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Real men do shop: Images of masculinity and consumerism in Men's Health magazine

by Arran Stibbe

 

In Stibbe (2004 this volume) I described some of the ways that the social construction of masculinity in Men’s Health magazine was connected with a series of behaviours which were not only ecologically damaging but of tangential importance for health. These included eating large amounts of meat and convenience food, and, if influenced by the advertising in the magazine, consuming ecologically destructive products such as SUV cars. In this article I explore in more depth the role that the magazine plays in the summoning-into-to-being of the male consumer. 
As McLoughlin (2000:39) points out, a magazine is ‘a vehicle for promoting various commodities through advertisements because this is where the real revenue lies’, and advertisements comprise a major part of Men's Health magazine. I analysed all of the 584 full page advertisements appearing in the Men's Health magazine from June 2000-October 2001. Figure 1 is a summary of the distribution of the ads classified into categories. 
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From this diagram it is clear that men are being offered a range of products including luxury fashion items, supplements, grooming accessories and perfumes, all of which, in traditional models of male-dominated culture, are things in which only women are interested (Breazeale 1994:1, Greenfield et al:463). Perhaps to compensate for this loss of masculinity, Men's Health creates hyper-inflated images of the 'real man' - a beer-drinking, meat-loving bodybuilder who enjoys watching violent sports (Stibbe 2004). 

Evidence that the magazine is using masculine images to compensate for placing men in the feminine role of 'fashion shoppers' can be found in an issue of Men’s Health which contains a 56 page ‘Guide to Style’ (MH2000:9). The editorial in this issue deliberately tries to distance itself from other fashion magazines: 

Why We Wear the Pants…Note how we don’t use the word "Fashion". "Fashion" is a word you find in "fashion" magazines…populated by underfed male models…those snotty stick figures’ (MH2000:9:p26)

The ‘underfed…stick figures’ contrast with the Men’s Health models, who, with their huge muscular bodies, are the epitome of hegemonic masculinity. In the disguise of blatant masculinity, the message is simple: it is OK for real men to shop for the fashionable products advertised in 28% of the space of our real man's magazine. 

In order to promote the interests of their advertisers, Men's Health frequently seems to resort to the creation of dissatisfaction, a technique commonly employed in women's magazines. For the average reader, the enormous size of the muscular models induces unfavourable comparisons. As a plastic surgeon interviewed by Wheeler (2000) points out: ‘The images out there are not the norm. The average man is not going to attain that.’ The difficulty ordinary working people would have in creating a huge body leads Wheeler to suggest that such images create anxiety about body image, and he backs this up with studies which show that in 2001 43% of American men were dissatisfied with their appearance, up from only 15% in 1972. 

Debbie Burgard, a psychologist, believes the rise in dissatisfaction is due to a number of factors, including the increase in torso size of childrens' toys like GI Joe, and ‘images in Men’s Health magazine’ (reported in Wheeler 2000). Before reading the magazine, some readers might not have known that advanced body builders can build a ‘six pack’ of visible abdominal muscles, let alone that this is a desirable thing to do. They might have been unaware that the ideal arms ‘bulge like VW beetles’ (MH2000:10:45), and might not have recognised the need to add ‘2 inches’ to their chest (‘Add 2 inches to your chest’ MH2000:10:cover). 

Body image dissatisfaction, while having the potential to lead to eating disorders, use of steroids, over-consumption of meat, and low self esteem, also has the potential to help advertisers sell their goods. If men cannot achieve the body that the magazine promises, at least they can wear the same clothes and use the same scent as the heavily muscled models in the ads. This is the same ploy widely used in women’s magazines, where the cover model traditionally ‘sustains our envy and feelings of insecurity, predisposing us to be receptive to the products advertised’ (McCracken 1997:98).

The editors of Men’s Health appear to be aware of the problem of glorifying muscular bodies to sell magazines and the products advertised in them. The fitness director, Lou Schuler, in a book review appearing on the internet, talks of ‘images of men whose rippling muscles are being used to sell everything from Abercrombie & Fitch shirts to Men’s Health magazine’ (Schuler 2001). He even mentions the problems of negative body image in a review of another book:

As a result of this bombardment of pumped-up male imagery, American men have been developing eating disorders, working out to the point of obsession, and taking steroids. None of this is for health or sports performance but rather to develop a physique that matches those seen on the cover of Muscle & Fitness … (Schuler 2001b)

Ironically, Schuler refers to the cover of Muscle & Fitness magazine, a competitor, but exactly the same can be said about Men’s Health magazine. Very few of the obsessed, steroid-taking men will achieve a huge physique, but to compensate for their small frames they can easily buy a car with an enormous frame. 

Not surprisingly, of the types of cars advertised in Men’s Health the most common is the Sport Utility Vehicle (SUV) which, along with the similar type, luxury pickup truck, comprise 54% of the 21% of space dedicated to cars. These unnecessarily enormous vehicles are presented as, in the words of Nomai (2001), ‘bigger, tougher, status enhancing freedom machines’. They also demand large amounts of energy and natural resources for their production, guzzle gas, and represent the most ecologically damaging of all personal modes of transport. 

The idea that huge cars compensate for lack of bodily physique is implicit in many of the car ads, and is stated explicitly in the text of the magazine: 

Let’s imagine you are a short, bald accountant with no abs…Don’t expect a great car to turn you into El Duque or Brad Pitt or any combination thereof. But it will bring you a little closer (MH2001:5:p80).

The ‘short, bald accountant with no abs’ is, in fact, the reader that Men’s Health targets, an ‘upscale’ reader (Advertising pack 2001) who needs to ‘Drop 20lbs the easy way’ (MH2000:9:cover), ‘Build abs that show’ (MH2000:7/8:cover) and might buy the anti-balding drugs advertised in the magazine. 

The characteristics of masculinity the targeted reader is encouraged to want for himself are systematically projected onto the cars in a series of personifications. The Hyundai is ‘rugged’ (MH2001:1/2:p21), the Jeep has ‘legendary off-road prowess’ (MH2000:9:p67) while the Chevy Tracker ‘things big’ (MH2000:10:back cover). The Nissan Frontier ‘doesn’t roll off the assembly line, it struts’ (MH:2001:6:p43). 

The owners of the car are entitled to ‘brag’ about the power of the car in the same way as they can brag about the power of their muscles. According to the Nissan Maxima ad, if readers buy the car, the 17% increased horsepower gives the reader 100% increased ‘bragging rights’ (MH2000:7/8:p1). This echoes an article in the same magazine subtitled ‘add 20 pounds to your bench press’, which will give you ‘something to brag about during lockdown’ (MH2000:7/8:p30). If readers buy the Subaru Outback, then they will get ‘So much power and control it’s hard to stay humble’ (MH2000:12:p21). This deliberately blurs the line between the qualities of the car and those of the owner. 

In the following extract from a Men’s Health promotion sent out by email to potential readers, the slogan ‘Built Ford Tough’, which emphasises the toughness of the cars, is deliberately entwined with the personal physical toughness of the reader:

OK, smart guy: You read Men's Health. You can bench press 350 pounds. You dress better than your boss, and your family worships you. We know you're tough. BUT, are you "Built Ford Tough?" Do you have the mental toughness and survival smarts to laugh at adversity? (Email May 24, 2001)

The pronoun ‘you’ appears 6 times in this extract, addressing an ideal reader who is clearly significantly tougher and more successful than the actual reader. This builds up to the word ‘Ford’, in a key position which would be given contrastive stress if the sentence was read aloud. Even the ‘ideal’ reader cannot aspire to the toughness of the Ford cars, so this ad seems to create and play on anxieties about physical toughness. 

The distinction between personal fitness and cars is similarly blurred in an ad for the Ford Escape SUV (written in conjunction with Men’s Health magazine). The ad reads: ‘Your mission: to aspire to a whole new level of fitness…To create the Ultimate Personal Fitness Escape’ (MH2000:9:p27). The name of the car here is deliberately and directly collocated with the words ‘personal fitness’. 

As Barthel (1992:144) points out, ‘The male mode of exigence…is most in evidence in car advertisements, where the keywords are masculine: power, precision, performance…As the juxtaposition of shape and power suggests, the car is not simply the Other. It is also an extension of the owner’. This is implicit in all the car advertisements, and also appears explicitly: an ad for the Saturn LS2 states ‘Like it or not, a car says something about you. Some a lot.’ (MH2000:6:p3), and the Jeep Wrangler ad reads ‘Take a ride in a rugged Jeep Wrangler…The world will see you like never before. That’s because Wrangler says a lot about you’ (MH2000:7/8:93). What the cars ‘say about you’ is that you are tough and masculine, even if your body does not live up to the unreachable goals of the perfect body pushed by the magazine. 

The camera angle in most car ads is extremely low; in fact, to view the cars at this angle would require sitting on the road in front of the car (eg, MH2001:4:p26, MH2001:3:p65, MH2000:6:p16). Traditionally, low camera angle is used to make the subject appear more powerful than the viewer (Kress and van Leeuwen 1996:146). An extreme case is the Frontier advertisement (MH2001:6:p42), in which the car faces the viewer straight on, forming a ‘demand’ picture (Kress and van Leeuwen 1996: 122), in this case demanding a relationship of confrontation with the viewer. The angle is such that the viewer is positioned as lying on the road in front of the car, the most powerless of positions. The words of the ad say ‘210 horsepower. Aggressive new design’. The reader, who may already feel anxious because he does not have the abs and torso of the models in the magazine, is bound to lose the confrontation, but might buy the car in order to sit behind the wheel and put other men in the same powerless position. If the reader’s physical body does not communicate the tough image that the magazine establishes as a goal, at least his car can. 

The new 'male consumer' constructed by the magazine buys products not out of necessity, not for utility, and not even for entertainment: he buys products because of the social symbolism attached to them. This encourages the consumption of unnecessary products (like perfumes), redundant products (like several identical fashion items by different designers), and oversized products (like SUV's). And in a vicious circle it licenses and creates competition in the conspicuous consumption of limited resources. 
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