Marketing Women’s Reputation
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There are a vast variety of images of females in magazine advertising. Women have been
for centuries, and will be in the future, used as a selling agent to promote products around the world.
Ads are surrounding us with female beauty, yet portraying women in various types of sexual and
childlike ways. They are continuously shown in subordinate, subservient and male-pleasing role,
and are often dehumanized to create the ideal woman. A good part of these ads are subliminal,
meaning the advertiser has hidden a message in the ad, intended for subconscious view only.

Unfortunately, in today’s fast paced and constantly changing society, sex is being used to
sell, and it works. While flipping though magazines such as Maxim, Cosmopolitan, Marie Clare
and many more, readers cannot help being bombarded by ads with women, men, sex and alcohol.
In the April 2001 issue of Maxim we observe an advertisement for SKYY Vodka. In the back
ground we see a male, with the alcoholic beverage, covering a female lying on a bed, with money
scattered all over the place. In the foreground there is the bottle of Vodka and the female’s glass.
At a first glance a judgment is made that the two people are celebrating and having a good time.
However, with a closer look we find a dominant male, and a female offering a sense of male

pleasure. She is portrayed as beautiful, yet seems childlike and helpless. As Jean Kilbourne points



out in her video Killing Us Softly 3, women are quite often shown as passive, innocent, vulnerable

and sexy, which is being used to sell products. Erving Goffman settles on a conclusion that:
“...women are weakened by advertising portrayals via five categories: relative size (women
shown smaller or lower, relative to men), feminine touch (women constantly touching
themselves), function ranking (occupational), ritualization of subordination (proclivity for
lying down at inappropriate times, etc.), and licensed withdrawal (women never quite a part
of the scene, possibly via far-off gazes).” (quoted Kang)
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In doing so, they are conveying a supportive and submissive role, to both male and reader. The
advertisers are influencing women to make their role as a caterer to men’s needs and desires, which,
therefore, are making women seem like objects for consumption.

Women are often presented in a dehumanized way in media images. Consumers are
surrounded by an ideal of female beauty, which is impossible to achieve because it is artificial. The
models are artificially created in studios, through lighting and computer. Furthermore, the models
themselves have a body type (tall, long legged, narrow hipped) that is characteristic of only about
5% of the female population. This idealized image of female perfection means women must
transform themselves; to be who they are naturally is not okay. As Stanley Skinner points out in

The Advertisement Book, “the function of many advertisements is to get the consumer to

change....to make them feel dissatisfied with what they are. ...by showing us ideal people [such] as
models....the advertiser is setting standards for society” (21). As in the SKYY Vodka ad the
woman is being portrayed as flawless, and playful in a girlish way. By displaying this hidden
message before our eyes it detracts us from thinking about women as real people with our own

intellect, feelings, desires and dreams; categorizing us as slaves and/or animals.



Hidden images, or subliminal advertising — that is material embedded in messages so faintly
that they are not consciously perceived — is purposely created and used to sell products (Rogers and
Seiler). In every TV commercial, magazine or newspaper ad and radio message, it is probable to
find some sort of subliminal message. It “has been applied to advertising images to attempt to
associate a product or service with a good feeling” that somehow manipulates consumers to desire
and purchase the product (Kathlyn Gay 46). In the alcohol ad, these two people seem to be having a
good time because they are drinking SKYY VODKA, however, we all know that any kind of vodka,
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or alcohol for that matter, can make us joyful and have a good time. This is subliminal advertising
at its best. As Jean Kilbourne points out, the main hidden message in these types of ads is “don’t
grow up — stay passive, powerless and dependent.”

By having hidden meanings and setting this reputation for women, advertisers are
accomplishing their objective, specifically, to sell their products. Yet, they deny the fact that they
are setting outrageous reputations for women in the 21st century (Rogers and Seiler). The images
being portrayed in advertisements and commercials are forms of persuasive communication, yet is
there not some way to take this disgraceful representation of women out of the picture? Obviously
this type of advertising is intended for adults, however, it has not been taken into consideration that
people, women in particular, strive to be like the models presenting the products, and in failing to
do so, lose their dignity and self-esteem. The advertisers have merely thought of the fact that
women who want to be like the models will buy their products, which seems to be quite unfair and
misleading to the consumers. Even though it is estimated that one in 11 advertisements includes a
direct message about standards of beauty, action is slowly being progressed towards ending the

misjudging of women through advertising.



4-
Works Cited

Gay, Kathlyn. Caution! This May Be an Advertisement. New York: Watts, 1992.

Kang, Mee-Eun. “The portrayal of woman’s images in magazine advertisements: Goffman’s
gender analysis revisited. Sex Roles: A Journal of Research 37 (1997) <http://web3.
infotrac.galegroup.com/itw/informark/147/889/42545786w3/purl=rcl EAIM_0 A20391904
&dyn=21!xrn 3 0 A203919047?sw_aep=douglas main>

Kilbourne, Jean. Killing Us Softly 3. Toronto: Kinetic Video, 2000.

Maxim. SKYY Vodka. Apr. 2001: 5.

Rogers, Martha and Christine A. Seiler. “The Answer is No: A national survey of advertising
industry practitioners and their clients about whether they are subliminal advertising.”
Journal of Advertising Research. 34 (1994) <http://web6.infotrac.galegroup.com/itw/
infomark/863/247/17712108w6/purl=rcl EAIM 0 A15475439&dyn=4!xrn_1 0 A154754
39?sw_aep=douglas main>

Skinner, Stanley. The Advertisement Book. Toronto: Doubleday Canada Ltd., 1981.




