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Jan Brace-Govan, Monash University, Australia

ABSTRACT
As more companies engage with social responsibility and

align with political causes it is timely to consider the implications
of activism as a brand strategy. Two kinds of women’s activism
about body representation are used to examine the implications of
social activism for a brand. Women’s political body activism has a
long history and research has established women’s magazines as an
important site of cultural discourses on femininity. A deconstructive
approach is used to reveal the existence of resistance, compliance
and subversion in women’s body activism. A theoretical construct
is introduced to explain the emergent contradictions and expose the
riskiness this kind of activism poses as a brand strategy.

INTRODUCTION
Recently a brand has taken on women’s body activism as a

strategy and, using a cultural level of analysis, this paper explores
women’s body activism and considers the implications for a brand
from the viewpoint of a specific social theory. Scott (2005) decried
feminist attitudes to women’s dress and appearance over the years,
rightly pointing out that some second wave feminists had a restric-
tive uniform of dungarees and short hair. Activism, political and
social, is often writ large on bodies through selected clothes styles,
haircuts and makeup such as the gay activist movement. In spite of
claims of postfeminism, there continue to be struggles over the
meaning of femininity and the construction of gender, which are
played out in the cultural sphere. For women control over their
bodies and appearance has long been a site of political activity, for
example protests at the Miss World beauty competitions, burning
bras, and wearing trousers. It continues today through beauty
products taken into Afghanistan, for some wearing the veil is
political as well as religious (Bouma and Brace-Govan 2000) and
protests against ‘Heroin chic’, or the super skinny, and often very
young, models on catwalks. A response to this last issue came from
Dove in 2004 when the Dove Campaign for Real Beauty was
launched. Based on research results that significant percentages of
4,100 women across 13 countries understood being physically
attractive was valued but also thought the media could do better at
portraying the diversity of women. Between 62% and 81% of
women in the survey believed the media set unrealistic standards of
beauty that most women cannot ever achieve (Dove 2004).

In the last two years the Dove Campaign for Real Beauty has
taken off around the world with websites, education programs and
‘Self-Esteem Funds’ that finance social interventions as well as
billboards, TV ads and more. The Dove campaign has caused
debate amongst marketers as a result of its success in “getting
attention” (Stevenson 2005) and amongst feminists because of their
long running interest in the representation of women. In January
2006 the Dove campaign arrived in Australia with the launch of a
calendar attached to the Madison fashion magazine for that month.
The calendar used pictures of ‘real’ or ‘natural’ women. Interest-
ingly, the Australian ‘Self-esteem Fund’ seminar series on body
image and self-worth not only has two other sponsors but has also
been directed at boys and girls with a disclaiming paragraph that
clearly states the workshops are not for commercial promotion or
profit. In other countries the workshops have been directed at girls
only and the Dove sponsorship has been proudly acknowledged.
This paper addresses the question of social activism for women’s
bodies at the level of culture by using an analysis of two articles

from the same issue of a women’s magazine that claims to speak to
the postfeminist woman. After considering two kinds of body
activism for women, the question asked from a social theory
perspective is, can a brand take on social activist dimensions in this
arena?

WOMEN’S POLITICAL BODY ACTIVISM
In some respects the question is already answered for women’s

body activism in the affirmative because a history of women’s
fashion and body representations shows several shifts over time
from the athletic Gibson Girl of the 1890s, the flapper of the 1920s,
the hourglass shape of the 1950s to the skinny Twiggy of 1960s then
the athletic, toned body of the 1980s aerobics queens like Jane
Fonda (Englis, Solomon and Ashmore 1994; Scott 2005). The roots
of women’s political activity over their right to particular dress,
appearance and activities have quite a history (Scott 2005), as does
the feminist commentary on this (Davis 1997). The rational dress
movement that began in the late 19th century and continued into the
20th century was part of several sources of political and social
activism by women including the campaign for votes, access to
education and access to physical activity. Women activists fought
for freedom from corsets, entrance to university and the right to ride
a bicycle. Access to physical activity was in fact a political victory
upper class women achieved less than a century ago. At that time
bodies were a zone of civic duty (Davis 1997) and being healthy was
a permitted part of good character that enhanced the potential for
healthy children (Davis 1997). Through the middle of the 20th

century there was a shift in focus and body maintenance for self-
esteem became a ‘work zone’ that demonstrated our self-discipline
and social value (Featherstone 1982). Key in this change were the
close links with the fashion and cosmetic industries that encouraged
women in particular to work towards desirability (Davis 1997).
Now closely linked to worth as a person, body maintenance is
firmly established as a virtuous leisure time activity which will reap
further lifestyle rewards resulting from an enhanced appearance
(Featherstone 1982, 25).

The link between physical activity and the favorable presen-
tation of self was not limited to women of course, but there was, and
still is, a different relationship between physical activity and men
(Connell 2000), and the differences were the focus of much schol-
arly attention through the 1990s (Davis 1997). Underlying these
debates is the social construction of gender and the social meanings,
and social power, that reside in representations of the body (Patterson
and Elliott 2002). But are there repercussions for social activism in
brands, such as Dove? A comparison of the article about the launch
of the Dove Calendar in Madison January 2006 is made with a
feature article in the same magazine issue on women’s bodybuild-
ing to draw out some pertinent points that need to be considered
when an assessment of social activism by brands is made.

WOMEN’S MAGAZINES AS A LOCUS OF
MEANING

The significance of advertising and women’s fashion maga-
zines as a locus of cultural meanings and socialization of women is
well established (Englis et al 1994; Kates and Shaw-Garlock 1999;
Patterson and Elliott 2002). Several social forces converge in this
space including the disciplinary gaze (Foucault 1980) and dis-
courses of femininity (Thompson and Hirschman1995; Thompson
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and Haytko 1997) to generate a site of cultural performance where
strategies of normalization and corporeal regulation can be engaged
(Kates and Shaw-Garlock 1999; Patterson and Elliott 2002). The
visual representation of culture is of great importance and “visual
aspects of culture have come to dominate our understanding of
identity” (Schroeder 2004, 234). Furthermore, for women, fashion
magazines have been shown to be a legitimate arena for the
expression of desire and a locus of socialization (Budgeon and
Currie 1995; Englis et al. 1994). In short, fashion magazines
contribute to women’s understanding of their subjectivity and the
performativity of their femininity, although this must be understood
as negotiated by the reader (Kates and Shaw-Garlock 1999; Patterson
and Elliott 2002).

DECONSTRUCTIVE APPROACH TO REVEAL
MEANING

As Kates (1999) noted, the negotiation of meanings, culture
and ideological representations in texts have multiple potential
readings and discourse plays an important role in mediating inter-
pretation. Language is not a neutral medium (Barthes 1977; Fou-
cault 1977; Stern 1996), nor are visual representations (Patterson
and Elliott 2002; Schroeder 2004). Both words and pictures are
texts that carry authorial discursive intent, but are open to
“producerly” readings by the receiver. Moreover, the covert mean-
ings can be revealed through a deconstruction of the text (Elliott
1996; Stern 1996). The interpretation available through a
deconstructive analysis of discourse opens a space to discuss the
influences present at the level of culture. This paper is not a
discussion of the interpretation of individual members’ percep-
tions, nor is it a discussion of managerial and journalistic intent.
Rather it is an exploration of the potentialities that reside within the
text. As Stern (1996, 69) suggests, “deconstructive criticism is
often provocative, for scratching at the surface of a culture opens
raw spots ordinarily concealed from view.” However, she goes to
say that a valued outcome is a “heightened understanding of the
cultural network that binds advertising, consumers, and society”.
The focus here is on two reports of body activism by women and the
discussion is directed at the level of cultural discourse.

Madison is a magazine with an Australian readership of
338,000 as at September 2006, and targets women aged 25 to 39
with above average income whom the magazine describes as:

Ambitious, sexy and socially aware. The Madison woman
actively enjoys her life. She loves fashion but will dress to suit
a style she’s developed. She’s seriously interested in beauty
but her health is just as important as finding the perfect lip-
gloss. Her world is rich and varied and she embraces all its
aspects. Career? Baby? Partner? Everything is still possible.
The Madison woman is a grown-up and wants to be treated like
one. She doesn’t need her hand-held any more but still wants
information, she prefers to form her own opinion. (ACP 2006)

The Madison woman is the epitome of the ‘postfeminist’
woman–aware, self-reliant and experimental (Davis 1995). The
two articles were selected for analysis because they address two
types of current women’s body activism, which the magazine
conveys through a combination of text and pictures. One feature
article reports on women competing in a Natural Bodybuilding
Award. Bodybuilding women choose to alter their appearance, not
through adornment and dress but through their bodies within a
specific, and recognizable discourse of bodywork which is often
considered extreme. The other feature article reports on the prepa-
ration of women who volunteered to be photographed for the Dove

2006 Calendar in order to take a stand on the representation of ‘real’
women by the media. Both articles picture and report on ‘everyday’
women preparing for a public presentation of their bodies that
carries a message about how women’s bodies could look: a compe-
tition and a calendar.

The analysis followed Stern’s (1996) three step “workbench”
by first identifying the attributes of each article separately, secondly
examining the construction of meaning as conveyed through text
and pictures and, finally, deconstructing these meanings.
Deconstruction disassembles the cultural assumptions which are
often best revealed through struggles over meaning (Davis 1997).
Struggles over meaning not only expose power relations, but can
also be sites for resistance, subversion and co-option (Martin et al
2006; Duff and Hong 1984). The deconstruction of the meaning of
body activism represented in these articles used the themes of
compliance, resistance and subversion, each a key strategy in body
activism. For the purposes of this paper pertinent issues are distilled
from the detailed analysis. Each article example will be presented
and then followed by a discussion. [1]

RESISTANCE OR COMPLIANCE? DOVE
CALENDAR GIRLS

The first article is introduced with a black and white picture
spread over two pages showing a row of smiling women in under-
wear. They are all standing, gazing directly at the camera, most have
an arm around the woman next to them and their names are given
below. A heading also spreads across the two pages in white on
black, lower case then all upper case reads “what we know now:
‘YOU HAVE TO LOVE YOUR BODY’” (Madison 2006, 220-
221). This serves to divide the spread in half and below the message
there are seven small shots presented in a collage style. A block of
type presents the Dove position:

Dove took up the challenge of broadening the stereotype of
beauty–selecting 19 real, unique and gorgeous women to star
in their 2006 calendar. We went behind the scenes–and can
guarantee there wasn’t an airbrush in sight. (Madison 2006,
221)

There might be no airbrush but the scenes are far from natural.
Firstly the group pose is in the genre of the group photograph so
beloved of schools, colleges and the army (Schirato and Webb
2004, 140). This is a representation of body discipline, as theorized
by Foucault, and the discursive intention is to present a collectivity
within which no individual is distinctive (Schirato and Webb 2004,
141). The direct gaze to the camera, the bodies “held together” and
the imposition of order combine to convey the identity of the group
and suggest compliant normalcy (Schirato and Webb 2004, 142).
However, rarely do groups present themselves in their underwear
and being in underwear is usually coded as sexual availability and
pornography. The choice of plain white Bonds underwear counter-
acts the overt sexualizing of the women but it is underwear nonethe-
less. Furthermore, there are several fully dressed men and women
involved in the process of taking the pictures (several pictures
include these people). Being in one’s underwear while others go
about their day-to-day jobs fully dressed is not a usual experience.
With a paradoxical lens, this is more commonly the experience of
two quite particular groups; fashion models and strippers.

The second point to note is that the bodies are not presented
naturally and the bodywork required is overtly celebrated in photos
and text. Make up is applied by a professional, shown in three shots
over the next four pages with the make up artist painting different
parts of the women’s bodies such as backs of legs and abdomens.
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There are also pictures of the hairdressers arranging hair and
spraying so that the women’s hair is suitable to photograph. Lastly,
pictures show two fully dressed men arranging the bodies of two
women (in underwear) into a handstand position with their backs to
each other and feet touching. No airbrush perhaps, but this is soft-
core pornography. Do the women feel empowered by this process?
Has their activism achieved a shift for women and their bodily
representation?

Over the next four pages the women are presented in more
detail. The larger dominant pictures are of single posed figures and
comments made by the women about why they are involved are set
out nearby. The contradictions that these women engage with when
they consider their own embodiment emerges in words and pictures
that meld together in a cultural discourse of femininity that portrays
the ambiguity and discomforts that are faced in feminine bodywork.
For example, Erika says:

I have one body and two choices. The first is to not be happy
with myself. The second is to accept myself, even if I don’t fit
the narrow stereotype of beauty (Madison 2006, 224).

Erika is pictured with her sister. She is slim to the extent that
her ribs are visible with no obvious unsightlinesses that might bring
on personal insecurities about looks so it is not clear which part of
the stereotype she does not meet. As is noted by Englis et al, (1994)
beauty for women can follow several different formulas each with
its own manner of dressing and bodily presentation. Given this
variation established in research, it is notable that Erika feels so
much pressure from a single stereotype but not one that she
elaborates on. Another woman, Yu Ling Ong, is more specific when
she notes that she does not look like a famous fashion model, that
as a teenager she never “felt good enough for modeling competi-
tions” but now she is “finally in the right frame of mind, I’m going
to get my kit off!” (Madison 2006, 225). This woman expresses
feelings of empowerment having pursued the body discipline of
diet and exercise. However, taking one’s clothes off and revealing
one’s body has always been an activity fraught with complexities of
power and sexual innuendo, especially for women. The most
celebrated celebrity ‘stripper’ is Madonna whose inversion of both
the gaze, and her underwear, made her a cult figure in a subversive
femininity that challenged the gender order (Gamman 1989), remi-
niscent of the resistance that is identified by Scott (2005) in her
refutation of the feminist struggles over dress code.

However, revealed through this article are levels of compli-
ance with a femininity that does not disturb the gender order,
continues to valorize the position of the fashion model and very
much reinforces the status quo for women, corporeally and other-
wise. For example, pregnancy and motherhood are key to the
comments of four women, (presented as three out of twelve calen-
dar photographs). One of the women is pregnant, one has her baby
with her and two are mother and daughter (the daughter is also a
mother). “Pregnancy has made me a lot more confident about my
body” the pregnant woman is quoted. But weight and shape
(disciplinary bodywork) issues lurk not far from the surface. “Kate
Hudson lost post-baby kilos in weeks, and Brittany too, but that’s
the pressure they’re under. For most women, the body knows what
it’s doing” (Madison 2006, 222). This woman’s text reveals a
reference to ideals in celebrities but her rejection of the aspirational
disciplined celebrity women returns to the calm that resides in the
Cartesian dualism, the separation of the body and mind, where for
women the body has the upper hand in knowledge. According to
another woman who is a mother and is photographed with her own
mother, motherhood brings a special relation to the world and, she

says, “Being a mother you have a wider perspective” (Madison
2006, 222). Herein lies the difference between men and women. As
child bearers, women have a different and specific relation to
themselves, and to the rest of society and as child bearers they are
ruled by their bodies. This is the difference that second wave
feminists theorised extensively (Davis 1997) and is not a resistant
stance but one of compliance with a gender order that valorizes
maleness.

RESISTANCE OR SUBVERSION? “IRON
MAIDENS”

The second article also shows a group of women who have
developed enough self-esteem to present themselves, barely dressed,
to an audience for scrutiny: bodybuilders. Again we are presented
with a double page spread this time of intersecting, linked pictures
in a collage effect. Six variously sized photos of bodybuilding
women in front facing poses, present their bodies in bikinis. The
second page has six small pictures showing application of false
nails, a competitor sucking on a tube of condensed milk for a sugar
hit, a woman flexing her back muscles, a bodybuilder in front of a
notice that reads “drug testing no entry”, a competitor being helped
into a bikini, and a competitor smiling with her husband. The
overall visual impression is one of tan-coloured flesh, rhinestone
bikinis and hair dressed in a manner suitable for a gala dinner. A
couple of exceptions standout. The first has a grim face that could
be interpreted as concentration, on the only bodybuilder whose long
hair is hanging loose. Attention is draw to her because she has been
placed front and centre. The other five women are smiling but only
three are managing relaxed smiles. One woman looks more as if she
is gritting her teeth with effort. The combination of the two pages
is one of activity and busy-ness.

The next two pages have a solid half page of text topped by two
strips of small photos. Of the seven photos in the strips, three focus
on the bikini bottom area showing only crutch and tops of thighs.
Two of these crutch shots are of the bodybuilding women posing
(interestingly the names of the women are given for those body part
shots) and the third crutch shot shows a competitor being sprayed
with oil for competition. There is a small photo of golden coloured
gym equipments with the caption “smart bodybuilders use dumb
bells”. The facing page is the only full page picture of a bodybuilder
and it is also distinctive because only two small linked insets have
been placed in the bottom right corner; one of a winner holding a
trophy and the other a daily routine of a bodybuilder. The body-
builder is presented being sprayed with oil for competition. The
sprayer is not visible, only a hand on a can with a mist of spray
moving towards a sequined bikini clad body. The pose of this
bodybuilder is not a competitive pose. She is standing with her arms
wide, her chin up, her eyes closed and she has a closed-mouth smile.
The effect is one of ecstasy, perhaps imagining, and one of vulner-
ability.

This visual representation of bodybuilding women is ambigu-
ously resistant to prevailing femininities. On the one hand there is
the sexualization of the shots, particularly those that highlight the
crutch area, and also the ecstatic vulnerability of the bodybuilder
being tanned. On the other hand, there is clear muscle definition
shown in muscled poses that challenges notions of feminine bodies,
the naturalness of bodies and the gender order (Duff and Hong
1984). However, taking a Barthesian stance that the language
anchors the authorial intention, without necessarily implying a
specific reading by receivers of text resolves the analysis.

The written text was heralded as unsupportive on the magazine
cover with the line “My wife looks like The Terminator”. This
stance continued in the title “Iron Maidens”. The text shifts to
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humanise (or excuse) bodybuilders by introducing Ann as a grand-
mother of four who came to bodybuilding for health reasons. She
has lost “almost half her bodyweight” (Madison 2006, 45) and no
longer needs her blood pressure tablets. The message “Welcome to
the extreme world of competitive health” precedes a description of
Australian Natural Bodybuilding (Madison 2006, 45). Mostly
though, the text uses a tongue in cheek style to set up an ‘us and
them’ scenario for the reader.

Pressure is a curious concept. For most of us, eating little more
than protein powder and grilled chicken, then working out six
time a week would be tough, but for these athletes (as they
preferred to be called), pressure is a processed salty snack.
(Madison 2006, 46)

The bracketed comment suggests that ‘we’ might wonder at
such strict punishing self-discipline and might not call this
athleticism. The perception of where real pressure lies is the crux of
the differences the author seems to intend the readership to feel. In
spite of the potential here to challenge usual stereotypes of women,
a reinforcement of the gender order is evident in the comments
about “hulking men lifting free-weights and muscled women in
sparkling bikinis and towering perspex heels” (Madison 2006, 46).
The men are described taking the active and physically strong role,
while the women, who pursue the same activity, are merely appear-
ing dressed in an alluring manner to be gazed on. And the point is
taken up by a competitor who says that her mother refers to her as
“a very muscly boy” (Madison 2006, 46). This conventionality
about appropriate gender roles is further reinforced for the reader a
couple of paragraphs later when the author asks, “Do muscles make
girls feel less of a lady?” (Madison 2006, 46). The response from a
competitor is quoted “The high heels make you look feminine” and
also a response from a spectator who works out “My boyfriend
doesn’t support me because he says he doesn’t want a muscly
girlfriend. But that’s because he’s insecure” (Madison 2006, 46).
This is striking because these were questions asked of women
bodybuilders over twenty years ago (Duff and Hong 1984) and, in
spite the potential for women’s bodybuilding to rupture the associa-
tion of maleness with muscularity and strength, the evidence here
is of no change. Despite reporting the near superhuman effort
around workouts and eating regimes, bodybuilding women are not
presented as worthy of high regard and the text not only detracts
from their physical mastery but also re-asserts a focus on effort for
appearance alone, with suggestions that this is not especially
feminine, and motherhood. Even so, body builders themselves feel
good,

Security and self-esteem are a common theme with bodybuild-
ers. Many competitors admit that reshaping their bodies has
played a significant part in helping them overcome a lack of
confidence or face up to their fears. After all, there’s only so
much of your fake-tanned self you can hide when you’re
flexing on a stage in front of hundreds of scrutinizing people,
wearing little more than a handkerchief. (Madison 2006, 47-
48)

In the dismissal the struggle over meanings of femininity and
corporeal appropriateness is revealed. Muscular women continue
to threaten the visible difference between men and women and
muscles continue to be coded male. However, what do these two
activisms (one for muscles and one for fewer skinny models) reveal
in terms of resistance, subversion and compliance? And is this a
viable, long-term brand strategy?

DISCUSSION
Overall then, two kinds of women’s body activism were

represented in this cultural artifact. Some women felt strongly
about the manner of their representation in the media and were
prepared to take a stand and be photographed for a calendar. Other
women exert enormous effort to change the appearance of their
bodies going beyond dress to change their actual body shape. None
of these women labeled themselves feminists, nor worked in any
concerted manner for overt political ends, but all took an activist
stance. The sparkly bikinis were more erotic than the plain white
underwear, but both types of resistance were presented for our gaze
in vulnerable near nakedness. Resistance can be empowering and
women in both examples make statements to that effect. However,
as Budgeon and Currie (1995) noted, resistance is not inherently
politicising. Although the calendar girls are presented sympatheti-
cally as resisting an undefined stereotype, presumably fashion
model skinniness given the positioning statement from the brand
that attempts to intervene here, Dove, they are nonetheless compli-
ant with a hegemonic femininity. This is the discourse of femininity
that suggests that women must work hard to overcome their
insecurities about their bodies, that their bodies usually know better
than they do and that through motherhood they will achieve a
special relationship to the world. In contrast, the bodybuilders
constructed their bodies themselves and controlled their bodies
through discipline to produce visible muscles. This body activism
was sufficiently resistant to require an unsympathetic presentation
to the readership, but was this subversive?

The underlying key to discussions of women’s body activism
is the gaze (Foucault 1977). Even in experimental, multiple
subjectivities of postfeminism, for women the disciplinary gaze of
society at large, the presentation of self in everyday life has a
specific effect. Identity is visually presented for the wider commu-
nity to assess but, importantly, subjectivity as it interfaces with
society is not only about identity. Furthermore for women this is a
quite particular relationship as a result of the prevailing gender
order. A useful way to theorise women’s specific relationship to the
cultural discourse of femininity, subjectivity and the gaze is offered
by Smith, and this perspective offers a trajectory into the future that
demands close consideration by brands that would be activist in this
arena. Smith (1990, 162) argues that texts are part of social
structure, social action and discourse in what she terms “textually
mediated discourses” (Smith 1990, 163). She argues that “doctrines
and images of femininity are inextricable from the outset” (Smith
1990, 171), and in the everyday world of women, fashion maga-
zines are like instruction manuals. The gap between the real and the
ideal generates work for women and, once worked on, the body
itself also becomes a text when reflected back as an image in the
mirror. The body, for the feminine subject, is the object of the
subject-at-work (Smith 1990, 189). Working on the body as the
subject-at-work, interpreting the textually mediated discourses of
femininity both hegemonic and non-hegemonic, a woman is a self-
possessed individual with agency, which Smith calls a “secret
agent” (1990, 191). It is when the object of her work, her body, is
presented for viewing or, is displayed to be read as a social text, that
she becomes the subject-in-discourse and is deprived of agency to
become the object of the gaze (Smith 1990, 206). The gaze is the key
to the viewed and displayed women of the calendar and the
bodybuilding competition. The power differential expressed in the
gaze derives from:

the ubiquitous ideality of the textual image with its power to
form the standards under which we are judged and read, and
with which we judge and read others. (Smith 1990, 206)
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It is through this effect of the social text that the discourse of
femininity (and fashion) absorbs the initiatives and countermoves
from elsewhere in recuperative ways. This was seen in the presen-
tation of women as mothers in the calendar example where ideals
of celebrity were aspirational as fashion models and then as ac-
tresses who lost weight quickly after pregnancy through impressive
body discipline. The latter course was rejected and the Cartesian
dualism of body dominance for the female subject was reasserted.
Through the mirror women gaze upon themselves using the view
that they anticipate others might have of them. This is the control-
ling, Panopticon gaze that refashions resistance and recuperates the
message (Brace-Govan 2002). The gaze allows for multiple ideali-
ties (Englis et al. 1994; Scott 2005) but, importantly, there are
boundaries which were clearly exposed in the unsupportive, dis-
tanced presentation of women bodybuilders as too different from
“us”, even when they were mothers.

However, if the mirrored gaze is the key to recuperation in
women’s body activism, then resistance to the mirror would offer
a start position to successful subversion. For example women
bikers (Martin et al. 2006) or a focus on physical mastery (Brace-
Govan 2004), as men do in sport (Connell 2000). Here is a
discursive space for subversion but the paradoxes for women, their
bodies, their appearance and their representation are still open
questions for both social activism and academic research in the
constantly shifting terrain of gender representation. It is important
that subversive women resist not only conventional femininity but
also their relationship to the mirrored gaze. In this lies the possibil-
ity of a significant challenge to the gender order and research that
investigates such processes would have much to offer the marketing
discourse. Research within this space would be in a good position
to advise on long and short term brand strategies around social
activist interventions.

In the example presented here, Smith’s formulation exposes a
brand strategy of activism around women’s bodily representation
as problematic in the long term. For the brand in the short term a
focus on women being themselves without fear of the judgemental
Panopticon is most enticing. This gives access to the subject
creating space of Smith’s “secret agent” and a place where women
engage collectively giving further access to word of mouth. As such
the brand will be drawn into the private space of the subject-at-
work, and given that Dove products are directed to these activities,
this is appropriate. However, long term the activist stance of Dove’s
brand strategy is doomed to failure because women present them-
selves in public, become the subject-in-discourse and subject
themselves to the gaze. Unless Dove becomes truly subversive and
works to change the gender order so that for women the recupera-
tion of the gaze ends and self presentation for women is truly
individualised, this strategy will ultimately lose momentum due to
lack of any significant change. Perversely, the lack of change leaves
no room for the brand to disengage, because this would betray the
trust of women in Dove. The recuperative effects of the gaze are
profound for women and constantly, consistently draw them back
to a particular relationship with their visual identity, in defiance of
the rhetoric of postfeminism. Smith’s (1990) formulation teases out
the role of aspirational ideals, the role of the media, and the complex
dual relationship of the mirror and gaze to women, and their
subjectivity, as it interfaces with culture and social structure. It is
the obscured complexity of the gaze and the subject-in-discourse
that poses the long-term problem for the Dove brand in this strategy
of activism around the representation of women in the media.
Research that pursues these complexities and offers fully theorised
future trajectories has much to offer activism and brand strategy
decision-making.

Note: Every effort was made to include the pictures but
permission was not given.
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