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Abstract 
This essay investigates postfeminist discourses in women’s magazines with the use of 
Fairclough’s (2014) critical discourse analysis (CDA). Additionally, it presents 
consumers’ perceptions of women’s magazines in order to explore how women’s 
magazines might influence readers’ constructions of identity. Postfeminism is mainly 
defined by Gill (2007, 2009) and McRobbie (2004) as an idea of feminism and anti-
feminism combined with the use of neoliberal views. Previous research conducted 
between 1990 and 2009 has stated that women’s magazines follow a postfeminist 
discourse and therefore give a contradictory message to their readers, emphasising the 
importance of individuality and empowerment as well as promoting a traditional 
feminine image. The magazines analysed in this essay were the January 2016 issue of 
Elle Magazine US and the February 2016 issue of Elle Magazine UK. The magazines 
follow a postfeminist discourse, and it is constructed with the use of wording and 
modality. To complement the CDA, an interview with a target group of women’s 
magazine readers was conducted. Findings indicate that the magazines both largely 
follow a postfeminist discourse, constructed through the use of rhetorical features such 
as wording and modality, and readers believe magazines affect their identity 
construction negatively. The article is concluded with a discussion on what the aim of a 
postfeminist discourse is.   
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1. Introduction 
Postfeminism is paved with contradictory ideas. It is especially the fusion of feminist 
and anti-feminist ideas that denotes postfeminism, connected by the idea of neoliberal 
individualism (Gill, 2007). The concept postfeminism arose during the 1980’s (Gill, 
2007) in response to the undermining of feminist achievements in the 1970s and 1980s 
(McRobbie, 2004). As women in the western world have achieved rights to, for 
example, education and employment, some now see feminism as out-dated. Women of 
today would like to be able to choose femininity, and feminism (Gill, 2009; McRobbie, 
2004). There has been research conducted on postfeminist discourse within women’s 
magazines previously, as well as research on women’s magazines’ influence on their 
readers’ identity construction, and their role in women’s lives (e.g. Gill, 2007, 2009; 
Kauppinen, 2013; Pierce, 1990; Walsh, 2005).  
 
The aim of this essay is to investigate postfeminist discourse in UK and US editions of 
Elle Magazine, with the use of critical discourse analysis, as explained by Fairclough 
(2014) and Jørgensen and Phillips (2002). Although women’s magazines have been 
investigated through critical discourse analysis, in this study I will not only analyse 
discourses in women’s magazines of different countries, but also study consumers’ 
perceptions of texts in women’s magazines. Moreover, I consider how the discourses in 
women’s magazines might influence the readers’ construction of identity. 
 
A background on postfeminism and previous research will follow this introduction, as 
well as a methodology section explaining methodological framework, primary resources 
and limitations, and a results section. The results will be followed by a discussion and 
finally, a conclusion. 
 

2. Theoretical Framework 
 
2.1 Postfeminism 

There is no uniform, established definition of postfeminism, thus I need to articulate one 
that will be used as framework for this analysis. First, Gill (2007) says that in a 
postfeminist discourse there is a focus on empowerment of the individual, and the 
individual has no obligation towards anyone else’s choices and needs but those of her 
own. The woman has become a subject rather than, as previously, an object. 
Notwithstanding, in postfeminist media, femininity is strongly defined in relation to the 
body, says Gill (2007). To be a strong, individual woman, one has to possess a strong, 
healthy body that is being taken care of. Appearance seems to be the one true symbol 
for success, and women’s appearance is constantly criticised (ibid.). A woman must not 
be fat, but she cannot be too skinny either. Nevertheless, even though the strong body is 
important, it is also essential to have a “good” mind, and moreover a woman needs to be 
kind, caring, open and a good friend (ibid.). 
 
Postfeminism is thus a contradictory paradigm, and Gill claims “[w]hat makes 
contemporary media culture distinctively postfeminist, rather than pre-feminist or anti-
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feminist, is precisely this entanglement of feminist and anti-feminist ideas” (Gill, 2007, 
p 161). Feminism is seen as old-fashioned, now that equality has been achieved, and 
many young women of today reject feminism as it is seen as out-of-date (McRobbie, 
2004; Gill, 2009). According to postfeminism the fundamentals of feminism have no 
purpose anymore, as women have the right to education, work and safe contraceptives 
(Gill 2009). Within certain institutions, feminist values are seen as rational, for 
example, within law, education and employment. By implementing feminist values, 
these institutions appear to adapt to social change rather than being reactionary. 
However, as feminism has become a part of so many institutions, especially within 
academia, female students challenge feminism by distancing themselves from it 
(McRobbie, 2004). Furthermore, McRobbie says young women enjoy the right to 
choose whether they want to adopt a traditional femininity or not. It could be said that in 
this way, postfeminism has developed. Today, emphasis on women’s empowerment and 
success in working and private life are the characteristics of postfeminism, Gill (2009) 
and Kauppinen (2013) say. Also, from this perspective, feminism in magazines is made 
about the individual and her choices, rather than social and political opinions (Walsh, 
2005), and the notion of free choice is central in postfeminist discourses (Gill, 2007). 
The individualism that creates the postfeminist bridge between feminism and anti-
feminism is closely related to neoliberalism. The beliefs in autonomy, choice, self-
improvement, individualism and self-regulation are shared by both neoliberalism and 
postfeminism, and postfeminism could be created from neoliberal ideas (Gill, 2007).   

 
2.1.1 Ideological Message 

Previous research claims that it is in magazines that ideological messages are formed, 
socially constructing how women should behave and look, but also establishing norms, 
such as the heterosexual norm and the white norm (Gill, 2009). There is a constant 
sexualisation of women’s bodies (Gill, 2007). The subject of sex is no longer taboo, as 
it is scrutinised in different media. Sexualised bodies can be seen in public spaces, and 
even in news media professional women are sexually analysed. In women’s magazines 
the readers are being told how to be desirable and that they are responsible for looking 
good, pleasing men and taking care of men’s self esteem. At the same time, a woman 
must be responsible and protect herself against pregnancy and sexually transmitted 
infections (ibid., p 151). Girls can be encouraged to be sexually active (if they want to) 
but still they are the ones to take responsibility for consequences (Walsh, 2005). This 
advice is given based on the heterosexual and patriarchal norm. 
 
Today, feminist discourses are present in everyday media, by presenting women’s 
issues, experiences and opinions. However, Gill (2007) claims, media are still not 
adopting a feminist perspective, especially as they continuously publish contradictory 
texts within the same distribution channels (such as magazines). Fashion magazines 
have always and continue to maintain patriarchal beauty standards (Budgeon & Currie, 
1995, following Wolf, 1990). Furthermore, Budgeon and Currie articulate the question 
of why these kinds of fashion magazines have such a large group of readers.  
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There is a further issue of interest to be noted when it comes to magazines which rely on 
the profits of advertisements. In order to keep their advertisers, the magazines must not 
publish articles on controversial issues clashing with their advertisers interests (Walsh, 
2005). This is why so few alternative magazines are given out in print, but only online 
(Walsh, 2005) 

 
2.1.2 Previous Studies 

In a critical discourse analysis conducted on Glamour Magazine for the years 2005-
2008, Gill (2009) found that there was a business discourse applied to the personal life. 
To find a partner, the readers were told to put up goals, date tactically as if they were 
looking for a job, and see their future partner as an investment. The analogies used can 
be said to demonstrate empowerment of women, and their responsibility of taking 
control of their lives. In this very example, Gill points to the paradox of the 
empowerment in relation to the life goal of finding a man. Another paradox is found 
when women are told to support their male partner when he has low confidence, and to 
talk of the issue by using we instead of you. At the same time, it is the woman who 
should take responsibility and come up with a solution for the problem. Gill (ibid.) 
presents research by Machin and Thornborrow, who studied 44 different local versions 
of Cosmopolitan from November 2001 (Machin & Thornborrow, 2003) which showed 
that there was an evident coherence as the versions all emphasised female 
empowerment, as well as the task of pleasing men (Gill, 2009). The heterosexual norm 
is also established in magazines, for example in Glamour, which claims that “21% of 
readers fantasise about having sex with another woman”, but are ashamed of it (Gill, 
2009, p 361). This is also presented as a forbidden fantasy, rather than a legitimate 
sexuality.  
 
There have been several analyses of issues of Seventeen Magazine over the recent 
decades. First, Pierce (1990) has analysed socialisation messages in Seventeen, during 
the years 1961, 1972, and 1985, and found that a traditionally socialised 17-year-old girl 
had been taught that her looks were more important than her mind, and that her main 
goal in life should be to find a husband and have a family to care for by (preferably) 
being a stay-at-home mother. Pierce argues that, in contrast, a non-traditionally 
socialised 17-year-old girl would have learned that traditional gender roles are socially 
constructed and must be opposed. Seventeen Magazine has articulated a traditional, anti-
feminist message, saying a girl should focus on her appearance and finding a husband, 
and this message had been recurrent from 1961 to 1985. However, Pierce says 
“[r]esearch post 1980 suggests that magazines have changed somewhat. This is in part 
due to the birth of nontraditional magazines” (Pierce, 1990, p 495). She also found that 
the feminist movement of the 1960s and 1970s could be said to have an effect on the 
magazines, but it was not to a great extent, nor long lasting. This indicates that deeply 
rooted norms, such as gender roles, are difficult to dislodge.  
 
Second, Budgeon and Currie’s (1995) analysis of issues of Seventeen Magazine from 
the years 1951, 1971 and 1991, found it to contain articles on self-improvement, 
personal relationships and news. Nevertheless, the theme of most articles was looks, 
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fashion and body toning. An idea could be that it is the contradiction between women’s 
liberation and female desirability that makes, in this case, Seventeen attractive to young 
readers (Budgeon & Currie, 1995), as it provides both seriousness and light-
heartedness. In analysing historical representation, Budgeon and Currie (1995) found 
that, in year 1951, a tension between individuality and male approval began to emerge, 
evident in some readers’ letters and advertisements, thus there was a representation of 
feminist notions in Seventeen. Also, images of traditional femininity were contradicted 
by ideas of women’s liberation, especially during the late 1960s to early 1970s. Finally, 
Budgeon and Currie claim that Seventeen has consistently demonstrated a feminist 
subtext, focusing on the individuality of the woman, albeit, at the same time, there are 
discourses reproducing traditional femininity. Thus, both Pierce and Budgeon and 
Currie demonstrate that traditional femininity has been reinforced by teenage girls’ 
magazines, and that it is difficult to break this norm, even though, much due to societal 
influences, attempts have been made.  
 

2.2 Identity 

Walsh (2005) refers to several scientific studies from the 1990s when claiming that 
teenage magazines have a huge influence on their readers, especially when writing 
about fashion, beauty, sex, and relationships. The magazines reinforce the image that 
girls are dependent on boys’ opinion and desire, and tell their readers that a girl’s main 
concern should be her appearance. The identity of femininity presented in these 
magazines is very narrow, although the readers are still told to be independent (Walsh, 
2005). As the ideology of traditional gender roles and femininity is hegemonic (ibid.), 
the constant exposure of these socially constructed ideas is not widely questioned. 
Consequently, despite the presumed establishment of postfeminist notions, traditional 
femininity is not widely questioned in teenage magazines during the 1990s.  
 
The creation of identity can be influenced by categorisation; that is, others labelling 
someone by ascribing them a certain feature or putting them within a certain group 
(Weber & Horner, 2012). Identities can be divided into ascribed identities – how others 
see you – and achieved identities – how you see yourself (ibid.). Weber and Horner 
(2012) say that a person constructs their identity by negotiating the achieved and 
ascribed elements of identity. Nevertheless, which identity a person adopts is 
determined by hegemony, when an elite or a more powerful group determines which 
identity should be ascribed. Elites ascribe inferior features to the non-elites to remain in 
power, as was the case historically with gender norms. This is called discourse-
identities (D-identities). D-identities become accepted by non-elites, who are led to 
believe they themselves have achieved these identities (Gee, 2001, quoted in Weber & 
Horner, 2012). According to Gee there are three other ways to view identity, apart from 
D-identities. First, there is Nature (N)-identity, saying ones identity depends on biology. 
Second, there is Institution (I)-identities, where one’s identity is connected to one’s 
position within institutions and position in society. Third, Affinity (A)-identity is when 
one’s identity is associated with a persons interests and affinities (ibid., p 84).  
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3. Methodology and studied data 
 
3.1 Critical discourse analysis 

When analysing the chosen articles I have used, as mentioned previously, critical 
discourse analysis. I have implemented the method and viewpoint of critical discourse 
analysis by Fairclough, as presented by Jørgensen and Phillips (2002). Before I explain 
Fairclough’s approach I will account for the notion of discourse. Discourse is the 
organisation of language and its usage in different fields, and it can be analysed with the 
use of different methods, for example with critical discourse analysis (CDA). A 
discourse is defined as a certain way of understanding and constructing knowledge of 
(aspects of) the world, (Kress & Van Leeuwen, 2001, Jørgensen & Phillips, 2002). 
Kress and Van Leeuwen further explain discourse by saying it can be ideas and 
interpretations created by a large or small social group. A discourse does not only 
contain spoken and written language, but also visual images (Jørgensen & Phillips, 
2002).   
 
Critical discourse analysis “provides theories and methods for the empirical study of the 
relations between discourse and social and cultural developments in different social 
domains” (Jørgensen & Phillips, 2002, p 60). It also aims to highlight the linguistic part 
of social and cultural phenomena. In CDA it is said that it is through discursive 
practices that texts are created, received and interpreted, and the practices can be said to 
socially construct power relations and social identities (ibid.). In Fairclough’s approach 
to CDA, it is stressed that discourse reproduces social relations, but it is simultaneously 
influenced and shaped by social structures. The approach mainly focuses on texts. 
However, to understand the relation between discourse and social and cultural 
structures, text analysis must be complemented with a social analysis (ibid.).  
 
A method applicable when analysing discursive practices, for example texts in 
magazines, is to investigate the audience’s interpretations of the text. Jørgensen and 
Phillips (2002) say this analytical approach is not widely used, and that Fairclough most 
often looks at texts studying interdiscursivity – the combination of discourses. 
Examples of interdiscursivity can be texts with promotional discourses, (within the 
discipline) traditional discourses, conversational discourses and narrative discourses. If 
a text has a “high level of interdiscursivity” it is “associated with change, while a low 
level of interdiscursivity signals the reproduction of the established order” according to 
Fairclough (ibid., p 82-3).  
 
There are different tools that can be used for text analysis, and those presented by 
Fairclough are interactional control, ethos (the construction of identity through 
language), metaphors, wording and grammar (ibid.). Wording, i.e. the words that are 
used, is central when analysing a text and the expressive values of words could 
influence the meaning of a text, especially in relation to persuasive language. Some 
words are ascribed certain values, and could be seen as positive or negative depending 
on the reader and their ideological view, and within which discourse the words are used 
(Fairclough, 2014). This persuasive language is used to construct argument. Grammar 
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partly contains two elements, called transitivity and modality. Transitivity focuses on 
objects and subjects and how they are presented in relation to events and processes 
(ibid.). Modality focuses on how expressions and the speaker agreement influence the 
meaning and authority in a text (Jørgensen & Phillips, 2002). For example, the speaker 
can choose to use decisive expressions such as “you will”. Another example of modality 
is hedging, which is signified by the use of hesitant expressions as “well” or “a bit” 
(ibid.). Within grammar there are also modes of sentences and pronouns. Within modes 
there can be declarative (S and V) and imperative (V usually followed by O or A) 
modes, and the interpretations of these relies on several aspects such as the relation 
between the agents (Fairclough, 2014). Pronouns have relation values to a text, where 
inclusive we creates authority of the speaker, and you is used to address the reader 
personally as well as an indefinite pronoun to create kinship. A basic framework to use 
when applying CDA by Fairclough is to focus on vocabulary, grammar and textual 
structure with an emphasis on relational values, expressive values, and experiential 
values (Fairclough, 2014).  
 
To sum up, critical discourse analysis is used to scrutinise relations between language, 
discourses and social aspects and ideas, as for example, in this essay, postfeminism 
within media.  

 
3.2 Primary resources  

 
3.1.1 Elle Magazine 

The primary resources used to conduct this study are the US and UK editions of Elle 
Magazine, which positions itself as a women’s fashion and beauty magazine. Elle was 
partly a random choice, as it was the only magazine available in Sweden, in a UK and 
US version, and partly conscious, as I did not find any previous research on discourse in 
Elle Magazine. According to the international Elle website, the founder Hélène Lazareff 
believed the readers “deserved to finally be regarded as strong and independent 
women”, and she wanted to motivate “them to invest themselves in key issues, gain 
their financial independence and position themselves as equal to men (original 
emphasis)”1. Two magazines have been analysed, one from each edition. Before 
choosing articles and texts to analyse, I established five different categories, into which 
the texts could be divided. Those were: 

• Self growth and care: how to take care of oneself; do something for one’s own 
sake 

• Feminist category; political articles promoting feminism and equality 
• Sexuality and relationship advice category; question columns, sexuality, how to 

improve and handle relations 
• Fashion category; 
• Beauty category; make-up, skincare and health 

                                                        
1 http://ellearoundtheworld.com, retrieved 23.02.2016, 12.51 pm. 
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Not all articles within the above-mentioned categories were analysed, but only those 
with content that could be analysed in relation to postfeminism and its messages. Even 
though make-up can be seen as a tool to emphasise and create femininity, make-up 
columns have not been chosen for analysis. Nonetheless, I have chosen to analyse 
skincare and health related texts, as they are related to the previously mentioned ideal of 
a strong woman having a healthy body. The chosen texts mainly have two different 
layouts. First, there are traditionally written articles, second, there are themed spreads, 
containing several different kinds of information, for example on different travel 
destinations. The trouble with categorising the texts is that many of them demonstrate 
interdiscursivity. For example, a text can be categorised as self care as well as beauty. I 
have chosen to categorise by overall theme, in order to later analyse interdiscursivity.  

 
3.1.2 Interviews 

The reason for using the combination of CDA and interviews was to investigate what 
kind of general perception the target audience of women’s magazines has. Also, 
interviews with the target audience are a good complement to the academic analysis, as 
it enables analysis of the articles’ messages from another point of view. There were 
three participants, two aged 23, one aged 22, all women who said they read women’s 
magazines from time to time, usually when travelling. None of the interviewees said 
they subscribed to any women’s magazines. All three interviewees were students at 
Stockholm University. To avoid any misunderstandings the interview was held in 
Swedish, which was the L1 of the interviewees. Initially the interviewees were given 
information on how their answers would be used, and that they would be recorded. The 
participants were given a consent form to sign before the interview; they were informed 
that they had the right to withdraw without consequences, and that they were 
anonymous. To not influence their answers too much, the participants were only told 
that the aim of this essay was to investigate discourses in women’s magazines; the 
concept postfeminism was not mentioned. The questions and answers from the 
interview, and the consent form are attached in appendix A, B and C.  

 
3.2.2 Limitations  

Due to word limits only two magazines and four texts have been analysed. A more 
thorough discourse analysis could be conducted with access to more issues of Elle UK 
and Elle US. Regarding the interview, the time limit played a significant role. Being 
able to only hold one interview limited the possibility to ask further questions in relation 
to new discoveries and findings.  
 

4. Results 
 
4.1 Elle US 

The magazine analysed was the 2016 January edition. In the magazine there were 23 
articles listed in the content, apart from reoccurring texts, such as editors letter and 
horoscope. One text, of 8 pages, and one text, of two pages were on self-growth and 
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care. Two texts, spread on three pages, were within the feminist category, focusing on 
solidarity between, and praising of, women. I found one text, 6 pages long, on beauty, 
one two-page spread column on relationship advice, and finally a one-page text on 
fashion, all of which could be related to postfeminism. In total, 25 per cent of the texts 
in Elle US could be used as a basis for this analysis. The remaining 75 per cent were 
texts about fashion, interviews and cultural reviews and could not be specifically related 
to feminist or postfeminist messages. I thus chose to analyse, in detail, two texts, first, 
the feminist text “The Agenda” and second the postfeminist text “Om Base” (attached 
in appendix D).  
 
 “The Agenda” started in  

January 2015, to celebrate [Elle’s] 30th anniversary [when] ELLE put together a board of 43 
brilliant women – leaders in politics, business, media, technology, and the arts. Over the past 
year [Elle] talked with each of them about how to make the world a more hospitable place for 
women and girls for the next 30 years.  

(Myers, 2016b, January, p 26) 

Considering this description, the text will undoubtedly belong to a feminist discourse, 
encouraging women to take action for other women in equality issues. In the article, 
women are repeatedly asked to act to diminish inequalities both for themselves and for 
others. This is demonstrated in the following excerpts: “In your own life, if you deserve 
a raise, ask for it. At a new job, take the initiative to negotiate your salary” (concerning 
the wage gap), “[w]e can change all of this. But women have got to run (original 
emphasis) […] Running for office is, at its core, a decision: It’s not fate or destiny” 
(concerning women in politics), and “[w]hat can you do? Donate to organizations such 
as Charity: Water” (concerning water scarcity) (ibid., p 26-27). Here the reader is 
encouraged to take action as an individual, showing that women themselves have a 
responsibility in achieving equality. Regarding the issue of women in politics, women 
are not only encouraged to run for office, but to support women who do so: “anytime 
you read or hear someone talking sexist trash about a female candidate […] call it out at 
womensmediacenter.com” (ibid., p 26). Thus, indirectly the text “The Agenda” 
encourages sisterhood and therefore follows a feminist discourse.  
 
“The Agenda” brings up a serious issue of women’s rights, but even though the theme 
of the article is serious, the language is at times formal, presenting facts; at times 
jokingly and involves catchy phrases, for example “you don’t need preternatural charm 
(see: Mitch McConnell) or wit (see: Mitch McConnell) or even good looks (see…)” and 
“Go West, Young Woman!” (Ibid., p 26). This mix of serious issue-articles and light-
hearted articles could be said to express respect for the issue, as well as still appeal to 
the readers who presumably read women’s magazines for relaxation and entertainment. 
This can be argued as Budgeon and Currie (1995) have similarly claimed it is the mix of 
serious and fun that makes women’s magazines attractive to the readers.   
 
In “The Agenda”, the reader is addressed with you twenty-seven times. By using you 
repeatedly, the writer of the article presupposes who the reader is; consequently there is 
high transitivity in the text. The reader should be someone who is vigorous and 
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committed: “you can put a dent in that woeful C-suit stat” (ibid., p 27), and “[i]f you 
have a computer science background, volunteer” (ibid., p 26). On nine occasions the 
pronoun we was used in the article, and in all but two instances we was used inclusively 
to reinforce a feeling of sisterhood and affinity. Examples of this were found on page 
26: “[w]e can change all of this” and page 27: “[w]e know it’s always good to help a 
sister out” (ibid.). In the other two occasions, we was used to address the inhabitants of 
the planet, and the United States: “[w]e – that is, the inhabitants of planet Earth” and 
“we’re all aware of California’s devastating drought” (ibid., p 27). Finally, the usage of 
you and we is not only used to assume who the reader is, but is also used to establish 
who the reader is, and who she should be.  
 
Lastly, there was little hedging in “The Agenda”, in fact, there is only one word, found 
on page 26; “slightly”. However, the usage of the modal auxiliary can is more frequent, 
which makes it more difficult to determine the overall tenor of the text. Can occurs 
seven times, and is used with you four times. The phrases that contain can and you are 
suggestive, and therefore create high modality, for example “[h]ow can you help?” 
followed by suggestions, such as “you can also…” (Myers, 2016b, January, p 27). 
Nevertheless, even though the you+can phrases are hedging, they still encourage the 
reader to some extent. Furthermore, the text has many intensifying expressions; “[t]he 
reasons for the gender disparity are many: stodgy sexist political machines”, “Emily’s 
List is an excellent resource”, “men account for a whopping 70 percent” and “eminently 
teachable” (ibid., p 26). These expressions contribute to high persuasive effect, which 
implicitly ascribes the author authority. Moreover, these words contain a certain 
affective value and work persuasively to encourage to action. The persuasion becomes 
stronger with the use of several adjectives, which contain affective value. Finally, the 
low modality is evident as the author uses the word are instead of a hedging auxiliary, 
such as could or may be. This is found on page 26, in the statements “[o]f our country’s 
lowest-income jobs, two-thirds are held by women”, “[t]he reasons for the gender 
disparity are many” and “you just need some skills, which are eminently ‘teachable’” 
(ibid., p 26), as opposed to saying “you could learn these skills”. The low modality 
contributes to the article’s authority in determining what the reader should do.  
 
The opening sentence to “Om Base” reads: “Whether your 2016 goals involve slimming 
down, defying gravity, getting more shut-eye, or simply carving out a bit more me-time, 
there’s an ELLE-approved spa to help get you there.” (Myers, 2016a, January, p 38). 
The text present eight different spas, and at the first glance, the text seems to belong to a 
discourse of self-focus. That is since the opening sentence stresses the importance of 
me-time and how to achieve goals. The self-focus encouragements can be said to belong 
to a neo-liberal discourse. This discourse is strongly connected to the category of 
individual self-growth and care, and encourages the reader to spoil herself. In the text 
presenting the spa The Ranch at Live Oak, the visitors are “Getting the goods [of] yoga 
sessions, afternoon massages, and tasty vegetarian cuisine” (ibid., p 38), and at Sisley 
Spa the visitors can “treat [their] face to the Replumping Youth Facial” (ibid., p 39).  
The adjectives used in the phrases work to persuade and encourage to self-care. 
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There is another discourse evident in “Om Base”, and it is the one of bodily 
improvement. The bodily improvement discourse encourages the reader to change her 
looks and body to become more attractive. First, each spa is illustrated with a headline. 
The Ranch at Live Oak is accompanied by the headline “Lose five pounds” (ibid., p 38); 
Sisley Spa is given the headline “Banish Cellulite” and Joanna Czech Spa is 
accompanied by “Get an Insta-Facelift – Sans Needles” (ibid., p 39). In the texts, there 
are several sentences focusing on bodily appearance. The selling point of four of the 
eight spas in the text seems to be their ability to help their visitors change their 
appearance. The spas have “a gamut of body-sculpting classes, nutritionist 
consultations”, “Slimming Phyto-Aromatic Body Treatment, a three-day de-pimpling 
program”, beauty therapists that are “able to make complexions look instantly taut and 
firm – and a few years younger” and food “limited to 1,400 calories a day” (ibid., p38-
39). The interdiscursivity in “Om Base” between the self-focus discourse and bodily 
improvement discourse could be said to demonstrate a level of change, but also strongly 
create postfeminism. The two discourses both focus on the individual and her goals, 
which makes it somehow difficult to distinguish between the two. There are no 
metaphors in “Om Base”, but there is an allusion to social media to be found. The sub-
headline that says, “get an Insta-facelift – sans needles” is an allusion to Instagram, 
where pictures are posted, including selfies. In today’s social media climate, posting 
selfies is widespread, and the allusion to Instagram here reinforces the importance of 
having a beautiful face and looking good in pictures.  
 
The text is informal and positive in “Om Base”. First, this is demonstrated by the high 
interdiscursivity, as discourses of food, electronics and sports are used.  

“On the menu: kneading” (ibid., p 39) 
“Mind-body reboot” (ibid., p 38) 
“Kick an ambient habit” (ibid., p 38) 

The high level of interdiscursivity demonstrates innovative ideas, as well as establishes 
a non-formal discourse. Had the text had low interdiscursivity it would have followed a 
conventional order. Second, the language seems relaxed as the writer occasionally 
mixes in non-English words, such as vino, verboten (ibid., p 38) and sans (ibid., p 39). 
There are few hedging expressions in “Om Base”; the ones found are “[p]erhaps the 
area’s most awe-inspiring…” (Ibid., p 38), “[p]erhaps thanks to the see…”, “[it] might 
just be the thing” and “you may just forget about the ex” (ibid., p 39). Conversely, there 
are commanding phrases, such as “don’t miss”, which occur in relation to every spa tip, 
followed by exhortations such as “stay put and marvel” and “[e]mbark on a self-guided 
tour”. The commanding phrases show low modality, and demonstrate how the author 
tries to encourage self-care. Nevertheless, the usage of you only occurs five times in the 
text. In comparison to “The Agenda”, you seldom occurs in “Om Base”, and we is never 
used. As the former article encourages ideological action, and the latter inspires the 
reader to self-care, the issue of female oppression seems to be more urgent and 
important to the magazine writers than individual health. Again, “The Agenda” 
encourages to solidary action, whereas the goal of “Om Base” does not seem to be quite 
as crucial. As we is never used in “Om Base” one could say that self-care is not a matter 
related to sisterhood. Finally, the formality in “The Agenda” makes the issue of female 
solidarity more justifiable than women’s self-care and health. With the use of discourse 
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and modality it is implied that solidary sisterhood is more important than women’s 
individual care and health. However, the texts that belong to the feminist category are 
given little space in the magazine, compared to the other categories.  
 
In conclusion, as there are examples of traditional feminism in Elle US, considering the 
encouragement to sisterhood, alongside examples of neoliberal views with focus on the 
individual and texts on bodily appearance and improvement, it can be said with 
certainty that Elle US follows a postfeminist discourse. The discourse reproduces a new 
social structure of a natural combination of solidarity feminism and the individual and 
her choices. 

 
4.2 Elle UK 

The February 2016 issue of Elle UK was analysed, and there are 27 articles to be found 
in the table of content, not counting the regular texts, which occur in every issue. Six 
texts could be categorised within the self-growth and care category, although two of 
them could also be sorted into the feminist category. One of those texts was “Turn Me 
On”, three pages long (see appendix D), which is one of the texts that will be 
thoroughly analysed from Elle UK. Only one text of one page could be said to solely 
belong to the feminist category, and that text was a reoccurring text named “Woman of 
the Month”. One text of one page belonged to the beauty category. Finally, the second 
text that will be analysed is a five-page text within the fashion category called “SS16 
Trend Report” (attached in appendix D). 39 per cent of the non-reoccurring texts in Elle 
UK can be said to belong to a postfeminist discourse. The remaining 61 per cent of the 
texts were categorised as not communicating a postfeminist message. 
 
The article “Turn Me On” partly discusses women’s relation to porn, but mostly 
reviews erotic websites “made for women, by women” (Simmonds, 2016, February, p 
85). The issue of female disparage can be said to belong to a feminist discourse rather 
than a postfeminist, since it is a structural issue, as opposed to individual. The author 
says most of the sex acts found online “perpetuate a narrow sexual ideal featuring […] 
women having things done to them that look painful […] while acting all appreciative” 
(ibid., p 85) and that “much of it normalises verbal and physical aggression, muddies 
the issue of consent and casts women as passive objects” (ibid., p 86). She also says that 
porn made for women “empowers females and promotes role equality” (ibid., p 86) and 
as it is a “consumer driven industry [women] can […] reshape the landscape by 
shouting [their] preferences without shame” (ibid., p 87). Thus, it could be argued that 
the article belongs to a feminist discourse, considering the discussion of the 
conventional porn industry, and how it contributes to female sexualisation and 
devaluation.  
 
Nonetheless, “Turn Me On” could also be said to belong to a postfeminist and 
neoliberal discourse as it encourages the individual reader to affirm her sexuality by 
suggesting erotic websites. The article addresses women in general, but also the 
individual reader by addressing her with you. The pronoun appears twelve times in the 
text, mostly when the reader is given tips, for example: “if you struggle […] this will 
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school you” and “you can listen anywhere” (ibid., p 87). With the use of you the writer 
consolidates who the reader should be and what she should aim at. You also creates a 
relationship between the reader and the writer, in this case a relationship between 
women who has a strong libido. To further encourage the reader to assert her sexual 
desire the writer continuously uses I, openly writing about her own sexual preferences 
and pornographic consumption. The target of the article is evidently the individual 
reader, you. The individuality is associated with the notions of neoliberalism; hence the 
article belongs to a postfeminist discourse, more than a traditionally feminist one.  
 
Moreover, “Turn Me On” could also be categorised within the sexuality category, and 
thus be said to belong to a sexuality discourse. The aim of the article is to evaluate porn 
and how it affects women, and to encourage sexuality. The sexuality discourse 
consequently aims to establish a new order of viewing sex and porn, from a female 
point of view. Examples of phrases constructing this discourse are “[discover] an 
empowering world of sexual content made for women, by women” (ibid., p 85), “[p]orn 
should heighten your real-world experience by making you more confident” and 
“female-generated porn [and] the uplifting, life affirming kind” (ibid., p 87).  
 
Discussing how modality and hedging occur in a text with two different parts, one 
reviewing and the other taking a stand, is challenging. Therefore, I chose to only 
investigate modality in the part that discusses women and porn industry. Simmonds 
(2016) gains authority in the issue by; first, not asking the reader any questions; second, 
uses hedging expressions only four times; “would”, “mostly” (ibid., p 85) and “should”, 
used twice (ibid., p 87); third, many reinforcing expressions are used to validate 
argument, such as “it creates”, “are actually”,  “basically [porn] is” (ibid., p 86) and “we 
can [influence] without shame” (ibid., p 87).  Accordingly, there is little modality in 
“Turn Me On” and the author’s authority emphasises women’s ability to influence as 
well as demand change without being shy.  
 
In “SS16 Trend Report” there are six texts on different fashion trends of spring 2016, 
and the writer gives the reader tips on how to implement them. The texts emphasise that 
the reader is the most important person by encouraging individualism, bravery and 
strength. This is done with the usage of phrases such as “the age of individualism is 
destined to run and run” (Lowthorpe, 2016, February, p 46), “[b]e braver, larger than 
life and celebrate creativity” (ibid., p 47), “we always talk about individuality […] here 
comes individualism to the max; an unapologetic fashion” (ibid., p 48) and “’kick-ass’ 
[…] celebrates women in all their complexities. This trend cuts to the chase of female 
empowerment” (ibid., p 50). With the use of these expressions the author creates a self-
boosting discourse, which aims to construct an order where women dress for themselves 
and do not think about anyone else’s opinion. The words used within these phrases 
intensify the meaning. In this case, the words containing value are “braver”, “larger”, 
“celebrate”, “unapologetic” and  “empowerment”. The words act persuasively, as they 
contain, within the discourse, positive meaning. Also, with the use of this discourse, the 
text can influence the reader to construct an identity of individualism. Furthermore, the 
author of the article addresses the reader continuously with you. Not only to address the 
individual reader, but also in order to persuade. Some examples are “[y]ou know you’ve 
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got it” (ibid., p 50), “[t]he idea that you can’t be a feminist and wear a floaty dress […] 
is just plain nonsense” (ibid., p 49) and “instantly desirable whether you were born in 
that decade or lived through it as an adult” (ibid., p 46). Even though the you in the text 
is presumably the reader, it also implies a close relationship between the reader and the 
author. The implication of kinship is intensified with the occasional use of we in the 
text.  
 
There is little modality in “SS16 Trend Report” as there are many declarative and 
imperative modes such as “sleek urban tailoring […] instantly desirable” (ibid., p 46), 
“we will be wearing our underwear as outerwear” (ibid., p 49) and “[i]f in doubt, put a 
bow on it” (ibid., p 48). The producer of this text – the author – has authority in the area 
of fashion, and presumably the reader is interested to gain new knowledge on how to 
dress for spring 2016. Thus the modes are assigned values and interpreted as 
encouragement by the readers. The low level of modality emphasises the individualist 
discourse that the author is trying to establish.  
 
The text aims towards consolidation of a new paradigm of feminism, and defies what 
traditional feminist should be and look like. This can be seen on page 49 (ibid.) where a 
text on dresses says “[t]he idea that you can’t be a feminist and wear a floaty dress made 
from air-light ruffle organza is just plain nonsense. So here’s to this season’s ultra 
feminine romance”. As the text claims that a feminist can wear anything, it tries to erase 
the presumed idea of feminism and femininity as binary oppositions. Consequently the 
text aims to combine the topics of feminism and fashion as it directly as well as 
indirectly claims that clothes empowers the individual and can be worn by anyone.  
 
To sum up, Elle UK demonstrates postfeminism as it addresses the individual reader, 
discusses structural feminist problems, emphasises the individuals’ ability to influence 
and challenges alleged ideas of traditional feminists.  
 

4.3 Interview 

The general perception of women’s magazines among the interviewees was negative. 
They said they believed the content in women’s magazines is angled, and it affects 
young women to a great extent. They also agreed with one another that women’s 
magazines tell their readers what to do and what to look like, and that what the readers 
are being told is contradictory. Furthermore they said that they believed the main 
themes in women’s magazines are appearance, consumption and how to please men. 
The readers are constantly told to change themselves, even when they are told to like 
themselves, says one interviewee (see appendix B, 1-3).  
 
The participants said they believed magazines did affect them and their identity as, even 
though they are aware of the ideological nature of the message, it still affects them 
subconsciously (appendix B, 6-7). They believed that magazines weaken the self-image, 
as the readers might start criticising themselves and their appearance (appendix B, 12-
14). Additionally, the interviewees said women’s magazines have authority and power 
to ascribe identities, and the articles can create norms among social groups, especially 
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adolescents (appendix B, 8, 15). When asked how women’s magazines affect the 
identity, the interviewees said that the readers could become insecure about their current 
identity, and wonder if it is good enough. They also said women’s magazines show that 
identity and consumption are related (appendix B, 18). Finally, the interviewees said 
there is mainly one identity in women’s magazines, but it is an ideal and it comprises 
everything from beauty and health to intelligence and to please men (appendix B, 19-
22). 

 

5. Discussion  
With the use of critical discourse analysis it has been demonstrated that the magazines 
analysed in this essay do follow a postfeminist discourse. This is evident as there is a 
combination of feminist and neoliberal, individualist articles in both magazines, as well 
as a focus on women’s health, appearance and bodily improvement. There are indeed 
other discourses too, but the postfeminist discourse dominates. As Budgeon and Currie 
(1995) and Wolf (1990) previously stated, the magazines preserve patriarchal beauty 
standards. As Gill (2007) says, sex is no longer taboo in women’s magazines, especially 
demonstrated in “Turn Me On” in Elle UK. Previous research also found contradiction 
between individualism and the ultimate goal of finding a man (Gill, 2007; Budgeon & 
Currie, 1995). However, this contradiction is not evident in the articles analysed in this 
essay. Nonetheless, it could be argued that the extensive focus on appearance in the 
magazines is an indirect part of finding a partner. 
 
With the use of a postfeminist discourse, women’s magazines aim to persuade and 
establish what issues are important to women. Important issues are, as Pierce (1990) and 
Gill (2007) claim, appearance, health and individuality. In Elle UK and Elle US these 
three issues go hand in hand in the texts analysed. Also, the discourse is used to 
encourage taking responsibility and power over ones own life, similar to what Gill 
(2009) found in Glamour Magazine.  
 
The aim of combining feminist and neoliberal views into postfeminism could be to 
create a new feminist paradigm. The use of interdiscursivity in the texts is used to 
demonstrate an era of change. Another reason for the ambivalent messages in women’s 
magazines could be the conflict between advertisers and editors. As Walsh (2005) says, 
in-print magazines must not publish texts that clash with the interest of their advertisers 
who would obviously be consumption rather than ideals oriented.  
 
Thus the interviewees, consuming and belonging to the target groups of women’s 
magazines, had the perception that women’s magazines do correspond with the 
ideological message that previous research says women’s magazines form (Budgeon & 
Currie, 1995; Gill, 2007, 2009; Wolf, 1990). The interviewees also believed magazines 
have a content that affects young women negatively, and that magazines can be very 
persuasive and at the same time contradictory. The focus on appearance and being just 
enough of everything was something that the interviewees also said was significant for 
women’s magazines. Gill (2007), too, highlighted this by saying women are constantly 
criticised in magazines, and told to be many different things at the same time.   
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Investigating how the discourses in the texts affect the construction of identity among 
the readers is a difficult task. To answer that question, I asked my interviewees of their 
attitudes in relation to identity construction and women’s magazines. They believed 
women’s magazines could make their readers insecure about their identity and self-
image, and influence their readers’ identity construction as magazines have authority 
and power within female social groups. The interviewees agreed on that women’s 
magazines have the power to ascribe identities, thus it could be argued that the readers 
adopt a discourse identity, as explained by Gee (2001) and Weber and Horner (2012). 
Finally, the interviewees said they experienced that there is only one identity 
constructed in women’s magazines, but it is an ideal identity, comprised of everything 
that a good woman should be. The main identity of a woman that is promoted, they said, 
is the one that should be to please men, which is similar too Walsh’s (2005) claim that 
magazines create the image that women are objects of male desire. 
 

6. Conclusion 
The aim of this essay was to investigate postfeminist discourse in women’s magazines. 
The analysis demonstrated that postfeminist discourse is used in both magazines 
analysed, and is used to establish a new idea of what a feminist can be. There was no 
significant difference in the representation of postfeminist discourse between Elle UK 
and Elle US. Furthermore, I considered consumers’ perceptions, and found that their 
view is that women’s magazines possess the power to ascribe identities and ideals to 
their readers.  
 
The material used in this research is limited, and further studies could be conducted 
with the basis of this research. First, to confirm the findings stated above, more material 
needs to be collected, that is both magazines and interviews. Nevertheless, although 
small, the interview gave me some insights and further studies on this could for example 
include identity construction in relation to minority representation. Second, additional 
critical discourse analysis on women’s magazines could be intersectional or multi-
modal, to mention some. Third, the magazines in this research, and the previous 
research presented, have been fashion magazines. There are plenty of women’s 
magazines with other themes, such as health, parenting and cooking, which could be 
analysed with CDA. Finally, further research on power behind discourse and underlying 
social practices could be conducted with the use of Fairclough’s three-dimensional 
model. What powers stand behind the discourse of postfeminism? 
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Appendix A 

Consent Form for Participation in Interview 

Sofie Wahlström 
 

 
 
This interview will be used as a part of the data material collected for my bachelor 
thesis on the message in women’s magazines and how the target group receives them. 
The interview will be recorded. By signing this form you agree to participate in the 
research. You will be completely anonymous, and can withdraw from the research at 
any time without consequence. You will be given a copy of this form to keep.  
 

If you have any further questions, do not hesitate to contact me.  
 

Thank you for your participation, 
 

Sofie Wahlström 
 

 
Name of participant:_____________________________________________________  

 
 

Signature:__________________________ Date Signed:  _____________________  
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Appendix B 

Interviewer SW: Do you think magazines in general give contradicting messages – 
i.e. if they perhaps publish articles that contradict each other’s messages? Does 
this apply in general to women’s magazines, you think? 

1: B: There is much focus on self-care and health, but I think that is generally to please 
a man. It is like “take care of yourself, but do it to fit into this stereotype, or for this man 
or for this job”. There is a lot of “how to change yourself” to like yourself.  
2: C: And the self-care is not for ones own personal growth 

3: B: No, there is usually something else, underlying. 
4: A: The magazines make us think that if you have this and do this everything will be 
perfect, and that is the big lie.  
5: B: I think it is seldom that anyone reads a whole women’s magazine and feel good 
about themself. It is always like I need to change this and this and this. 
 

SW: Do you believe women’s magazines have an influence on yourself and your 
interests? In what ways?  

6: A: absolutely, and I think I get affected too, even though I know what they write, it is 
subconscious. “Oh she looks like that [I do not]” 

7: B: I think we get affected more than we want to admit, because we might think we’re 
above that, but still we end up wanting the outfits they promote. 

 
SW: Do women’s magazines reproduce and ascribe identities to a great extent?   

8: C: Yes, I think magazines create identity norms and reproduce and ascribe identity to 
the readers, and to women. 

9: C: I think it really makes you create another identity 
10: B: maybe not create another identity, but you adapt it 

11: C: yes or change it 
 

SW: Do you believe reading women’s magazines influence your perception of 
yourself and your identity construction? If yes, how? The way you act, the way you 
dress, what you consume, do you adapt to other people? 
12: B: you are alerted on things that you did not even know you were supposed to care 
or think about. “Oh I did not think about my arms before, but now I know they are 
ugly”.  

13: C: Magazines tell you what you should change. 
14: A: The self-image is weakened by the magazines and you criticise yourself. 

 
SW: Do you believe magazines have much influence on their readers? 
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15: A: I can imagine that when you are younger the magazines affect your interests, and 
everyone reads the same magazines when you are younger, which leads to everyone 
having fashion as the same interest and it becomes a norm. 

 
SW: What’s your general perception of women’s magazines’ influence on their 
readers?  
16: A: I think the magazines create insecurity amongst the reader, because you think 
about what you do not have, and what you should have. You are not happy about 
yourself. 

17: B: All your flaws are shown to you. Your identity and your consumption are 
affected. 

18: C: And your identity and consumption are strongly related. 
 

SW: Are there any norms, which you believe are followed, or social groups 
represented to a greater extent in women’s magazines? If yes, do you believe these 
norms influence you and your identity? 
19: A: The stereotypical woman should like this, and that identity is created. There is 
definitely one ideal to be, one woman to be. 
20: B: Yes, but that woman should be everything. She should be “a boss”, toned and fit, 
clever, humble, wear beautiful make-up, but also be a natural beauty, everything at the 
same time. You should be social, but not too much. 

21: C: Cook; invite your man to dinner. 
22: B: Work but not too much. It is aimed towards an ideal where the woman has to be 
everything. 
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Appendix C 

Interview questions 

 

Do	  you	  read	  women’s	  magazines?	  How	  often?	  In	  what	  languages?	  What	  brand’s	  are	  
the	  magazines?	  What	  is	  the	  main	  focus	  of	  the	  magazine	  (parenting,	   fashion,	  style,	  
training,	  etc)	  
	  
What	  is	  your	  primary	  purpose	  when	  reading	  them?	  
	  
What	  is	  your	  general	  perception	  of	  women’s	  magazines?	  
	  
What’s	  your	  general	  perception	  of	  women’s	  magazines’	  influence	  on	  their	  readers?	  	  
	  
Do	   you	   believe	   women’s	   magazines	   have	   an	   influence	   on	   yourself	   and	   your	  
interests?	  In	  what	  ways?	  	  
	  
Do	  you	  believe	  magazines	  have	  much	  influence	  on	  their	  readers?	  
	  
Do	   you	   think	   magazines	   in	   general	   give	   contradicting	   messages	   –	   i.e.	   if	   they	  
perhaps	  publish	  articles	  that	  contradict	  each	  other’s	  messages?	  Does	  this	  apply	  in	  
general	  to	  women’s	  magazines,	  you	  think?	  
	  
Are	  any	  magazines	  feminists	  too,	  you	  think?	  
	  
Do	   magazines	   reproduce	   self-‐care	   identity?	   How?	   How	   do	   you	   think	   this	   affect	  
readers	  identity	  and	  self-‐image?	  	  
	  
What	  kind,	  or	  which	  kinds,	  of	  images	  of	  women	  do	  the	  magazines	  portray?	  
	  
What	  identities	  are	  suggested	  for	  women	  in	  the	  magazines,	  in	  general?	  
	  
Are	  there	  any	  norms,	  which	  you	  believe	  are	  followed,	  or	  social	  groups	  represented	  
to	  a	  greater	  extent	  in	  women’s	  magazines?	  	  
	  
If	  yes,	  do	  you	  believe	  these	  norms	  influence	  you	  and	  your	  identity?	  
	  
Is	  there	  something	  that	  can	  make	  a	  text	  more	  persuasive	  than	  another?	  If	  yes,	  why	  
is	   that,	   and	  how	  could	   that	  be	  done,	   according	   to	  you?	   Is	   it	  because	  of	   the	   topic,	  
which	   might	   or	   might	   not	   interest	   you,	   or	   the	   language,	   pictures,	   or	   something	  
else?	  
	  
Do	  you	  believe	  reading	  women’s	  magazines	  influence	  your	  perception	  of	  yourself	  
and	  your	   identity	  construction?	  If	  yes,	  how?	  The	  way	  you	  act,	   the	  way	  you	  dress,	  
what	  you	  consume,	  do	  you	  adapt	  to	  other	  people?	  
	  
Do	  women’s	  magazines	  reproduce	  and	  ascribe	  identities	  to	  a	  great	  extent?	  	  	  
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How	   great	   would	   you	   say	   women’s	   magazines’	   influence	   is	   in	   identity	   and	  
identification,	  to	  you?	  
	  
Do	  you	  see	   feminist	  value	   in	   these	  magazines?	   If	   so,	   are	  you	   influenced	  by	   those	  
values?	  
	  
Do	  you	  think	  seriousness	  or	  light-‐heartedness	  in	  magazines	  gives	  the	  texts	  certain	  
messages?	  What	  kinds	  of	  messages?	  
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Appendix D 
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