 look at  i t  as 
'that's B neat ad' o r  'that's creative or different' o r  whatever, but I 
won't think.. .'I'll go out and buy the perfume now. 

Q.: Do you f ind these ads erotic? 

T.: No, not part,icularly. 

V.: What about the Qbsassion ads? 

T.: Not perticularly. Risque i s  the word I would use. 

(I then showed Tsrnie the f i rst Georges Marciano photo essay). 

V.: If gou came across this in  e magazine, would you look 8 t  i t? 

T.: Probably. I have seen series like this where there I s  jus t  the 
name at the bottom. Like i n  Seveffieen i n  the August back-to-school 
issue where there i s  not even very good picturas o f  the clothes. It i s  
more images, l ike  this. So, I have seen this kind of thing before. 
There i s  not a l o t  to  It. It probably w x l d  fist m t c h  my eye. The 
messy hair on the models would catch my aye more than the clothes. 

V.: Whet about the relationships between the people in the pictures? What 
do you think i s  going on? 

T.: I would just  think theg are models posing. I wouldn't think there 
is any signiflcance t o  them. 

V.: Is that generally how you look a t  ads? 

T.: Right. That f i r s t  picture c;f the g i r l  standing against the tree, no 
one would stand that way. It i s  more of  a pose than anyone trying to 
put across a real message. 

(Tamie was then shown the Georges Marciano ads of the young girl dancing 
with the older man). 

V.: Would these ads catch you attention? 

T.: NO. 
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V.: Nct even the relationships o f  the two people? 

P.: I probably wouldn't look that fer into it. I'd probably just see that 
i t  was an ad for  Guess jeans. Usually when I look e t  ads I just  see 
what the product i s  [and] the vor ie ty  of things they are edvertising. I 
don't really think about the ads that much. I would see Guess jeans 
and go on. I would not think about the relationships between people. 
And seeing all these i n  black and whits, I realize how much color 
catches your attention. The black end white would not catch my eye. 

(Tamie was then shown the Georges Marciano ad of the womm In the bet-). 

V.: Would thls ad catch your attention? 

8.: No. the gir ls  are not even wearing jeans. 

V.: Who de you think they made this ad for? Whose attention i s  i t supposed 
t o  grab7 

T.: Probably guys. [They are] advertising toward women t o  buy 
jeans, but It would be the guys that would look at the models. I 
suppose both [guys and girls]. I think of Folhhy Stom 8s more [a] 
guy's then [e] girl 's magazine. That could be B misconception. 

(Tarnie was then asked t o  thumb through the f inal Georges Marciano photo 
. essay). 

T.: The background would catch my eye more than the people. Maybe 
as fa r  as relationships [go], he seems t o  be much older. These have 
l i t t le background. I'd look twice a t  this [the g i r l  kneeling i n  front 
of  the man]. It's kind of weird. If they are trying t o  portray the 
image of the famale on her knees t o  the male i t  i s  kind of offensive. I 
wouldn't assume that that i s  necesserilg what they ere trying lo  do. 
But I probably wouldn't look a t  i t  close enough t o  analyze It. This one 
looks ltke what 8 jeans ad ts supposed t o  Be. She i s  wearfng jeans and 
8 jacket. The other pictures don't make sense. It Is kind of  absurd. If 
i t  i s  trying t o  get across CI message, I don't see one. 

V.: You said earlier you do not feel there i s  any connection between the ads 
you notice and the things you purchase. 
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T.: I think a lo t  of people are drawn i n  by ads. I guess I am jus t  
aware of  the advertising pi tch o r  what they ere trying t o  do. Maybe 
some people are not [aware], I can see thelr [aduertlsers'l angle, 
where they ere going. I look at ads l ike I would window shop. I don't 
ever go out and buy something I see i n  8 magazine, unless the product 
appealed t o  me, not the ad. 

V.: Why do you think advertisers would go t o  a l l  the time and expense t o  run 
ads that do not even have their  name on them? 

T.: The Guess ones did not have the name, but they had the llttle 
symbol at the top. They are t ry ing t o  make that st ick i n  your mind. 
Most people know that symbol. It doesn't make ?!i l o t  of sense t o  me. 
Everybody advertises, i t  i s  obviously effective for most people. 
During the dey there ere dieper and cereal cornmercisls. They are 
focusing on the woman at home. I guess I f e e l  I can see through them. 

- Sub-set "2: Sabrina 

I interviewed Sabrina i n  her dorm room i n  April o f  1988. A f t e r  she 

finished f i l l i ng  i n  her questionnaire, I asked her about her magazine reading 

habits. She explained that she was most intrigued by sports magazines 

when she was a young gfrl o f  1 1  and 12. Then she and her slsters graduated 

t o  the teen rock star magazines. She recalls that they would s i t  around on 

the bed in her room and swoon over  the male pin-ups. This act iv i ty a h t a p  

took place i n  a group or i n  pairs. Reading these magazines alone look al l  the 

fun out o f  it. She never read gir ls '  teen magazines. She describes them as 

t o e  dull. 

A f t e r  the interview was complete she introduced me t o  her friends 

from the dorm. W e  al l  had a good laugh over what they considered t o  be 8 

very "pop culture" research topic. 

Sabrina i s  22, Black and single. She i s  B graduate student who l ives i n  a 

graduate student dorm cn campus. From her questionnaire Sabringl reports 

that now she reads fashion, music/contemporary cu? ture and sports 
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magazines. She reads hsr magazines both alone and w i t h  frlends. Although 

she does not subscribe, she reads a l o t  o f  magazines during the week, either 

buying them from the newstand, borrowing from B friend or reading them in  

the dorm lobby. She reports that the advertisements most l ikely t o  keep her 
attention are thoso containing bright colors, attract ive models and becrutiful 

photography. 

enthusiasm and her quick sense of humor. 

Sabrina is very articulate and enthusiastic. Her responses ref lect her 

S.: No, but I thumb through i t  i n  the store. 

(I then explained to Sabrina that all the ads she was abut  to see had 
appeared in Rolling Stone over the past two years). 

V.: Have you seen this ad for  Obsession cologne? 

S.: Yes. 

. V,: D id  i t  catch your eye? 

S.: Oh, yeah. It did catch my eye. 

Q.: Why? What was the first thing that caught your eye? 

S.: It ’s got naked people, It‘s got naked men, geeze. 

V.: Did the coloring of  the ad catch your eye? 

s.: No. 

V.: What ebaut the naked women? 

S.: What about ‘em? They are just there. It would be klnd of crazy t o  
hew three naked men standing alone. They are just an added 
attraction. 
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V.: Do you l ike the pictures? 

S.: Yeah. Its [the photograph] gQt style. Tasteful art fs what 1 guess 
you would call it. 

V.: Is there any connection between ads l ike this and you buying their 
product? 

S.: NO. 

V.: Is  a l l  advertising that way for you? 

S.: Yeah. I've been in  situations where people talk about advertfsing, 
how i t  persuades, end 011 the things that i t  can do. I f ind myself being 
very careful. I'm not easily persuaded by an ad. I like t o  test things 
out for  myself. I usually take an ad just for what i t  is, something t o  
look at. I guess I know what t o  look for. When I look at an ad I really 
don't pag that much attention t o  what i t  i s  selling, who i s  in  the 
picture and what they are doing. 

V.: The f i r s t  l ime you saw this ad, did you hove any particular feelings 
about i t ?  

S.: I thought i t  was very creative. I wasn't shocked. I probably said, 
'Oh, that's really creative' and then looked up and said, 'oh, Calvin 
Klain.' I would expect something like that from them, That's thsir  
style. 

V.: Would th is Georges Marciano advertisement catch your attention? 

V.: What would be the f i r s t  thing that would catch your attention? 

S.: Probably the glasses the man i s  wearing. The black glasses and 
the fac t  that i t  i s  i n  black and white. That's unusual. I don't know too 
many magazines that use black and white. There's always some kind 
of color thrown i n  there. It [the black end white] adds t o  the mystery. 

V.: Bo you have any feelings about th is ad? 
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S.: It i s  a mysterious ad. Kind of gloomy. It makes you wonder what 
i s  going on. Whet i s  she doing? Why does he have on those dark 
glasses? Who i s  he? Why Is she standing over hlm l ike that? 

V.: De you have any feelings about the relationship o f  the people Jn the ad? 

S.: Ages, yes. I don't think thst I s  her fether. Maybe [she I s  his] 
gir l fr iend or mistress. It has that mistress a i r  about it. He i s  hiding 
his identity and doesn't want anyone t o  know. Nice ad. 

V.: Do you thlnk th ls kind of advertising I s  erotic? 

S.: I think i t  i s  supposed t o  be. That's the image they [the 
advertisers] want t o  formulate i n  your mind. It 's so obvious. What 
does she have on there? 

V.: Is i t  erotic for you? 

S.: That wasn't my in i t ia l  reaction. 

V.: Would th is second ad for Obsession cologne catch your eye? 

S.: No. 

V.: What sbout It would make you f l i p  passed I t ?  

S.: I t s  the coloring. It i s  awkward. The person Is upside down. It 
would take too  much energy t o  try and f l i p  the magazlne around. 
When you are fl ipping through magazines, you don't want t o  take the 
time. I want t o  look e t  i t  and be able t o  see what i s  going on quick. 

(I then showed Sabrina the "fashion lay-out" from Rolling Stone). 

V.: Would th is catch your attention and would you stop and read i t ?  

S.: it would catch my attention, but I don't think I would stop t o  read 
it. It would catch my attention because I would probably say 'what 
nerve! Gee! I ts  kind of  bold and unusual. 

V.: I f  you were flipping through the RollhgSto.~ would you be shocked t o  
see this? 
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S.: Yeah. Not all  magazines can run ads l ike th is and make it. Folhhy 
.!?tom? can do that. I don't think I would stop and read. 

Y.: Do you l ike these pictures? 

S.: Yeah. They are Q.K. I don't think the style i s  anything t o  wr i te  
home about. I think the old sex concept i s  kind o f . .  . basic. When 
ads t r y  t o  appeal t o  that sex side, t o  that animal sids, Jt i s  kind o f  
basic. It 1s the easiest thlng t o  appeal to. Advertisers think that i s  
the easiest way t o  get t o  someone. I guess I always try t o  resist. But 
I think they are clever. Very bold. 

V.: Are they erotic for you? 

S.: No. I have e problem equating 8 picture [w i th  eroticism]. . . I can't 
make the connection. When you are in high school someone sneaks a 
gi r ly  magazine o r  guy magazine [in] 8nd I never could understand [the 
attraction]. If you can't l i v e  it. . . I don't understand. No. I don't think 
that's erot ic  for me. 

V.: Do you think most men our age would look a t  these and f ind them erotic? 

S: Sure. 

' Q.: What do you think the difference is? 

S.: With these particular ads the emphasis i s  on the girl. The girl i s  
the focus of  whatever they [the advertisers] are selling. Whether i t  i s  
an image o r  clothing. I f ind that distasteful, so I wouldn't stop and 
gawk a t  it. I don't fee l  these ads are particularly trylng t o  appeal t o  
women. I guess I would have to regid the caption t o  see what they are 
selling. Look. she has d bra on here, and i n  this one her dress i s  up, 
of  course guys are going t o  f ind these eratic, where as B female [I'm] 
not going t o  be impressed. The a r t  work i s  pretty good, but as far ax 
what they are trging t o  sell, I'm not impressed. 

V.: Have you ever seen the Gesrges Msrcidno photo essays? 

5.: Not  i n  deteil, just b i ts  and pieces. 



V.: If you saw that f i r s t  page would i t  catch your attention? 

S.: It would catch my attention. I would not read on because there 
are no men i n  the ad. It i s  two women. There i s  not enough going on 
t o  warrant further investigation. You've got two women leerring on an 
oak tree. 

V.: Do you have any feelings about the way the women in  th is ad are 
positioned? 

S.: I thlnk there i s  a message there. Thefr hair 1s al l  frfzzled. I don't 
know whether i t  i s  from the wind o r  whether this picture is 
insinuating that they jus t  did somethtng or whether they are about t o  
do something. There i s  a slight sexual overtone there. What makes 
me say that I am not very sure. I think i t i s  this f i r s t  g i r l  [the one in 
the slip], maybe i t  i s  her expression or the way they are positioned, or 
her dress. Is that an underslip? They've got that stalklng a i r  about 
them like a cat after i t s  prey. 

V.: Does th is ad bother you in  any way? 

S.: Sure. ads l ike this, i n  my opinion, give females a bad rap, the old 
seduction concept. That ad i s  trying t o  seduce you to  do something. It 
i s  sexual, [but] I can't quite put my finger on it. It keeps coming t o  
mind, the way they are standing. That does bother me. Tea many 
advertisements use women in  that way. They are used to.. .they ore 
almost selling themselves Instgad of  what the product i s  supposed t o  
be. What i s  the product? 

V.: Why do you think Georges Marciano would spend so much money on these 
ads and not put there name on i t ?  

S.: I'm not sure. 1 think i t  i s  a clever ad. It i s  different. If their  
name i s  not on i t  they are gambling with recognition [of the logo]. 
Maybe they are just  testing i t  out. Maybe they are afraid of  B 
reaction. Maybe they just  want t o  be mysterious and different. 

V.: Do you have any feelings about the rest of the pictures i n  th is photo 
essay? 
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S,: Yeah. The f i r s t  ad wos naat and new, the rest become more trite 
as I turn the page. It i s  kinda l ike evfm though I think that the ad i s  
kind o f  sexual, i t  i s  kind of negative. I thlnk [the f i r s t  ad1 i s  neet, but 
I think the next a d . .  .one g i r l  i s  Jumbling with the other's shirt . .  .I'm 
sorry. . .And what i s  she doing? [referring t o  another ad1 Did he beat 
her? Is she crying? Is she laughing? There i s  such a thing es t oo  
much mystery. Whoever I s  looking at the ad, you (the advertisers] 
don't give them concrete facts. [They] just  allow them [the ads] t o  
manifest things i n  their  [the viewer's] minds. Sometimes they can 
mmifest  the wrong thing. By not using wards or not tel l ing us what 
they are  selling, they are jus t  leaving i t  open so people can think a l l  
kinds of  crazy tblngs. Why r lsk that? 

V.: Do you think th is kind of  advertising can be damaging? 

S.: Sure i t  can. It i s  not always a good idea t o  leave i t  up bo the 
consumer. Sometimes you [the advertisers] need t o  te l l  them [the 
consumer] what i t  i s  you are selling. I guess I could conclude that 
they are selling sex here. The ldeniml jacket i s  not highlfghted, i t  i s  
what they are doing t o  one another. Which i s  irrelevant i f  they are 
trying t o  sell clothes. These ads are so open-ended. [I 8Sk myself] 
'What are they selling? Why did they choose to do i t  l ike this? Why 
aren't there any words? Why i s  there so much mystery? Why the 
erotic overtones? and that theme just  continues throughout. 

V.: If you were looking a t  these w i th  ti boyfriend o r  any male friend and they 
said t o  you, 'these pictures are really hot!' How would you react? 

S.: You d i t m ,  of course you think these are hot. Probably because 
guys are not necessarily the focus. They are not going t o  stop and 
think about what the eds are saying. They ere thinking about what 
the ad i s  doing. What's going on i n  the ad. It i s  an immediate-type 
thing, not B long-term thing. I t s  not something they would ponder 
about. They are not p i n g  t a  bring ethics and morals into it. Guys 
just don't do that. Unless maybe the focus was shllted and men were 
the focus, then they would stop bo ponder. 

V.: But men ra re ly  are the focus of these kinds of  ads. 

S.: No, they never are, and therefore, they are not going to  stop and 
ask the same questions I would  ask. 8ecauSe you are looking at i t  
f rom two different viewpoints. 
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(Sabrina was then shown the ads o f  the older man dancing wi th  the younger 
g1 rl 

V.: Is there anything about these ads that catches your attention? 

S.: Wel l ,  i t s  obvious that his clothes have changed and hers haven't. 
This on0 looks l ike the old father-daughter situation. But i n  th is one 
all kinds of thlngs come t o  mind. She looks kind of  young t o  be wi th  
him. She looks enthralled, almost i n  awe. 

V.: But not tn a sexual way? 

S.: NO. Not In a sexual way. I would probably wonder about the age 
[difference] and go on. 

(Sabrina i s  them shown the final Georges Marciano photo essay). 

V.: Could you talk through the story as you see lt? 

S.: . . .There he i s  again w i th  another one o f  his ladies. He i s  i n  awe o f  
her, l ike [she] i s  [his] creation. He's got that 'she belongs t o  me' look 
on his face. And there i s  always something i n  the story you don't 
understand. This i s  that part. It i s  almost as 16 he i s  the pimp and 
this i s  his stable. 

V.: How do you feel 8 b ~ t  the woman who i s  kneeling? 

S.: It i s  pretty o d d . .  . I guess they are giving him their respect or 
humbling themselves t o  him. They could have more clothes on t o  do 
that. I mean, e jean jacket end und€?rWe8r? Is  that what he requires 
of  them? 1s that what the master wants? Here he i s  again w i th  his 
" 1  gir l .  This must bo his favorite. i t s  just  him and two more of his 
horses i n  his stable. These are so mysterious and open-ended. Don't 
warp my mind w l th  these petty llttle scenarios. 

Sub-set *3: Rosie 

I interviewed Rosie i n  her apartment one evening in  early May 1986. I 

had never met her before. She i s  B good friend o f  a friend o f  mine.' Although 

I had heard a l o t  about her, 1 didn't know quite what t o  expect from her 



When I arrived Rosie had just  gotten of f  the phone. The cal l  had disturbed 

her. I explained that I was sorry she was upset and that the interview 

would probably be quite "light." Her reply t o  me WBS, "Oh, no. This 'is going 

t o  be deep!'' Rosie put on a pot o f  coffee for us,. and as she f i l l ed  out her 

questionneire, I set up the recording equipment. She explained t o  me thut 

my questionnaire answer choices did not incltide enough categories such as 

one for Christian magazines and one far certif icates earned af ter  high 

school. She was sat t o  challenge me, not in a malicious way, but i n  an 
intellectual one. 

Before I asked her about the images i had brought along, I asked her 

about her magazine reading habits. Rosie's earliest recollections o f  

magazine reading go back t o  reading H'g,W~ghis i n  the doctor's office. She 

said her parents didn't subscribe t o  any magazines. In her teen years she 

read girls' teen magazines l ike Siw,??&wfl She feels her personal sty18 was 

greatly shaped by girls' fashion and beauty magazines back then. She 

remembers spending her f i r s t  paycheck on clothes that looked fami l iar  from 

the ads i n  these magazines. 

Rosie i s  38 years old, White, divorced and the mother o f  a 15 year old 

daughter. She i s  a receptionist and i s  very involved w i th  Christianity and 

bible studies. On her questionnaire Rosie reports that her favorite kinds o f  

magazines are fashion, Christian, interior decorating and science . She 

generally reads magazines alone but often discusses art icles w i t h  friends. 

Advertis8merrls hold her attention i f  they contain bright colors, attractive 

models, beautiful photography, clever phrasing, sex, romance, and the 

product i tsel f .  



Rosie has very definite opinions ebout magazines end edvertislng. 

Much o f  her observation i s  B reflection of her religious convictions, but 

more importantly, her ObSerV8tions ere based on years of fascination w i th  

human beings as social creatures. 

V.: Do you consider yourself a person who pays 8 l o t  o f  attention t o  
edvertisf ng? 

R.: Yes, for other reasons than t o  buy something. I l ike t o  look a t  
them t o  see what they are saying t o  people. They no! only sell their 
product, but what are they selling along w i t h  that protkct? That's 
what gets my attenton, and the words they use. 

V.: Bo you think advertisements have an impact on how gir ls  end women 
think and act? 

R.: I think they very much effect our minds. Extremely. I know they 
have. So, I'm very careful obout what magazines I look a t  now. Yes, I 
do think they mould us into bscoming what a perticular ad wents us 
t o  become. I do believe they affect people. 

! 

V.: Do you think i t  i s  because we see so many of  them everyday? 

R.: Yes, the wau the press seems t o  be l n  the last several years. I can 
remember looking at magazines, [and] i f  there was a picture of  Farah 
Fawcett on one magazine there was e picture of Farah Fawcett on 
every magazine. The rnegazines run it into the ground. When they 
run advertisements i t  i s  constantly h i t t ing you in different places, so 
i t  does have an impact on your mind. To me, sometimes I think i t  I s  a 
kind of  brainwashing. 

V.: Have you seen this ad for Obsession cologne? 

R.: Yes, I have. It would m tch  my attention because I OM t o t a l l y  
repulsed by it. The reerson I am repulsed by it is, number 1, i think i t  
ithe ad1 i s  i n  8 l o t  of magazines i t  does cause people t o  be obsessed. 
If I see an ad like this I will not buy the product because I do not l ike 
how i t  I s  being presented, Obsession is a sjcltness and I do not want 
t o  be obsessed. The second thing is, I just  do not appreciate how they 
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have the nude bodies everywhere. Our bodies are beautiful o r  God 
wouldn't have made them that way.. . I have much more respect for 
my body than the people i n  these advertisements. I won't buy 

V.: Would you buy the products 

R.: I f  I l ike the ed and i t  
would probably buy it. 

something i f  the ad i s  bad. 

n ads you do like? 

s presented in a real y nice way then t 

V.: So, there i s  a strong connection between ad:tertdsing and consurnlng for 
you? 

R.: Yes. 

V.: Would the coloring in  this ad catch your attention? 

R.: The coloring doesn't r ea l l y  do anything for me, so t o  see i t  l ike 
t ha t . .  . If I saw something Vic tor fan i n  thelt color or something 
vintage where that co lor  would be perfect. But this color and the way 
they have advertised it, I would not buy Obsession. In fact, I probably 
wouldn't buy Calvin Klein, so i t  might eoJ!snd to  the entire brand. 

V.: A re  you fami l iar  w i th  the Georges Marciano ads fo r  Guess jeans? 

R.: YES. 

V.: Would this ad catch your attention? 

I?.: It would In  that i t  i s  blclck and white. The! i s  interesting. And 
then there i s  the bright red  lettering. I don't care for  i t  so much. I 
would probably f l i p  through the magazine and i t  probably would not 
catch my eye the way the Obsession one did. In a way I'm a l i t t l e  
offended by this one because o f  the way she i s  posed and his look on 
his face. 

V.: Do you think you would connect th is advertisement w i th  the Guess logo 
when you go into 8 store? 

R.: I haven't r e a l l y  looked e t  magazines lately, so I haven't been 
bombarded and I wouldn't remember, but i f  I were looking through 



12 1 
magazines constantly, yes I would remember Guess jeans and these 
particular ads. 

V.: Would you stop and look a t  this second Obsession ad? 

R.: Yes. i t  would catch my eye. The reason i t  catches my eye i s  
because i t  looks l ike there i s  another body r ight  hare. Is that true? I 
just  think i t  fs sad that they would have t o  resort t o  th is kind o f  
thing for advertlsing. Beceruse i t  is not family-oriented and it i s  
pornographic. It i s  pornography subtly done and i t  appalls me. It Is 
sexually erotic and I think i t  i s  sad. L i t t l e  klds and teenagers w l l l  
see this ad. They [the general public1 w i l l  wonder what they are going 
t o  do wi th  teen pregnancies, [and] the AIDS problem, but they come 
up w i th  these kinds of ads. 

(Rosie was then shown the "fashion lay-out" for Rolling Stone). 

R.: Yes, this one very much offends me, the reason being, most people 
who are gofng t o  be reading th is are going t o  be teenagers. Especially 
i n  Rol!~#gStmel and Its formulating an ides in people's minds that i t  
i s  okay t o  be sexually act ive even though there i s  Q problem w i th  the 
AIDS epidemic and nm-als and everything. This one offends me 
because of the f a c t  that my deughter i s  15 112 and I know she i s  
going to be 1r;oking a t  this. i t s  going t o  be like, 'oh, i t  i s  no big deal, 
Mom, he's taking her top off, so what.' I feel  l i ke  they have really 
gone too far  with their advertisements. 

V.: Would you read on? 

R.: Myself, f would never pick up en issue of  RoI?h?g5'tmy, but I 
might v iew i t  just  t o  see what they are showing today. 

V.: I f  you saw th is in another magazine, would you go on and look a t  the 
other three pictures? 

R.: Again, I would probably look for the f a c t  of what they Bre puttfng 
in people's minds. Just SQ I know what I am up against when 1 have 
t o  explain things t o  my daughter; that this i s  not the way l i f e  should 
be. . . This isn't even a subliminal message. They [the t w a i n  the 
picture] are cornlng r ight out and fondling each other.. . I am shocked 
they have this i n  a magstine and thag arb allowed t o  pr int  i t  and it 1s 
al lowed t o  be sold t o  teenagers. Because t z  me, i t  looks l ike i t  should 
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be i n  Fl&ybo,. Instead of P18ybo&, now kids can go out end buy 
RWj#gStom? and get very sexually stimulated visually. If you are 
used t o  seeing it, i t  really doesn't affect you too much. If you are not 
spir i tual ly awakened i t  does not affect you too  much. If you become 
spir i tual ly awakened then i t  i s  appalling. 

(I then showed Rosie the Georges Mericano ad o f  the two women i n  the bar). 

R.: It nauseates me because the women look l ike they are very drunk 
and they have been partying, and her legs are spread, end.. . she has 
bedroomy eyes.. . The Guess jeans [approach] i s  very erotic, but i t  i s  
not tdght for advertising; for kids and for famflies. It i s  not 
conducive for good family living. 

V.: Do you think Georges Marciano are actively promoting anything other 
than their product? 

R.: I think they are promoting alcoholism in  this picture. I look at 
these women and I feel sorry that they have t o  do that t o  make a 
livtng. That they would lower themselves. This gl r l  is a real mess. 
§he looks like she has thrown up d couple o f  times and kept on 
drinking. D don't buy Guess clothes either. 

V.: i f  you saw th is  f i r s t  picture i n  Georges M8rciano's photo essay, would 
yoti go on and look a t  the rest of  She pictures? 

R.: Every once i n  a while I w i l l  pick up a [popular] magazine t o  see 
what they are showing. No. I don't l ike th is ad. In fact, I used t o  read 
FPt? but I quit because the advertising i s  rea l l y  strange, way-out, 
very erotic. 

(About the the photo essay beginning w i t h  the two women backed up against 
the tree): 

R.: She looks l ike she has just  crawled out of  a f ie ld there. This ad 
does not look as bad as the one we just saw I n  fo!,O#g,cIone [the 
fashion lay-out]. But i am s t i l l  offended by the way they [these 
pictures] t reat  women. I don't l i ke  this one est all, i t  i s  l i ke  promoting 
lesbianism. And i n  this one i t  looks as though she i s  crying o r  hurt or 
something. It almost looks as though they are tell ing a story or two. 
These three people and sex between a l l  o f  them. That's exactly what I 
see. 



. . . When you t ry  t o  rafse your children t o  be decent h u n ~ ~  beings 
and then the records and the advertisements and the T.V. programs 
are a l l  so contrary t o  what you belleve and how you want t o  mise 
your children, you fee l  l i ke  you are bombarded and your lost . .  . It i s  
really a struggle to  stay ewoy from this stuff.  It i s  addicting, very 
powerful. 

V.: Is there anything else you want t o  talk ebaut, about advertising? 

R.: I I lke I t  when It up l l f ts  your splr l t  rather than when they are too 
sexy or too erotlc. I'm not B prude. I view people dif ferently than the 
way I used to. People are special. I think they have gone way 
overboard in  doing whatever they want In front of  children. There 
needs t o  be some kind o f  control, some sort o f  censorship, and people 
who say this kind of thing i s  art, i t  i s  not art. It i s  pornography. It i s  
very emotional for me t o  see these kinds of ads. Because i t  just  tears 
down the family. i believe it i s  a form of brainwashing, especially 
fo r  klds who don't have much of  a famfly l l fe  anyway. 

Substit *4: Linda 8nd Nancy 

I interviewed Linda and Nancy s t  Linda's home in May of  1988. When I 

arrived ere Linda's house I found a note saying that she and Nancy hed gone 

for pizza, and would be r ight  back. They soon arrived, tot ing pizza and 

Cokes. Linda and Nancy had had B di f f icu l t  day a t  work and were both more 

than ready t o  hove CI party. In fact, the three of us talked, ate pizza and 

plglyed wi th  the dog for a t  least an hour before the interviews began. 

During the interviews i t  was di f f icu l t  t o  keep them on the subject 

because they were both i n  a very giggly mood. Somehow i n  the midst of a l l  

the enjoyment, Nancy's individual interview did not record. However, the 

portion of the joint interview about magazine reading habits did record. The 

following are excerpts from that portion of  the evening: 
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V.: A t  about what age did you begin reading magazines for pleasure? 

N.: It was before I was i n  school, probably around 4 or 5. I started by 
looking a t  my brother's magszines. 

V.: What kinds of magazines did he get? 

N.: He got boy's l i f e  magazines and I was always very interested i n  
tho calor section i n  the middle. I would sneak i n  his room and r m d  
the color section. 

V.: What kind of  rnagatfnes did ~ o u  read in  &pur teenage years? 

N.: The ones i n  the library on the back shelves. 

V.: Which were? 

N.: The ones with tf ie most crinkled covers. Nat 
big because i t  had naked people i n  it. 

ona Geographic was 

L.: You betcha. Those, were one of  things we used t o  read. and   om^ 
8nd&?rdefls because I always l iked gardens and flowers and things 
l ike that. 

Nancy 

Nancy i s  40, single, White, and is the director of communications i n  a 

marketing f i rm. She reports from her questionnaire that her favorite types 
of  magazines now are music/contemporary culture, ora, end news. She 

generally reads magazines alone. She lets her magazines pi le up until she 

feels guilty, then she will s i t  down end go through them all i n  one night. 

She looks at magazines almost anywhere. Advertisements catch her 

attention i f  they contain bright colors snd clever phrasing. 



Linda 

Linda i s  37, single, andWhite. She i s  a part- time university student 

8s well 8s a full-time executive secretary t o  the president of a corporation, 

and the president of a hot tub rental business. From her questionnaire, Linda 

reports that her favorite magazines are fashion, women's magazines, 

technical magazinss and trade magazines. Advertisements that catch her 

attention are those w i t h  beautiful photography and clever phrasing. 

Linda i s  8 very confident woman who l ikes t o  elaborate on her 

answers, generally relating them t o  her personal feelings about herself and 

her l i fe .  

V.: Would this ad for Obsession cologne grab your attention? 

L.: Yes. 

V.: What about i t  would grab your attention? 

L.: The fact that they have no clothes on. 

V.: Does the coloring o f  the ad catch your attention? 

L.: No. I t 's n o t  me. I t h i n k  i t  i s  done for sensationallsm and I would 
remember the ad Because i t  i s  unique, but I would not remember who 
i t  i s  for. Beceuse no one i s  going to look e t  anything else [but the 
bodies]. They're going t o  look e t  th is because i t  i s  e shock item, and 
they w i l l  go on t o  something else once they have looked a t  this. They 
won't remember i t  i s  Calvin Klein. I may look a t  the picture and say, 
'geeze, thsy are really getting into different ads,' and 1'11 go on. 

V.: Do you think th is ad by Georges Marciano would catch your attention? 

L.: I'd look a t  it. I don't thirik i would know i t  i s  an ad. 

V.: Would the black a n d  white picture stand out for you? 
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L.: No. the red would catch my attention r ight away. Then I would 
look a t  the picture and then go on. A l l  i t  looks l ike i s  a greasy old 
man t o  me. I don't know what they are selling. You said It was for 
jeans? 

Looking a t  it, he looks sort of mefla end she looks l ike  e cel l  girl. 

V.: Do you think you would stop long enough t o  think that out? 

L.: That is what h i t  me immediately. Then 1 would go away. It 
wouldn't sel l  me anything, I know that. 

V.: What do you think of th is second ad for  Obsession? Would you spend any 
time w i th  this ad? 

b.: Yes, because it i s  sort o f  neat i n  the way i t  i s  done. Because of a l l  
the different angles and things i t  would catch my attention because I 
would be t y i n g  t o  figure out what it is. I can't see. 

V.: Is th is ad erotic for you? 

No. I l ike lines l ike this. That i s  interesting. Other than that, I guess 
I would just  think i t  i s  jus t  some more sensationalism. I Brl: a firm 
believer that i f  you wear this, i t  doesn't mean you are going t o  feel  
l ike i t  a t  a l l .  1 just  think they are doing i t t o  catch your eye. Host of  
the time, you don't even know what they are selling. They problsbly 
do more bu scenting i t than anything else. 

V.: This i s  a "fashion lay-out" theit ran i n  RoMflgStofle i n  the Fall of 1587 
What do you think of  i t ?  

L.: I wouldn't stop and read it, but I would probably go on t o  the 
other pages. 

V.: What do you think of these pictures? 

L.: I just don't think they were done i n  good taste. I don't know what 
they are selling. They are getting B little cheap and sleazy. 

V.: Do you l i ke  these photos? 
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L.: Me? No. I just. think people need t o  be creative. I don't think that 
i s  creative. If that i s  what you have t o  do t o  catch someone's 
attention, you are not creative. That wlll catch anyone's attention. 

V.: This i s  a Georges Marciano photo essay. If you saw this ffrst pfcture, 
would you go on t o  look ett the rest? 

L.: Yes. Because of t h k  [tho model's hair end the landscape behind 
her]. I wouldn't look at the clothes, that wouldn't interest me a bit .  I 
wouldn't consider buying it, I wouldn't even go look a t  things l ike that. 

V.: Do you have any feelings about the women i n  th is ad? 

L.: They always look l i k e  they do not have the upper hand. They are 
elways sort of  l ike scared l i t t le puppies or something l ike that. 

V.: How do you feel about that? 

L.: Oh, I don't l l k e  I t  very well. Business Is business and they do what 
sells. They couldn't care less what anyone else thinks about it, just 
as long as i t  sells. 

V.: What do you think about the rest of  the photos? 

L.: That may be appealing t o  some people, but I wouldn't buy it. 
That looks like she just  got beat up or raped o r  something. And I 
would definitelg ga r ight  passed i t  because t o  me i t  looks l ike 3 
picture of violence of some type. 

V.: Do you think you spend that much t ime an it? 

L.: I would stop, because i don't know what i t i s  for. I probably 
would stop t o  see i f  there was B gangster story o r  something. 

V.: These pictures are not e ro t l c  far you. 

V.: I want t o  show these two ads [of  the alder man dsncing w i t h  the younger 
girl]. Do you hsve ani1 particular feelings about these ads? 
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L.: No. None of  these ads do anything for me. This kind of  thing does 
nothing for me. I probably wouldn't spend more than a second on 
them. 

V.: What do you think of th is second Georges Marciano photo essay? 

L.: There's that old man egain. I just  think o f  some old guy w i t h  a l o t  
o f  money and a cal l  girl. It looks so sleazy. It i s  not classy, i t i s  sort 
o f  low-end. 

V.: Would you conslder the Obsesslon ads t o  be classy? 

L.: Wel l ,  i f  you had t o  compare the two, and one had t o  be classy and 
one net, the Obsession ads would be classier. But, the ones I notice 
have clean-cut guys and w m e n  who are i n  evening wear. This one 
lurks, and that the others stand out in  the open. This guy just  looks 
sleazy no matter what. 

This one looks like i t  Is 8 slave trade or sornethlng, Normally these 
kfnds of  things offend me, so I won't even give them a glance. Let 
them spend their mil l ions o f  dollars 8nd I won't give them the time. 
Getting upset about i t  dogs nothing, but passing i t  over and not giving 
them any of  my money the less they w i l l  make and perhaps the less 
we will have t o  see this. 

Subset "5: Elizabeth and Laura 

I interviewed Elizabeth and her daughter Laura i n  June of  1988 at 

Elizabeth's townhouse on the out-skirts of the city. I have known Elizabeth 

f o r  two years and had met Laura on several sociai occasions. We discussed 

work, 1-eIsure activi t ies and the state cf area retai l  stores before actually 

getting down t o  the business of the interviews. We had iced t e a  before the 

interviews and cake ani, coffee during the interviews. The atmosphere was 

very relaxed and friendly. 

I interviewed t>sm together regarding their magazine reading habits. 

Elizabeth recalls reading Phoin/rlsy around the age of  10 o r  1 1. She was 

particularly interested i n  the movie star  pictures. She would cut them out 
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and keep a screpboGk on them. She used to  lock a t  these magazines w i th  

friends who would come over t o  visi t .  She recalls swapping cut-out 

pictures from different magazines w i th  her friends. Laura recalls looking 

at catalogues and cutting out pictures of beautiful women i n  beautiful 

clothes. 

When she was i n  her teens, Laura looked at both girls' teen magazines 

and teen rack magazines. She remembers reading Sevtwte8~1, Tlig8rBtwf and 

P c i  She was interested in  the Rock stars and the Rock and Roll scene. Laura 

recalls reading w i t h  her sister and w i th  her female cousins, swapping 

magazines and cutting out pictures. In her late teens Laura switched her 

attention t o  glamour/fashion magazines. She feels that these magazines 

don't speak t o  her now, though, because she needs practical clothes and 

make-up ideas for her l ifestgle. 

Elizabeth, Laura and myself had 8 conversation about 'erotic' 

advertisements that preceded the individual interviews. The following 81-8 

excerpts: 

L.: When i t  was just  P'&jhffg those [the rwdelsl were j u s t  fantasy- 
type people. They weren't the type of person you would meet on the 
street everyday. They were Miss June or Miss December and there 
was only one of  them. These people [the models in  popuiar 
magazines] are Portrwir lg everyday people. . . They are supposed t o  
represont the average reertager today who wears Guess jeans or 
whatever. It 's not 'Suty, Bunny of the Month,' i t  i s  Suzy your 
daughter. 

E.: I! 1s what all American girls should be wearing, and I f  you aren't 
wearing it you should be worried about it .  

L.: [Girls w i l l  say t o  their mothers] 'Mom, this Is what the gir ls  are 
wearing to school now, th is i s  how we ere supposed t o  look and th is 
i s  how we are supposed t o  act, l ike this ad. 



E.: I think it puts pressure on these kids. If i t  i s  so readily evailable 
for kids t o  look at, 8 bunch of g i r ls  get together and they think this i s  
the way they should be acting, and i t  just  puts pressure on them. 

L.: They think they have t o  be sexy. 

E l i  zebeth 

Elizabeth i s  53 years old, White, divorced, and i s  the mother o f  3 

adult children eges 22,27, end 28. She i s  an administrative secretary. 

From her questionnaire Elizabeth reports that her favor i te  kinds of 

magazines are  fashion, food, and womeii's magazines. She reads magazines 

alone, but sometimes discusses art icles i n  the magazines w i th  her children, 

friends and co-workers. Advertisements that most l ikely catch her- 

attention i f  they contain beautiful photography, clever phrasing, and the 

product being advertised. 

Elizabeth i s  a very warm and sensitive person and at the same time 

outspoken and confident i n  her own opinions. She reacts t o  images quickly, 

' but is often thoughtful i n  her explanations. 

V.: Have you seen th is ad for Obsession cologne? 

V.: Would i t  catch your eye i f  you were thumbing through th is magazine? 

E.: Yeah, i t  will catch my eye beceuse everybody i s  naked, I don't 
think you need naked bodies t o  sell cologne. 

V.: If you were thumbing through your son's RoLW?gStofle and you saw this 
ad, how would you feel about i t? 

E.: 1 would be shocked. I certainly would. 
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V.: Does the coloring o r  composition catch your eye? 

E.: NQ, It [the c o l o r i ~ g l  Is rather subdued. It i s  the naked bodies thet 
rea l l y  caught my eye and I think It I s  disgustfng. 

V.: What do you think o f  this ad far  Georges Marciano? Would the black and 
white cetch your attention? 

E.: It's the red. Probably the r6d lettering [that would have caught 
my attention] and then I would have taken 8 look a t  this. I wouldn't 
have spent any tlme on it. . . It 's kind of an erot ic  pose, but everyone 
has thelr clothes on. 

V.: This i s  another Obsession ad. Now, I've seen this one i n  department 
stores in  the cologne section. 

E.: You are kidding! With the naked [bodies]? Good God. I really 
think i t  i s  bad. It is i n  bad taste. I think they are trying t o  shock 
people into buying Obsession. It I s  the old shock treatment.. 

V.: If you walked into Lazarus [a local department store] t o  buy cologne and 
you saw this behind the counter, would i t  keep you from buying i t? 

E.: I would not buy i t  i f  they have t o  resort t o  that. I would be more 
drawn t o  buy something that has a displad behind i t  o f  beautiful 
f lowers and SO OR, but Rot this. 

V.: This i s  the "fashion lay-out" that I told you ran in  R',V?flgC4'mfl i n  the 
F a l l  o f  1987. Could you just f l i p  through i t  and give me your irrrpressions? 

E.: What 8re they advertising? The clothes? I'd expect t o  see this i n  
FAtgboy or  HiistIt?c or one of  those magazines. I wouldn't expect i t i n  
a magazine that has a Plymouth gldvertisement on the next page. 1 
wouldn't expect t o  see that in an everyday magazine, 

V.: Would you f l i p  back t o  the  front page and read what I t  Is for? 

E.: Ne, 

V: Do you think they are erot ic  pictures? 
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E.: Yeah, end I think they are cheapening sex, end ! hapaen t o  think 
that sex i s  8 pretty ter r i f ic  thing. I object t o  pictures that make i t  
cheap. 

V.: Do you have any feellngs about the two people In  the ad? 

E.: They are too young t o  be posing for stuff l ike this. They ere being 
exploited. Maybe I'm too old.. . maybe yoiinger people look e t  th is 
and they don't think i t s  8s bad BS I would think. For someone my age, 
I jus t  think i t  i s  young people being exploited. 

V.: Do you think the vlewers.are being exploited as well? 

E.: Right. 

V.: Would you feel any different shout your daughter hoking a t  these as 
opposed t o  your son? 

E.: I'd feel the s8me for both. There i s  no distinctlcn. I think young 
men 8s well as young womcn need t o  have some values and I really 
don't think that a l l  th is exploitation o f  young bodies i s  heelthy. ! 
think sex i s  very healthy, but not the way i t  i s  presented i n  rnagazh-tes 
l i k e  this. 

V.: What do you think of  th is Gooryes Marciano photo essay [beginning w i th  
the women backed up against the tree]? 

E.: I think c, .at  i s  ugly. Absolutely ugly. It Ioaks ldke they are 
mentally deranged. And they [the advertisers] 8re making them look 
l ike animals. I think i t  i s  awful. 

So, th is  i s  promoting lesbianism? The gir ls  are just  ugly. They look 
l ike they are mentally disturbed. 
You could read almost anything into that [Woman crying]. It looks 13s 
though she has just  been raped. They are slck. Very degradfng. 

€llh%WR t.&rnbs throqh the serY.es CIIcpiCtIKRs 

Q.: Why do you think Georges Marcisno would go t o  th is much expense and 
not even put the name of the products o r  the brands on the pictures? 

E.: I don't know. There are some s k k o  people doing this [putting 
together advertising]. They ere projecting their sick psyche on the 
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general public. They are rea l  off-the-wall, the people that are doing 
that. I don't think he [the advertiser] l ikes women. 

V.: What would you say t o  your son i f  he said he thought these ads were 
"hat"? 

E.: No. 1 don't think so. I think they are sfck. I don't think they look 
hot. Now, that other one [the fashion lay-out pictures] looked hot. 
This i s  sick. Here, she looks l ike she has been abused. That's not hot. 
Hot, t o  me i s  sultry and provocative. 

V.: Do you have any feelings about these two ads [of the young g i r l  dancing 
w i t h  the older man]? 

E.: This looks l ike nn old guy who i s  taking advantage of a young girl. 
She could be a young hooker. It i s  not healthy 1oGklng. 

V.: So i t  stikes you as a sexual relationship? 

E.: Yeah. 

(Elizabeth i s  then shown the picture o f  the two women i n  the bar). 
V.: What. do you think o f  th is ad? 

E.: I t 's cheap-looking. She looks l ike she i s  on drugs. 

V.: Do gou think Uoung gir ls  looking a t  these ads thfnk they need the whole 
image t o  look r ight i n  these clothes? 

E.: Sure. This kind o f  advertising can be demeging. It [the picture] 
shows this g i r l  guzzling her booze. What'j w i th  a l l  thfs stringy hair? 
Is that supposed t o  be sexy? It looks as i f  they need t o  have their 
heads shampooed. To me i t  looks dirty. 

V.: This i s  a ffnal photo essay from Georges Marcfesro. I would l ike you t o  
look through It end just  comment on what you think. 

E.: There's an old guy ogleing a young body. Disgusting. It i s  hot- 
looking. She's e l l  boozed up and ready for whatever he i s  going t o  
suggest. The older guy is tel l ing the young gir ls  'you w e  going t o  do i t  
my way, or else.' 
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V.: What kind o f  a message do you think these pictures send out t o  women in  
general? 

E.: That you have t o  throw yourself at the guys, pull your blouse 
down over  your shoulder, cheapen yourself and maybe you'll make it. 
Disgusting. 

It used t o  be that that kind of  advertislng wes prevalent In Europgan 
magazines. A l o t  o f  their advertising was like that. Now i t  i s  here. 
It i s  e European influence. Here, i t  i s  going t o  shock the American 
publlc and that i s  what they [the advertisers] are hoping for. 

Laura 

Laura i s  28 years old, White, single, and i s  a toning inspector for the 

city. Laura enjoys magazine reading as a lelsure ac t i v i t y  and reports that 

her f avor l  t e  magsti nes are fashion# conternpot-erg culture, home end crafts, 

food and women's magazines. She reads magazines alone, often sharing 

tnteresting clips w i th  family, friends or her boyfriend. Lauro subscribes t o  

magazines, buys them from the news stand, and borrows them from her 

rnoth@t". Advertlsements hold her attentlon i f  theu contain bright colors, 

beautiful photography, c lever  phrasfng, and show off the product. 

Laura i s  8 very confident, warm and talk8tiVe woman. She makes up 

her mind about images quickly, but then tends t o  alaborste a t  length about 

her reply. Within her elaboratlons she tends t o  unfold interesting insights 

about what i t  must be l ike  t o  be B young g i r l  i n  America today. 

V.: You said you have seen these ads for Obsession cologne. What did you 
think of  this ad when you f i r s t  saw i t ?  

L.: I was shocked. 

V.: Where d id  you f i r s t  see this ad? 
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L.: It was i n  this magazine [Ro,VihycSiom?]. 1 thought, wow, they're 
really doing new stuf f  w i t h  ads now. But, I thought t o  myself, i f  i t  i s  
going t o  be i n  any of the magazines i t  i s  going t o  be i n  one l ike  this 
that I fee l  o lder people do not read. Young people read this and i t  i s  
not going t o  bother them. A l o t  of  the things said end shown in  this 
magezine are rea l  direct. They use a 1st o f  slang m d  refer t o  terms 
that young people understand. It i s  a certain group that understands 
th is magazine. The readers a r ~  probably e l o t  more relaxed. 

I was shocked, but not Shocked that i t was i n  this magazine. 

V.: What was the first thing your eye zoomed i n  on when you f i rst saw this 
ad? 

L.: A t  f i r s t  I thought 'I can't be looking a t  this [right]. This can't be 
naked men's bodies.' A f t e r  you look a t  i t  for B while you think, are 
they really showing the fronts of  these people? They are so close t o  
doing that. And then you say, 'I guess i t  i s  not so bad because i t  i s  
jus t  the backs. Had they shown the fronts, I would have thought that 
was offensive. 

V.: What about the coloring o f  th is ad? 

L.: I 've never understood why they us6 such smcrkey-lense type 
pictures. They are all either black and white and blurred or 8 t int, 
l i ke  you would see i f  you were looking through 8 pair o f  sunglasses. 
Maybe by not using a l l  the colors they are not emphasizing one 
person, they are going for a general mood. 

V.: Does the coloring stick out for you personally? 

L.: Yeah, because they are the only ones out r ignt now that are doing 
it. So, you kind of get to  recognize that i n  their ads. 

V.: Would this f i r s t  Georges Marciano ad catch your attention? 

L.: Not rea l l y .  I have gotten kind of  accustomed to  the ads. They 
always have a rea l  pretty g i r l  w i t h  a rea l  natural kind of  hair and rea l  
natural fece, I t 's not l ike  she i s  a l l  done up t o  go out. A l o t  of  them 
do look alike. What would catch your attention on th is one i s  this old 
man. What i s  this old man doing here? He looks l ike  the Godfather. 
Is th is supposed t o  be her sugar daddy? That i s  kind of  gross. Had 
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they put 0 younger, good-looking man In there, thls would just  be l ike 
a casual afternoon [scene]. 
They are trying + o  get you to think. I t 's  mysterious. 
I certainly wouldn't waste 6 l o t  o f  t ime figuring i t  out. 

V.: Have you seen th is Obsession ad? 

L.: Yeah. This one I think wes one of the f i r s t  ones. Wasn't the f i r s t  
one 8 guy and 8 couple of  girls? You really had t o  study to  see what 
was there. This looks like., . maybe three bodies? And it looks l ike 
they are a l l  women. This one doesn't make a whole l o t  of sense. 1 
just  don't understand what they are trying t o  ge l  across there. 

V.: It doesn't bother you. 

L.: No, i t  doesn't bother me, i t ' s  kind o f  gross I think. I would 
probably f l i p  by it. 

V.: I f th is display were hung over the cologne counter when you went i n  t o  
buy cologne, would the display keep you from buying i t ?  

L.: D d o e s  offend me i n  a way. I f  I wanted that cologne, I wouldn't 
relate myself t o  the people i n  the ads. Is i t  supposed t o  be ff fast- 
paced l i festy le? Are the people supposed t o  be really fast? They are 
trying t o  give the impression that skiri and good times go together. I 
wouldn't buy the perfl;me for the reason that I thought I was 6 very 
sexy person or something. When I think of myself wearing clothing or 
perfume, and hGW I'm going Po look and smell when I go somewhere, I 
think of  myself more 8s 8 professional person. I would f i r s t  think 
about how I would l ike t o  look around people f want t o  impress. 

V.: Do you wish cologne ads, then, would emphasize other things cnbout 8 
women besides sexiness? 

L.: Yeah, because there i s  not that much time t o  be sexy. If you are o 
working person and lead a real ist ic life, I don't have a lot  of  time t o  
be sexy. If I em going to  be sexy, I am going t o  be sexy in private. In 
that situat'on what I am wearing end my perfume i s  not going t o  
make me m y  sexier. The sexiness i s  i n  me. I guess when I was 
younger and I was going out, knowing that there was going t'o be a l o t  
o f  single guys there,. . . Now ! am dating someone that I am really 
serious with. I just  don't think any o f  th is matters once you get t o  
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know somebody and you really care for that person. I think mor@ 
people are thinking about going t o  work the next day than going out 
and smelling sexy tommorow nlght. 
So, I think they w e  catering t o  8 group that doesn't have B l o t  o f  
cares or responsibilities yet. 

V.: So, do you think that i f  young, single gir ls  &re looking at th is  stuf f  over 
and over, that i t  can have an effect on their behavior? 

L.: 1 think that these kjnds of things that you see in megazines and on 
T.V., as far as clothing [go], d lc ta le t o  people what i s  fashlonable. 
They create the trends. You can put anythlng In front of them Iyoung 
girls], but i f  you see i t  enough, or  just  the right person wears i t . .  . 
.Those people i n  school who are not only popular but who 3re trend 
setters, will put th is s tu f f  into action and pretty soon everyone else 
who wants t o  be popular [will weer i t  too]. 
RoIlL737 $tom?is really hot for  these folks because o f  the Rock music. 
This magazine has the music, th is i s  what you are supposed t o  be 
dressed like, this Is what you are supposed t o  smell like; i t  definitely 
works. 

V.: What did you think o f  this "fashion lay-out" i n  Ro!.Ohy,s(o..e when you 
f i r s t  saw i t ?  

L.: The f i r s t  thing I noticed w8s the guy because he 'looks l i ke  Tom 
Cruise. I noticed th is g i r l  because, f i r s t  o f  all, she looked kind of  l ike 
a l i t t le Puerto RiC8f1 girl from the South side. It would have been 
better i f  they had used B more clean-cut American-looking girl. I also 
didn't expect t o  see him tugging so much on her shirt. I think i t  could 
have been a real good ad. She looks kind o f  cheap. Her brmsts  recl ly 
look way too big i n  this picture. You just  don't see guys l ike him w i th  
girls like her. She looks cheap, she looks too old for him, so that 
kind of  ruined the whole thing. 

V.: Cid you look at a l l  the plctures? There are four o f  them. 

L.: Yeah, l ike this one i s  going too far. Her with her bare butt, and 
th is kind of gear looks trashy. I don't even like bands that dress l ike th8t 

[ in 1 eat hers]. 

I 

V.: What do you think o f  th is ad [thi? lest of the sequence]? 
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L.: This g i r l  jus t  looks l iko she i s  i n  too  much trouble for her own 
good. It makes the gir ls  look cheap i n  a l l  of  these. It makes them 
look t o o  fast for thelr age. Theg could have gatten tho same ef fect  
w i th  a rea l  good-looking couple, They had t o  go too far w i th  too much 
of her breasts showing. I re l a te  that w i th  trashy. I guess I am not 
used t o  seeing that much of  a woman's boey. She always has less 
clothes on than the guy. She i s  always made t o  look cheap. The old 
double standard. 

V.: Have you seen the Georges Marciano photo essays? 

L.: Yeah, I always thought these were kind of cool, I know Mom 
doesn't think so. But I think she i s  Q really pretty g i r l  and she i s  too. 
I l ike i t  because I think they are really trying to show you the clothes. 
They are not just  trying t o  give you an idea. There i s  something t o  
th is skirt. She i s  trying t o  give some kind o f  sense of  fashion in  this 
picture. I don't know what his g i r l  i s  doing, i t  looks l ike she just  got 
out of bed. I don't know why they need two girls. 

V.: You l ike the picture. 

L.: Yeah. There i s  no guy i n  i t  doing anything f i l thy  t o  the girls, so 
you don't f e e l  l ike you ere get t ing exploited here. 

V.: What about the next picture? 

L.: This one I don't understand.  You start t o  think, are they lesbians? 
Why i s  this other g i r l  who was i n  the sl ip unbuttoning her jeen 
jacket? It stops you, what i s  th is supposed t o  mean? 

V.: Do you think you would go on end iook a t  the whole series? 

Oh, yeah, just  out of curiosity. 

Thls one lonks l i k e  a bunch of thugs used and abused th is g i r l  here. I 
think that is sick. If they want people t o  notice thelr clothes.. . 1 can 
watch the news and see people who have been beat up and ki l led and 
murdered, why would they get me interested back here [at the 
beginning], and then i get t o  th is part.. . 

What are they trying t o  promote there? 



139 
V.: 50 you have any feelings about these two ads [the older man dancing 
w i th  the younger gir l ]? 

L.: I recognize th is guy from the show Cheers. Just l ike os? the show, 
he was portrayed 8s dating a very young girl. The girl that came to 
work a t  the bor was supposed t o  be his gir l fr iend and It turned out 
that i t  was his daughter. I got the impression that th is guy could 
probably score w i th  8 young gir l .  He i s  8 handsome older man. 

I would definitely think that they are trying t o  por t ray him w i th  that 
girl. In thls one plcture she really looks too  young for him. Here she 
looks l ike the l i t t l e  g i r l  who has a crush on him and In  th is one she 
looks l ike she may be o ld enough t o  handle a relationship w i th  a man 
that age. 

Maybe they are trying t o  get you t o  fantasize w i th  your own situation. 

V.: Or, they.sre jus t  trying t o  get you t o  stop and look. 

L.: You know, i f  you pick up th is magazine t o  catch up on the music 
scene, you are not going t o  waste your t ime trying t o  figure out i f  
th is i s  her dad, her lover or what. 

V.: Have you seen th is ad o f  these two women [the two women i n  the bar]? 

L.: No. I am surprised I missed that one. 

V.: Do you have any feeljngs about thls ad? 

L.: They look l ike trashed party girls. Used and abused party girls. 
Drunk, drugged out. These clothes don't look l i k e  anything he [Georges 
Marciano] would sell. I think so many times you are looking at the 
model. This g i r l  has a r ea l l y  pret ty  'face, and they figure they can put 
anything on her. 

No matter how many ads they put in  the magazine, I f  you have t r ied 
their jeans and you don't l i k e  the  way they f i t  you, a l l  the eds i n  the 
world aren't going t o  get you t o  go back end t ry  them again. 

V.: I want t o  show you th is second photo essay. 
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L.: Oh, that old  man, we are getting the rest of the story now. They 
get you t o  wonder, and they know i f  you get this magazine often 
thre would be a continuation. It would star t  t o  e l l  come together. 

So, the old man has yot another young g i r l  here. He looks l ike  a 
disgusting old man wi th  lots of  money. Here he i s  taking her to  Rome 
or  something. Is she his l i t t l e  love pet? It disgusts me. Are they 
saying, okay beautiful young girls, i f  you are gojng t o  wear these 
clothes, you need t o  have 8 sugar daddy l ike this? If they want you t o  
relate t o  these beautiful models, why do they put them w i th  
something that i s  disgust Ing? 

V.: Do you think young gir ls might get the message: from th-is that these 
women are rea l l y  liberated, that they hove pou'var over thair l ives? 

L.: I would think that they would think that these are r ich gir ls who 
are reatly grown up, who have a l o t  of control over their lives, and 
th is i s  just something that they did one night for a whcle 1st of  
money and then they went of f  w i th  their boyfriend or something. I 
think they look a t  all these people i n  these ads as having everything, 
they are beautiful, they wear beautiful clothes, they h8Ve the whole 
world wrapped around their finger. They want t o  dream about being 
them [the models]. 

I think I t  Is 811 part o f  the fantasy. This turns me off because I 
understand what is going on here, where they might think the whole 
thing about doing "older" things is great. 



141 

NOTES 

1 For indepth theoretical analyses of "ways of seeing" see, Glulvey, L. 

(1964). Visual Pleasure and the Narrative Cinema. In 8. Wall is (Ed.], Art 

AlterHod~.flism* R~thtnkh'?g Represefltbtion (pp. 36 1 -?73). New York: The 

New Museum of Contemporary Art.; Berger, J. ( 1  973). W8gs ofSet?hg New 

York: The Viking Press.; Betterton, R. (Spring, 1905). How Do Women Look? 

The Female Nude I n  the Work of  Suzanne Valedon. Fem~n~+sik!~~Lw;, lg3- 

2 4. 

2 Rosie wrote 6 l e t t e r  to  Tipper Gore i n  support of her ef forts  t o  

censor Wick and Roll elbums by palcing warning labels on the covers. She 

also made 8 phone call t o  a local radio station to protest the language the 

D.J. was using on the air. 



CHAPTER V I  

DISCUSS 1 ON 

Advertisers would l i ke  us t o  b e l i e w  that ads are neither harmful nor 

harmless. Ads some how have 8 neutral quality. They are simply p ic tu rm 

w i th  words, or a way t o  give the consumer information about a product. 

There are also those who say advertisements merely ref lect society. In 

other words, an ad that pictures a woman kneeling i n  front of  a man i s  

simply reflecting power relationships that already exist In real i ty between 

men and women. Advertisers would also l ike  us t o  believe that ads are 

exempt from aiding or hindering social change. A f t e r  all, i f  ads are benign, 

they do nothing t o  shape social real i ty i n  the f i r s t  place. Thsrefore, the 

transformation of  sexual stereotypes and gender relations do not concern 

advertisers. Leave that messy task t o  polit icians and educators. 

Advertisers and art directsrs, such BS those quoted in  chapter four 

believe that "new" and dramatic ad campaigns "work" for women. In fact 

these ads simply re-cast the same images of women's availabil ity and 

submission, although they are cloaked as something "new." The r ich 

photography wi th the soft-focus lense helps distanciate the viewer from 

the referent. In th is way, 8 sense o f  the unreal i s  created, making i t  more 

d i f f icu l t  t o  readily associete the content of  the images w i th  the material 

world. f u t  her, poses of  women that suggest unconrdenti onsl sexual 

practices, may be construed as an appreciation o f  WOmlbn'S new found sexual 

freedom. 
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However, those sophisticated techniques for rec i rcu lat ing images of 

women real ly  say nnthiflg new. The spectator i s  s t i l l  male, the women are 

s t i l l  submissive and available t o  men. What i s  new, i s  tha t  some recent ad 

campaigns portray o r  imp ly  a more graphic female submission; submission 

t o  sexual violenco. These ads re ly  on equating female sexual i ty w i t h  

v i  01 m e .  

Do these ads "work" f o r  women? The l i m i t e d  study I conducted would 

suggest the answer i s  no. However, t h l s  answer deserves soma explainlng. 

What we are real ly  asking is :  f r om the point of  view of  the advertiser, do 

these ads work f o r  women? Recall, that  in  chapter four  Adw& describes 

Georges Marciano advertisements as dramatic, i n  a category all t he i r  own. 

The wornen i n  the images were described as being "revealed..  . i n  disarray, 

i n  obsessive, exciting, compromised o r  dangerous situations." Theb are a 

natural  t o  "score" w i t h  v i imen who are looking f o r  adventure and glamour. 
These clothes are worn by women who l i k e  t o  take chances. 

I do not recal l  one woman I interviewed that  w8s not  in terested in  

e i ther  adventure, glamour, taking chances o r  sorw combination of  the above. 

These ads ask women to  view female sexual i ty thpough male eyes. These 

esds might  "score" with women who accept the male def in i t ion  of  Whet 

glamour, adventurs and taking chances 8re. However, the women I 

in terv iewed had verg d i f fe ren t  ideas about these attr ibutes. For Linda, 

glamour means models whci are dressed in evening gowns and tuxedos. 

Heidi's idea of adventure is t ravel ing t o  Ewope a l l  iy herself. For Nency an 

ad that  takes chances, shows women as competent executives, l i k e  she is. 

Women may be trained t o  see images as a male spectator, but many women 

res i s t  tha t  wag of  seeing. 
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This rs istence, however, i s  generally uttered a t  the leve l  of gut 

feelings more than at the level of erticulation. Sabrina, for  Instance, 

struggled w i t h  why she fe l t  the Georges Marciano ads have a sexual aura. 

She, as 8 woman, had trouble equating "looking" with arousal. When she saw 

these ambiguous images, she had feelings that they were meant t o  be 

sexual, however she could not articulate why. Only Heidi, who had learned 

about media representations of  women from her women's studies class, 

could articulate why she felt thew portrayals of  women wera disturbing. 

Unti l  alternative images begin t o  circulate, the "naturalness" of woman as 

sight wi l l  remain. 

- Implications for Future Research 

It i s  my hope that th is study h s help d t o  d monst rei t e  the 

interrelationship of audience and tex t .  I must agree w i t h  scholars such 8s 

Nichols and M o r b y  who fee l  that the t e x t  end the eladience are two sides of 

the some problematic and cannot be adequately studied in i so la t im from one 

another. Tha reader brings h i s h e r  culterrel codes t o  the resding e),p8rience. 

It fs the reader's social position, background, gender, education end 
numerous other cultural factors that secure the meaning of  the t e x t  for 

himlher. However, the t e x t  is a site o f  meaning also. Preferred meanings 

are encoded into texts. Texts have a dominant ideo!ogy of their own. When 

this ideology i s  transparent t o  the reader, heishe w i l l  more than l ikely give 

a preferred reading of the text. 

Perhaps 8 more troubling consideration for studies of  popular media 

i s  how t o  adequately take into account the socio-economic context i n  which 

the media is produced and consumed. Who has access ta the media i n  
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question, and whose interests does the media serve? In the past, pol i t icel 

economists (see Garnham, 1 g86> and cultural theorists ( w e  Hell, 19868) 

have gone about their business almost i n  isolation from one another. Except, 

o f  course, for the usual debates of  which comes first, the base o r  the 

superstructure. It i s  time that each position moved t o  more adequately 

inform the other. Polit ical economists must come t o  the realization that 

the message i n  texts can have a powerful impact on social organization and 

meaning construction. Cultural theorists, on the other hand, must be more 

wi l l ing t o  set their work on popular media i n  the economic context in  %hick; 

the media was produced and i s  consumed. 

Admittedly, the pol i t ical economy chapter o f  this study may be the 

weak l ink of  the overall study. This fact reflects my own attempts t o  

grapple w i t h  the pieces o f  the puzzle. What i s  needed i s  informed social 

theory which attempts t o  Edxamine the in terp lay between base rrnd 

superstructure, now we learn culture, how i n  turn culture i s  reproduced and 

how this learning i s  related t o  oconomic and polit ical structures i n  society 

(see Bourdi eu 1 S84). 

Finally, considerations o f  gender need t o  be brought t o  the forefront 

o f  more research '3n popular media forms. Most media forms ere produced by 
men, and ref lect  a male vision of social reality. They employ male "ways o f  

seeing." Even the most cui turs l l  y informed research about the polyse~rous 

nature o f  audiences misses half o f  the most important questions by not 

examining gerrder 6s 8 central crganizing category. 

project may very well depend on the media form under study. In this study, 

for  instance, most o f  the advertisements examined were supposedly 

Just how central considerations of gender are t o  8 particular research 
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di rected townrd women. However, their visual appeal was most  def in i te ly  

directed toward men. Also, Radway’s ( 1  984) study of romance readers 

involved CI media fo rm consumed almost ent i rely by women. Considerations 

o f  gender clre perhaps more obvious in  these t w o  examples, then say, in  

te lev is ion viewing. However, as Morley ( 1986) shows, gender i s  indeed a 

pr ime consideration i n  fam i l y  v iewing of television. Power relationships 

pervade fami ly  l i f e .  The power relationships are generelly drawn along the 

l ines  of  age and gender. 

Continued scholarship an the r&~tiOnship o f  wornen to, and in, popular 

media can hglp uncover negative representaions o f  women and perhaps 

ass is t  in  offer ing transformations of  those representaions. Perhaps we w i l l  

soor be recognizing B “female way of seeing,” not j u s t  i n  the periphery of 

media production, but also in the mainstream. 
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The following questionnslre i s  designed t o  sld i n  the selection of 
intervi ewees for resesrch being conducted by Vicki e Shields, M.A., BhD 
candidete i n  the department of Commu:i'ecation at Qhio S ta te  University. 
Pleerse f i l l  out the questions t o  the best of your abil ity. You ere not required 
t o  answ8r questions that you choose not to,  Thank you for your cooperation. 

1.  Your name 

2. Your age 

3. Your occupation 

4. Yoursex M F 

5. Would you describe yourself as: 
(please c l r c l  e) 

Black 
Caucasian 
Hispanic 
Ori sn+.al 
Asian 
Other 

6. A r e  you a member o f  any group(s) outside the university (please include 
work-re1 8ted groups)? 

Yes - No __ 

If  you answered yes, please l i s t  the name(s1 of the groupb): 
UI 



7. 

6. 

9. 

Do you have any children? 
Yes I No - 

If you answered yes, please l i s t  the agels) and sex of your children: 
Sex - 
Sex - 
Sex - 

Are your children members of any groups in  school or  outs de of school? 
Yes - No - Not appllcable - - 

If you answered yes, please l i s t  t h e  group(s} they  are members  of: 

Do you subscribe t o  any magazines? 
Yes - No - 

If you answered yes, please l i s t  the magazines you subscribe to: 

10. Are there magazines gou read regularly even though you do not subscribe 
t o  them? 

Yes - No - 
If you answered y e s ,  please list t h s  magazines you read ragularly: 

1 1 .  Do your children subscr ibe  t o  any magazines (including subscriptions 
you buy for them)? 

Yes - N@ - Not applicable - 



If you answered yes, please l i s t  the magazines they subscribe to: 

12. Do your children read any magazines regular ly even though they do not 
subscribe t o  then? 

Yes - No - Not applicable - 
If ycru answered ges, please l i s t  the megatlnes theg read: 

13. Would you say tha t  the people you l i s ted  in *6 read magazines? 
Yes - No - Not applicable - 

:f you answered yes, please l i s t  the magazines you believe these 
people read: 

14. Do uour other fr iends not l i s t e d  i n  '6 read magazines? 
Yes - No - Not applicable I 

If you answered yes, please 'list the magazines you believe these 
people read: 
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15. Would you be wil l ing t o  participate i n  a person-to-person 30 minute to 
1 hour interview about magazine advertisements a t  a t ime and place of your 
choosing? 

Yes - No - Don't know- 

If you answered yes or don't know, pleese l i s t  y a w  phone number(s) 
where you con be contacted: 

Home Hours you can be reached 

Work. Hours you can be reached 

Thank you. 
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Interview PuesPl onnalre 

The fol lawlng infarmatlon Is confidentisl. I f  the interviewee Is referred to 
i n  the f inal  report, i t  will be by first name only. Thank you. 

Address: 

Occupation: 

Marital Status: A. married 
8. single 
C. dt vorced 
D. separated 

Any children?: A. yes 

8. no 
ages 

How marry gears o f  education have you completed? 

A. less than 12 
8. high school diploma or G.E.D. 
C. some college 
D. completed college 
E. some post graduate work 
F. Master's degree 
G. Ph.D. 
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A t  what age did you f i r s t  begin t o  read (or look at )  magazines for  
pleasure? 

A. 5-10 years 
8. 11-20 years 
C. 2 1-30 years 
I>. 31 or  above 

What i s  your favorite! kind of popular magazine? 
(you may circle more than one) 

A, fashion 
13. musidContemporary culture 
c. sports 
D. news 
E. food 
F. Women's magazine 
G. Teen magazine 
H. technl csl magazine 
I .  trade magazlne 

When you look at  magazines i s  it  generally: 

A. alone 
8. wi th  friends 
C. w i th  significant other 
D. wi th  a r e l a t i ve  

Do uou discuss w i th  athers intersstdng things uou $88 or read in  
magazines? 

A. never 
8. seldom 
C. sometimes 
R. often 
E. always 
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With whom do you discuss things you read o r  888 i n  magazines 
most often? 

A. r?iother/fether 
8. daughterlson 
C. s is ter /brother  
D. f r iend  
E. other 

W R e m  do gou get the magazines yau look at? 
(you mag elrcle more than one) 

A. subscription 
B. newstand 
C. l i b ra r y  
D. borrow f r o m  a f r iend  
E. borrow f r o m  a re l a t i ve  
F. other 

Where do l~ou look a t  rnagazjnes? 
(you may circle more than one) 

A. home 
8. l l b ra r y  
C. newstand 
D. bus 
E, fr iend's house 
F. re la t ive 's  house 
G. other 

Do you pay attention t o  mragarine advertisements? 

A. never 
8. seldom 
C. often I do 

E. always 
D. usually I do 
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Which of  the following i n  an advertisement i s  most l ikely Po hold 
your attention?: 

(you mau circle more than one) 

A. br ight  colors 
8. at t rac t i ve  models 
C. beaut i ful  photography 
D. clever phrasing 
E. sex 
F. romance 
G. the product l t s e i f  
H. other 

Can you think ef  m y  magazine advertisements you h a w  seen 
lately that grabbed your attention? 

i f  yes, what was the product? 

i f  you cannot remember, br ie f l y  describe the ad: 
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