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ccording to the United Nations, “The images of women in the media (and its
advertising) are among the main obstacles to eliminating discrimination against
women” (Wyndham, 1987, p. 52). Creating a world where women’s health,
human rights, and safety are championed is not feasible in a society where
images of women for sale litter every billboard, every street corner, and every
newspaper. Eliminating these images won’t create social equality overnight. The
deleterious effects of transforming real human beings into consumable objects is
likely to remain with us for many generations. Lasting social change will involve
active, informed participants who take the media’s imagery bombardment seri-
ously. It is time for the advertising industry and the corporations they represent
to move over so the silenced members of our culture can speak up.

THE AD ATTACK

There is little doubt that advertising is effective in persuading viewers of all ages
to purchase products (Huston, Donnerstein, TFairchild, et al., 1992). A more
troubling effect of ads is the difficulty that viewers have when distinguishing ads
from television shows, ads from movies, ads from editorial copy, ads from news,
or ads from music. The cumulative effects of all these ads, like a constant haze of
mental pollution, is desensitizing our culture. Human beings are being used like
experimental guinea pigs in the media’s ever-expanding marketplace. No known
civilization in the history of humankind has previously been subjected to as
many as 3,000 marketing messages a day (Collins & Jacobson, 1990).

The job of singling out problems specifically related to sexist advertising is
difficult because most advertisers still claim that sexism doesn’t exist. Their stan-
dard responses are, “It’s sexist, but it sells,” or dismissal of all complaints, saying
they come from a few feminist ratbags who fuss about trivia (Wyndham, 1987,
p. 52). Some advertisers are beginning to reshape the way they advertise to
women not because they suddenly believe women deserve more dignity but
because their economic bottom line is being affected. Women’s presence in the
work force has changed material realities, and this will eventually force a change
in the reality of advertising. While these changes take place, a continual flood of
old-guard images still abound.

Imagine the impression a space alien might have upon landing in a major
metropolis in front of the following clothing ad that appeared on many bus
stops: An angry, unshaven man brutally shoves a woman’s face against a wall,
yanking back her hair. The ad copy reads, “KIKIT.” The alien might easily
imagine that all women or, at the very least, this woman, had been bad and
deserved his angry treatment, as well as public animosity. Why else would this
image appear so prominently? Then this same alien could look down the street
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to see a giant image of a second female, her breasts and body outlined in lights,
her nipples flashing on and off. The adjacent sign reads, “Live Sex Shows,
Totally Nude, Girls, Girls, Girls.” A group of jovial men try to corral the alien
inside. At this point the alien might conclude that females were a sort of unruly
sex beast, bred for male entertainment. However, needing to confirm these
assumptions, the alien radios a friend who has landed near a highway in an Towa
cornfield. The friend confirms that, adjacent to the highway, a billboard displays
a nearly nude woman’s body and the words “Coors Silver Bullet.” Later that day,
the alien opens a local newspaper. A full page of headless women in bras is found
next to stories of a kidnapped girl, a strangled wife, and a female injured in an
auto accident who is then raped by a passing male motorist. The alien concludes
that female humans are dangerous, sexual beasts, needing public humiliation
and only the most severe violence to make them behave.

Most people would find the alien’s conclusions ludicrous because the media
have led them to believe that women’s fight for equality is nearly won. The fact
that women represent 50 percent of the work force, have their own credit cards,
have laws that protect them, are part of the space program, watch shows like
Roseanne, and hold two positions on the U.S. Supreme Court leaves the majority
thinking that women have enough social equality. But the alien did not get the
wrong impression—the general public has become too calloused to see what is
right in front of them. To create images that better reflect the needs and desires
of half of humanity, our society must turn a critical eye on women’ image in
advertising.

Ironically, the daily deluge of advertising messages make the advertiser’s job
more competitive and difficult. People, unable to recall yesterday’s images,
aren’t as easily shocked or sated. According to Susan Sontag (1973), the more
images people are fed, the hungrier they become. The number and variety of
ads are increasing. Commercial television has invaded public schools, groceries,
waiting rooms, airports, and gas stations. Even orbital billboards that will appear
the size of the moon may soon become a reality (Reeves, 1993). The advertisers’
job of maintaining a light, happy, consumer-friendly, fantasy world is all the
more difficult given today’s down market. Out of economic necessity advertis-
ers’ tactics rely more heavily on “sure sells.” Unfortunately, women’s sexuality
has a long history of aiding the sale of everything from toothpaste and tools to
Virtual Reality computer technology.

From the advertising pulpit spews the worship of consumption. Whether
we unwittingly deify products and their companies through brand loyalty, or
consider ourselves enlightened, objective shoppers, we increasingly define our-
selves through what we consume. Corporate values have replaced American val-
ues. The “American Way” has been reduced to the freedom to choose which
name brands we pledge our allegiance to.

Women are not only allowed into the high ranks of this consumer religion,
they choose most products, including 80 percent of car purchases (Fawcett-
Ward, 1993). Modern confessionals are infomercials in which a woman is shown
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repentant over the image of her former fat self, then suddenly reborn through
her devotion to the micro-diet. Famous stars offer personal testimony of being
“saved” through jars of face grease. Advertising creates a heavenly world where
diets always work and makeup transforms average women into goddesses.
Advertisers promise eternal love—while their real goal is to hawk sexual dissatis-
faction. They want to keep women forever searching in the supermarket of love
for the dress, the perfume, or that pair of breasts that will seduce her dream mate.

Products are offered as a panacea for all that ails—while what advertisers are
really selling is tickets to addiction. In the ad world, Jove is a gift such as dia-
monds. Success equals a sleek sports car, and excitement is the product of liquor.
Consumer addicts are soothed with amnesia. The inevitable disillusionment
when the product fails to satisfy is soon forgotten and transformed into hunger
for another purchase.

Advertising’s claims to celebrate woman, to cure her wounded ego, and to
improve her sex life are promises more dangerous than the arsenic used in'the
late 1800s to whiten women’s skin. Her negative self-image is magnified by
advertised images of models with perfect faces and bodies. John Berger (1972)
summed this up by saying, “The publicity image steals her love for herself as she
is, and offers it back to her for the price of the product” (p. 134).

It is appropriate to think of advertisers as corporate pimps. Affluent adver-
tisers eagerly employ our country’s best and brightest, in such diverse fields
as anthropology, psychology, sociology, ethnography (study of cultures), her-
meneutics (the science of interpretation), and semiotics (the study of symbols).
They do so not to further humanity, but to sell products by preying on human
weakness, frailty, and self-doubt. The vice president of J. Walter Thompson’s
agency admits, “Ads are increasingly being designed to reach consumers at the
gut level.” Electroencephalograms are used by these agencies to measure peo-
ple’s physical reaction to commercials. Saatchi & Saatchi research director
Penelope Queen compares the agency’s one-on-one interviews to therapy ses-
sions. “We believe people make choices on a basic primitive level,” Queen says.
“We use the probe to get down to the unconscious” (Miller & Tsiantar, 1989,
pp- 46-47).

* The advertisers’ intent is not only to exploit peoples’ thoughts and emo-
tions, but their collective unconscious. Their endless promotion of insecurity,
greed, and envy may have helped create a society where children will kill other
children for their name-brand sneakers (Collins & Jacobson, 1990). According
to Peter Clibbon (1993) U.S. companies spend $130 billion a year on advertis-
ing and are allowed to deduct all ad costs as a business expense. Clibbon esti-
mates that this costs the government $34 billion a year in lost tax revenues.

It is becoming common knowledge that advertisers “run the show” by
determining the most favorable context for their ads. Articles and programs are
either censored or not considered by editors and producers in favor of material
that makes the ads look good. Some television writers work with advertisers to
create television characters who need the same products advertised during the
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show. A female character on an August 1992 episode of Northern Exposure had a
severe case of dermatitis. The fact that this character worked as a waitress and
had her hands in dishwater was thought to be related. This scene was followed
by a commercial, in bold type: “Amy’s Sensitive Skin,” selling Palmolive’s Sensi-
tive Skin dish soap. On the same show, a nasal dripping disc jockey with allergies
was followed by an ad for allergy medicine. It’s no coincidence. The current
economic climate intensifies penalties for programmers and editors who fail to
lure advertisers with “friendly” story lines. “Team players” keep their jobs,
wheress journalists and television producers who refuse to play lose theirs.

Women’s magazines, known within the trade as Cash-Cow Catalogs, have
become one long advertisement catering to the whims of advertisers. According
to Gloria Steinem (1990), the old advertisement-based Ms. magazine nearly lost
its Revlon cosmetics account when the advertiser thought the Soviet women on
a poténtial cover weren’t wearing enough makeup. The Soviet women were
scrapped, and the Revlon account saved. Gray-haired writer Mary Kay Blakely
was told by the gray-haired editor of a leading women’s magazine that her arti-
cle about the glories of gray hair cost the magazine its Clairol account for six’
months (Steinem, 1990).

Advertisers regularly censor opposing points of view. Articles that might
inspire women to think, act, or rebel are increasingly “inappropriate.” Articles
about the hazards of smoking are censored by editors and their advertisers, even
though each year 140,000 American women die from smoking-related causes. A
study from the New England Fournal of Medicine showed that “cigarette advertis-
ing in magazines is associated with diminished coverage of the hazards of smok-
ing”—particularly in magazines directed at women (“Criticism vanishes,” 1992,
p- 23). Cosmopolitan editor Helen Gurley Brown admits the reason she censors
articles that criticize smoking is related to the fact that cigarette advertisers paid
her magazine $8.6 million in 1991. She said, “Having come from the advertising
world myself, T think, “‘Who needs somebody you’re paying millions of dollars a
year to, to come back and bite you on the ankle?’” (ibid).

According to Jean Kilbourne (1992), America’s fastest growing group of
new smokers is girls under the age of 11. Rather than warn women of the risks
to their health, Cosmopolitan and McCall’s actually promoted smoking as a way to
lose weight (“Criticism vanishes,” 1992). Cigarette ad copy that is directed to
women invariably includes words like, “trim,” “thinner,” and “slim.” It’s not sur-
prising that one study found that 39 percent of the women who smoke do so to
maintain their weight (Wolf, 1992).

Advertisements profoundly affect human behavior. Betsy Sharkey (1993)
wrote, “In 1955, when Clairol first asked the question, ‘Does she or doesn’t
she?” most women didn’t. Clairol’s ads, which always used wholesome, girl-next-
door-types, suddenly made dyeing hair socially acceptable, and the number of
women dyeing their hair jumped from 7 percent to 50 percent almost
overnight” (p. 92). People want to believe that they aren’t influenced by ads.
They prefer to think that ads work only for someone else, someone inferior. Yet
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Conspicuously absent in women’s magazines are ads of working women.
Rather than being associated with their work, women are much more likely to
be lounging in a supine position—as if their time were unimportant. According
to most ads, to obtain sex appeal one must be rich enough to lie around all day
waiting for her mate. This is Victoria’s Secret: class distinction. According to a
United Nations report in 1980, women do two-thirds of the world’s work for
only 10 percent of the world’s income (French, 1985, p. 259). Women play a
vital role in today’s economy, yet advertising still prefers to teach women to per-
fect their packages rather than create, invent, or discover,

When ads do portray women working, the majority are still homemakers
and caregivers who are somewhat less pathologically preoccupied with the
tyranny of dirt. Ads from the 1980s promoted the supermom as corporate wife
who had it all and still cleaned the toilet, took care of the kids, and had a home-
cooked meal on the table by 6:00 M. In the 1990s ads, “having it all” has made
way for the exhausted, but smiling, woman in a Virginia Slims ad, “Maybe I can’t
have it all, but T can have the best of the bunch.” She holds her cigarette
slumped over her choice of watermelons. That working women’s fatigue has
found a niche on Madison Avenue does little to encourage the men to get up
and help.

Women in advertising are portrayed as being keenly aware of the fact that
they are being watched and judged. This hypothetical and highly critical
entourage has become a part of womens life.

From earliest childhood she has been taught and persuaded to survey herself continually.
And s0 she comes to consider the surveyor and the surveyed within her as ihe two con-
stituent yet always distinct elements of her identity as a woman. She has to Survey every-
thing she is and everything she does because how she appears to others, and u mately
how she appears to men, is of crucial importance for what is normally thought of as the
success of her life. Her own sense of being in herself is supplanted by a sense of being
appreciated as herself by another. . . . Thus she turns herself into an object—and most
particularly an object of vision: a sight” (Berger, 1972, pp. 46-47)

She performs a relentless surveillance—is she having a bad hair day, is there
a run in her hose, lipstick bleed, oily nose, chipped

nail—is she too fat? Trans-
forming ourselves for another’s approval is “almost always affected by the domi-

nant culture which is male supremacist, racist, ageist, heterosexist, anti-Semitic,
ableist, and class biased” (Morgan, 1991, p. 38).

The animosity between men and women is bein
of “in-your face-ads.” A tired woman rejects a neig|
for supper. Instead, she takes a raincheck and his ice
television ad. Olympic figure skater Nancy Kerrigan, powered by Campbells
soup, shoves an ice-hockey thug as his teammates wince. Eddie Van Bloem’s
bylines for a Bodyslimmer’s ad reads; “While you don’t necessarily dress for
men, it doesn’t hurt, on occasion, to see one drool like the pathetic dog that he
is.” The copy covers the legs of a headless woman in a bathing suit. Although it
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is refreshing to see aggressive, independent women in control, the power gained
from turning men into sex objects, calling them dogs, stealing their ice cream,
and using unrealistic Popeyesque self-defense against men with clubs isn’t the
kind of power image many women want. Both sexes are desperately in need of
images in which men and women together can work, play, and enjoy life cooper-
atively and respectfully as equals.

Sex and Alcohol

Beer, wine, and alcohol commercials have a history of blatantly equating drink-
ing with available female bodies, yet the days of thirsty men popping open
inflatable pools and inflatable women bearing a couple of cold ones may soon be
a thing of the past. Old Milwaukee’s 1991 Swedish bikini team ads hopefully
marked the beginning of the end. They featured women with identical
bleached-blond hairstyles, bodies, and skimpy swimsuits and were accused of
creating an atmosphere conducive to sexual harassment in the workplace. In a
suit filed against Stroh Brewery by female employees, subjection to Stroh’s sexist
advertising became part of a litany of sexual harassment allegations. Stroh did
not immediately cancel the Swedish bikini team ads, but they did pull an ad for
their Augsburger beer. It featured a simulated television filled with the bottoms
of bikini-clad women and the headline, “Why the average beer commercial has
more cans than bottles.” The copy continued, “Most brewers feature pretty girls
and sex in their TV ads, while Augsburger prefers to spend on quality brewing.”
De Witt Helm, the president of the Association of National Advertisers, scoffed
at the lawsuit’s allegations, saying that advertisers are “being wrongly swept into
the concerns following the Senate sexual harassment hearing involving Clarence
Thomas” (Teinowitz & Geiger, 1991, p. 48).

Findings suggest that alcohol advertising may predispose young people to
drinking. To prevent drinking problems among our youth, attention should be
given to countering the potential effects of alcohol advertising (Grube, 1994).
Consider the effects of a popular print ad for Tanqueray gin of a woman sunning
herself in a green bikini. The gin label literally etched on her stomach erases the
line between her body and the product. John Kamp, vice president of the Amer-
ican Association of Advertising Agencies, stated, “There’s no such thing as an
inappropriate idea or image” in American advertising (Williams Walsh, 1991,
p- 1). Kamp’s quote was in response to Molson Brewery using a woman called
“The Rare Long-Haired Fox” to sell beer.

Alcohol consumption is directly related to violence to women. Fifty percent
of battered wives reported that their husbands were drinking when they were
abusive (Frieze & Noble, 1980). About three-quarters of acquaintance rapes
involve alcohol consumption on the part of the victim, the assailant, or both
(Norris & Cubbins, 1992). In addition to the direct role alcohol plays in vio-
lence against women, many alcohol ads reinforce and trivialize the problem. An
ad for Attakiska vodka portrays a frozen, half-nude woman slumped over and
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holding a huge ice block, which seems to be stuck to her naked chest. This tor-
turous image reaffirms the myth that women enjoy abuse. Not all images are
this hateful. In fact, a hopeful change in the climate has caused a few advertisers
to switch from common beach scenarios to scenes where men and women drink
beer together (Teinowitz, 1993).

Ageism and the Cult of Youth

The typical woman in ads is young. Childlike portrayals play up a woman’s
innocence, dependence, and powerlessness. Adult women mimic high baby
voices. Women strive to be baby soft, to have baby’ hair color, to have baby
skin, and to baby themselves. For example, an illustrated ad from Cutex features
an adult woman'’s red, painted lips sucking on an adult-sized pacifier. “Lipstick
that makes your lips baby soft.” Youthful-looking older women have begun to
appear more often in ads. Isabella Rossellini, in her 40s, appears in makeup ads
behind fuzzy filters to soften the lines. Lauren Hutton, who is in her 50s,
appears wrinkle-free and without a hint of gray hair. Women are strongly urged
to dye their hair because, as one ad says, “Why be gray when you can be your-
self?” Women know men are attracted to women who emulate sweet, wide-
eyed, waiflike baby dolls.

Women deny their maturity by shaving their body hair so they appear to be
preadolescent—voluminous hair being, of course, restricted to their heads. The
most heinous monster to attack the feminist movement is body hair, according
to Time magazine. “Hairy legs haunt the feminist movement . . .” (Wallis, 1989,
p- 81). Although men maintain their option to shave, women don’t.

Advertisements sexualize little girls without alluding to the possible conse-
quences of them imitating adult behavior. In one of Revlon’s “Most unforget-
table women in the world” ads, one of the models, heavily made-up like the
adult women, is only seven or eight years old. The same child was used in a per-
fume editorial in Harper’s Bazaar three or four years earlier. She was shown
heavily made-up with a nude upper torso. Socializing females to be passive and
to manipulate with their looks essentially sets them up to be victims. Socializing
males to be attracted to this youthful ideal of beauty encourages them to seek
the young and powerless to satisfy their sexual appetites. Statistics show that
infants are being raped and preschoolers are being diagnosed with gonorrhea
and other sexually transmitted diseases of the throat.

That we have all /earned to worship this youth-crazed beauty standard
means we can also wnlearn it. We can all challenge the beauty ideal that
preaches, “You can’t be young enough.”

Racism is an implicit part of the advertised image. When women of color do
appear, they are often portrayed as animals, savage beasts, or sexual servants.
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Native American women wore skintight, see-through cowhide suits, their bod-
ies branded with Will Rogers’s initials, to help advertise New York City’s Broad-
way show, Will Rogers’ Follies. The players of the video game General Custer’s
Revenge must traverse a difficult course to get to the Native American woman
who is tied to a pole. The player is led by his saber-like penis, which he forces on
the woman, who then “kicks up her legs in dubious delight.” The motto:
“When you score, you score” (Crenshaw, Matsuda, Lawrence, and Delgado,
1993, p. 119).

Women of color are doubly oppressed through advertised images. They are
commonly portrayed through stereotypes and rendered invisible through a lack
of representation. When advertisements do portray women of color, they are
often urged to remove their ethnicity by straightening their hair, using bleach-
ing agents, or wearing blue contacts. These women are shown “freely choosing”
to aspire to this racist ideal. Asians westernize their eyes. Jewish women seek
surgery to reduce their noses. African-American women reduce their lips,
whereas Caucasian women seek to enlarge their lip size.

The fact that women of color are occasionally portrayed as articulate, intel-
ligent, fully clothed humans may say more about the media executive’s aware-
ness of the increasing female audiences than any newfound scruples on their
part. What is important to notice is that racially diverse images of women are
the exception, not the rule.

Voluntary Slavery

Women voluntarily enslave themselves to dangerous diet regimes in hopes of
reaching the advertisers’ ideal weight, which is increasingly thin and waiflike.
Abnormally tall and thin fashion models exemplify endocrine or genetic abnor-
malities, not average women. Average women stand approximately 5'4" and
weigh 144 pounds (Gilday, 1989). This discrepancy between the “ideal” and the
real has increased the diet industry’s annual revenue to more than $30 billion
(MarketData Enterprises, 1990). The diet industry’s advertising and marketing
is based on the creation and perpetuation of fear, biases, and stereotypes. Diet
ads are famous for misleading claims regarding their safety and long-term effec-
tiveness. Guilt and fear-based strategies make fat women blame themselves if
they regain weight. Studies show that crash diets reduce life span, and that
nearly all dieters who lose weight regain it within a year. Fat people are por-
trayed as unhealthy, unattractive, asexual, weak-willed, lazy, and gluttonous.
Many women come to accept and expect rejections, mistreatment, and discrimi-
nation because of their weight. These messages lower fat women’s self-esteem
and foster discontent, self-doubt, and self-hatred.

Diet industry ads help fuel anorexic women’s hallucinatory belief that they
are obese, even as they literally starve themselves to death. According to the Asso-
ciation for Anorexics and Bulimics, 150,000 American women die yearly from
anorexia. This is many more deaths than those who die from AIDS (Wolf, 1992).
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Cosmetic surgery, like the diet industry, is another lucrative market. The
average cosmetic surgeon makes $1 million a year (Wolf, 1992). In a shopping
mall in Santa Monica, California, after shopping for shoes you can go next door
for a new nose. Cosmetic surgery, which is increasingly accessible, is the fastest
growing medical specialty. Elective cosmetic surgery takes healthy women and
transforms them into potential victims of side effects. Liposuction, the most
popular form of cosmetic surgery, entails full anesthesia while a suctioning
device is shoved under the skin and the fat—hopefully just the fat—is vacuumed
out. Women trim their ears, lift their faces, enlarge their breasts, reduce their
noses, break their jaws, shoot collagen into wrinkles and lips, and remove their
ribs. One doctor offered to saw off a patient’s bones to reduce her height. The
physical dangers are minimized through the use of innocuous terminology.
“Snip it, tuck it, exercise it—or learn to love it” (Newman, 1993, p. 364). These
serious surgical interventions can result in infection, hemorrhage, numbness,
embolism, pulmonary edema, facial nerve injury, unfavorable scar formation,
skin loss, blindness, crippling, and death. These “minor complications” are
rarely mentioned. Instead, the dissatisfied woman is encouraged to carve herself
into the person she wants to be. Many women deeply believe that their only
access to social and economic success is through surgery. As they see it, their
survival depends on it. Already, the social deviants tend to be women who refuse
cosmetic surgery. The question is no longer whether women will have “elective”
cosmetic surgery, but when.

For virtually all women, success is defined in terms of interlocking patterns of compulsion:
compulsory attractiveness, compulsory motherhood, and compulsory heterosexuality,
patterns that determine the legitimate limits of attraction and motherhood. Rather than
aspiring to self-determined and woman-centered ideals of health or integrity, women's
attractiveness is defined as attractive-to-men; women's eroticism is defined as either
nonexistent, pathological, or peripheral when it is not directed to phallic goals; and moth-
erhood is defined in terms of legally sanctioned and constrained reproductive service to
particular men and to institutions such as the nation, the race, the owner and the class—
institutions that are, more often than not, male-dominated. Biotechnology is now making
beauty, fertility, the appearance of heterosexuality through surgery, and the appearance of
youthfulness, accessible to virtually all women who can afford that technology—and
growing numbers of women are making sacrifices in their lives in order to buy access to
the technical expertise (Morgan, 1991, p. 32).

Serious contenders in the beauty game turn to professionals for expert
advice on their makeovers. In 1989, GuyRex Associates, the manager duo
famous for creating Miss USA queens, helped groom the fifth Miss Texas,
Gretchen Polemus, to win the Miss USA title. Gretchen underwent breast
implants, hair weaving, dental work, and had her lower ribs removed to win the
crown. “There are no more queens,” explains GuyRex partner Richard Guy.
“Momma doesn’t make apple pie anymore, it’s all frozen, all corporate-owned”
(Chaua-Eoan, 1989, p. 85).
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Beautiful women are often both envied and hated. Women are judged and
judge one another, rather than acknowledging one another as allies in an
oppressed position. Beauty contests are an institutionalized form of judging
women and girls. The Miss America “Scholarship” program is one of the most
dangerous, given that it is the largest educational scholarship available for
women. Women are required to hobble on high heels and parade their bodies in
order to earn an education. These contests might be less bothersome if they
crowned their queens Miss Chevrolet, Miss Fruit of the Loom, or Miss Procter
& Gamble. One needs only to watch a few minutes of these shows to understand
they are just another advertiser’s gimmick to sell products.

Women in Pieces

Women are dismembered in ads: their bodies are reduced to a pair of breasts, a
leg, an object, a rear-end, a crotch. A 1994 television ad for Leggs flashed head-
less women “putting on their legs” in cars and on couches that merged with
close-ups of their miniskirted rear ends. One of the most menacing results is
that most women automatically view themselves in pieces. They may run
through their checklist asking, “What do my thighs look like, my rear end, my
legs, breasts, hands, ankles, toes and knees?” Women rarely think of themselves
as whole and complete human beings. Men partake in this segmented view of
women through such compliments as, “Nice legs,” or “Nice breasts.” Convicted
rapists have been known to justify their rapes because their victims didn’t seem
human to them—they were just objects. Viewing women in pieces creates the
objectification. Pieces of women’s anatomy are literally strewn throughout our
daily environment. A billboard for Epi-products featured a blow-up of a
woman’s thigh with the slogan, “Treat cellulite like dirt.”

Violence to Women

Advertisements help legitimize and normalize violence against women. Accord-
ing to the National Institute for Mental Health (1982), violent images of women
in the media reinforce violent behavior toward women. In a Hanes ad, a
frightened-looking woman wearing a cocktail dress and heels crouches against a
wall, her hands over her ears. She seems to be avoiding a shrill noise or someone
who is about to hit her. The copy surrounds her: “The shape you want to be in.”
In an ad for Kenar clothing, a model lies belly down on a tile floor. Her head is
lifted, as if to avoid placing her face on the floor. Her pensive stare suggests she
might be asking to get up.

Advertised women look hurt, frightened, dirty, or attacked. They are vic-
timized, running away, humiliated, and slapped. Many women and girls believe
that being sexy and feminine means imitating victims. Ads help teach them that
their sexuality is enhanced by being powerless, subordinated victims, and that
inequality is alluring.
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Men not only don’t have to take responsibility for their sexually deviant
behavior, they can actively blame it all on women. A London Fog ad, for exam-
ple, showed the back of a man opening his trench coat in flasher fashion with the
caption, “London Fog wants to show you something you've never seen before.”
This blame-the-victim attitude is reinforced by advertisements of women
flaunting their sexuality—appearing to invite, if not deserve, male aggression.
The women in Guess ads look young, poor, and sexually available. Their legs
are open wide, or they wear lacy teddies, unzipped jeans, and unbuttoned
blouses in public. In one image the model’s hair is dirty and her black bra is held
together with safety pins.

These Guess ads were shot by fashion photographer Wayne Maser, who
shared his thoughts with writer Susan Faludi.

The trouble with advertising today is everyone’s afraid to take a stand on women. Every-
thing’s done to please the feminists because the feminists dominate these advertising posi-
tions. They've made women bland. My work is a reaction against feminist blandness,” he
says. But, he wants to make clear, he isn't trying to restrict women, just endorse their new
options. “It's a post-feminist period," he explains. “Women can be women again. All my
girls have a choice.”

Jeffrey Thrunher, Maser’s assistant photographer, explains to Faludi why so many
models are reluctant to work with Maser. “I've seen Wayne take a model who isn't cooper-
ating, just standing there not showing any emotion, and push her face against the wall. Or
he'll tell her, ‘Get undressed'—in front of him—and if she doesn't, he'll say, ‘Get the fuck
out of here." He plays with their minds" (Faludi, 1992, p. 199).

Restriction, according to these fellows, looks great on females. The women
appear to adore the restriction, smiling as they are tied in bondage in Harper’s
Bazaar or Vogue. The implication is that women are out of control, needing to
be held down, held back. The media rarely shows the general populace the hor-
rifying results of domestic violence. Instead we are fed a diet of glamorous beau-
ties in lovely outfits, who cope well with being bruised, unconscious, or dead.

Sadomasochistic or S&M fashions help costume a society where pain and
violence have become synonymous with love and being sexy. Chains and
bondage themes appear in ads, in department store windows, and in major
movie releases. What was big in the 1980s is growing even bigger in the 1990s.
Helmut Newton’s layout in the September 1992 issue of Vogue is filled with
anorexic women in chains, dirtied, next to anorexic women dressed like men.
The controversial S&M styles challenge women to be rebellious. Being differ-
ent is in style as long as everyone imitates one another. The rebel S&M look is
just another marketing ploy being peddled to women. Be liberated—wear
chains. Be avant garde—pierce your clitoris. Primitive rituals performed for
only $39.95—just sign this waiver. Self-mutilation is touted as self-control. Per-
manent scarring, brands, and tattoos are temporarily in vogue. S&M trends are
sold to women as their chance to rebel, to shock, and even to gain control over
their bodies. Some women imagine adornments and constrictive accessories will
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help them recover what has been taken away (Kauffman, 1993). And they
believe it. After all, no two piercings are alike, no two tattoos identical. Is this
choosing your own image, or another advertising ploy to preoccupy women
with their looks, another angle to brand women with the willing-victim look as
beauty theme?

The ad world claims they merely give society what it wants, or that ads are
pure fantasy—they aren’t real. The reality for women is that domestic violence
is the leading cause of injury for women ages 15—44, and every 6 minutes 40
women are beaten badly enough to seek emergency medical attention
(Smolowe, 1992). In 1990, 102,555 rapes were reported to the police in the
United States. Of those, 18,024—fewer than one in five—resulted in convic-
tions. The average time served was less than three years (Vachss, 1993). Fear of
attack is understandably far greater in women than in men. Many women, who
jump at every sound, have come to accept large doses of adrenaline continually
coursing through their veins. The physiological effects of attack and the fear of
attack make women more vulnerable to heart attacks, high blood pressure, and
all diseases that stem from compromised immune systems (Kushner-Resnick,
1992). Yet women are continually portrayed as victims, hunted and preyed on as
if it were all just an adventure. Gloria Vanderbilt ran a series of ads with women
being stalked by ominous male shadows, with the caption, “Let the adventure
begin.”

Mainstreaming Pornography

The line between what is pornographic and what isn’t has become indistinguish-
able. Pornographic values pervade our lives so completely that they have
become normalized, accepted, and anticipated. Pornographic films, which out-
number other films by three to one, gross an average of $1 million a day. Film,
television, and magazines are having to compete with the $10-billion-a-year
pornography industry (Russell, 1993).

Mainstream advertising imitates many of the values, images, plots, stereo-
types, and even the costumes of pornography. Playboy pinball machines groan
and moan like a woman supposedly having an orgasm each time the ball hits the
target. The nationwide Hooters chain of “breasturants” have their all-female
wait-staff wearing denim cut-offs and half-top T-shirts that read, “More than a
Mouthful.” There has been a sharp increase in the popularity of “sophisticated”
topless bars and strip clubs. In some strip clubs, men can purchase topless
women to give them a shoeshine. In the past few years, topless donut shops, top-
less car washes, topless hot dog stands, and topless housecleaning services have
been made available (Ciriello, Buchwald, Fletcher, and Roth, 1993). Glamour
and Cosmopolitan recently touted topless dancing as a good way for female stu-
dents to put themselves through college. After all, dancers don’t have to have sex
with their customers (Silverman, 1993; Haynes, 1993). A Neutrogena ad in the
same Cosmopolitan issue asks, “Why not spend more time in the nude?” Another
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ad in the same issue, for Club Carnell’s active wear, shows a nude woman’s bare
back. She hides her breasts and glances over her shoulder. The caption: “We
can’t wait to show you what we have.” An ad in a railway station in Tokyo por-
trays a young Caucasian teenager naked from the waist up. The caption reads:
“Get to know a real live high school girl.” It is difficult to know what is for sale
until you spot a small can of juice on the right. The word for know in Japanese,
shiru, also has the meaning “to have sex.” Here a poster associates the taste of
fresh juice with the “taste” of a virgin.

“Even such innocuous products as Liquid Drano and Hebrew National
salami are being sold,” the New Republic recently declared, “with a sexual explic-
itness once reserved for pay customers of soft-core pornography” (Muro, 1989,
p- 77). Harper’s Bazaar highlights the mainstreaming of pornography in an arti-
cle touting the wonders of pornography for women (Darling, 1994).

In former Yugoslavia, the rape of women is being filmed for use as anti-
Muslim and anti-Croatian propaganda and for profit. Serbian soldiers forced
Muslim women to pretend to be Serbian for these rape films. “These materials
become a potent advertisement for war, a perfect motivator for torturers, whe
then do what they are ordered to do and enjoy it. Yes, it actually improves their
morale,” says Catharine MacKinnon, of the University of Michigan (1993,
p- 28). There have been reports that a Serbian tank that rolled in to “cleanse” a
village was plastered with images from pornography.

In a stark, black-and-white ad for DKNY, from September 1993’s Glamour,
two women appear harried, poor, and hungry. One holds her head in her hand,
the other looks wary, bracing for an attack. The two figures seem to lean
together for comfort in the harsh light. The women look Slavic, and the image
of Bosnian rape survivors is brought to mind.

POLITICAL IMPLICATIONS

The media play a powerful role in depoliticizing violence to women. Advertise-
ments that threaten violence and overt acts of violence to women help maintain
male domination. Whenever advertisers reduce women to objects or dehuman-
ize them, they engage in the act of publicly celebrating violence against women.
Women’s health and dignity have become expendable, secondary to a free mar-
ket where women are peddled as products.

Many women who have been victims of male violence don’t comprehend
the political context in which they have been violated. Rather than seeing male
terrorism within the context of the millions of women violated, it is viewed as a
private problem. This is partly due to the fact that globally, many acts of vio-
lence to women aren’t criminal; they are entrenched in social custom, and what
isn’t criminal is blamed on the victims themselves. Advertisers do their part by
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isolating women and teaching them that they are the ones in need of therapeutic
help—retail, surgical, or otherwise.

Many women learn early on to vacate their bodies. Learning the let’s-get-
it-over-with trick helps women endure catcalls, obscene phone calls, the appli-
cation of makeup, cosmetic surgery and piercing, incest, rape, and the act of
prostitution.

Women are taught to be willing to perform anonymous sex—for a price. “A
wife. After all, it wouldn’t mean anything. It’s just my body. It’s not my mind. It’s
not my heart. It’s not my soul.” This is an excerpt from the ad copy for the
movie Indecent Proposal. The poster displayed the lower torso of a woman in
underwear lying on a bed of money. Brides are for sale and prostitutes are rented
(Clarke, 1993). The wholesaling of women in today’s marketplace is far from
being a victimless crime. Every woman is hurt when women as a class or group
are for sale.

Depression is a predictable reaction to being tortured, denigrated, and
undervalued. At least 7 million women have diagnosable depression (Avenoso,
1993). One study out of Duke University found that much of women’s depres-
sion is the product of physical and social oppression. Up to 37 percent of U.S.
women have suffered significant physical or sexual abuse before the age of 21,
and 25 to 50 percent have been battered by a partner. Up to 71 percent of work-
ing women have experienced sexual harassment at work. Women receive inade-
quate child support, and women are usually the ones who care for aged parents.
Women abuse weight-loss drugs, laxatives, amphetamines, and Valium dispro-
portionately. Women make up 70 percent of the lucrative market for antidepres-
sant drugs worldwide (Avenoso, 1993). According to the U.S. Bureau of the
Census, American women face the worst gender-based pay gap in the developed
world, with more than 80 percent of full-time working women making less that
$20,000 a year (Rix, 1989). The pressures on women are tremendous. No won-
der they are depressed.

The following ad shows a woman sitting on a bed in her push-up bra, look-
ing into a mirror that reflects an open door. The woman looks slightly startled,

as if anticipating someone about to enter. The copy litters the page,

I'm his night light. I'm his heater. I'm his favorite channel. I'm his umbrella. I'm his blanket.
I'm his weapon. I'm his little voice. I'm his painkiller.

I'm his savior. I'm his pillow.
Which | guess could also make me his worst nightmare.

Lilyette Bras and Panties Your underneath.

The advertisers’ fantasy of creating the perfect female consumer may
quickly be turning into a nightmare. While advertisers encourage women’s
sense of worthlessness, how will they stop their plummeting self-esteem? Drug
abuse and death are not ingredients for ideal shoppers. Of course, advertisers
are relentless—women who suffer from immobilizing depression can always

tune into the home shopping network.
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that their First Amendment right of free expression is threatened (Lee &
Solomon, 1990). Many media industries make money at the expense of public
welfare by hiding behind these protections. Supporting free speech is impera-
tive, yet free speech remains an ideal that is not equally available to every citizen.
Women who are silenced daily through rape, incest, and battery don’t have the
same access to free speech that advertisers, pimps, and pornographers do.

For the American consumer, freedom of speech is now the freedom to be
manipulated by corporate voices. Yet, if the only voices the American consumer
hears are corporate voices, how free is speech? It’s time people asked, “Free for
whom?” Meanwhile, advertisers stand by with their First Amendment lawyers,
determined to keep commercial speech free.

The FCC must initiate a mandatory allotment of time for citizens to voice
their concerns on television. Imagine exposing racial prejudice in a 30-second
commercial showing how Guns 'n Roses, Madonna, and Howard Stern become
rich and famous by being as nasty as they want to. Yet when African-American
rappers like 2 Live Crew are equally nasty, they land in jail. It isn’t a lack of air-
time that keeps controversial messages from reaching the airwaves. Free airtime
is clearly available. Groups like the Ad Council, a corporate-sponsored consor-
tium that creates nonprofit commercials, received more than $1 billion worth of
free airtime and ad space in 1989 alone. The Media Foundation, working to help
people receive their rightful access to the airwaves, established both a petition to
the FCC asking for this mandatory airtime and a hotline, at 800-663-1243. The
success of their campaign will take the involvement of people like you.

Making sexist images socially reprehensible through public education is not
impossible. The Harvard Alcohol Project, in cooperation with dozens of televi-
sion producers and writers, spearheaded 95 televised episodes delivering nega-
tive messages about drunk driving. Messages about the negative effects of sexism
could also be similarly conveyed to the viewing public.

Governmental regulation is a possibility, yet in countries like Canada and
Australia, drafting and enforcing codes for advertising has proved difficult. Self-
regulation is obviously the preferred first step, but self-regulatory systems need
a great deal of consumer input. Penalties levied against advertisers must be
made public, and the guidelines for advertisers need to be clear and easily
understood. In the United States, self-regulation and governmental regulation
policies lag far behind other developed countries. According to William John-
son, deputy chief of the Federal Communications Commission, “Basically,
there’s no federal regulation at all regarding sex in TV ads” (Muro, 1989, p. 77).

Consumers to Stop Sexist Alcohol Advertising, a U.S.-based group that
began with members of the medical community and administrators of a battered
women’s shelter, has initiated The Dangerous Promises Campaign. It proposes
that the beer and distilled spirits industry associations amend their advertising
guidelines to read: “Alcohol advertising and promotion should not reinforce or

trivialize the problem of violence against women. Alcohol advertising and pro-
motion shall not (1) degrade, demean, or objectify the form, image or status of
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women or any ethnic or minority group; (2) associate alcohol with adversaria]
abusive, or violent relationships or situations; or (3) suggest sex as an nxvmnz&-
Rm.:_ﬁ of or reward for drinking alcohol” (The Trauma Foundation, 1992). The
<<5.m Institute adopted the guidelines in September 1993.

. The best defense is public action, consumer awareness, and an understand-
ing that »aa.\o_d.mmnm desperately need the public’s money to survive. Products
that use Sexist, racist, or violent advertising should not be purchased. Boycotts
are very effective since most corporations respond only when their profit margin
is threatened. The National Boycott News, Boycott Action News, and Media Watch
will mail you their boycott lists on request.

The Media Foundation has initiated an annual, international Buy Nothing
Day, .m@vﬁa_drma 24, for a 24-hour, continent-wide moratorium on consumer
spending. Buy Nothing Day is designed to remind both the consumer and
retailer of the true power of the buying public.

Letters to advertisers are also effective. They should be clear and concise
and should offer a return address for a response. Letters should be addressed R“
the wammanna of a corporation or advertising company, rather than the vcv:o
relations officer. Library reference desks are helpful sources of addresses, phone
numbers, and names. ,

CONCLUSION

The biggest barrier to social equality may be that many women have become
unwittingly attached to the woman who is on sale and on display. Without
understanding their options, women have become a part of the daily beauty
contest vying for the prize look, the winning smile, the ephemeral crown.
Unfortunately, most women don’t comprehend their power to change the rules
to the beauty game, especially if they are in a position in their work where they
are both marginally respected and decently paid. Some women, understandably,
want to paint their nails in peace. They want to pluck their eyebrows without
someone trying to convince them that it hurts. They know it hurts. Women
often lose their jobs, their identities, and their loves if they don’t play the game.
They make the most of their price tags, conspicuous as they are.

The beauty game can’t be won. No one wins when women are raped and
then blame themselves, rather than a political system that openly degrades their
humanity. Women’s lowered status allows the dominant male community to
=mm~.w2 their health and their financial status, and to neglect to study why they
continue to be so neglected. Women are so actively hated that the hatred itself
can’t be acknowledged publicly.

Each year 150,000 women die from anorexia. Four die each day at the
r.u:mm of their male sexual partners and an untold number die from complica-
tions related to cosmetic surgery (no one knows because accurate medical
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records are not being kept). If White men were dying at this rate, a medical
emergency would be announced, funds would be allotted, research initiated,
sweeping changes would be made to national policy—and a possible monument
might be erected in their honor. When women die, the stench from their bodies
is ignored. They aren’t allowed to pile up together. They are slipped out one by
one. The enormity of pain, death, abuse, and hate being heaped on females is
judged as unfortunate—but generally considered women’s fault.

The advertising industry has done more than its share in reinforcing the
idea that females are trivial, vile commodities and can, as a group, be easily
trashed. Clearly, advertisers didn’t invent woman-hating, rape, domestic vio-
lence or child abuse, but consumers must hold them accountable each and every
time they promote it.

REFERENCES

Avenoso, K. (1993, February). Women’s blues: Biology or backlash? Elle, 72-76.

Berger, J. (1972). Ways of seeing, British Broadcasting Corporation, pp. 4647 (para-
graph breaks omitted).

Boycott Action News/Co-op America. 1850 M St. NW, Suite 700 Washington, DC
20036.

Chaua-Eoan, H. (1989, March 13). No more apple pie. Time, 85.

Ciriello, S., Buchwald E., Fletcher P. & Roth M. (Eds.). (1993). Choice? Commodi-

fication of women: Morning, noon, and night. In Transforming a rape culture,
pp. 265-274. Minneapolis, MN: Milkweed Editions.
Clarke, D. & Reti, I. (Ed.). (1993). Consuming passions: Some thoughts on history,
sex, and free enterprise. In Unleashing Feminism. Santa Cruz, CA: Her Books.
Clibbon, P. (1993) News from the mental environment. Adbusters Quarterly, 2, 10.
Collins R. & Jacobson M. (1990, September 19). Commercialism versus culture.
Christian Science Monitor, p. 19.

Crenshaw, K., Matsuda, M., Lawrence, C., and Delgado, R. (Eds.). (1993). Words
that wound: critical race theory, assaultive speech and the First Amendment. Boulder,
CO: Westview Press.

Criticism vanishes in puff of journalistic smoke. (1992, January 30, Special Issue from
Fairness & Accuracy in Reporting). New England Journal of Medicine, 23.

Cubbins, L., & Norris, J. (1992, June). Dating, drinking and rape: Effects of victim’s
and assailant’s alcohol consumption on judgments of their behavior and traits.
Psychology of Women Quarterly, 16, 179-191.

Darling, L. (1994, August). Women who love pornography. Harper’s Bazaar; 168-171.
Faludi, S. (1992). Backlash. New York, NY: Crown Publishing.

Chapter 10 Criticism @

Fawcett-Ward, A. (1993, February 8). Narrowcast in past, women earn revised role in
advertising. Advertising Age, p. S-10.
French, M. (1985). Beyond power: On women, men and morals. NY: Ballantine.

Frieze, I. H., & Noble, J. (1980). Tke effects of alcobol on marital violence. Paper pre-
sented to the American Psychological Association Convention. Montreal, Canada.

Gilday, K. (1989). The famine within [Film]. Toronto Film Board.

Grube, J. (1994, February). Television beer advertising and drinking knowledge, beliefs,
and intentions among schoolchildren. American Fournal of Public Health, §4(2),
254-259.

Haynes, K. (1993, August). The lowdown on topless bars: Can these girls really undress
for success? Cosmopolitan, 200.

Huston, A., Donnerstein E., Fairchild H., et al., (1992). Big World, Small Screen: The
role of television in American society. Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press.

Kauffman, L. (1993, June). Beauty knows no pain. Elle, 65-67.

Kilbourne, J. (1992, Special Issue from Fairness & Accuracy in Reporting). Smoking as
Liberation: The tobacco industry targets women. p. 22.

Kushner-Resnick, S. (March-April 1993). Fear itself. Utne Reader, pp. 64-65.

Lee, M., & N. Solomon. (1990). Unreliable sources: A guide to detecting bias in news
media. New York, NY: Carol Publishing Group, p. 75.

MacKinnon, C. (1993, July-August). Turning rape into pornography: Post-modern
genocide. Ms., 24-30.

MarketData Enterprises (1990). Lynbrook, NJ.

Media Watch Boycott List, P.O. Box 618, Santa Cruz, CA 95061.

Miller, A., & Tsiantar, D. (1989, February 27). Psyching out consumers. Newsweek,
46-47.

Morgan, K. (1991, Fall). Women and the knife: Cosmetic surgery and the colonization
of women’s bodies. Hypatia, 6(3), 26-53.

Muro, M. (1989, April, 16). A new era of eros in advertising. Boston Globe, pp- 77-78.

National Boycott News, 6506 28th Ave., N.E., Seattle, WA 98115.

National Institute for Mental Health. (1982). In Dangerous Promises: How alcobol
advertising reinforces and trivializes violence against women. The Trauma Foundation,
San Francisco, CA, and Los Angeles Commission on Assaults Against Women, Los
Angeles, CA, p. 3.

Newman, J. (1993, September). The latest word in body reshaping. Elle, 364.

Not & Hot (1993, August). Allure, 46.

off our backs. (1991, February).

Reeves, J. (Summer, 1993). Giant billboard to orbit earth. Adbusters Quarterly, 2,p. 7.

Rix, S. (Ed.). (1989). The American Woman 1988-89: A Status Report.

Russell, D. (Ed.). (1993) Making violence sexy: Feminist views on pornography. Athene
Series, Columbia University, New York, NY: Teachers College Press.

Sharkey, B. (1993, February). You've come a long way, Madison Avenue. Lears, 94.

@ Chapter 10 Women For Sale



Silverman, J. (1993, April). Night and day: The double life of a topless dancer. Glamour,
243, -

Smolowe, J. (1992, June 29). What the doctor should do. Tinze, 57.

Sontag, S. (1973). On photography. New York, NY: Farrar, Straus & Giroux.

Steinem, G. (1990, July—August). Sex, lies and advertising. Ms., 22-23.

Teinowitz & Geiger. (1991, November 18). Suits try to link sex harassment, ads.
Advertising Age, 48.

Teinowitz, I. (1993, February 8). Days of “beer and babes” running out. Advertising
Age, p. 58.

Trauma Foundation, Bldg. 1, Room #400, San Francisco General Hospital, San
Francisco, CA 94110 415-821-8209, FAX 415-282-2563 or LACAAW), Los Angeles
Commission on Assaults Against Women, 6043 Hollywood Blvd., Suite 200, Los
Angeles, CA 90028 213-462-1281, FAX 213-462-8434.

Vachss, A. (1993, June 27). We need to go to war. Parade, cover.

Wallis, C. (1989, December 4). Onward, women! Timze, 81.

Williams Walsh, M. (1991, April 4). Hopping mad in Canada: Controversy brews as
Ontario bans sexist beer ads. Los Angeles Times, Part E, p. 1.

Wolf, N. (1992). The beauty myth: How images of beauty are used against women. New
York, NY: William Morrow, p. 182, 229.

Wyndham, D. (1987, August). Admen, subtract women: Profit without honour. Media
Information Australia, 45, pp. 52-58. United Nations (1980), cited in Women in the
Media. Paris: UNESCO.

Chapter 10 Criticism @






