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Becoming a healthy subject is a central topic in modern society as health has 

become a marker of status. This is reflected in the widely adapted ideology of 

healthism, in which the individual is assigned responsibility for their own health. 

The process of becoming a healthy subject is complicated and is influenced by many 

factors, including magazines. The expression of their media power over the 

construction of health is conceptualized through Foucault's concept of government. 

Through a critical discourse analysis of health-magazines Women'sHealth and 

Men'sHealth the construction of health in the magazines is assessed. It is found that 

both magazines suggest acts of self-governance for the reader that are in line with 

the ideology of consumerism, as the body is commodified and consumption is 

depicted as necessary to achieve health. Additionally, traditional notions of 

masculinity and femininity are applied to the content in order to appeal to the 

common identity of the reader. By describing the healthy lifestyle, offering 

representations of health ideals and ascribing strategies to achieve said health, the 

magazines are able to shape the conception of health of their readers. The 

construction of health is found to be structured through the discourse of healthism 

and limited by the concept of gender as well as commercial motives of the 

magazine.  

 

 

 

 

Keywords: media representation, identity, gender, healthism, consumerism, 

governmentality  



 

3 
 
 
 

 

Table of contents 

1. Introduction ............................................................................................................................ 4

2. Aim and research questions ................................................................................................... 6

3. Previous research ................................................................................................................... 7

3.1 Media and ideologies ......................................................................................................... 7

3.2 Magazines: representation of gender and construction of identity .................................. 9

3.3 Magazines: the commodification of the body ................................................................... 9

3.4 Magazines and health ...................................................................................................... 11

3.5 Research gap .................................................................................................................... 13

4. Media power, lifestyle and identity .......................................................................................14

4.1 Habitus and lifestyle .........................................................................................................14

4.2 Governmentality and the self .......................................................................................... 18

4.3 Gender in media ...............................................................................................................21

5. Method and material ............................................................................................................ 24

5.1 Critical Discourse Analysis .............................................................................................. 24

5.2 Sample selection ............................................................................................................. 25

5.3 CDA Lexical Tools ........................................................................................................... 27

5.4. Analytical categories ...................................................................................................... 29

6. Analysis/presentation of results .......................................................................................... 30

6.1 Practices of self-governance ............................................................................................ 30

6.2 Healthy lifestyle .............................................................................................................. 44

6.3 Comparison Men’sHealth and Women’sHealth .............................................................. 51

7. Conclusion ............................................................................................................................ 54

8. References ............................................................................................................................ 57

 

 

 



 

4 
 
 
 

1. Introduction 

 

What is health? That is a question that cannot be very easily answered. When you are asked if 

you are healthy, the person asking is most likely referring to your physical state. When people 

act differently than the norm, a commonly used insult is to call someone ‘mentally ill’, so 

mental health can also be included in the definition. Friends can be described to be spending 

an unhealthy amount of time together or people spend an unhealthy amount of time on the 

computer – so your health includes how you spend your time as well. Mothers don’t want 

their children to eat unhealthy snacks and kids are measured in the doctor’s office to make 

sure they’re not on an unhealthy weight. In short, the definition of health seems to be 

incredibly broad and its presence is constant in our everyday lives. We use the concept of 

health for many occasions, in some cases to discuss our literal physical or mental state of 

being, in other cases health functions as a synonym for good or bad–dictating our behavior. 

So how do we decide what is ‘healthy’ and what is not? 

 Magazines have been a longtime popular object of study in several research 

fields, including psychology, sociology and of course media studies. Their influence on society 

is undeniable although the exact shape and form of their impact remains part of a widely 

diverse discussion. Previously by many seen as merely a form of entertainment, the 

magazine’s informative function is increasingly noticed as a powerful tool to shape and reflect 

societal standards (Morry & Staska, 2001; Thompson & Heinberg, 1999). While there are 

many sociocultural factors that influence a person, such as surrounding social groups and 

family, the prominent presence of media such as magazines in our everyday lives supports 

the assumption that this form of media has considerable impact.  

 One specific kind of societal impact that the media has been highly criticized for 

is their impact on the female body image by shaping unrealistic (body) expectations. This in 

turn has been linked to societal developments like an increased rate of eating disorders and 

overall obsessive modification of the body (Botta, 2003; Featherstone, 2010; Thompson & 

Heinberg, 1999). As a consequence, the topic of public health in relation to representations in 

magazines has also taken up a great part in the study of magazines (Andsager & Powers, 

1999; Weston & Ruggiero, 1986). Additional to the topic of health, a focus has been put on 

the concept of gender. Not only did the representations and depictions in magazines impact 

the body image, but also processes such as identity construction. Magazines were accused of 

having the tendency to reinforce gender roles (Barnett, 2006; Masse & Rosenblum, 1988; 

Roy, 2008; Malkin, Wornian & Chrisler, 1999) and impose required elements of masculinity 

and femininity (Boni, 2002; Duncan & Klos, 2012; Vigorito & Curry, 1988). Clearly it has 

been obvious to media scholars for many years that the representations in magazines are 

ones that society needs to be cautious of. The medium has been studied through the feminist 
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angle of media analysis since the beginning, the longtime tradition dating as far back as 1963 

when Friedan criticized the image of the ‘happy housewife heroine’ in magazines, a study that 

was the first of many major critiques on magazines and its portrayal of the female (Gauntlett, 

2008). Although both society and the portrayal of the female have gone through great 

developments since, it is unfortunately still a research angle that is relevant and applicable to 

the study of media content. Nowadays though, the criticism on the patriarchal society is more 

directly inclusive of hardships for men as well, including the unhealthy gendered identity 

expectations for both women and men in professional, personal and social environments 

(Olivardia, Pope, Borowiecki & Cohane, 2004; Snyder, 2008). This is an angle the current 

research will expand on.  

Media can be seen to provide a framework through which people make sense of themselves, 

of the world, and particular topics (Hodgetts & Chamberlain, 2002; Schneider & Davis, 

2010). Regardless of the widely publicized criticisms, many still choose to consume and use 

magazines as guidebooks for their lives. The representations and constructions in magazines 

are easily internalized, their shaping beliefs influencing collective behavior for example by 

dictating which actions are suitable to traditional gender roles and, as is the main focus of 

this study, dictating what is healthy and what is not. It has become normal nowadays to 

assess what is healthy based on information provided by media, among others by magazines 

(Roy, 2008), a worrying development since these sources do not have the primary goal to 

provide objective and scientifically correct information. Although lifestyle magazines can be 

informative, the quality of their information and motives for their content differ from for 

example official organizations specialized in tackling public health issues. Their method of 

sharing information is telling of this fact, as health information is packaged in the form of 

lifestyle advice (Hanke, 1989; Howell & Ingham, 2001; Machin & Van Leeuwen, 2005).  

Essentially magazines have been fulfilling the role of advisor throughout time, by 

constructing a certain brand or ideal that the readers want to achieve and consequently 

offering tips and tricks to reach this goal. However the explicit emphasis on ‘lifestyle choices’ 

has become increasingly essential to marketing strategies of magazines. After all, the 

magazines have commercial motives and needed to find a way to connect to a public that was 

increasingly autonomous and independent yet in search of a way to form a community 

(Machin & Van Leeuwen, 2005). The lifestyle has proved to be a widely accepted option to 

achieve that. The emphasis on lifestyle has come hand in hand with a societal high interest in 

health and fitness in which ‘through exercising smart lifestyle-choices, the individual 

becomes personally responsible for his or her own quality of own life’ (Howell & Ingham 

2001, p. 337). This ideology, the ideology of healthism, has regularly been detected and 

acknowledged in contemporary magazines and public discourse on health (Hodgetts, Bolam 



 

6 
 
 
 

& Stephens, 2005; Roy, 2008). Healthism is an ideology that encourages individual agency in 

shaping a healthy self and creates an entrepreneurial subject position for the individual (Roy, 

2008). It functions as a moral imperative to take care of yourself and take responsibility for 

personal health. This has also meant that ‘health’ has become a status marker, the healthy 

body and lifestyle signifying effort, discipline and the ability to take care of oneself. How this 

‘health’ can be expressed, is a complex construct that is shaped partly by media, which is a 

process that will be studied in the current study.  

 As discussed, magazines have longtime been affecting society. However their 

more recent strategized engagement with the ideology of healthism in combination with their 

own ideology of consumerism seems worrisome for the public health. The concept of health is 

central in society in many ways, influencing behavior, physical and mental health therefore 

any influence on the construction of the concept is important. This study will return to the 

question first posed: what is health? A critical discourse analysis of magazines of the health 

genre (Women’sHealth and Men’sHealth) will be used as a tool to uncover the ideologies of 

the magazines and the presence of gendered stereotypes in their content. In today’s media-

saturated society we are guided by the constructions that are present in the media field, 

whether we want it or not (Moyer, Greener, Beauvais & Salovey, 1995). This study will have a 

closer look at the construction of health in magazines to find out what their depiction of 

health is and what consequences this may have for the health of men and women.  

2. Aim and research questions 

The purpose of this thesis is to examine the construction of health in magazines, additionally 

assessing how gender roles and gendered identities influence this construction. Are men and 

women shown a different depiction of health and in what way do established gender roles 

and gendered identities play a part in this depiction? This is an important field to study now 

more than ever. As mentioned in the introduction, the worries of public health following the 

power of media representations have been ever-present. However the current increased 

popularity of the ideology of healthism has changed the field of study once again. The 

ideology emphasizes individual agency as the primary source of health and the prevention of 

illness is associated with personal choices and willpower (Hodgetts, Bolam & Stephens, 

2005). This means the individual is held accountable for their own health. Although the 

culture of healthism manifests itself on social media – the ‘fit-community’ on networks such 

as Instagram and Pinterest is growing daily (Lewallen & Behm-Morawitz, 2016) - old media 

such as magazine and their function of information-prevision and topic-framing are still very 

much relevant. The responsibility for health being put with individuals who subsequently 

find guidance in institutions with commercial motives seems like a questionable combination 

that should be regarded with caution. After all, magazines are informative but also a profit-
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driven institution with commercial motives, their values established through the ideology of 

consumerism. 

 The approach to assuming a healthy lifestyle should not be limited or 

stereotyped based on the construction of gender or commercial motives of the information 

provider. Ultimately this study will aim to contribute empirical knowledge to the study of 

media power. Although previous research has been done on the depiction of masculinity in 

magazines (Boni, 2002; Ricciardelli, Clow & White, 2010; Robertson 2006) the depiction of 

femininity in magazines (Duncan & Klos, 2012) its connection to gender roles (Jackson & 

Brooks, 1998; Moulding 2007) and the construction of health (Hodgetts et. al., 2005), a 

comparative study and combination of all these factors has not yet been done. This research 

aims to study the construction of overall health in contemporary magazines. In doing so, 

special attention will be paid to differences that are constituted through different targeted 

audiences based on gender, thereby researching whether social expectations related to 

gender influence the construction of health in magazines. The analysis may contribute to the 

knowledge and development of public health policies, painting a more complete picture of 

health representation in magazines and aiding readers to be aware of the limited informative 

function of magazines. The following questions will be used to examine the construction of 

health in contemporary magazines, specifically of the health-genre: Men’sHealth and 

Women’sHealth. 

1. How is health constructed through discourse in Women’sHealth and Men’sHealth?  

2. How is this construction shaped by the concept of gender?  

The focus of the first question will be to have a closer look at the ideologies influencing and 

shaping the content of the magazines, deconstructing the elements of discourse that are 

present. The second question will build on the results of the first question, devoting special 

attention to the use of gendered stereotypes and social expectations to target the information 

to a particular kind of individual. The audience that is envisioned for content is part of the 

ideology adopted by the magazines however the separate question will allow for a more 

elaborate discussion related to gendered constructions.  

3. Previous research 

3.1 Media and ideologies  

As media developed into mass media and gained more authority in society, media scholars 

set to work investigating and exposing ideologies that were presented to the public by 

magazines. Horkheimer and Adorno (2002) for example have extensively discussed and 

criticized the current culture industry, discussing how consumerist ideology has become 
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standardized and complaining about the lack of unique and creative cultural products. They 

describe the modern audience as almost voluntary victims of mass deception, acceptant of 

economic powers that impose their values which are often very clearly in line with what 

they’re trying to sell. Although Adorno’s and Horkheimer’s point of view is interesting and 

certainly a relevant point of critique on the culture industry, of which the currently studied 

magazines are a part, the current look on previous studies will focus on the ideologies that 

from a historical perspective have been related to the topic of magazines followed by a 

discussion of studies directly related to the topic of magazines and its influence on public 

health.  

 Presumably because magazines targeted to a male audience were only 

developed later in time, around the 90’s (Gauntlett, 2008), the research field firstly consisted 

of studies on women-related topics. Already in the revolutionary ‘60s did women stand up 

against the traditional housewife-picture that was painted in magazines, fighting for a 

portrayal of women who had their own desires besides pleasing their husbands (Friedan, 

1963). Ferguson (1983), too made steps into studying magazines and gender together by 

examining the construction of femininity in women’s magazines. Along with the rise of 

feminism, a feminist approach to the research was adopted. The portrayal of the woman was 

critically assessed, researching the presence of feminist ideology in magazines. A prominent 

name in these feminist magazine studies throughout the years is McRobbie, who used the 

feminist angle on many subjects including subcultures that are presented to the youth 

through magazines (1991), and a discussion of post-feminism in popular culture (2004). She 

also wrote more generally about the development of femininity, research changing modes of 

femininity as they were presented in magazines (1993). Others have of course accompanied 

her in the discussion of feminism in women’s magazines, scholars such as Budgeon and 

Currie (1995) for example put together an overview of women’s liberation in fashion’s 

magazines. Thus the studies on ideologies were not all negatively voiced, but also included 

encouraging outlines of the empowering female movement in magazines. Besides the focus 

on overall female representation in magazines, more specifically the represented gender role 

of the woman was critically assessed (Masse & Roseblum, 1988; Demarest & Garner, 1992). 

As the popularity of men’s magazines increased, the focus of magazine studies broadened to 

include the male perspective as well. Jackson, Brooks & Stevenson (1999) devoted their time 

to understanding men’s lifestyle magazines. They acknowledged that the content for men was 

constructed in highly different ways, establishing techniques to address the changing 

identities of the modern man and gender relations. By conducting interviews with focus 

groups, they unveiled superficial changes in contemporary masculinities and found several 

discourses aimed at a male-only target audience. These studies show that the feminist 
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critique has been a big part of the research field since the beginning, however it has clearly 

expanded to include broader subjects in line with the development of modern society.  

3.2 Magazines: representation of gender and construction of identity 

Of course these ideologies of feminism and consumption were also studied on a smaller scale, 

filtering out specific elements of the ideologies. Content of magazines has often been studied 

through the frames of representation of gender, identity and representations of masculinity 

and femininity. These separate sub-elements of ideologies have yielded a very diverse 

collection of research on magazines.  

 Examples are studies on the representation of gender in magazine’s 

advertisements (Masse & Rosenblum, 1988), but also media framing masculinity (Boni, 

2002; Frederick, Fessler & Haselton, 2005; Ricciardi, Clow & White, 2010; Vigorito & Curry, 

1988) and media framing femininity (Barnett, 2006; Malkin, Wornian & Chrisler, 1999). 

Comprehensive studies on these fields resulted in criticisms such as the distribution of 

unrealistic body expectations. The representation of masculinity resulted in depictions of the 

male in which muscle and strength is demanded whereas for the depiction of femininity clear 

pictures of skinniness and softness were demanded. Typically associated feminine and 

masculine behavior was discussed as well, focusing on assigned caring roles for women and 

dominating behavior for men. These studies show that gender is a prominent issue when 

looking at representations in magazines. The influence these representations have on societal 

structure and sex-related opportunities can be discussed on a wide spectrum but is overall 

undeniable. Additionally, its effect on constructions of identity is also not forgotten, 

discussed among others by Gonick (1997) who studied the concept of identity among readers 

of teen magazines and the way their content shapes this construction. Often included in these 

studies is a look at the reader’s reception of the constructed media message, including 

interviews to describe the direct social effects of the media message. These studies show that 

media influence society through the concepts of gender and identity and its social impact has 

been described in plurality. 

3.3 Magazines: the commodification of the body 

Just as women’s magazines and their representation of the female body is a prominent topic 

now, it was in previous research as well. Several studies were executed that exposed the 

influence magazines had on female body images and the possible consequences, like eating 

disorders, that could follow (Hanke, 1989; Andersen & DiDomenico, 1992; Cusumano & 

Thompson, 1997). Research specifically on body image in combination with eating disorders 

has been and still is a big part of the discussion of magazines in relation to public health. 

Although often limited to the topic of food and body image, the thought of the media’s impact 

on the health of readers was definitely on the radar already.  
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As the body in magazines was a high topic of criticism and capitalism began shaping society, 

scholars began connecting the two in their critique of the media. A remarkable central 

agreement here is that a shift has taken place from the body being an object of personal care 

and individual worries, to the body being in the shared care of others who know exactly what 

to do with it in order to achieve approval. This care for the body is encouraged through the 

projection of ideals in the media that position the current body as something that needs to be 

fixed or worked on in order to be acceptable. Starr (1999) described how woman’s magazines 

both created and subsequently exploited woman’s anxiety – among others by sketching 

unattainable body ideals and in doing so creating a market for beauty products. More 

recently Featherstone (2010) expanded this critique by discussing the body’s portrayal as a 

fragile object that needs to be fixed and improved continuously, turning it into a commodity. 

As male magazines entered the magazine market as well, this critique could be applied to 

magazines with a male target audience. This was done by Alexander (2003) who discussed 

the concept of branded masculinity, a concept aiming at the depiction that expression of 

masculinity was only to be achieved through consumption. Also Jackson and Brooks (1999) 

attempted to make sense of the new genre of men’s lifestyle magazines and their 

consequences for identity constructions. The introduction of male-targeted audiences was 

described by Alexander (2003) as the shift from the man as producer to the man as 

consumer. The man had in that way arrived in the same position as the woman had been for 

years, because her traditional role as a housekeeper in charge of the shopping put her in 

charge of the purchases. As these roles developed, the men were made a part of the process of 

commodification of the body as well.  

 Hand in hand with the commodification of the body comes the accompanying 

discourse of the magazines. Scholars focused on the way of address that was used to inspire 

consumers. In recent years several studies describe a discourse of responsibility and self-care 

in magazines (Roy, 2008; Moulding, 2007), designed to make the reader feel the desire to act 

through the offered strategies in magazines. Both Roy (2008) and Moulding (2007) adopt the 

ideology of healthism, which forces people to engage with the content through the 

assumption of individual responsibility and the promise of empowerment when the decision 

is made to act. One way to instigate action with an increasingly independent and free-

thinking audience was to promote a certain lifestyle. Howell and Ingham (2001) described 

the ‘language of lifestyle’ and its rise as a highly profitable marketing concept. Machin and 

Van Leeuwen (2005) did a case study on this phenomenon by studying the magazine and 

brand of Cosmopolitan. This case study, inspired by the process of globalization and its 

effects on intercultural branding showed an extensive construction of an intercultural brand, 

positioning the fun fearless woman as a goal for women across the world. These studies on 
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the commodification of the body shows that the current study’s worries about the inclusion of 

commercial motives in the discussion of health are relevant.  

3.4 Magazines and health 

After assessing previous research on magazines, in relation to gender constructions and their 

social impact on identity, this section will be concluded by a brief discussion of the research 

specifically on health – as is the focus of the current study. As mentioned earlier, the topic of 

health in magazines has indeed been examined before. Although a focus was mostly in 

relation to body image and the discourse of food, a broader discussion of health was also 

attempted.  

 Weston and Ruggiero (1986) for example had a look back in time by doing a 

content analysis of Women’s magazines in the 1970’s, studying the popular approach to 

woman’s health issues. They reported on the content of three established and three new 

popular women’s magazines, finding that there was limited information on actual medical 

issues and much more emphasis on health achieved by diet and exercise. Another study was 

done by Moyer, Greener, Beauvais and Salovey (1995) who assessed the accuracy of the 

reporting on health research in popular media, emphasizing that the print media’s 

dissemination of health information is important in shaping public beliefs and possibly 

behavior, since consumers take an increasingly active role in their own health and use 

popular literature as an information source. Their focus was put on the representation of 

breast cancer, this isolation of a specific medical issue is a common theme in research on 

health in magazines as well (Andsager & Powers, 1999). Only more recently Moyer, Greener, 

Beauvais and Salovey’s (1995) assessment of the consumer’s changing attitude to health care 

in combination with the broader representation of a healthy life (style) has been getting more 

attention.  

 Hodgetts et. al. (2005) wrote in a paper aimed at psychologists how there 

should be more focus on the construction of contemporary understandings of health and 

lifestyle through the media. They stress the impact the mediatized messages have, including 

the use of media by public health organizations to communicate their message. In line with 

this observation, several researchers were inspired to do research in order to warn for 

media’s hold on part of public health perceptions. Robertson (2006) for example continued 

the historically preferred approach with a focus on the body, describing ‘embodied 

masculinity’ and the correlation it has to male understanding of personal health. However he 

did this by studying focus groups, asking them to describe their relation with their body and 

their way of connecting health and wellbeing after reading health magazines. The actual 

direct depiction of health was mostly left undiscussed. Further on, Duncan and Klos (2012) 

have described the contradictory messages surrounding health that are delivered to the 
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readers of fitness and beauty magazines. Although readers are addressed through 

empowering phrases, the consistent accompanying degradation of the female body shows 

that the woman is never enough and that transformation is always necessary. Body 

stereotypes and their socially constructed connotations are thus criticized, showing the 

paradoxical expectations for women’s bodies. Thomsen, Bower and Barnes (2004) then 

studied health in connection to the construction of the self and individual identity, looking at 

images in Women’s health magazines and interviewing female volleyball players on their 

body image and perception of the self to assess the correlation between the two sides.  

 A rare, more positive view was delivered by Schneider and Davis (2010), who 

argue that the discourse on food in magazines has helped shape the healthy consumer who is 

interested in making wholesome dietary choices to achieve a healthy lifestyle. This seems 

slightly optimistic though, as an interest in healthy food does not necessarily mean a healthy 

relation with food or the own body is guaranteed. In fact, the obsession with health and 

sports has been identified as medical condition orthorexia, an eating disorder in line with 

illnesses such as anorexia and bulimia. This is a ‘preoccupation with right and wrong foods’ 

(Tandoh, 2016). This specific condition has been shown to be increasingly diagnosed in the 

recent years, a development that has been linked to the emphasis on healthy eating and being 

healthy in general – something that may prompt people to move into obsession around the 

topic (Tandoh, 2016).  

 Overall the prominent presence of the discourse of responsibility and self-care 

in magazines is part of another trend in the research field: using Foucault to study public 

health and its construction through commercial motives. Jette (2006) sees the trend of 

personal responsibility for health to be applied to expecting mothers, encouraging individual 

risk management and promoting certain feminine bodily norms combined with targeted 

advertisement to suggest that all the factors for healthy motherhood and happiness are 

within reach through the strategies and tips in the magazine. She thereby warms for the risk 

of victim blaming that may accompany such mindset, in which any biological complications 

may be attributed to the behavior of the mother. This shows the relevance of the current 

study, as an extreme health-focused mindset may have psychological consequences. Markula-

Denison and Pringle (2006) devoted an entire book to the study of Foucault, sport and 

exercise – seeing how the process of transforming the self and the body through knowledge 

on health and the construction of identity are influenced by several forms of power. This 

study is another indicator that the construction of health and the powers that influence the 

process is a combination of topics that is worth discussing.  

 

Media and its projection of ideologies has alerted media scholars since the beginning, 

although the absence of lifestyle magazines targeted to men gave the research a 



 

13 
 
 
 

predominantly feminist and female-focused start. However, the development of both society 

and the media has revealed the interconnected relation between these two elements. Changes 

such as the increasingly globalized capitalism of society intertwined and were reflected with 

media’s commodification of the body and its consequences for health-issues such as body 

image. As society developed to be more liberal, the representations of men and women 

became a larger issue as well – focusing on the reinforcement of dated ideas of gender roles 

and gendered behavior. Following the fact that magazines as a medium have grown to have 

full access to audiences of both sexes, concepts such as identity and individuality have 

become more prominent in the literature as well. Lastly, the discussion of health in 

magazines has been done in many ways, focusing on the dieting culture and body image and 

specific medical issues. Over the time span of many years, the majority of these studies spoke 

negatively of the medium and its construction of health, which is an indicator that this is still 

an issue in today’s society.  

3.5 Research gap 

The literature review showed much research has been done on magazines, ranging from a 

focus on (feminist) ideologies, gender representations and health. Although some of the 

studies included magazines focused on health (Frederick et.al, 2005; Ricciardelli et.al, 2010; 

Duncan & Klos, 2012), and some targeted these health-magazines specifically (Boni, 2002; 

Alexander 2003), they were not discussed in direct relation to the concept of overall health 

and the prescribed behavior. The previous studies on Men’sHealth were specifically 

concerned with representations of masculinity and its effect on body image and direct effects 

on their audiences – as discussed with the help of data gathered through interviews. This 

means that there is small space for the current study to fulfill regarding a study aimed 

specifically at the genre of health-magazines and the discourse it describes for healthy 

behavior. Sociological impact of magazines has been studied by including interviews of focus 

groups, however the carefully constructed message of the media has not enjoyed a similar in-

depth analysis, specifically in relation to gendered differences. Although an interesting 

research field has been shaped already, the study currently being set up will offer a new angle 

on the subject of health in magazines by studying magazines primarily focused on health, and 

studying the complete concept of healthy behavior and lifestyle instead of limiting it to food, 

exercise or particular medical issues. In doing so, the study will build on the previous studies 

discussing similar topics but still add new empirical data to progress the discussion as well. 

In the following discussion of methodology, the additional value of this research will become 

clear through detailed description of the sample-selection and choice of analytical categories. 
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4. Media power, lifestyle and identity  

After discussing the aim of the research and its place in the existing research field, in the 

following paragraphs the main theoretical concepts that are used to ground the research will 

be described. 

4.1 Habitus and lifestyle 

This research analyses the content of magazines by assessing the (healthy) lifestyle they 

present. Although this particular form and presentation of lifestyle is characteristic of these 

modern times, a similar concept has been introduced many years before. Pierre Bourdieu 

(1996) used the term habitus, which entails a structure that constitutes behaviour, mainly 

based around social structures that are subsequently performed and expressed in practices. 

His description of the habitus consists of three main elements: firstly it’s a structure that 

organizes behaviour, secondly this behaviour is manifested in practices and thirdly it is based 

around social structures. The last element has been developing alongside changes in societal 

standards, constantly changing the shape and form of the habitus. Bourdieu explains how 

historically, people have used their actions to ‘perform’ their class and status, distinguishing 

themselves as ‘rich’ or ‘noble’ by doing things such as going to the opera or dressing a certain 

way. In a simplified definition, the habitus is the space in which people position themselves 

and their actions in order to express their identity and membership of a certain group. As 

time passed however, structures such as class and race have become less important thus 

people have begun forming their identity around things other than the former characteristics 

that were often determined by birth. In this development, Bourdieu argues, categories such 

as classes no longer exist, but the social space does. Within this social space, classes may still 

be present not because they structurally exist, but because they are performed. Although class 

was no longer an official core descriptor in society, people may have simply continued their 

habit to keep using these traditional categories as a way of categorizing society. Making the 

definition of habitus more abstract, it can be described as a space in which people make 

differences, distinguishing between the right and the wrong. The habitus is thus not static but 

constantly in movement. Its contents may differ per habitus, meaning a set of beliefs can be 

seen as vulgar in one habitus and as distinguished in the other. The concept is ultimately a 

social structure that can differ amongst groups but is shaped by the adoption of the same 

beliefs by many people considering social structures are the base for the value and taste that 

are allotted to certain practices.  

 Until now the habitus has been discussed mainly as a social structure that 

relates to status markers such as class and taste, inscribing behaviours of society. Although 

the habitus is indeed a structure with social and cultural fundaments, it can also be embodied 

physically. Bourdieu describes the body as a separate element that builds up the habitus. By 
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the notion of the ‘bodily hexis’, thereby meaning direct physical characteristics such as body 

posture, style, gait and gestures, the socially inscribed manner in which individuals carry 

themselves is carried out (Williams, 1995). These physical signifiers are described to be often 

unconscious. The body reflects a certain lifestyle, which in turn implies a certain social 

position. Adding this physicality to the definition of the habitus means that the physical body 

plus the way a person lives are the two elements that construct the habitus. These elements 

are of course interrelated – the physicality of a person cannot be separated from their being – 

and as a whole function as a way the individual and others categorize themselves. The notion 

that the body is an instant signifier of a lifestyle and thereby class is centuries old. People of 

higher class have historically gone to great lengths to prove with their bodies that they were 

not coming from the working class; the Japanese embodying their class by guarding their 

skin from the sun and Western women by emphasizing the delicate features of their bodies. 

The lack of tan and the lack of muscle would imply that their bodies were not used for hard 

work. Although Bourdieu does not propose that changing the body is impossible – after all 

things such as training can make it look different – he implies that a person of a certain class 

will not desire to do this because physicality is connected to personal taste (Williams, 1995). 

Growing up within a certain group will supposedly make it unlikely for an individual to 

decide to distance themselves from this ingrained taste and keep them within the boundaries 

of the expectations. Besides that, the partly unconscious ways of using the body would 

require awareness of every movement in order to change them according to the traditions of 

the desired group.  

 Bourdieu’s views on the limited possibilities for bodily change is something that 

the current study will depart from. After all, essential to the health-magazine is to change the 

body to use it as distinguishing oneself as part of the disciplined, healthy population. This 

distinction has become an increasingly important status marker that has become a signifier 

for being a member of the upper-class layer of society. Whereas the higher class was 

previously constructed through money and social order, like people descendent from royals 

etcetera, the higher class is now increasingly constructed through a way of living that suggest 

your class. Having a healthy body and lifestyle signifies you have the time, discipline and 

intelligence to take care of yourself – something that has become increasingly valued in a 

neoliberalist autonomous society. Cornwell (1984) in her ethnographic study of the English 

working class found that conceptions of health are directly shaped by people’s living and 

working conditions – making the ‘correct’ conceptions of health a signifier of membership of 

the highest class. The desire to change the body in order to distinguish oneself as part of the 

healthy population is no longer suppressed as Bourdieu suggested, since people are no longer 

born into the higher class but it requires effort and work to arrive at the highest class. Exactly 

the conscious act of transformation is thus inherently part of belonging to the healthy 
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population and its high class. Additionally, Bourdieu mentions social location and 

surroundings as essential in creating the environment in which the habitus (both bodily and 

socially) is structured, however these factors are not as important in the modern society. 

Physical location has become increasingly fluid with the current technologies and social 

surroundings can be constructed in many different ways with the very same technologies. 

Whereas people were previously influenced by those that were in direct physical vicinity, 

factors such as magazines and online communities have become part of a more individually 

chosen social environment. Therefore people can remain distanced from traditional markers 

and use the health and their bodies more primarily as a way to distinguish and position 

themselves. This is what makes the study of health behaviour and the media so important – 

the media has essentially become a deciding factor in structuring of behaviour. Although the 

magazines may have different ideas of the body, as Williams (1995) notes: the sign-bearing 

body has become much more a source of symbolic value and is closely related to self-identity, 

making appearance the high priority for the consumer culture. He thereby adds: ‘taste is 

literally embodied, being inscribed onto the body and manifested in its size, volume, 

demeanour, ways of eating and drinking, gestures and so on’ (Williams 1995, p. 591). The 

body is the embodiment of the current self, more than ever, making it a central focus of our 

society and an essential element to study.  

 The element of change is one that is central to the current thesis and will more 

thoroughly be theorized in the concept of governmentality in the next paragraph. However 

firstly the concept of habitus - both physical and social – will be further developed to connect 

more closely to the discussion of the current study surrounding magazines and their 

depiction of lifestyles. It can be stated that lifestyles are the product of the habitus, 

functioning as a ‘set of practices and values that identifies people as part of a certain group’ 

(Gieseking, Mangold, Katz, Low & Saegert, 2014). This lifestyle however is also part of the 

habitus that among others the magazine itself constructs, with a set of social standards and 

practices that are implied to achieve membership of the in the content depicted community. 

Health-magazines in particular offer status attributed directly to the body, which as we have 

learned can be very telling about the identity of an individual. The choices made to live a 

certain lifestyle in order to achieve their connoted status can be highly influenced by the 

magazine’s discourse of strategic choices. Bourdieu too spoke of the making of lifestyle 

choices which he believed are heavily constrained nowadays by pressure towards uniformity 

in social class patterns of consumption, at the expense of their fluidity and dynamism 

(Williams, 1995). With this perspective he states that uniform consumption patterns, which 

have been criticized before by scholars such as Horkheimer and Adorno (2002) in their 

critique on the culture industry, are limiting behaviour even in a society without strict official 

categorizations. This theory is definitely relevant in relation to the patterns of consumption 
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that are determined by the adoption of a certain lifestyle. The construction of health in 

magazines suggests a lifestyle and shapes the healthy identity that people can reach through 

the consumption patterns proposed by a magazine.  

 The representation of a common identity suiting the brand of the magazine can 

be found in both visual and textual elements of the magazine, setting a goal for the reader 

while also providing the resources to reach it. Machin and Van Leeuwen (2005) further apply 

the concept of habitus to magazines by extensively describing the importance of style as an 

increasingly central concept for social grouping and social identity. They hereby acknowledge 

the shift from social and biological elements as a base for identity and expression to that of 

style. In the modern society we express our identities through consumption of certain 

products, which individually and collectively can signify our lifestyle. Two types of style are 

described by the scholars. Firstly individual style, the style that is all about individual 

difference and expression. An example that is used to convey uniqueness is handwriting – 

something that distinguishes your writing from others. Secondly they discuss social style, a 

concept reminiscent of Bourdieu’s social space. The social style expresses not an individual 

personality and attitude but more a social position. Based on the family we grow up in, the 

neighbourhood we live in, we may (unconsciously) make choices to plead allegiance to other 

members of the community and find legitimacy in our actions. Lifestyle, according to Machin 

and Van Leeuwen, is a combination of these two styles. On the one hand, members of a 

community need to have something in common to come together, having similar taste in 

fashion, sports and values. However, what sets the lifestyle apart is that it is also 

individualistic, in that a lifestyle can consist of many elements that can be selected according 

to personal preferences. This process of selection has become less individualistic and more 

commercial, state the scholars.  

 The magazine industry recognized the desire for community and togetherness 

as other social structures fell away, consequently presenting their products as ultimate 

lifestyle signifiers (Miller & Rose, 2008). Because of the globalized scale of the economy, 

many products have become homogenous worldwide – making the selection of products and 

thereby lifestyle choices limited and guided by commercial influences such as advertisements 

and marketing. Members of the current society express their identities through consumption, 

combining both individuality in choice of purchase and commonality by using the product as 

a signifier for corresponding taste, identity and values. 

 Although Bourdieu’s habitus functions as a good base to define the socio-

economic factors that guide an individual’s behaviour, expanding his theories into the 

concept of lifestyle allows for more flexible expressions of identity as is necessary in the 

modern society. Lifestyle functions as a concept that connects the habitus to the society 

focused around the economy and influenced by commercial entities such as magazines. It has 
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become clear that a person’s identity can be expressed through the physicality of the body 

and the lifestyle they practice. These lifestyles are theoretically led both by personal and 

commercial rationales. The possibility in today’s society to make personal choices in choosing 

a desired group to belong to is limited by the guidance that is often found in commercial 

media such as magazines. How exactly these entities influence the personal choices will be 

discussed more extensively in the following paragraph.   

4.2 Governmentality and the self 

A central thesis of this study is that the media highly influence the values readers adopt and 

normalize and the following choices they make based on this framework. Whereas Bourdieu’s 

theory of the habitus implies an all-encompassing socio-economic power that inscribes 

certain behaviours, this thesis will rely on a different description of power-distribution and 

agency. Bourdieu’s description of power was primarily focused on people as influencing 

factors, however the media have added a different kind power that is used to structure 

behaviour. The indirect power of the media will be viewed through Foucault’s (1975) theories 

around power– in particular his discussion of the act of government.  

 Although the concept of government was originally a theory around the actual 

government and its political power, over time Foucault’s theories have been developed into 

the discussion of a more general form of exercising power. In this context, government 

entails the process in which ‘an authority uses a calculated strategy to shape individuals’ 

behaviour by working through their desires, interests, aspirations and beliefs’ (Dean 1999, 

p.11). However, this is not done through direct address and imposing rules but rather through 

the use of discipline, applied in a consensual environment of authority and actors. An 

essential element of the process of government is that it does not only entail how a unity 

exercises authority over others, but also how individuals govern themselves within this 

framework (Dean, 1999). In the connection between authority and actor, government 

functions as a morality – it ‘presumes to know what constitutes as good, appropriate and 

responsible conduct for individuals and the collective’ (Dean 1999, p.11). Individuals may 

take responsibility for themselves and choose to adapt these moral guidelines, shaping their 

behaviour in a way that aligns them with this ‘good conduct’ and benefits themselves. In his 

discussion of disciplinary power, Foucault also mentions bio-power. This is a form of power 

that ‘normalizes through discursive formations of psychiatry, medicine, social work and so 

on’ (McKinlay & Starkey 1998, p.3). The elements that are taught through these discourses 

become institutionalized and incorporated into everyday life, relying on our own reflexive 

gaze to discipline the maintenance of these elements. This is done by taking on the meaning, 

motive and vocabulary that are available to us in order to live these naturalized ways, while at 

the same time other ways are eased out of use or discredited to promote the use of the one 
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naturalized behaviour. Bio-power is a way of using social science as an instrument to control 

modern society (Fraser, 1981), often applied in biopolitics in which the government aims to 

encourage civilians to be ill-free, productive and docile social bodies in order to maintain a 

society living in harmony (Light, 2007). Bio-power thus emphasizes the naturalization of a 

discourse that quickly and efficiently makes it part of everyday life, closely related to the 

disciplinary power which works through the construction of routine (McKinlay & Starkey, 

1998).  

 Government positions the individual in an active role. This responsibility and 

agency is defined in the element of self-governance – an important component of the 

government process. Self-governance as discussed by Foucault presumes that ‘the individual 

is an autonomous person, capable of monitoring and regulating their own lives’ (Dean 1999, 

p.12). Thereby the individuals experience a sense of agency, this is essential as ‘the exercise of 

discipline as power implies that the agent on whom power is exercised could have acted 

otherwise’ (Mitcheson 2012, p.61). The choice to act differently is present, however it is 

implied that in order to do ‘the right thing’, the individual should take responsibility and act 

according to the prescribed conduct.  

 This indirect form of exercising power has developed alongside the cultural 

development towards a neoliberalist society. As people gained more freedom and released 

themselves from historical categorization methods such as societal class and race, as 

previously discussed in connection to the concept of Bourdieu’s habitus, distinguishing 

oneself from others and expressing a certain identity became the norm. The neoliberal society 

as an abstract whole no longer exists, instead it is perceived as a structure of individuals with 

each their own needs, values and desires – each of whom ‘desire the virtuous, disciplined and 

responsible autonomy of the citizenry’ (Dean 1999, p. 156). People claimed their right to a 

sense of agency and individuality. Therefore ‘governing in a neoliberalist world means 

working through the freedom of the governed’ (Dean 1999, p.150). It is through the 

empowering implied agency that self-governance enables individuals to feel they can express 

themselves. Through practices of self-governance, such as choosing a certain diet or hobby, 

the individual can establish their identity but also their membership of a group - through 

voluntary association and not socially established categories (Dean, 1999). This sense of 

voluntary membership is reflected in the concept of health being representative of status, it is 

something that is achieved through personal action.  

 Foucault described the design of the own identity in his “Technologies of the 

Self” (1988). These technologies can be defined as ‘the ways an individuals’ ethics, a person’s 

concern for themselves, are manifested in their mindset and actions’ (Gauntlett 2008, p.135). 

The concept thus emphasizes a person’s care for themselves, however asserting oneself does 

not take place in a vacuum. Rather the practices of self-governance are still shaped by the 
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interaction with others and play out within the framework that is established by others as 

well as the self (Dean, 1999). A prominent authority in today’s society is of course the market. 

Some scholars say that consumption has replaced class and other previously established 

social markers as sources of identification (Machin & Van Leeuwen, 2005; Miller & Rose, 

2008). Because of this cultural change, advertisers found a new way of governing the acts of 

consumption, linking the individual to the act of consumption and its accompanying lifestyle 

and identity (Miller & Rose, 2008). Thus the individual can construct their identity, though it 

is mostly through consumption with which they shape their lifestyle.  

 In Dean’s discussion of government (1999) he emphasizes that government is 

an activity that shapes the field of action, shapes freedom. Freedom is no longer a given but 

something that is voluntarily restrained in the name of self-protection and rationality – a 

product of the responsibility the individual should take for the collective’s wellbeing. 

Therefore the products of the market have been accepted as a gateway to structure – in order 

to be free as an individual, participating as a consumer to receive guidance is required. 

‘Change can no longer be a rationally directed process of social reform, for neoliberalism it 

must be conducted according to cultural values, rules and norms’ (Dean 1999, p. 164). 

Nowadays these cultural values, rules and norms too are prominently represented and 

expressed through cultural practices of consumption.  

 As can be seen, the act of government is complex. It is the moral function of 

government and its guiding standards and values that appeals to the neoliberalist individuals 

striving to take responsibility for their own wellbeing and that of the collective. The desire to 

be a disciplined citizen and the seemingly required acceptance of restricted freedom allows 

people to express their identity through practices of self-governance and expressing their 

membership of the collective at the same time. Though as Dean reminds us, ‘the practices by 

which we endeavour to govern ourselves are a subset of the broader domain of ‘conduct of 

conduct’, as performed by the authority’ (Dean, 1999). The freedom that was described 

earlier in the discussion of lifestyles – in which individuals can compile their own way of 

living that aligns them with a desired category – is somewhat restricted by self-imposed 

guidance often found in commercial magazines as well as a human beings’ desire to be a part 

of a group as way to express their status. The concepts of habitus and lifestyle in this way are 

combined with Foucault’s more subtle distribution of power and more flexible conception of 

the construction and expression of the self. 

 As briefly mentioned earlier, the ideology of healthism is one that seamlessly 

connects to the neoliberalist disposition of autonomous individuals voluntarily seeking and 

choosing guidance. In this ideology health is discussed as a concept that is reached through 

desirable qualities such as discipline, effort and consistency. The individual is firstly made 

aware or health risks, the authorities pointing out the uncertainties and dangers that are at 
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play. Secondly the individual is given agency and encouraged to do something in terms of 

prevention to work against these risks, taking responsibility for the self by caring for the self. 

It is believed that individual actions, self-governance, are enough to ensure health. These 

actions are in turn structured by several factors, such as values established in the 

surrounding social world,  or by a more clear authority, whether it be through a public health 

institution or a media institution such as TV or magazines. The latter group can in turn 

implement strategies that are beneficial to their industry, for example by shaping the citizen’s 

behaviour in a way that they can feel empowered through the consumption choices they 

make. The ideology of health thus appeals to the individualized society, as Bourdieu said the 

society can no longer be conceptualized as a homogenous whole (Williams, 1995). Therefore, 

power is no longer gathered with a central, all-encompassing authority but has found its 

creative ways into the more autonomous society. The ideology of health has become 

internalized and functions as a more hidden set of values.  

4.3 Gender in media 

It has been established that citizens of the modern neoliberalist society perceive themselves 

as autonomous individuals. However, it is also clear that the framework within which they act 

is constituted by factors outside of their own control. Additionally, although freedom and 

agency are appreciated, individuals still look for ways to structure and categorize society. This 

is done partly to place themselves in the structure of society and partly to make sense of the 

behaviour of others. These categories, in other words, are used to identify themselves and 

others. Although identity can be expressed and asserted in many ways, including through the 

adoption of a lifestyle, it is simultaneously still guided by societal standards. Foucault’s 

politics of power were meant to create uncertainty with the goal to subvert homogenous 

unitary fixed and heteronormative categories such as gender/sex (Light, 2007). However 

useful his theories are for the discussion of power and expression of identity, it remains the 

case that one of the main categories that is normalized among society is that of gender, which 

is a highly theorized concept.  

 Goffman (1971) was interested in the way people present themselves in 

everyday life, what actions and physical performances individuals engaged in to establish 

their identity to others. Part of this performativity was the performance of gender. People 

acted in certain ways to convey and confirm their physical and behavioural membership to a 

certain sex, thereby participating in the socially constructed concept of gender. Scholar 

Judith Butler, famous for her discussion of gender and its prominent position in the structure 

of our society, expanded Goffman’s theories on this performative character of gender. She 

was highly critical of the use of gender as a way to categorize people, saying that ‘gender is in 

no way a stable identity but it is tenuously constituted in time, instituted through a stylized 
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repetition of acts’ (Butler 1988, p.519). The core of her argument around gender is that it is 

temporary and most importantly a social construct. It is only a collection of social and 

cultural actions and attributes that you have expressed or have been applied to you in order 

to fall into a certain category (Gauntlett, 2008). The normalized behaviours that make you 

part of a gender are usually based on your sex and constructed by society and reinforced by 

institutions, such as the media. According to Butler (1993), the concept of gender is often 

used to legitimize media. Media texts are re-presentations, meaning they’re not directly 

reality but a separate world in which the real world is re-presented. In order to come across 

as real and legitimate, the audience needs to believe in the content. Therefore the use of 

gender helps create a world that reflects the real world and is recognizable to the audience, 

thereby naturalizing the represented world followed by an internalized ‘reading’ of the text. 

The audience can seamlessly accept the represented world as real because of the use of 

gender, accepting the ways in which the constructed portrayed behaviour reflect categories of 

the real world. This is usually the goal of media texts, both for texts with the goal of 

entertainment as for informative texts (Butler, 1993). It shapes a world in which the reader 

accepts the content as legitimate and assumes the ideology of the constructing media 

naturally. Media in that way can reinforce gender politics, but also shape them by repetitively 

showcasing the same routine in relation to other more established gender behaviours which 

are then internalized as part of the category. Butler’s understanding was most likely built on 

Goffman’s (1979) discussion of the power of institutions, specifically the media and its power 

over gendered expectations in his book Gender Advertisements. He studied the way the 

performance of gender is used to appeal to potential consumers, focusing on self-

presentation and gendered relationship. He discovered that these representations reflect 

social hierarchies and the dominant patriarchal culture in our society (De Villiers Humain, 

2002). This showed that gender differences in function and status are represented and 

perhaps even constructed in the media. The marketing industry has learned to play into the 

conception that products and lifestyles are gender-specific and have often resorted to 

portraying a generalized, heterogeneous version of a gendered identity to appeal to as many 

people as possible and thereby optimize their profit (Alexander, 2003; Machin & Van 

Leeuwen, 2005). Thereby, because of the individual’s need for structure, they trust and follow 

the presented gendered representations and the societal standards they connote. 

  As the category of gender may guide behaviour, Butler argues that it can be 

seen as a norm (Butler, 2004). A norm that operates within social practices as the implicit 

standard of normalization. Implicit in the way that it shapes behaviour while people are often 

not conscious about it, or realizing they do certain things in order to align themselves with 

the normalized divide between men and women. Butler states that gender is a performance, 

although not always a consciously chosen one (Gauntlett, 2008). The performance can be 
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naturalized, as the urge to claim membership to a certain sex category – thereby identifying 

as male or female and all its status attributes – has become an essential part of everyday life. 

Butler stresses that the concept of gender is constrictive and just another culturally 

constructed way to organize society. The forced performance of gender in her eyes is an 

unnecessary and highly mediated process.  

 Other scholars too believe that gender is a performance such as West and 

Zimmerman (1987). The latter discusses the fact of ‘doing gender’ as an interactional act 

done by an individual, emphasizing the role of others in establishing gender. Whether is it to 

monitor the performance of others or to set standards, the others are always present. They 

state gendered behaviour is dependent on normalized and institutionalized constructions of 

gender, joining Butler in her critical view of institutions shaping and using this category to 

shape behaviour.  

   

Additional to the notion that gender is constructed, is the currently broadly acknowledged 

conception that the practice of sexism is common in modern society. Western society is 

organized in terms of a patriarchal order – meaning there is a socially constructed division 

between men and women in which men have been assigned the dominant position of power 

(Simpson, 1993). Additional to this power division, the concept of androcentrism has been 

developed to describe the male-centred world view in which male activities are evaluated 

positively and female activities are evaluated negatively (Simpson, 1993). This has extensively 

been studied by feminist linguists, exposing lexical traditions as sexist and both constructing 

and confirming the power division that has been established at one point in time (Gauntlett, 

2008).  

 Gendered behaviours are dominantly present in the world of health, sports and 

exercise. The performance of gender is often started at a very young age, through the 

constructed views of the parents; daughters are taken to dance classes and sons are enrolled 

in football practice. This division is part of the parents’ worldview and thus will most likely be 

ingrained in the minds of young children as well. Another example of gendered standards is 

found in the world of sports, where the theme of sexism is a common point of criticism 

(Griffin, 1992; Harry, 1995; Messner, Duncan & Jensen, 1993). An illustrating case is the 

discussion on the representation of female sportscasters, whom are usually both 

underrepresented and in general perceived as unknowledgeable about the topic because of 

their sex (Etling & Young, 2007). Additionally, many sociologists have considered the 

primarily male gaze present among sportscasters in which the female athlete’s body is more 

often objectified and sexualized (Brown, 2006). The public discussion on media 

representation has also been reflected in the broadcasting decisions that are usually made for 

major sports events, criticizing the notion that male competitions are standardly and 
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unquestioningly broadcasted whereas women’s games struggle to achieve the same treatment 

(Bernstein, 2002). In short, the world of sports, exercise and health has been a regular 

location of gendered discussions for quite some time. Therefore the theory of sexism in 

relation to the categorization of gender will be used as a guidance for the interpretation of the 

analysed data. 

 

In this theoretical discussion it has become clear that the use of the concept of lifestyle has 

been a part of media research for a long time. This way of structuring of information has 

come to the attention of many researchers, seeing how it has played directly into the 

development of society and was proven to be adequately adapted by institutions with 

commercial motives and shaping powers. The current study uses the concepts of habitus, 

lifestyle, and governmentality to study the media power and its impact on the overall public 

perception of health. The impact on identity construction and expression that the media can 

play is discussed through Foucault’s Technology of the Self and gender theory, studying both 

the aspects of individual and collective identity. Overall, the research has found several 

relevant theoretical concepts to build the research on. 

5. Method and material 

5.1 Critical Discourse Analysis 

In order to examine the ideologies of magazines surrounding the depiction of a healthy 

individual, the method of Critical Discourse Analysis will be applied. This method will be of 

great use as it is especially focused on ‘extracting the subliminal message from media texts, 

critically assessing the values and identities that are portrayed’ (Machin & Mayr 2012, p.5). 

The developers of this method acknowledge that many layers and meanings in a text may not 

be obvious on first reading, as the underlying connotations are often buried by the producers 

of the text. Therefore determining the discourse – ‘the broader ideas communicated by a text’ 

(Hansen & Machin 2013, p.117) – is a challenging undertaking that could benefit from the 

structured method of CDA. Critical Discourse Analysis offers structuring tools to break media 

texts into small data that eventually will contribute to seeing the overall ideology portrayed.  

 In its main goal of exposing hidden ideologies, CDA is often used to show power 

relations that are present, both explicitly and implicitly, in a media text (Hansen & Mayr 

2013). Additionally the presence of a discourse implies a structured order in which a certain 

set of conduct is believed to be dominant whereas others are alternative (Fairclough, 2011). 

As media have great reach it is assumed that their discourse can be perceived as dominant 

and thereby powerful which is why the study of discourse is important. Because the origins of 

the method lay in linguistics, language in particular is seen as a powerful tool. In fact, 

language is defined as ‘a means of social construction, where language both shapes and is 
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shaped by society’ (Machin & Mayr 2012, p. 4). Therefore, CDA is a method that is used to 

assess social practices (Fairclough, 2011). In fact the whole of ‘semiosis’ including language 

but also representations and performance contribute to a discourse. Discourse can thus be 

defined as a representation of social life (Fairclough, 2012). Not only the matter of language 

is relevant but the concepts representation and performance are central in media and also in 

gender, making this method extremely suitable to the current subject matter. Since discourse 

can (re)produce social life, what kind of world is being created and what kind of inequalities 

might this generate and or legitimate? The power exercised through language and discourse 

will be central to this thesis to assess the structuring power of media in the construction of 

health by society. 

5.2 Sample selection 

When using magazines as a study of object, there is an enormous array of genres to choose 

from. Lifestyle magazines, science magazines, technology magazines; for any special interest 

there is most likely a magazine. In order to study the concept of health in relation to 

magazines, the current study aims to research health-magazines, as they are specifically 

geared to portraying an overall healthy lifestyle. Scholars have acknowledged that, with the 

growth of health consciousness, the number of health-oriented media-outlets has grown as 

well (Dutta-Bergman, 2005; Newman, 2007). Newman adequately words it in the following 

statement ‘this growth of ‘health care consumerism’ has encouraged for health magazines to 

emerge as a new cultural industry at the end of the twentieth century’. It is clear that the 

societal shift to neoliberalism and the trend of taking responsibility for one’s own health as 

discussed in the theory section has had its impact on the market of magazines.  

 The genre of health-magazines is also recognized by retailers, a quick look at 

several online magazine directories (WHSmith, Newsstand, Amazon) confirms this. Included 

in the subgenre of health-magazines are magazines that are food-related (WeightWatchers, 

CookingLight), focused on a specific sport (Men’s Running, Women’s Running, OmYoga), 

focused on exercise in general (Men’s Fitness, Women’s Fitness, FitnessRX), wellness 

(Mindful Magazine) and finally overall health (Women’s Health, Men’s Health, Self, Shape). 

In short the categories that are considered to be a part of health are nutrition, exercise, sports 

and wellness. These are reasonable sub-categories but since this study is interested in the 

overall description of healthy behavior, selecting a magazine that is focused on all of these 

aspects is preferable. Within the magazines focused on overall health, the definition of health 

may still differ and will most likely reflect the sub-categories of the health genre, however the 

intent to discuss a broad healthy lifestyle is firmly in place. A look at the mission statements 

of some of the health-magazines confirms this as well, stating things such as ‘we give men the 

tools they need to make their lives better’ (Men’sHealth Media Kit 2016), ‘healthy living is 
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more than an endgame; it’s a source of personal joy and lasting reward’ (Shape Magazine 

Media Kit 2015) and ‘giving the readers the tools they need to make instant, positive changes 

in their lives’ (Women’sHealth Media Kit 2016).  

 The magazines Women’s Health US and Men’s Health US have been selected 

for the current study for several reasons. Firstly because of its apparent focus on an overall 

healthy lifestyle. Secondly because of its established readership, with Men’s Health’s status as 

the world’s largest men’s magazine with a total audience of 12,244,000 readers (Men’sHealth 

Media Kit 2016) and Women’s Health boasting an audience of 12,432,000 readers 

(Women’sHealth Media Kit 2016). The size of their audience means a study of the magazine 

will describe the message delivered to the largest population possible within the genre. 

Additionally, the US magazine is the mother company and inspiration for Women’sHealth 

and Men’sHealth magazines all over the globe, which is why their standards, values and 

beliefs will be distributed not only in the US but in many more places. The reach of the 

magazine and their function as a role model increases the chances of their construction of 

health being of great impact on global public health, their message can shape the conceptions 

of health globally. By tracking the message in health-magazines, part of the root of unhealthy 

public conceptions of health can be found. Ultimately this may contribute to a more complete 

understanding of the public’s health standards which in turn can help to improve policies 

that can improve these misconstrued conceptions. Consequently, a factor greatly influencing 

topics such as body image, gendered constructions and unequal expectations is studied and 

exposed, perhaps encouraging more critical readership of the magazines and encouraging 

more nuanced and equal representations in the magazines. For example, major topics such as 

the representation of women in sports world can be advertised and the unhealthy 

expectations for men can be exposed which is beneficial for individuals all over the world. 

Although critical readers may be aware of these subliminal messages and simply read the 

magazines for entertainment, it can’t be accounted for that all readers are as aware of the 

unhealthy messages that may be present in the health magazines. Therefore it is of societal 

use to reach the largest audience possible to improve the construct of health. Thirdly the 

magazines were selected because the gendered target audience of these magazines seems like 

a convenient choice to ensure interesting comparative material for the current study as well. 

Men’s Health obviously targets men and has an audience consisting of 82.6% male and 17.4% 

female readers. Its counterpart reports 92% female readers and 8% male readers 

(Men’sHealth Media Kit, 2016; Women’sHealth Media Kit, 2016).  These data confirm that 

the targeted audiences is largely met, making the magazines a suitable research object for the 

study of health in relation to gendered differences.  

 As this is a qualitative study, an in-depth analysis of both magazines will be 

done, using a sample of one issue of each magazine. The April issues of the magazines have 
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been selected as these are the most recent available samples at the time of the analysis. 

Although the magazines are produced around monthly themes, meaning that the editors 

select a different focus for each issue, the overall discussion of the healthy lifestyle will be 

ever present in their intent and content. Therefore selecting any of those themes specifically 

would not make a great difference in finding data about their portrayal of the healthy 

lifestyle, which is why the choice was made to use the most recent data. 

5.3 CDA Lexical Tools 

  

Critical Discourse Analysis has found its origins in the field of linguistics, which is a basis that 

the current study will continue. Underlying ideologies can be depicted in detail in the textual 

part, in which visualizations can be sketched through words as well. Although visual 

depictions may also say a lot about a magazine’s ideology, the current study will focus on the 

textual element to explore the complete picture of health as a focus on visual representations 

of health has been done more extensively previously in other related studies. 

 

The first tool that will be used to analyze the text is that of word connotations (Machin & 

Mayr 2008, p.32). This tool focuses on the basic choice of words used by a text producer, 

looking specifically at what kinds of words are used. What do they refer to, what is their 

connoted meaning and in what way does this influence the meaning of the text? This tool will 

be very relevant as media relies on representations and signifiers of lifestyle rest on 

connotation (Machin & Van Leeuwen, 2005) signaling that cultural production of meaning 

through connotations is an essential element of this study.  

 Over-lexicalization, which means there is ‘an abundance of particular words 

and their synonyms or where there is evidence of over-description’ (Hansen & Machin 2013, 

pg.123). The set of words that is used to portray a subject can signal a problematic framing or 

ideological limitation of the discussion. This tool’s ability to extract ideology from lexical 

choices makes it suitable for the current study.  

 Genre of communication is a tool that analyses the overall tone of the text, in 

which for example a distinction can be made between informal and formal language use. This 

can ‘indicate levels of authority and co-membership with the audience’ (Machin & Mayr 

2008, p. 42). For the current study it is relevant to assess if the level of agency differs 

according to gender, as can be expected based on the theory around sexism in which the male 

is often more dominant and attributed more control.  

 Another tool is the ‘classification of social actors’, which offers a way of 

classifying people with its accompanying ideological effect (Hansen & Machin, 2013). The 

way an author refers to an actor can for example signal a higher level of authority or agency 

through either personalizing or impersonalizing the subject or describing a person as an 
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individual or making them a part of a collective group. Another way of classifying is through 

honorifics, in the case when people are represented through what they do thereby confirming 

their legitimacy or status. Classifying can also be done through objectivation, when 

participants are represented through one specific feature. Reducing the participant to this 

one feature often has a negative effect as there is only one side of the participant that is 

highlighted. Similar to this tool is that of personification, a tool through which human 

qualities or abilities are assigned to abstractions or inanimate objects. This can ‘obscure 

actual agents and processes’ (Machin & Mayr 2008, p. 171).  

 The explicit use of pronouns such as ‘us’, ‘we’, ‘them’, creates a sense of 

community alongside the ideas portrayed. The reader is engaged in the ideas depicted and 

thus immediately naturalizing the ideology. All these elements may be useful for an analysis 

of the current study as well regarding the possible differences for each gender. Another way 

to engage the audience is through the study of mental processes – in which participant who 

are subjects of mental processes are allowed an internal view of themselves. This can be a 

device through which listeners and readers can be encouraged to have empathy with that 

person (Machin & Mayr 2008, p.107).  

 Related to the aspect of agency is a study of the verbs used. Are they active or 

passive verbs, do they include the agent or not (Hansen & Machin, 2013)? Alternating 

between these options can signal that responsibility for an action is not put with the rightful 

agent, which means there’s a lack of agency.  

 

In the act of ‘presupposition’ (Hansen & Machin, 2013) an assumption of the truth of a 

statement or part of the discussion is made although it is not necessarily true but a social 

construction. Exposing this ‘truth’ that is normalized by magazines is a part of their ideology 

which makes it a relevant tool for the current study. Related to this act of presupposition is 

that of lexical absence/suppression. Through this tool, certain terms that we might expect in 

a discussion are absent (Machin & Mayr 2008, p. 38). In doing so, the framing of a topic may 

become obvious which can hint at the ideology of the source.  

 Another group of tools that is used for the lexical analysis is the ‘rhetorical 

tropes’. These are described to be ‘indications of attempts at persuasion and abstraction´ 

(Hansen & Machin 2013, p. 141). As magazines are suspected of convincing readers to 

need/desire something, indications of persuasion can be relevant. The element of abstraction 

too may indicate subliminal messages, as painting an abstract picture may imply assumed 

desires and social expectations. Included in the group of rhetorical tropes among others are 

hyperboles and metaphors. 
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Lastly the notion of transitivity will be studied. The study of what people are depicted as 

doing and refers to what does what to whom and how (Machin & Mayr 2008, p. 104). Who 

acts and who has responsibility? Additional to this tool are the notions of abstract actions, 

which is a way of generalizing an action thereby concealing the true meaning or act that is 

described (Machin & Mayr 2008, p.115-116).  

 

Although this method is used with great conviction of its abilities, it must be said that it also 

comes with difficulties. The interpretation of data is done in relation to a cultural frame and 

ideology that may be internalized, therefore not ensuring complete objectivity of the analysis 

(Wodak & Meyer, 2008). Additionally, the interpretation may be taken too far as the 

construction of the message may be not as thought through as is assumed through the 

method of CDA. Although these are critical sides of the method, it is assumed that the careful 

selection of the sample and the researcher’s awareness of these challenges have ensured that 

a relevant analysis can be done.   

5.4. Analytical categories 

Now that the method, the sample and the tools have been established, it is necessary to 

clarify in what systematic way the magazines will be analyzed. Based on the structure of the 

magazines, the following categories have been selected for the current study.  

1. Cover 

Since this is the element that most people base their purchase on, it means that the 

brand should represent their message on there clearly. Therefore the cover is a clear 

indicator of the message and will be included in the analysis.  

2. Content pages 

Similarly to the cover, the content pages were an indicator of what was to come in 

terms of subjects and the general message that was attached to them.  

3. Editor’s letter 

The editor’s introduction is a representation and personification of the magazine 

while linking personality to the subjects of that issue. Therefore these were analyzed 

for both magazines as they reflect a big part of the editorial staff’s perspective.  

4. Feature articles 

As the magazine has a function of guidance and uses role models to portray this 

guidance and an ideal image, feature articles on people will be part of the analysis as 

well. However the focus will be on the way the magazine portrays and narrates the 

perspective. Therefore things like headers, highlighted quotes, pictures and titles will 

be analyzed since these are editorial choices. Direct quotes however will be left out as 

this would show the perspective of the interviewee.  
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5. Thematic columns 

The magazines have structured the information alongside a couple of main themes. 

The most relevant topics to body, self-care and lifestyle have been selected. Therefore 

the chosen thematic columns that will be analyzed for both magazines are: nutrition, 

fitness, health – the latter including grooming and beauty-care for Men’sHealth and 

Women’sHealth respectively.  

 

For the study the full magazine was analyzed first. In doing so it was determined that not all 

data was relevant for the answering of the questions as well as a limited space was available 

for the discussion. Therefore an analysis of visual aspects was left out, as images have been a 

thoroughly discussed criticism of magazines and media in general before. Additionally, 

columns involving reader’s questions were excluded as they were often straight forward 

answers to practical questions, not providing relevant data. Also, categories based on love 

and sex and general fashion were left out as they do reflect a lifestyle but are not necessarily 

related to health.  From Women’sHealth, 4 articles on Health, 5 on Food, 5 on Exercise and 1 

on self-care will be included in the analysis. From Men’sHealth, 6 articles on health, 3 on 

Food, 5 on Exercise and 1 on self-care. This is among others because of the diversity in 

structure of the magazines, with the women having more broad range of topics but shorter 

articles and men having a small range of topics with longer articles. This ratio should 

neutralize the difference in numbers by compromising in the actual amount of content that 

was analyzed.  

Both magazines will be carefully analyzed in order to find in what way health is constructed 

in each magazines and ultimately to what extent gender influences this construction. First an 

analysis will be done on the thematic columns on diet and exercise, as these have been 

identified to be elements contributing to health. Lastly an analysis of the remaining content 

will be done, focusing on the overall depiction of health through lifestyle and care of the body. 

A brief interim comparison of the two depictions of categories will be made at the end of each 

chapter. Ultimately a concluding comparison will be made in which all found points and 

discourses will be summarized. In the conclusion these discourses will be described in 

relation to their connecting ideologies and a concluding answer on the research questions will 

be given.  

6. Analysis/presentation of results 

6.1 Practices of self-governance  

As explained before, practices of self-governance enable an individual to establish their 

identity but also their membership of a group (Dean, 1999). It is a practice that is suitable to 
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the desires of the neoliberal society and can entail actions such as choosing a certain hobby. 

Since the current study focuses on the construction of health, practices related to this topic 

were established in the analysis of the health-magazines. Among others, practices that were 

perceived to be contributing to health, either through modification of the body or an overall 

lifestyle, are ones related to diet and exercise and activity. These two categories will be 

discussed in the following chapters as they are a part of the construction of health in 

magazines.  

Through composing a diet an individual directly and actively regulates their personal health. 

It can be seen as a practice of self-governance contributing to the individual’s expression of 

their status of health. So how is this practice of health constructed in both magazines?  

The title of the category on food in Men’sHealth already signals their pragmatic approach, as 

it is named ‘nutrition’. This is a formal, scientific term that suggests attention is paid to 

functional aspects of the food such as nutritional value and available nutrients in the food. In 

this approach, food is established as a tool that can be deployed in a strategic approach to 

eating. This is illustrated in the examples found below.  

1. Fight fat with food 

2. Seduce her with garlic 

3. Skip the shake, refuel with food 

4. Eat more protein, get more done 

In the examples, the functionality of food is stated in a matter-of-fact style, several 

imperative phrases are included. This way of phrasing suggests that it should not be 

questioned that this is the ‘right’ thing to do, establishing the magazine as the expert. In the 

theoretical discussion it was determined that the moral imperative is an important element to 

instigate action (Dean, 1999; Mitcheson, 2012), which is what this form of communication 

refers to. Additionally the act of eating is linked to direct consequences such as fighting fat, 

seducing a woman, refuelling the body and getting more done. These consequences are 

representative of healthy values, such as the importance of a lack of fat, the domination of 

women, building the body and being productive. The emphasis on a lack of fat while 

simultaneously building the body are signalling a notion of physical health, in which the low-

fat, strong body reflects social status. The seduction of women as a desired activity reflects 

the notion of heteronormative masculinity in which the male takes a position of dominance 

and control in the male-female relationship. Lastly, the depicted desirable result of 

productivity refers to paying attention to the way time is spent and used, establishing that 
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being efficient and productive signifies health. The lexical choices are all also connoted with 

power, control and dominance. The bolded verbs are dynamic and active, attributing agency 

to the individual.  

Additional to the act of eating being depicted as an act of power and control, the food itself is 

also described either in direct connection to power (‘power meals’, ‘instant power, this easy 

dish, ‘8 easy muscle meals’) or connoted with the notion of power – ‘our chili recipe delivers 

a huge protein payload’. The protein in the dish is depicted as a currency, functioning as a 

‘payload’ in return for using the recipe. The protein being seen as a reward stresses the food’s 

function in building the body. The lexical choice is also significant as it refers to the business 

life – in line with the male gender role of the working man. Hereby it is suggested that 

expression of this male identity can be done through the consumption of said food and the 

result of said payload: the built body.  

In Women’sHealth, the act of eating is positioned with a different functionality. The 

magazine contains an entire category named ‘weight loss’ which very prominently features 

information about food choices. The existence of this category and its content already reflect 

that food is not necessarily used to ‘build’ the body as seen previously. Besides this category, 

there was a separate category simply titled ‘food’ as well. This title suggests a general 

discussion of food as things you can eat, not mimicking the more scientific term of 

Men’sHealth. The following examples establish how food and the practice of self-governance, 

eating, are constructed by Women’sHealth in the thematic category of Food.  

1. Put these power foods on your plate and eat your way to a smaller size. 

2. Buy 5 drop 5 

3. (These beans) may even help you drop a pound or two. 

In the first example, the food is associated with power. However its power is consequently 

described as the ability to bring the individual to a smaller size. This implies that food can be 

used to fulfil the ideal of a slim physical figure, establishing this body type as a desirable 

marker of a healthy lifestyle for women. The other two examples directly link the act of eating 

and consuming to dropping weight, suggesting that consumption is necessary for achieving 

the goal of health. Overall the desired results of the practice of eating are predominantly of 

aesthetic nature, a stark contrast to the desired results of eating in the Men’sHealth 

discussion. This focus on aesthetics in Women’sHealth too is reflected in the lexical choices 

made to describe food.  

1. Fermented dairy queen  (describing goat cheese) 
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2. Cutting up these black beauties (describing beans) 

3. These beautifully mottled beans are the perfect mix of creamy and nutty 

4. Heirloom beans, with their gorgeous patterns and distinct flavours 

In discussing the edible products, extra attention is often paid to the aesthetic look as can be 

seen in the examples. This implies that the reader desires aesthetically pleasing food, a notion 

that benefits the consumerist ideology in which the newest, the most beautiful and most 

exciting products ensure consistent purchases. The first two examples are illustrative of the 

discursive tool of objectivation, which reduces the subject to one feature - in this case the 

aesthetics. This tool often has a negative effect as there is only one side highlighted, not 

showing the full function of the object or person (Machin & Mayr 2008, p.71). The bolded 

words too connote with relevant topics: the term queen referring to social hierarchy in which 

the social status of queen is associated with the upper class. Beauty has been established as 

an important marker of status as well. Through these lexical choices it is implied that via 

consumption of these foods, valued markers such as high social status and aesthetic beauty 

can be expressed. It is implied that a lifestyle including these products align the individual 

with the same aesthetic beauty and social status that is attributed to the food, confirming 

Miller & Rose’s (2008) statement that products are lifestyle signifiers and Machin and Van 

Leeuwen’s (2005) notion that identity is expressed through consumption. 

1. (beans) and its appetite-suppressing skills 

2. They’re titans of protein and disease fighters extraordinaire 

In addition to the focus on the aesthetics of food, the food is often personified. The three 

examples above are illustrating this notion. Human skills and positions are attributed to the 

inanimate object of food, obscuring the actual agents (Machin and Mayr, 2008) and 

attributing the action to the food only. Doing so attributes the food more power and 

functionality than factual – encouraging consumption through the promise of this 

functionality. Significant in these examples is that power is present however the abstract 

power is attributed to the food and not to the acting individual, a notion that is relevant for 

the study of transitivity. 

The (desired) effects of dietary choices have been established for both magazines. 

Men’sHealth describing both the food and the action of eating as a pragmatic, useful practice 

of self-governance used to achieve results such as female seduction, productivity, fat loss and 

body building. Women’sHealth described the food as powerful, attributing human skills to 

the inanimate objects thereby contributing to the construction of an accompanying lifestyle 

but negatively depicted the action of eating in connotation with weight loss and the goal to 
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attain a smaller figure. The emphasis on aesthetics for women is a more superficial approach 

that is often reserved for the female audience (Kessler, 1989; Eggins & Iedema, 1997). Their 

depiction of the body as slim relates directly to the body ideal that is criticized by society. The 

depiction of the male body as low-fat and muscled also implies unrealistic expectations that 

are present for the male sex  as has been discussed in previous studies (Boni, 2002; 

Ricciardelli, Clow & White, 2010).  Overall, prescribed dietary choices have proven to be 

guided by gendered stereotypes and have successfully been established as acts of self-

governance. 

How exactly are these dietary choices approached and encouraged? A reoccurring theme in 

the discussion of food was one of control, which is also a theme in the notion of self-

governance and theories of gender. Through the notion of androcentrism and patriarchy it 

can be theorized that the male is allotted more dominance and control (Simpson, 1993). 

Therefore this specific topic was assumed to be relevant, and the topic of control within 

dietary choices will be discussed further. 

Men, as determined previously, are awarded a lot of control as related elements of 

masculinity, dominance and control, are ingrained in the use of food. The tone in which the 

reader is addressed can be significant too, in determining the perception of the male reader 

and his identity which in turn may influence the construction of health. The following 

examples show the magazine’s characteristic approach to the reader. 

1. Conquer hunger 

2. You can’t cut calories without feeling hungry – here’s how to deal with it 

3. Stop grumbling 

The approach to the male reader is very direct and straightforward. The word conquer 

connotes with a battle – a violent act in which fighting and power are central elements, once 

again aligning the reader with the masculine characteristics of control and dominance. The 

same example also depicts the feeling of hunger as a challenge that can be overcome. 

Although hunger is a bodily sign of need for food, it is suggested that this can be dealt with in 

another way besides providing food. The key to fight this physical urge here is to be found in 

personal discipline and mental willpower, requirements that appeal to the autonomous 

modern individual. ‘Deal with it’ and ‘stop grumbling’ are blunt phrasings. They dismiss any 

doubts or struggle, suggesting to just ‘get over’ whatever is in the way by making the personal 

choice to do so. This stresses the importance of personal responsibility which is required in 

the process of government in which the individual is held accountable for regulating their 

own life (Dean, 1999). It is also in line with the ideology of healthism, in which an 
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autonomous individual is ascribed full responsibility for their personal wellbeing (Roy, 

2008). The pragmatic approach to control over the act of eating suits the magazine’s 

pragmatic approach to food. Following the depiction of food as a tool it is suitable that it is a 

matter of personal choice whether or not this tool will be used appropriately or not. This 

notion of control is not depicted the same for the female audience of Women’sHealth, as will 

be explained now.  

Women’sHealth approach to food is different, thereby influencing the element of control of 

the individual as well. The lexical choices made to describe food are not only focused on 

aesthetics but also focused on emotions, linking the control over dietary choices to the 

unpredictable and unstable nature of emotions. 

1. Adios, vending machine regret 

2. Grazed and confused 

3. Make a list of rewards for sticking with your eating plan and keep the feel-good 

cycle going.  

The emotions ‘regret’ and ‘confusion’ as depicted in the examples above are negative 

emotions. Attaching these emotions to nutrition makes it a powerful object that can control 

the emotional state of health – expanding the focus from the body to the overall status of 

health. It makes the choice for the ‘right’ food more weighted. However the magazine does 

offer strategies to work against these emotions, associating the suggested method – an eating 

plan established as a concrete act of self-governance – with the reward of ‘feeling good’. This 

is in line with the conception that through consumption, happiness and satisfaction can be 

found – a thought that is central in the ideology of consumerism. Besides positioning food as 

a tool to use for emotional self-care, this choice seems to be guided by gender. Discussing 

nutrition in such emotional perspective can be seen as linked to the traditional conception of 

femininity in which women are more connected to and more controlled by their emotions. 

The relation of food to emotion is also reflected in the depiction of the body which will be 

further discussed alongside the following examples.  

1. When a craving hits, ask yourself: hungry or moody? 

2. Tame that sweet tooth 

3. Follow this wisdom to get your nibbles in order 

4. Nonstop chomping has nothing to do with hunger.  

5. Correct your munching form. 
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Both a ‘craving’ and a ‘sweet tooth’ connote with uncontrollable urges that stem from the 

body. The lexical choice in which the craving ‘hits’ stresses the way a craving is uncontrollable 

and seemingly unexpected, depicting the body and its urges as something harmful that needs 

to be controlled. Such control is suggested in ‘taming’ a sweet tooth, connoting with the 

taming of an animal – suitable to the theme of uncontrollable forces. Although Men’sHealth 

also described the feeling of hunger being a challenging factor, the way it was described was 

very different as the reader was awarded instant, structured control and strategy. The feeling 

of hunger for Men’sHealth was depicted simply as what it is: a basic feeling that everyone 

gets when in need of food but not at other times. The Women’sHealth inclusion of cravings 

and a sweet tooth are both associated with more unhealthy food that can come at any times – 

even without hunger. This signifies the focus is on weight loss, an element which will be most 

influenced by these bodily triggers thereby also affecting embodied taste and status as 

described by Williams (1995). Overall, it depicts that the readers are consistently fighting 

against their body and its unexpected ‘attacks’ instead of the structured controlling actions 

that are suggested for the readers of Men’sHealth.  

 In the remaining examples the overlexicalization of the act of eating is shown. 

The words ‘nibbles’, ‘chomping’ and ‘munching’ are all used to signify eating – suggesting 

mindless eating as well. This perception of mindless eating again shows the female and the 

act of eating in the form of her having no control. However, the article does suggest ways to 

prevent it – thereby immediately emphasizing that it is only a matter of personal choice that 

can change the effect of the standard setting of mindless eating appealing to the 

neoliberalist’s freedom of choice that is part of the process of governance (Mitcheson, 2012) 

and also appeals to the reflexive gaze of the agent to discipline themselves (McKinlay & 

Starkey, 1998). Clear here is that the magazine establishes a problem while also immediately 

suggesting ways to overcome the problem through strategy. The offering of the strategy is 

used to reinforce the necessity of the magazine’s expertise and feed into the ideology of 

consumerism where continuous action is beneficial to the market.  

As seen through the examples, it has become clear that there is a definite difference in the 

pragmatic approach to eating and food by Men’sHealth and the more problematized 

approach to eating and food by Women’sHealth. The men are meant to assess the body and 

apply the offered strategy to it. The women are told to exercise control because the body is an 

uncontrollable object that needs to be more or less urgently attacked with strategies in order 

to ensure obedience. The position of control thus differs greatly even though the suggested 

position to the body is the same. The strategies as well differ, based on this differing 

depiction of the body, the functionality of the food and the stereotypical qualities based on 

gender. Already in the self-governing act of nutrition it has thus become clear that health is 

constructed differently. It seems as though both audiences are suggested a very regulated 
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approach to diet and eating, however the way how to and reason for it are different. Men have 

a regulated approach resulting in discipline and work to build the body. Woman use the 

regulated approach to fight the uncontrollable emotion and body that overcomes them in 

order to retain a slim figure. The men are promised rewards of the governance in terms of 

success in love, productivity weight loss and body building whereas the women are rewarded 

with an aesthetically pleasing body, physical health and emotional health. 

Another way for the individual to regulate their life and their health through their body is 

through the act of exercise. In the magazines this category is headed with the title ‘fitness’ 

with which the whole of exercise and sports is meant. Specific types of work-outs and 

different kinds of sports are the focus of these categories, as well as personal features on 

people functioning as role models and showing their way of active living. The lexical choice 

for fitness is interesting as, while it describes the act of exercise, it also has a definition 

related to the desired physical state. The American Heritage Dictionary of the English 

Language (2011) defines it as follows:  

fit·ness  (fĭt′nĭs) n. 

1. The state or condition of being fit; suitability or appropriateness. 
2. Good health, especially good physical condition resulting from exercise and 

proper nutrition. 

The first definition shows that the physical condition of being fit is included, but synonyms 

are also suitability or appropriateness. These are words that are in line with the social 

standard that is being followed in the neoliberalist society to achieve the ‘right’ socially 

accepted behavior to claim membership to a group signifying status (Gieseking, Mangold, 

Katz, Low & Saegert, 2014). The second definition reflects this as well, citing ‘good’ health, 

‘good’ physical condition and ‘proper’ nutrition.  

For the category of exercise the content of the magazines differed greatly. Indicative were the 

content pages, wherein Men’sHealth categorized the information under the heading ‘fitness + 

muscles’ and Women’sHealth simply headed ‘fitness’. Women’sHealth has a more broad 

discussion of fitness, which is why the following analysis will be sequential instead of the 

previous comparative structure. Beginning with the Men’sHealth, followed by the 

Women’sHealth. The comparison will ultimately be done at the end of the chapter.  

As indicated by the title mentioned above, Men’sHealth content on exercise focuses on the 

physicality of the body surrounding the topic of fitness. Previously the desired body has been 
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suggested to be strong, low-fat and muscly. The discussion of fitness will add to this 

description.  

1. Sculpt your best body using workout secrets  

2. Build big muscle 

3. Here’s how to turn those moobs into powerful pecs 

4. Try these strategies  

These examples are gathered from the fitness information spread throughout the magazine 

and show characteristic notions on the topic of fitness. The first example shows the lexical 

choice of the word sculpt, a term connoting with the sculpting of a statue: an art that implies 

meticulously shaping and modifying. This lexical choice positively frames the act of 

transforming the own body, as if it is a piece of art. This transformation and effort made to 

achieve it is encouraged in the ideology of healthism, in which characteristics such as 

discipline and persistence are highly valued (Hodgetts, Bolam & Stephens, 2005). 

 Examples two and three show the emphasis on a large size and power 

respectively as signifying markers of a healthy male body. These positive markers can be seen 

as the body functioning as representing the social status of a body, in this case the status of 

health. Examples three and four emphasize the countless structures and guidance that are 

present in the content in order to achieve change and with that the ultimate body. These 

strategies are signals of emphasis on expressing identity through the body. The amount of 

how-to’s, strategies, secrets, laws, habits and tips that is present in the content of the 

magazine is almost uncountable. This is in line with the magazine’s desired position as a 

guidebook in order to be able to suggest actions in relation to the ideology of consumerism, 

whether it is through acts of self-governance like exercises or through the purchase of specific 

products. 

Two main feature articles were part of the section on fitness. These examples will be further 

discussed in depth as they exemplify Men’sHealth’s discourse on fitness and go into more 

detail on the depiction of health through the use of representations, in this case the role 

models that are the subject of the features. One of the features is promoted by the text ‘the 8-

week challenge that made this body´, thereby suggesting that the body is a role model and 

could be achieved.  

Feature: The world’s fittest man 

The title of this feature already constructs an atmosphere of intimidation and competition, 

which is an ambiance that is consistently reinforced in the rest of the article. The title also 

connotes with health as a marker of status and high class – the fact that the world’s fittest 
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man is featured already implies that this is desirable and prestigious. It also distinguishes the 

man, ranking him in terms of the entire world – appealing to the competitive nature that is 

assumed with the male identity. 

1. ‘No excuses’, ‘Push the limits of human potential’, ‘impossible feat for most guys’ 

2. ‘Freaks of fitness’, ‘Mutant genes’, ‘Savage drive’ 

3. Brutal workouts 

The overall impression that can be derived from these examples is one of extremes. The first 

three examples speak of the extreme attitude that the subject, Smith, has adopted. Through 

the hyperbole of exceeding the human race to the sex an extreme scale of competition is set. 

The fact that ‘no excuses’ are possible refers to discipline, regardless of circumstances and the 

personal choice one has to exercise to a certain extent. Key here is that the limit is found, with 

the word ‘brutal’ connoted with torture and pain, suggesting suffering and willpower is 

needed to achieve the workouts. This discourse of pain and suffering appeals to the 

traditionally masculine identity of strength and perseverance. 

 These phrasings portray the featured Smith and his fellow competitors as 

different from the mass, almost being described as unattainable. The words ‘freaks’, ‘mutant’ 

and ‘savage’, are connoted with animalistic, otherworldly creatures that suggest great power 

and a feature of uncontrollable strength. They are also alienating, clearly distinguishing the 

subjects from the mass.  Smith’s function as a rolemodel to depict the ultimate manifestation 

of health and discipline and other characteristics deemed valuable by a neoliberal society is 

set as a very high bar for the reader to measure themselves by. This is set to ensure constant 

improvement – showing that however fit you think you are, more work and improvement is 

possible. This is beneficial for the magazine’s ideology of consumerism in which constant 

renewal and improvement ensure constant consumption as well – reinforcing their necessity 

as a provider of up-to-date information. The yearly change in competition and strategies is 

corresponding with the narrative of lifestyle, in which temporality is key in promoting 

constant consumption (Machin & Van Leeuwen, 2005)  

Although the main-subject is firstly portrayed as an almost unworldly epitome of strength, 

discipline and power, his performance and appearance is contrarily also played down.  

1. He is just not looking the part 

2. He could be mistaken for the guy who finished your basement 

These descriptions of Smith physically not ‘looking the part’ of the world’s fittest man and 

comparing him to any random working class worker make Smith very relatable and his 
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accomplishments achievable. After all, any reader with a body that differs from ‘looking the 

part’ can now place himself in Smith’s shoes and challenge themselves for this 

transformation. This is thus a very literal description of the body being used as an 

embodiment of social status as described by Bourdieu (1996) and Williams (1995), although 

the status expressed is one of a working-class worker and not the ultimate notion of health. 

Key to Smith’s status are discipline, consistency and hard work: tasks that should be 

achievable for everyone – if only they choose it. This notion is in line with the emphasis on 

personal choice in the ideology of healthism. Regardless of all the extreme lexical choices 

made to describe this man’s work-out and fitness, the discourse of personal responsibility 

and the notion that hard work is all you need is consistently and prominently present as well.    

Feature: Feel the burn, burn the ships  

This feature covers the transformation three TV-stars had to go through in order to ‘earn 

their place on TV’. This narrative is once again very extreme, portraying the progress of 

getting fit into an all-or-nothing frame. Hyperboles and metaphors are used as tools to 

convey the extremity of the situation and the process.  

1. Hopper almost fainted, Stephens felt close to a heart attack, Arnold considered faking 

an injury 

2. It can work for any man as long as he’s willing to suffer 

3. Embrace the hurt 

4. Start by setting concrete, measurable goals that scare you 

5. All this done to achieve more than they ever thought possible 

6. They went to dark places in their psyches. 

7. Banding together to survive 

8. Baptism of sweat 

The first five examples display the extremes that are described in order to make it to the same 

accomplishments the men did. The process of getting there is described with the collection of 

words ‘dark places’, ‘survive’ and ‘baptism’. This suggests an almost religious experience, 

including the act of survival after suffering and the darkness that was present but did not win. 

The lexical choices in this feature therefore glamorize pain in the body as an act of dedication 

to the ultimate goal: fitness. Although suffering would not sound pleasurable to anyone, in 

this context they are made to connote strength, power and discipline thus through appealing 

to masculine identity turning the normally negative meaning into positive ones. Additionally, 

there is a direct reference to the stars identifying as male:  
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“The test left them gasping for air, fighting panic and questioning their manhood” 

The fact that in their moments of weakness, vulnerability and inability the men questioned 

their manhood suggests that it is not manly to feel any of these emotions. This is in line with 

the male stereotype that men do not express their weaknesses and emotions or show 

vulnerability. Although admittedly, even mentioning these moments of vulnerability does 

contribute to the transformational narrative that is performed in the story, perhaps in turn 

making it more acceptable by showing that the men that now look like this also went through 

moments of weakness.  

The notion that the stars had to earn their place on TV through the transformation of their 

body sends out a strong message as well – using a word connoting once again to the business 

rhetoric, the fact that the body is used as a currency and the transformation that is necessary 

for said reward. This relates very closely to Bourdieu’s theory of habitus, in which the 

physical body is representative of an identity (Williams, 1995). A shift of identity was desired, 

which is inevitably connoted with an accompanying shift in social class. The goal for the 

subjects was to be legitimately accepted as both a TV-star, an industry in which the required 

masculine body has long been established as extremely fit and strong, and a pirate, which is 

what the stars played. It is directly described that the men ‘needed to look like pirates who 

fought one another, lifted cannonballs, pulled sails and climbed roles’ – the body was thus 

meant to be representative of the lifestyle and in that also the identity. However their 

physical shift in order to be on TV is connoted with status as well, as celebrities are 

considered to be desirable objects and fame is often valued as status in today’s society 

(Howell & Ingham, 2001). The body is thus used to express membership of two identity 

groups, both correlating with a matter of high class and lifestyle.  

Health as depicted in Men’sHealth through fitness is embodied by the stereotypical male 

body, focusing on large size and a lot of muscle. It is the process how this is achieved that is 

depicted in a way that may be worrisome. After all, acts of suffering, pain and 

uncomfortableness are described as basic staples that are depicted as a part of the progress if 

you want to work-out well. At least, if you want to be as tough, disciplined and strong as the 

men who are portrayed. This may appeal to a stereotypically male identity of 

competitiveness, in which going to the extremes are seen as worth it in order to make it to 

alpha-male status. In any other context the act of suffering till near-death would not be 

accepted as a ‘normal’ or even ‘healthy’ way of living but it is very much depicted as the ‘right’ 

way to do it in these features. The use of the body to transform oneself both physically and 

mentally is a discourse that is prominent in the discussion of fitness. In doing so the ideology 

of healthism and self-governance is present, translating physical actions directly into identity 
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and the notion of health. Determined as main factors that contributed to this success are hard 

work and discipline – both things that come from within oneself and thus promotes taking 

personal responsibility and making empowering decisions. Concluding, healthism’s discourse 

of responsibility in combination with characteristically male features account for the 

suggestion that pain and suffering are needed in order to be rewarded by the male, healthy 

body as depicted. It is obvious in this chapter that gender is used to legitimize the content as 

Butler (1993) noted, thereby constantly challenging the male to do the necessary things to 

claim membership to the powerful status of male and health. 

Women’sHealth had a very different discussion of fitness, with a great variety of topics. 

Placed under the category were topics like: ‘quirky work-out questions’, ‘15-minute work-

outs’, ‘fashion for fitness’ and ‘exercising with the dog’. The narrative on the topic was barely 

ever on only the exercises, but more on the overall lifestyle of working out and being active. 

The act of exercising was positioned in a casual environment in which style choices and work-

out partners were central focuses. These interests of sociability and animals are assumed to 

be typical for a female audience. 

 The one feature that did indeed talk about an actual work-out emphasized a 

quick and efficient work-out, suggesting that women are not interested in a prolonged work-

out. This can be related to the fact that working on the body is portrayed in the magazine for 

women as more a must-have that needs to happen instead of a way to power oneself and 

energize oneself.  

Lexical choice: the body and aesthetics  

1. Fitter. Faster. Tight butt. Toned arms. Flat abs.  

2. Walk the pooch, lose your pooch 

3. The one and only way to turn these suckers on? 

The focus in this category is once again very much on aesthetics. The body is very often 

compartmented, focusing on separate body part as is shown in examples 1 and 2, although 

there were many more examples to be found in the content. The second example as well, 

references the body part of the stomach assuming it is a fat stomach since it is suggested to 

lose it. This body part is linked to a reference to a dog, a somewhat denigrating reference to 

describe a body part that is undesirable simply because it has a too much fat. The dog is an 

animal that does not necessarily connote power or strength, as was the case in the previously 

found animal references in the Men’sHealth magazine. In doing so, the body is not seen as a 

powerful, functioning whole and reduced to this one body part at a time through the process 

of objectivation. The last example refers to the muscles, ‘suckers’ is a negatively connoted 
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word that need to be handled and order to turn them on, as if they’re unwilling. This depicts 

the body as a projectile that is unwilling to cooperate. In these examples, the reference to the 

body are not very positive which is a distinguishing image that is sketched of the relation a 

woman should have to her body which also impacts the approach they have to their health. 

The products that function as tools for fitness are given a lot more attention in 

Women’sHealth than in Men’sHealth. In Women’sHealth these tools are part of another 

stereotypical female interest, fashion. The following is part of the introduction:  

‘What makes hopping performance footwear so incredible (tech) are the very things that 

make it kind of a drag (tech) so we got out translator, Women’sHealth fitness director Jen 

Ator to walk us through 20 of this spring’s top sneaks’ 

In the introduction, tech is immediately assumed not to be of interest for the woman – an 

assumption related to gender identity. Additionally, the magazine promotes their own 

authority and personifies the institution of the magazine by naming the featured expert by 

her position with the magazine and by name. She is characterized as a ‘real person’ with 

experience as a fitness editor and as a marathon runner. Hereby her professional status as 

part of Women’sHealth and her physical fitness are acknowledged as status objects that 

legitimize her opinion.  

In the spirit of the ideology of consumerism, products were suggested to aid the process of 

working-out and getting fit. Thereby it was described that nothing could go wrong in ‘these 

bad boys’ and one would find success with ‘this guy’. The terms ‘bad boy’s’ and ‘guy’ of 

course reference the male sex and are suggested to give strength and power. These two 

examples show that products are usually referred to as male, seemingly to signify power. This 

critique has been delivered before by Simpson (1993), who complained that the male gender 

of inanimate objects connoted with unequal relations in society. Additionally the mention of 

‘a running shoes goldilocks’, the mythical character that needed to get everything ‘just 

right’. This is congruent to the magazine dictating right and wrong conduct of health through 

products, in the name of consumerism. In this category again objects are personified. By 

humanizing the products they can be seen as personalized items that will aid the individual to 

reach their goal.  

The depictions of fitness differ greatly. Although both target audiences are encouraged to 

transform the bodies, the strategies do not show many similarities. The Men’sHealth depicts 

the form of exercise as the ultimate effort and discipline to transform the body into the 

strong, big mass it is supposed to be according to the male stereotype. Women’sHealth 

instead focuses on slimness and tools in the form of products to aid the exercise. The actual 
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act of exercise barely gets any attention. This difference reflects the different standards that 

are held to the embodiment of status and health for each gender. Men’s focus is on size and 

strength whereas the female audience is told to focus on aesthetics. Thereby beauty is 

established as connoting with high status and health for the women.  

6.2 Healthy lifestyle 

Although the previous chapters on diet and exercise are a part of the healthy lifestyle, they 

were discussed to such extent that they warranted their own chapters. In this chapter, 

remaining discussions on the healthy lifestyle will be the subject. Both Men’sHealth and 

Women’sHealth had a category named ‘health’, in which overall lifestyle choices and medical 

issues were treated. As follows is the analysis of the content on health.  

Firstly in Men’sHealth there is a clear discourse of distrust in medical professionals when 

discussing medical issues. Although the medical professionals are featured, scientific and 

medicinal information is provided, the way in which the topic is approached suggests that the 

actual value of medical professionals is somewhat undermined.  

As an example there’s a Men’sHealth feature on the power of medicine, specifically aspirin. 

This is titled with the statement ‘What the overachieving med pill can do for you’. The pill 

in this description is attributed human skills, connoting with a somewhat obnoxious quality – 

reminiscent of the student in the front of the class that always raises their hand. Even though 

the medicine has abilities to do things that an individual cannot, their achievements are 

ridiculed. This sceptic outlook on actual medicine versus the belief that is put into the 

individual’s amateur practice of medicine throughout the rest of the magazine is an 

interesting contradiction.   

Even though medical information was provided, the suggested practices of self-governance 

were also depicted in the medical rhetoric. For example ‘The cure of man boobs’ connotes 

with a medical action that heals a certain condition, however it referred to an exercise. 

Remarkable is that the actual subject of the feature, suffering from the condition of man 

boobs, underwent surgery to fix this. Still, the magazine chose to emphasize the products and 

strategy an individual could adopt, in line with the ideology of consumerism and healthism at 

the same time.  

Additional to the discourse of distrust in medical professionals, prominent in Men’sHealth on 

content is a discourse of fear. The readers are consistently reminded of the looming danger of 

health problems that is present, encouraging prevention. There’s a heading named ‘men at 

risk’ thereby appealing to the gender as well as the fear, the feature on heart attacks for 
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example discusses what three young, seemingly healthy guys felt, a Men’sHealth editor tells 

the story of being surprised to discover that ‘despite all my good behavior’, he has a 

heart disease and the magazine questions the reader: ‘do you have a drinking problem? Don’t 

answer so fast’. This directly asks the reader to self-reflect and doubt their knowledge. This 

solidifies the magazine’s position as a guidance for optimal health and establishes their 

function of expertise in an environment in which uncertainty and danger are main-elements.                                                                                                                                               

For Women’sHealth, the distrust in medical professionals is approached in a different way. 

Firstly, the institution of Women’sHealth is repeatedly personified by using their staff as 

representative for the institution: ‘WH editor Sara Culley took the plunge’, ‘WH fitness 

director Jen Ator takes the latest sweet-sounding research to task’ and ‘WH staffers about 

fizzy drinks’. The institution hereby seems to simply become a title/a status.  Additionally, 

the staff was personal and emotional in describing their experiences, depicting the staffers, 

and indirectly the institution, as brave, honest and relatable – forming a connection between 

the institution and the reader. The magazine also repetitively uses pronouns such as ‘us’, ‘we’ 

and ‘our’ to create a sense of community alongside the ideas portrayed, automatically 

engaging the readers with the ideology that is portrayed (Machin & Mayr 2008, p.107). 

Examples are phrases like ‘We’re all in. You?’, ‘We investigated’, ‘Our blood boils’, ‘Last we 

checked’. The personification of the magazine establish its position as one of expertise, but on 

a casual and accessible level. This suits the overall casual tone that is used throughout the 

magazine, which is reminiscent of a conversation between friends.  

Contributing to the notion of trust and familiarity between reader and staff, the magazine 

consistently emphasizes that they are offering ‘the truth’, having several features in which 

scientific studies and/or facts are put to the test. This narrative positions the authority and 

expertise of the magazine above the anonymous scientists that are depicted to be unreliable. 

The magazine consistently boasts having the only truthful information, saying ‘the truth is 

quite refreshing’, ‘we debunked the rumor’ and ‘she’s talking truths here’. Overall, the 

discourse of trust is used to claim authority – something that is manifested in the casual 

language-use, the personification of the magazine, the distancing of anonymous scientists 

and the personal experiences featured as way of getting information.  

In a feature on allergies, the magazine shows an awareness to the ideology of healthism in 

which amateur medical practice is the standard: “We live in a DIY era with at-home allergy 

fixes” (Women’sHealth April 2016, p. 82). The effectiveness of these measures is initially 

marginalized, instead offering a strategic plan to the right medical professional, naming them 

‘reinforcements’. This word connotes with troops added in a fight that is already ongoing as 
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an additional force. Thereby the medical professionals thus do not completely replace the 

individual practices but aid them in fighting the allergies.  

Through portraying Women’sHealth and its staff as personable and emphasizing that they 

were bringing the truth, it is suggested that these are the sources that need to be trusted, not 

the medical professionals. This is a more indirect subversion of medical professionals. As for 

Men’sHealth, the same distrust in medical professionals is created through a different 

approach, namely by not focusing on the medical information, instead focusing on what the 

individual can do to take action. This less emotional approach is in line with the previous 

perspectives on diet and exercise as well as the overall form of address that is used for the 

male target audience. The focus on amateur health practice is a notion that is part of the 

ideology of healthism. Subversion is needed to ensure the position of the magazine as well as 

to appeal to the autonomous individual. Were the magazines to suggest that medical 

professional were completely capable of all things health, it would undermine the notion that 

health can be achieved through self-governing actions. 

In emphasizing the possibilities for the individual to act, the discourse of responsibility is set 

in place. In Men’sHealth repetitive calls to this responsibility, using imperatives such as 

‘prevent a heart attack’, appealing to personal choice ‘knowing the difference can save your 

life’ and ‘if you want to stay fit, […] consider these new science proven trackers of well-being’. 

Additionally the fact that all life choices are relevant is mentioned by heading a paragraph for 

the consequences of a lifestyle with ‘paying the tab’. The reader is consistently reminded of 

his own responsibility and ability to change his life simply by choosing to do so. The urgency 

of this action is depicted by linking the action to matters of life and death – an extreme 

narrative that has been present throughout the rest of the magazine. This call to personal 

responsibility is completely in line with the ideology of healthism.  

In previous chapters, Women’sHealth’s emphasis on personal responsibility and the moral 

imperative to do the ‘right’ thing has already been traceable. This is no different for the 

content on Health. The magazine talks about ‘a smart way to snack’ and ‘eating right’. 

Additionally a ‘sane plan’ to eating is promoted – implying that one that does not follow the 

plan is subsequently insane. Lastly guilt is also used in statements such as ‘we should be fitter 

and healthier than ever’, implying that all the tools are there and it is simply a personal 

choice to use them or not. This is a clear sign of governance that functions through an appeal 

to personal responsibility and using the freedom of choice (Mitcheson, 2012) to do the right 

thing. Women’sHealth thus depends on the woman’s moral responsibility to align herself 

with the suggested ideology.   
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Governance of the physical body can not only be done through exercise but also by taking 

care of the body through beauty and style. This kind of care has traditionally been attributed 

to women, although the ideology of consumerism has been held accountable for the 

marketing of beauty products to men as well (Alexander, 2003; Ricciardelli, Clow & White, 

2010). This traditional division however is noticeable in the discussion of taking care of the 

body, with Men’sHealth titling the category as ‘style and grooming’. Although grooming is a 

word defining taking care of one’s appearance it is also connoted with the grooming of an 

animal. This is a more pragmatic connotation, less focused on aesthetics and more about 

functionality. This approach is suitable to the overall approach of Men’sHealth. As for 

women, it is traditionally called ‘style and beauty’. By now it should be no surprise that 

aesthetics are the focus for Women’sHealth.   

The section regarding the care of the body in Men’sHealth is constructed with a lexical field 

based around the notion of masculinity. Firstly a choice for the business rhetoric is made to 

discuss self-care, using phrases like ‘cleaning protocol’, ‘moisturizing as a long term 

investment ’ and ‘grooming routing mapped out’ as systematic and pragmatic 

approaches to describe a routine. Secondly an aspect of roughness is added by mentions such 

as ‘moisturize your mug and mane with these 6 products for men’. This includes lexical 

choices ‘mug’ – reminiscent of a mug shot taken of criminals in prison – and ‘mane’ – 

reminiscent of a horse or lion’s mane – both very inconvenient choices to describe a face and 

hair but obvious choices to make the act of self-care acceptable to the male identity. Lastly, 

the male identity is appealed to by reassuring that using lip balm is ‘not girly’, implying that 

being associated with the other sex should be avoided at all costs and emphasizing the 

masculinity of the reader. It is clear that taking care of oneself as a male is portrayed as 

necessary as it is a way of taking care of one’s body but is still not fully accepted for men 

considering the emphasis on masculinity when engaging in the activity.  

It should not be surprising that the discussion of care of the body in Women’sHealth is 

mainly focused on make-up, nail care and hairstyles. These are tools used for aesthetic 

reasons, going along with the current style and trends and expressing one’s identity. 

Although things could be said about the socially constructed reasons that make-up is used by 

women, this is not what the current study focuses on. Therefore the small amount of different 

subjects in the category beauty will instead be more extensively discussed. The one example 

that will be used is: ‘lipstick may not change your life but it sure can boost your look and 

outlook in a hot second’. Physical transformation through the item of lipstick claims a 

transformation on the outlook of life as well. This is a very strong effect of consumption that 
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accompanies many other mentions throughout the magazine of the feeling of happiness, as a 

result of physical modifications through products. 

Following, a feature article will be discussed as it used a role model that portrayed a side of 

self-care other than through the use of make-up.   

Feature: Cameron, preach!  

1. Beauty philosophy  

2. The challenges of getting older 

3. How women can and should totally own it 

4. Her crucial advice  

Through the words ‘preach’ and ‘philosophy’ a certain grandness of the said words are 

suggested, connoting with religion and big thinkers and followers. Cameron Diaz, described 

as ‘Hollywood’s leading lady’ is allotted a position of authority because of her celebrity and 

movie star status. The second example shows the perspective on aging for women, as the 

topic is discussed under the category of beauty thereby connecting it to aesthetics. The word 

challenge connotes that something can be done against it, although getting older is a 

biological process that cannot be stopped. The readers, collectivized in the group of ‘women’ 

in example 3 are told to simply ‘own it’. This notion means accepting as it is, not necessarily 

offering strategy to handle the ‘challenges’ of aging. However example 4 shows that indeed, 

advice is given with a sense of urgency that implies that youth is a beauty standard that needs 

to be held. Here the message of ‘owning’ aging is slightly contradicted.  

Taking care of the body in Women’sHealth is very much focused on beauty, applying 

techniques to achieve a certain beauty standard and preventing the process of aging. The 

physicality of health is expressed through a youthful, beautiful appearance. 

Worth a separate mention regarding the depiction of the body is necessary for the 

Men’sHealth content. More often than not, the body is depicted as an object – a vehicle or a 

company. Whereas Women’sHealth excessively personified inanimate objects, Men’sHealth 

distanced the reader from the body by emphasizing the body as an object. It is said that men 

are ‘fueling the body’ and using coffee to ‘jumpstart your morning and keep you firing on 

all cylinders’ and are encouraged to ‘think of your body as a Fortune 500 company’. The 

topics business and cars are once again confirmed to assumable interests for the male 

audience, which aligns with the stereotypical idea of male interests. These descriptions depict 

the body as a mechanical or structured object that functions the same way and can be taken 

care of in the same way. They thereby connote with a structured, pragmatic construction of 
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the body and compliments the previous suggested use of food as a tool to take care of the 

body. The depicted body can be suggested as a legitimately desired object, just as vehicles and 

successful companies are according to male stereotypes. Ultimately this abstract depiction of 

the body has served as a base for many categories, as it was usually found in the content that 

a pragmatic, systematic approach was enabled. This is a far stretch from the personalization 

in Women’sHealth in which the body seemed to be an object with its own mind that the 

woman had to fight and bargain with in many ways, in terms of diet, exercise and beauty.  

 

In Men’sHealth the perspective on topics was often told through the story of role models. 

Following will be an analysis of the feature article in the category, as it is an expression on the 

perspective of healthy living.  

Feature: the heroic healer 

A man that is depicted as the epitome of a healthy lifestyle and portrayed as a stand-up 

citizen is Chuck Dietzen. His feature is named ‘a man’s life’ which makes him a part of the 

gendered mass of men in an act of collectivization and connotes with his position as an 

average guy. However the fact that he is featured automatically distinguishes him and 

establishes him as a role model.  

1. He grabs a lot from life but gives back more 

2. How he handles the worst 

3. Golden rule 

4. Survival tip 

Dietzen is attributed huge status through the title of ‘heroic healer’. The word healer factually 

regards to his profession as a doctor but this lexical choice in the title also gives him a more 

abstract almost mythical status of healing people. In combination with the attribution of 

hero-status, he is depicted as a hyperbolic person of goodness. In the article many sides of his 

life are discussed, including his identity as a doctor, a sportsman and a businessman – 

thereby establishing that a working man with interests in sports are in line with the 

masculine ideal. Interestingly enough, the medical profession here is applauded extensively, 

in strong contradiction to the distrust in the medical profession as was described before. 

However, it does not emphasize the profession but takes the behavior of the doctor out of 

context and portrays it as societal servicing behavior. In example two, the subject’s attitude to 

life is shown where he ‘gives back’ to the community. The opposite to giving is getting, 
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however in this example it is shown that Dietzen ‘grabs’ things from life – thereby taking a 

proactive position of control, expressing masculine characteristics. Dietzen is a sportsman 

and in physical good shape while still giving back to the community. Here it is implied that 

once one is in personal good health, the community is helped as well – thereby appealing to 

the communal responsibility of taking care of oneself in order to do the ‘right’ thing for 

everyone as is a though that is represented in the ideology of healthism.  

 Example three establishes Dietzen as capable of handling very bad situations, 

saying he knows how to handle ‘the worst’ - an abstract concept that implies great struggle 

and hardship. This is a statement that is in line with the hardcore mindset that was present in 

the rest of the content. Dietzen is positioned as a person of expertise with the ‘golden rule’ 

and ‘survival tip’ by representing masculinity, discipline but also honorifics in terms of the 

professional titles he has earned. The explicit mention of his titles in life legitimizes his 

opinion as honorifics are a tool used to attribute authority to the subject.  

The overall perception of healthy living for women is less reflected through one feature of a 

role model but more through the construction of the category as a whole, featuring a broad 

range of topics. Re-occurring subject are the staff of Women’sHealth, as discussed earlier. 

The topics included were medical conditions but also ways of living in general to achieve 

different kinds of health. Following is a short discussion of the narrative in the health 

category.  

A feature on a specific form of therapy was discussed promoting health benefits such as 

reduced stress-hormone levels, improved blood pressure, silky skin and a peaceful meditative 

state. Although expectedly aesthetic benefits and mental health are mentioned the mention of 

stress is remarkable – it is a medical issue that is specifically caused by a certain lifestyle 

however any source of this stress is not mentioned. Neither work nor family life are named, 

thereby the acknowledgment of any real-life struggles to produce this stress are left out. 

Promoting such visitations to a special health therapy is in line with the ideology of 

consumerism, as it encourages the act of consumption to find a solution that cannot be 

offered independently from products.  

Part of the health category were discussions of medical conditions. Here, the genre of 

communication differs greatly. The discussion of medical issues in Men’sMagazine is very 

scientific. Primarily formal terms for issues are mentioned first, such as ‘hydration’ ‘body 

composition’ ‘life span’ and the solutions are headed with business-like and serious terms 

such as ‘intervention’ ‘measures’. These are all suitable to the strategic and somewhat 

technical approach to the body as has turned out to be the standard in the content overall. 

Although the medical conditions are then discussed in a slightly more casual tone while still 
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offering medical information, the primary focus is on the accurate naming of the problems as 

discussed. Additionally, Men’sHealth covered very serious issues such as heart attacks and 

addiction – problems that are very much in line with the discourse of life and death and 

extremes that is present in the magazine.  

Women’sHealth discussion of medical conditions was done in a very characteristic way, in 

line with the more informal genre of communication that has been present in the rest of the 

content.  

When discussing actual medical subjects, the lexical field is very informal and casual, in some 

examples even playful. The conditions are associated with specific features such as a certain 

feeling (‘gut feeling’ to describe stomach issues) or a specific symptom (‘the sniffles’ used to 

describe allergies). Additionally topics are discussed through references to dating (‘find your 

type’) or pop culture (‘true blood. Sorry, no vampires’ as a reference to TV-show True Blood). 

These two topics are stereotypically assumed to be female interests. Actual medical terms are 

also limited, for example describing blood as ‘the red stuff’ thereby distancing the reader 

from the medicinal approach. Lastly when discussing illnesses being fought, the phrase ‘beat 

off the bad guys’ is used, connoting with an abstract evil that needs to be fought. This 

positions the reader as an actor with agency and aligns with the ideology of healthism which 

encourages doing the ‘right’ thing, as is the case with fighting bad guys. The more casual 

discussion of medical issues is more appropriate for Women’sHealth since the issues 

discussed are a lot less serious than the topics discussed in Men’sHealth, mainly focusing on 

minor stomach issues, blood testing and allergies. 

The genre of communication of the magazines in terms of health reflects the overall genre of 

communication and approach for both magazines. The formal and pragmatic approach to 

medical conditions by men and the casual discussion by the women. However, both 

magazines featured more nuanced and balanced depictions of a healthy lifestyle in their 

content in the category of health, contradicting some of their other content. These single 

contradictions cannot erase the overall values and ideals that have been communicated about 

the concept of health.  

6.3 Comparison Men’sHealth and Women’sHealth 

The depiction of the healthy body differs greatly when putting Women’sHealth and 

Men’sHealth side by side, including the suggested strategies to get there. Firstly the male 

body was often referred to in a very pragmatic way. Through the use of business rhetoric and 

mechanical metaphors, the approach to modifying the body was very structured while 

simultaneously targeting stereotyped gender identity. The body was positioned as a stagnant 
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object over which the male had complete control. The positioned goal for the reader was to 

achieve physical and mental strength, even emphasizing that suffering is necessary and 

admirable as a sign of perseverance, discipline and control. These characteristics are all 

valued in the frame of the ideology of healthism and in traditional conceptions of 

masculinity.  

 The female body was depicted differently, as an autonomously acting object that 

the female’s mind needed to fight against at all times. Through personification, many 

processes affecting the female body were linked to the unpredictability of emotions and 

feelings thereby positioning the reader in a position of agency and control in which urgency 

and consistence were emphasized. Additionally, suggested strategies for women included 

explicit consumption in order to achieve style and emphasized a certain aesthetic. 

 

Although both men and women are attributed a form of control, the male audience had more 

regulated and direct control than the woman, who either frantically acted against her body or 

helplessly used tools (products) to achieve her goals. The female body was more often 

associated with aesthetics and feelings versus the male body being described as functional in 

order to exercise power. This was most prominently reflected in the discussion of fitness in 

which the female emphasis was on the fashionable style and social activities and the male 

emphasis was on exercising and gaining strength and muscle. Although Men’sHealth did 

have some product placement throughout the magazine, usually as part of recommendations 

in a feature on a role model, these placements were much less prominent. Therefore the 

ideology of consumerism seemed to be more essential to Women’sHealth than it did to her 

counterpart.  

 

Both magazines established the necessity of their position as a guide to health by discrediting 

the medical professionals. Men’sHealth relied on showing the power of medicine and science 

but still emphasizing the personal power and strength that could be used to achieve health. In 

this depiction, the male power and individual power overruled the practicality of medicine. 

However, this power could only be found and maximized through the strategies offered by 

Men’sHealth, making them an irreplaceable part of the process of taking care of one’s health. 

 Women’sHealth relied on discrediting the value of medical professionals by 

emphasizing their own staff’s position of expertise and showing their personality. The 

personified magazine is depicted as overruling the anonymity of science. Through 

establishing a position of expertise and friendship, the magazine becomes irreplaceable for 

the female audience as well.  
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The discourse of responsibility was present in both magazines as well, consistently reminding 

the reader of their ability to act and their responsibility to act. For men, this was often done 

in a narrative of challenge in which the magazine appealed to the competitive nature of the 

traditional male. This also shows the influence that others have on the claim to gender (West 

& Zimmerman, 1987) as comparison with others seemed to drive men. Men’sHealth made 

use of role models to convey challenge and competition. The moral imperative of the ‘right’ 

way to live was depicted in the ultra-fit, ultra-strong and ultra-disciplined role models – 

thereby successfully representing the concept of health through their lifestyle and physicality 

in accordance to the predictions of Miller and Rose (2008), Bourdieu (1996) and Williams 

(1995).  

 For women, the moral imperative functioned as a way to appeal to personal 

responsibility in line with the ideology of healthism, a ‘system of beliefs which define health-

promoting activities as a moral obligation’ (Roy, 2008). Instead of competitiveness, it was an 

appeal to personal ethics and also social acceptance that was used to engage the reader in 

suggested acts of self-governance. In Women’sHealth the featured subjects were not 

distinguished people with impressive titles, but relatable staff of Women’sHealth that were 

on the same level as the reader. Besides depicting their message as ‘right’ and ‘sane’, the 

stereotypical sociable nature of women was appealed to by positioning the representation of 

Women’sHealth as friends that lived accordingly. They were projected as having emotions 

and feelings, consistently including and sharing things with the reader while creating a 

casual, friendly environment. Hereby tools such as personification and the strategic use of 

pronouns were useful.  

 

Throughout the content, the magazines depicted very specific ideas of the physical 

embodiment of the status of health. In Women’sHealth as mentioned earlier, health was very 

much linked to aesthetics, in which a certain ideal of slimness and beauty needed to be 

fulfilled. This is in line with the ideology of consumerism, which benefits from a certain body 

ideal because it implies the consistent need for consumption and transformation that will 

ensure women buying their way into achieving the look of health (Alexander, 2003). The 

emphasis on style additionally was a reflection of a gendered interest. 

  For men, this notion of consumerism was much less prominent as the 

achievement of the physical body ideal of strength and muscle was extensively discussed 

through the tool of exercise that did not require the consumption of products. Although the 

care of the body was briefly discussed, it was done in a way that assumed gendered lack of 

interest and attention for the topic.  

As for the discussion of actual medical conditions, large differences were found as well. 

Men’sHealth emphasized fear, risk and unpredictability thereby ensuring that men act to the 
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best of their ability in order to be healthy. This is the ultimate reflection of the ideology of 

healthism, the weight of self-governance and personal responsibility is framed in a way that 

literally links the lifestyle to life and death.  

 Women’sHealth however focused more on small discomforts such as stress and 

allergies, thereby not reflecting urgency of personal self-care as is done in Men’sHealth. 

However this urgency was stressed in relation to acts that contributed to aesthetics of the 

body. In doing so, the ideology of healthism was very much present, putting the responsibility 

for health with the reader, however the expression of this health was very different. For 

women, the expression of health is done through physical slimness and behaving in a social 

way, thereby contributing to personal and collective (mental) health.  

  

The acts of self-governance represented in the strategies offered by magazines and the 

accompanying personal responsibility are essential aspects of the ideology of healthism, 

which ‘emphasizes individual agency as the primary source of health and the prevention of 

illness’ (Hodgetts, Bolam & Stevens, 2005). In doing so, a feeling of empowerment is 

guaranteed for the autonomous individual in a neoliberal society, as this way a person can 

express their independence and capabilities through said actions while working to achieve a 

desirable status: health.  

7. Conclusion 

It is now clear that becoming a healthy subject is not an easy process, as is described by the 

health-magazines. Health has been established as more than just a reference to physical and 

mental wellness, it has become representative of social class and a symbol of status. Like 

Bourdieu (1996) theorized, people use their actions to perform their status as well as embody 

it. Health has become an identity that is desirable and is expressed in many different ways, 

both through the physicality of the body and through acts of self-governance as a part of a 

certain lifestyle. These acts are influenced and structured by media power through 

government. After all, government in a neoliberal society is done through desires and 

aspirations (Dean, 1999), therefore the construct of health is a suitable topic to exercise this 

form of power over. The expression of identity through lifestyle signifiers (Miller & Rose, 

2008) and embodied taste (Williams, 1995) are guided by the concept of gender, following 

traditional standards of masculinity and femininity and overall gender identity.  

 Health-magazines can be thought of as an intermediary between the ideology of 

healthism and the ideology of consumerism. The ideology of healthism as stated previously 

puts the responsibility for health in the hands of the autonomous individual (Hodgetts, 

Bolam & Stephens, 2005). This same attitude is reflected in the magazines through emphasis 

on the practice of individual health. The individual, as a neoliberal citizen, in turn searches 
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guidance in a claim of this responsibility, which creates a position for the health-magazine to 

fill. From this position of expertise, the magazine is able to shape values related to health that 

simultaneously are in line with the medium’s ideology of consumerism. Thereby 

consumption is established as a necessary means to achieve success, which in turn is depicted 

in the depiction of lifestyles. Lifestyles are primarily reflected in consumption patterns and 

imply that through exercising smart lifestyle choices the individual takes charge of his or her 

own quality of life (Howell & Ingham, 2001). The acts of self-governance that are necessary in 

order to achieve the healthy lifestyle and identity have taken shape both in the magazine’s 

aim to connect to the audience through the concept of gender as well as the magazine’s 

commercial motives that are reflected in the explicit portrayal of consumption as a necessity 

for happiness. 

  It has become clear that gender very much has an impact on the construction of 

health as the body ideals as well as lifestyle ideas that are depicted as representing health are 

shaped by notions such as traditional conceptions of masculinity and femininity, 

stereotypical gendered interests and gender roles. The concept of gender is applied by the 

magazine as a tool to appeal and connect to the audience (Butler, 1993), solidifying the 

magazine’s position as a recognizable representation of individual identity while at the same 

time offering a sense of community, as is desired by the neoliberal society (Machin & Van 

Leeuwen, 2005). The transformation of the self is a motivator for the individual to read the 

magazine (Alexander, 2003), which is an attitude that is consistently reinforced by the 

magazine. Through the determination of flaws, fears and problems the necessity of strategy 

and action are set in stone. For Men’sHealth the main fears were portrayed as a lack of 

strength, (emotional) weakness and vulnerability that would imply the exclusion of the 

identity as a healthy male. For women, fear is connoted with unethical and unsociable 

behavior, as well as an aesthetically unpleasing body. For both magazines, the topic of control 

is implied to be most dangerous as it reflects for men the lack of discipline and ability to 

compete with other men and for women it would result in chaos in body and mind. 

Additionally, the fact that taking action delivers a sense of empowerment is beneficial for the 

magazine as it associates health and happiness to the strategies of the magazine. Whether 

this is actual empowerment or simply the illusion of control is worth questioning, as the 

magazine still expresses power through the subliminal act of government.  

 

This comparative study has been useful in researching media power by looking at the 

interests that are integrated in shaping their message. The limitations realized by appealing 

to gender and accounting for consumerist ideology showed that media does have the ability 

to exercise significant power over the construction of health. Gender is often used as a tool to 

appeal to the audience as it can be conveyed fleetingly but strikes at the most basic 
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characterization of the individual (West & Zimmerman, 1987). Putting the magazines with 

gendered audiences side by side, which had not been done before, really showed the 

extremity of the gender division with very polarized gender identities. This phenomenon has 

been reasoned for by Alexander (2003) and Machin and Van Leeuwen (2005) in saying that 

the commercial industry portrays generalized and heterogeneous versions of gendered 

identity to appeal to as many people as possible, thereby optimizing profit. In doing so, it was 

shown that like De Villiers Humain (2002) stated, representations reflect social hierarchies 

as well as in this case, the patriarchal society. The male audience but also male activity was 

depicted as dominant and more powerful.  

 The fear for lack of control is smartly established by the health-magazines. After 

all, the ideology of healthism promotes willpower, discipline and control as qualities that will 

save the individual from being unhealthy. By establishing the fear for lack of control the 

magazine establishes a problem that implies the necessity for transformation. This both 

solidifies the magazine’s position as source of expertise as well as the necessity of the strategy 

they propose. For men the emphasis on competition, improvement and growth ensure that 

the man needs to be up to date in new strategies and consistent advices that would ensure 

continuous action. For women this sense of urgency was very much suggested by the 

discourse of lifestyle. The lifestyle and its appeal to current (aesthetic) trends and urgency 

showed the need to constantly remain up to date as well. The magazine emphasizes the 

constant new influx of trends and products which plays into the consistent consumption of 

products. 

Both the ideology of healthism and consumerism are shaping elements in the construction of 

health, with the concept of gender as a distinct red thread throughout the expression of both 

these ideologies. This study has shown that the information on health and possibilities for 

achieving health as depicted in the magazine are highly biased based on gender. It is a dated 

and limited representation of what health is and how it can be achieved. For feature research 

it would be interesting to follow up the current study with an audience study, in which the 

reception and application of the magazine’s message are assessed. Although the influence of 

media has been substantiated through relevant theories such as Foucault’s government, the 

audience’s power of reception and interpretation too contributes to the impact a magazine 

may have on the conception of health. Therefore a study of the readers’ conception of health, 

their lifestyle and their actual health and perceived health would be an interesting addition to 

the understanding of the topic media power on health. Especially now that health has become 

such a valued marker of status, the topic remains relevant and interesting to explore further.  
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