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introduct ion
 
Magazines are an immensely popular cultural form as can be seen from
the circulation figures of two popular monthly magazines:

Cosmopolitan     441,536
FHM     504,959
(Willings Press Guide 1998)

It’s difficult to estimate the precise numbers of readers of magazines
since they are often handed on by the purchaser to be read by family and
friends. Added to this is the opportunity to browse magazines in public
places such as doctors’ waiting rooms which makes it even more difficult
to accurately assess the circulation figures, but unlike newspapers, which
become out of date the day after publication, magazines have a relatively
long shelf-life.

Despite their popularity a prevailing view is that magazines are a
low brow form of entertainment. Magazines do not have to be read from
cover to cover but can be dipped into, their format makes them easy to
pick up and put down again. It is this reason which has been used to
explain the popularity of magazines among women. The association of
magazines with women has been linked to their domestic role, but not
necessarily one which presents women as ‘tied to the kitchen sink.’
Instead there is said to be a subversive potential which offers women an
opportunity to take time off from domestic chores and have some time to
themselves. This is somewhat outdated now in view of the number of
women who work outside the home. There is also a growing market of
magazines aimed at men, some of which are outstripping the sales of
women’s magazines.

There are many other areas of social life which have copied the
magazine’s format. This has been introduced into a wide range of genres
(genre is another word for text-type), for example, public health leaflets;
so you might like to apply the suggestions in this book to these other
forms. Often serious subjects like AIDs can be dealt with in this user-
friendly way. A particular type of daytime television is known as the
magazine programme, e.g. Richard and Judy. This is partly due to the
content, which is similar to that found in magazines with topics such as
beauty, cookery, fashion and an interest in the lives of celebrities. There
has also been the adoption of a ‘how to’ genre which shows TV viewers
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a range of activities from ‘how to copy the latest catwalk looks’ to ‘how
to get and keep a toyboy’.

The easy-to-read format of magazines does not mean that they are
not carefully crafted. This book will introduce readers to the notion that
magazines require us to interact with them in complex ways. Magazines
have their own particular ethos and ideologies but they can also reflect
and construct cultural values. In order for the texts to work they must
draw on the readers’ knowledge of language. It is the language of
magazines that will be the central focus of this book.



1

Uni t one
 

What is a magazine?

 
The aim of unit one is to explain what magazines are and to consider the
types of magazines which are currently available. The production process
will also be examined to illustrate that there is a whole range of people
involved in this, from market researchers to copywriters.

Magazines are such a popular and familiar form that it may seem strange
even to ask this question. Nevertheless let’s see what the dictionary says:
 

magazine n. 1. a periodic paperback
publication containing articles, fiction,
photographs, etc.

The Collins Concise Dictionary
 
The first point to note is the reference to frequency. Magazines are issued
at regular intervals either weekly, fortnightly, monthly or quarterly. The
next reference is to the material form of magazines. Paperback is a term
now used to refer to a type of book rather than a magazine, but you may
know older people who refer to magazines as books. The quality of the

What is a magazine?

Aim of this unit
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material of today’s magazines can vary; weekly publications are made of
a cheaper quality paper whereas monthly magazines are higher quality,
often using glossy paper. The quality of the paper can have an effect on
the connotations which the magazine conveys. Connotations are the
associations which a word or concept has for the reader, for example,
glossy paper connotes sophistication and glamour. These are the
magazines which are likely to be found adorning coffee tables, the type
that people like to show off. The last reference in our definition concerns
the content of magazines—articles, fiction and photographs—which
relates to the original meaning of the word magazine: ‘storehouse of
information’. This heterogeneity (a composition of unrelated parts) is
perhaps the magazine’s most obvious feature. Although the format has
changed over the years these three items are a staple of many magazines.
Some magazines aimed at young women used to combine fiction and
photographs which produced the photostory. This particular form is now
outdated but illustrates the point that the format of magazines changes
with the times.

A glance at the newsagents shelves shows that the magazine genre covers
a broad spectrum: there are special interest magazines dealing with topics
like computing, DIY, household crafts and music, to name just a few, and
the language of these magazines will reflect their specialist nature. There
are also what are referred to as ‘centre of interest’ magazines which are
aimed at a much wider audience. Most recently the magazine format has
been incorporated into Sunday newspaper supplements. Supermarkets
are also producing their own ‘in-house’ magazines. Added to this list is
a new type of magazine to be found on the Internet, referred to as the
e-zine.

In order to provide a focus, it is the centre of interest magazine
which consumers consciously select and purchase which will be the topic
of this textbook.

Often, apparent rival magazines may be produced by the same publisher.
Two of the major publishers in the UK are Emap Elan Limited, who
publish a number of magazines including Just Seventeen, It’s Bliss, Minx
and More!, and IPC Magazines, who publish Mizz and Sugar. The

What types of magazines are there?

Who produces magazines?
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production process includes a range of people engaged in a variety of
activities. To gain some idea of the types of activity take a look at Text:
Credit listing taken from Cosmopolitan. How many people are listed and
what type of work is involved? You might like to compare this with the
credit listing of another magazine.

It will become apparent that although a page from a magazine may
appear to be the product of a single author it is more than likely that
several people will be involved before the page takes its final shape. It is
for this reason that the term ‘text producer’ rather than ‘writer’ is a more
accurate description and one which will be used throughout this book.

Text: Credit Listing
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Meaning is culture specific. Many magazines are produced in or distributed
to numerous countries overseas. According to Winship (1992) there has
been a ‘European invasion’ of magazines within the British Isles. For
example, Best and Bella are owned by German publishers Gruner & Jahr
and Bauer respectively and Hello! by the Spanish company Hola, SA. A
worthwhile project could be to examine the differences between British
magazines and their foreign counterparts.

Extension
.....................

...
...

..

..
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Uni t two
 

The wrapping 
Front covers

This unit will focus on the strategies adopted by text producers in order
to attract our attention. The front cover is the magazine’s most important
advertisement but it also serves to label its possessor. The ideal-reader
images offered by a selection of magazines will also be examined.

‘A magazine’s front-cover image and coverlines are persuasive
selling tools. They motivate readers—confronted with shelves of front
covers competing for their attention—to buy our magazine rather than
another.’ This quote from the editor’s letter of Tatler acknowledges the
vast competition which text producers face. It is little wonder then that
they go to great lengths in order to make their particular magazine jump
out at us from the shelves. It is through tricks of language that this is
chiefly achieved, but visual images, layout and graphology also play their
part. The cover of the magazine helps us to distinguish one magazine
from another and although they are constantly changing in order to create
variety and to keep up-to-date, they retain sufficient features to mark out
their own identity.

McCracken (1996) notes ‘the cover serves to label not only the magazine
but the consumer who possesses it’. What she is referring to is the way

Aim of this unit

Ideal-reader images
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inwhich text producers position readers and shape the reading process. The
techniques used in order to achieve this will be discussed more fully in unit
five but the front cover has a role in shaping the different expectations
which readers have on purchasing and consuming the magazine. Readers
are invited to join communities with distinct cultural identities.

The title of the magazine plays a large part in shaping the reader’s
expectations. It is always written in large letters and is a shorthand way
of conjuring up particular associations in the reader’s mind. An analogy
can be made with the brand names of products which Goddard (1998:80)
refers to as ‘little concentrated capsules of meaning’.

Look at Text: Collage of titles. What information about the magazine is
suggested by the title? A dictionary may be helpful for this activity.

Some magazine titles are cryptic, for example FHM (for him magazine) and
GQ (Gentlemen’s Quarterly) both mean that readers have to work out what
the acronyms stand for. On the other hand, some titles are information giving,
e.g. Men’s Health tells us what the magazine is about. However, ‘health’
has a rather expanded meaning which covers topics ranging from sex to
fashion.

Titles can signify a particular character type, e.g. Minx. If you consult
a dictionary you will see that this term could be used as an insult: ‘bold
flirtatious or scheming woman’. However, this is the opposite of what usually
happens to words when associated with women. Schultz (1975) found that
over time, words which might have began with neutral connotations undergo
a process of pejoration (take on negative associations). ‘Minx’ has actually
acquired positive connotations, particularly in relation to the young women
who form the target age group of the magazine. This is an example of
amelioration (when a word with negative connotations is invested with
positive meaning). Diva has come to mean ‘Prima Dona’; but its Latin
meaning,: ‘goddess’, is possibly the association which the magazine’s
producers are hoping to convey. The contemporary meaning of Cosmopolitan

What’s in a name?: magazine titles

Activity

Commentary
.....................

...
...

..

..

.....................

...
...

..

..
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Text: Men’s Health Cover



Text: FHM Cover



Text: Bella Cover



Text: Diva Cover
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is ‘familiar with many parts of the world; sophisticated or urbane’. It is a
compound noun (it combines two or more words into a single unit), and is
derived from the Greek words Kosmos (the world or universe) and polites
(citizen). No doubt the intention is to appeal to a well-travelled, sophisticated
individual. Tatler has a reputable name as a middle-class magazine having
been established in 1709. However, it is unlikely that its modern readers
would be aware that tattle comes from middle Dutch tatelen meaning ‘idle
talk or chatter’. Tatler is the noun.

Magazine titles are often accompanied by slogans:
 

FOR girls with a lust for life (Minx)
Smart girls get more! (More!)

 
These slogans are deliberately ambiguous because the words lust and more
have more than one meaning. For example more could be used as a
comparative, meaning the magazine is offering more than its rivals. It could
also signal something in addition to. The reader is left to fill in what this
something might be. It is likely to be something positive, e.g. ‘Smart girls get
more from life’ or, given the emphasis on sex in the contents, readers are
perhaps encouraged to interpret this in a raunchy way, fitting in with the
ethos of the magazine. Without doubt, a major preoccupation of today’s
magazines is an intensification of interest in the topic of sex. Sex can be
packaged as a commodity and sold within the magazine. Even magazines
aimed at young women hail this on the front covers:
 

Top secret sealed section (Bliss)

 
The section which is inside the centre pages has perforated edges which
need to be opened before its contents can be read. This seems to add to
the furtive nature of the magazine’s contents and appears deliberately
designed for teenagers to ‘get one up’ on their parents. You could look for
examples in teenage magazines of the text producers addressing the reader
in ways which symbolise rebellion and rejection of the ideals of the older
generation.

‘The image on Tatler’s cover represents the personality of the
magazine. Each aspect is analysed, from the girl’s expression to the
colour of her hair—everything that might make readers identify with

Visual images
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the magazine (and part with their £2.90).’ This quote, again from the
editor’s letter in Tatler, illustrates the importance of choosing the right
image for the front cover. For example, the front cover of Men’s Health
shows a three-quarter body shot of a muscular male model. Presumably
the reader is meant to aspire towards achieving this body type. It should
be noted that this image is quite unusual for a men’s magazine since a
scantily clad female, the ‘desired other’, is the usual format. Take a
look at the cover of FHM (on p. 10) which features a well-known
actress, Alicia Silverstone. This image can be contrasted with the
images of women which appear on the covers of magazines aimed at
women. By way of example, on the front cover of Bella, the woman
featured looks directly into the camera with a bemused expression on
her face which is very different from that of Silverstone’s quite
provocative gesture and stance. These two images can be contrasted
with the woman on the front cover of Diva, a lesbian magazine. Here
the woman is striking a playful, fighting pose. The woman, unlike the
other two, is not stereotypically beautiful but she exudes confidence
and independence.

Collect some front covers. Describe in detail the ideal-reader images. Are
these head and shoulders or full/upper body shots? Are the models looking
away or directly into the camera? What do facial gestures signal? Are
they smiling, pouting, aloof? Does the verbal text interact with the image?
If so, how?

In our culture we learn to read from left to right, and from top to bottom
of the page. It is for this reason that the prime position for important
information is the top left hand corner:
 

LOSE YOUR

BELLY
See results in 2 weeks! (Men’s Health)

 
Since the focus of this edition is on weight loss, it is easy to see why the
text producer has chosen to print this in the prime position. Front covers
also make good use of underlining, emboldening and a variety of font

Activity

Layout and graphology

.....................

...
...

..

..



15

The wrapping: front covers

sizes, styles and colour. Unfortunately colour cannot be reproduced
here but this text is quite striking—red on a white background. Other
prominent colours used are black and blue. Although the model will
change from issue to issue, the colours used on the cover of Men’s
Health remain characteristically red, white and blue. The graphology
for the title also remains constant for easy identification. The same
format is also used for the cover of the magazine’s counterpart
Women’s Health.

Tatler’s coverlines—the teasers that attempt to describe the
magazine’s contents—complete the package. Again, we think about
them very carefully. So I was fascinated to hear of a new strategy
devised by a hugely successful American men’s magazine, where
the editor and team write ideal coverlines and only then commission
stories to match.

 

Again, Tatler’s editor is giving us an insight into the practices of
magazines—the coverlines, usually, are written after the stories.

The text producer needs to cram a lot of information into a short space in
order to tell the reader what is in store for them. This is one reason why
nouns are heavily modified:
 

Delicious cook-ahead stress-free feast (Bella)

 
The noun is ‘feast’ but look at the number of modifiers—‘delicious’,
‘cook-ahead’, ‘stress-free’. Modifiers are words which give more
information about the noun. When modifiers come before the noun this is
referred to as pre-modification. In listing so many pre-modifiers the text
producers build up the reader’s anticipation of what is coming next.
Sometimes the modification comes after the head noun:
 

The 10 Rules of Ex Etiquette (Cosmopolitan)

The front cover as preview

Putting words together
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The head noun is ‘Rules’ and has the pre-modification comprising a
determiner ‘the’ and a single modifier, ‘10’. ‘of Ex Etiquette’ is a post-
modifying prepositional phrase. Within it the preposition ‘of is followed
by another noun group ‘Ex Etiquette’. ‘Etiquette is the head with ‘Ex’ as
its modifier but the prepositional phrase modifies ‘Rules’ (the head
noun).

Having pointed out the heavy use of modification, a feature of front
covers to consider is what the text producer chooses to leave out for
reasons of economy. This is referred to as elision or ellipsis.
 

Lose your belly
See results in two weeks (Men’s Health)

 
Presumably, the results the reader will see in two weeks are those of
having lost their belly. The determiner ‘the’ is omitted without affecting
meaning. Determiners are like adjectives, they make the meaning of
nouns more specific. Examples of determiners are: ‘the’ (definite article),
‘a’ (indefinite article); ‘this’, ‘that’, ‘these’, ‘those’ (demonstratives);
‘my’, ‘your’, ‘their’, etc. (possessive adjectives); ‘one’, ‘first’, ‘last’, etc.
(enumerators indicating definite quantities); ‘some’, ‘any’, ‘no’, ‘all’,
etc. (indicating indefinite quantities).

Look for some examples of elision on front covers and re-write them in
clear standard English. This exercise should highlight the type of words
which are commonly omitted. Are these grammatical (words that signal
grammatical relationships such as determiners and auxiliary verbs—‘be’,
‘have’ and ‘do’) or lexical (words that have meaning such as nouns, main
verbs, adjectives and adverbs)?

It can prove interesting to examine the types of sentences used in
magazines since this often provides an insight into the meanings made in
texts. Sentences may be divided into two types: minor and major. Minor
sentences are complete in intention but often lack a finite verb. Finite verbs
have a tense, e.g. present or past, giving a clear idea of when something
took place or whether the action has been completed. They also tell us how
many are involved (singular/plural) and who the participants are:

Activity

Creating variety: sentence types

.....................

...
...

..

..
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‘My ex spied on me from the attic’ (Bella)
 
The following sentence is minor since it lacks a finite verb:
 

Hair to send him round the twist (More!)
 
You would be correct in saying that ‘send’ is a verb but it is non-finite
because it is unclear when the action will be undertaken or completed.
This is an example of the infinitive, the word ‘to’ followed by the verb.
Non-finite verb forms do not express contrasts of tense, number, person
or mood.
 

Turning your flat into a film set
 
The ‘ing’ participle in ‘Turning’ makes the verb non-finite because it is
not clear when the action is to take place.

Sometimes in minor sentences the subject will be omitted:
 

STARTS THIS WEEK: ONLY IN BELLA
YOUR CHANCE TO CONSULT
PRINCESS
DIANA’S
PSYCHIC!

 
The subject of a sentence is normally the noun, noun phrase or pronoun
which appears before the verb. In order to insert a subject into this sentence
we would have to invent one—‘It starts this week…’; or we could
rearrange the sentence—‘Your chance to consult Princess Diana’s psychic
starts this week.’ Minor sentences appear frequently on front covers and in
headers of magazines. As can be seen from this example, the term minor
has nothing to do with the length or complexity of the sentence.

Divide the following into major/minor sentences:
 

‘Aliens forced me to have sex’
LOUD AND PROUD
Asian dykes speak out
10 ways
to simplify
your life

Activity
.....................

...
...

..

..
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The wrapping: front covers

‘Aliens forced me to have sex’ is a major sentence because ‘forced’ is a
finite verb (‘Aliens’ are the subjects and ‘me’ is the object).

‘LOUD AND PROUD Asian dykes speak out’ is also a major sentence
because ‘speak’ is a finite verb. ‘Asian dykes’ are the subject. ‘LOUD AND
PROUD’ is a noun phrase.

‘10 ways to simplify your life’ is a minor sentence because it lacks a
finite verb. ‘To simplify’ is the infinitive form of the verb and is therefore non-
finite.

It can also be interesting to look at the functions which sentences serve
to see whether the text producer prefers a particular type and if so what
this might signal about the text. Sentences can be divided into four types:
 

Declaratives: This type of sentence makes a statement or
assertion—All Saints get mucky
Imperatives: Give orders or make requests—Get stress off your back
Interrogatives: Ask questions—Feeding friends?
Exclamatives: These are used to express surprise, alarm or a strong
opinion and are accompanied by an exclamation mark—Nice tackle!

 
Of course, these sentence types may function differently depending on the
context in which the utterance takes place and also its purpose. This branch
of language study is known as pragmatics. For example, ‘All Saints get
mucky’ was categorised above as a declarative, however, if All Saints were
present at the time the utterance was made it could have the force of an
imperative and All Saints might well respond by getting mucky.

Categorise the sentences into the four functions:

 
Do you need a second income?
Most couples assume that both partners need to work.
It’s men v women in the sexually-sussed stakes!
WIN a trip to Hollywood!

 

Commentary

Activity

.....................
...

...
..

..

Sentence functions

.....................

...
...

..

..
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The wrapping: front covers

The headers of the Men’s Health magazine echo the tone of the
magazine’s content by an abundance of short, sharp and snappy
imperatives:
 

LOSE YOUR FEED YOUR
BELLY MUSCLES
See results in 2 weeks!

MAKE GOOD MAKE HER
SEX GREAT! WANT YOU!

GET STRESS
OFF YOUR
BACK

 
These are classified as major sentences although there is no overt subject.
For imperatives, it is conventionally understood that the interpreter is the
subject. This lack of a specified agent gives the text a sense of
timelessness. The text producer, in issuing commands, is attempting to
stir the reader into the action proposed. Exclamation marks are a feature
of punctuation which proliferate on front covers. They can be used to
convey emotion, heighten involvement and give the text a sense of
immediacy which is clearly the case in the above examples. Note there
are no softeners such as ‘please’ to reduce the force of the command
which is given as if from a sergeant major, yet the reader is unlikely to
take offence.

As mentioned, the front cover gives the reader a glimpse of what is
to follow in the rest of the magazine. Along with the ideal image
presented to readers on the front cover of Bella are the previews:
 

STARTS THIS WEEK: ONLY IN BELLA
YOUR CHANCE TO CONSULT
PRINCESS
DIANA’S
PSYCHIC!

 
The text producers attempt to distinguish their particular magazine from
others—‘ONLY IN BELLA’. This technique continues on the page
where the feature appears, a ‘ticker-tape’ effect repeats the phrase:
 

ONLY IN BELLA ONLY IN BELLA ONLY IN BELLA ONLY
IN BELLA
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The wrapping: front covers

The impression is of a news scoop which is available only to the readers
of this particular magazine. This is an example of the lengths to which
text producers will go in distinguishing their particular magazine from its
rivals.

A mainstay of women’s magazines is the reader’s ‘true’ story
where readers are invited to write in to the magazine and other readers
are allowed a voyeuristic glimpse into their lives. Two of the articles
previewed on the front cover are the real life stories of readers.
 

‘MY EX SPIED ON ME
—FROM THE ATTIC’

SPECIAL REPORT
THE NEW CULTS
They brainwashed my husband—how
I won him back’

 
The stories are introduced by quotations, we are to imagine, from the
readers themselves which just happen to be the most sensational aspects
of the story. Even if we accept that the stories are authentic, they are
nevertheless subject to some form of editing; for example, the text
producer selects which story to publish and which aspects of it to
highlight. The kind of sensationalism illustrated above encourages the
reader to purchase and consume the magazine since they are compelled
to read on in order to discover how the woman wins back her
brainwashed husband.

The next set of headings introduce another feature of magazines which
is the problem/solution format. This is where the text producer
anticipates that the reader is in need of advice. Unlike the stark
commands of Men’s Health, the text producer of Bella simulates
conversation in an attempt to reduce the distance between themselves
and the reader. A question is posed which is designed to raise the
problem in the reader’s mind:
 

Feeding friends? Relax!
Delicious cook-ahead,
stress-free feast (Bella)

 

Problems and solutions
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The wrapping: front covers

Notice how once the topic has been introduced this is immediately
followed up by reassurance, ‘Relax!’, and a solution, ‘Delicious cook-
ahead, stress-free feast’. In this way the authority of the text producer is
reduced to that of a friend giving advice.

However, some information is presented more directly:
 

CANCER BREAKTHROUGHS: THE FACTS YOU NEED
 
The text producer affects to know the reader so well she even knows what
they need. Possibly, due to the seriousness of the subject, the text
producer appears less concerned about sounding too authoritarian.

Given the immense competition mentioned, text producers use an array
of linguistic tools in order to attract our attention. The first three
examples you might expect to see only in poetry:
 

Rhyme  
 

Catch him, snatch him, make him yours.  
 

The repetition of the word ‘him’ is also effective here. Repetition is a
feature of rhetoric (the art or skill of effective communication).

Alliteration is when the initial consonant sound is repeated in
adjacent words. When this is ‘s’, as in the first example, this is
known as sibilant alliteration:  

 

Six simple secrets to keep you
looking fabulous

Boarding babes

Frisky fellas   

Assonance is when the same vowel sound is repeated in adjacent
words.  

 

Fake mates
 

A characteristic of magazines is the vocabulary of excess to emphasise
the fun and entertainment value:

Tricks of language
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The wrapping: front covers

10 Snip-tastic pages!
Hair special
there’s zillions of styles to suit you!

 

This is also achieved by superlatives which are the third term in a three
term system of comparison, e.g. ‘good/better/best’. Superlatives offer a
comparison to the highest degree:
 

Scrap the rest we’ve got the best
 

Text producers of magazines love to play around with language. Some of
the cleverest ways of doing this is through puns:
 

Frisky Fellas
How to spring the little lambs (More!)

Nice tackle!
The sexiest rugby players
you’ve ever seen (More!)

Cheque mate: Marc Burford’s the man
for girls who just want to have fun. (More!)

 

Some words are polysemous which means that they have more than one
meaning. This allows text producers the scope to play around with those
separate meanings. In the first example the pun is on the words ‘spring’
and ‘lambs’. ‘Spring’ could mean how to trap boys or ‘spring’, as in the
lambing season. ‘Tackle’ can mean a physical challenge to an opponent
in sport or more recently slang for male genitalia. ‘Cheque mate’ is
slightly different because it is a homophone. Homophones are words that
are spelt differently but have the same sound—check/cheque. ‘Check-
mate’ is a winning position in chess whereas ‘cheque mate’ is
presumably a mate who supplies cheques.

Intertextuality is when reference is made to another text:
 

Look who’s stalking!
Boys Are Us!
CURL POWER!

 

The first example is a well-known saying and reference to the title of a film,
Look who’s Talking. The second reminds us of a well-known toyshop,
‘Toys ‘R’ Us’ and ‘Girl Power’ is a modern teenage catch phrase. These
references are made meaningful because of the phonological similarity
between the words ‘stalking/talking’, ‘boys/toys’ and ‘curl/girl’.
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The wrapping: front covers

Idiomatic phrases are patterns of words which function as a single
unit of meaning:
 

How’s your father?
No that’s my boyfriend

Snogs ahoy!
 

Phrases such as ‘How’s your father?’, although well known within a
culture, can present problems for those outside it since meaning cannot
be worked out from the individual words. ‘How’s your father?’ is a
euphemism for sex when preceded by ‘A bit of…’. Since this introduced
a story about a girl who ran away with her teacher, no doubt the text
producers are hoping the reader will make the connection. ‘Snogs Ahoy!’
is using an idiomatic phrase ‘ship ahoy’ and adapting it in a way which
the reader will recognise.

Contractions occur when words are shortened:
 

the boy spesh! (Bliss)
 
Contractions, ‘spesh’ instead of ‘special’, are a feature of in-group
language. This particular contraction is almost certainly recognisable by
readers who fit the target age range of the magazine. Shortening words in
this way suggests a familiarity with the reader.

Nominalisation is a process whereby a verb or verb group is turned
into a noun. This is often found in reports of incidents where it might be
advantageous to omit the agent, e.g. ‘Police shoot demonstrators’, may
become ‘Demonstrators die in shooting’. The following appeared in a
magazine:
 

Gorgeous looks for your bathroom (Bella)
 
‘Gorgeous looks’ is an example of nominalisation. A process such as
‘your bathroom looks gorgeous’ is a temporary state or condition which
has been changed to something more permanent, something to be worked
upon. Again, there is no agent involved which makes it appear that ‘your
bathroom’ will be transformed as if by magic.

Now see if you can spot which of these features occur in the following
examples:

Activity
.....................

...
...

..

..
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The wrapping: front covers

Bad boys

A man for all reasons

When the going gets tough the tough get even

‘I’m dotty about Dale Winton’

Read my hips  

Imagine you are the cover editor of a magazine. How would you present the
following topics to your readers?
 

A cookery feature on preparing vegetarian food for a special
occasion.
A fashion feature on 1950s-inspired clothes.  

The cookery feature on preparing vegetarian food appeared as THE GREEN
PARTY and the fashion feature on fifties-inspired clothes as NEW SWEATER
GIRL. Did your own headers resemble them in any way?

The vital role of the front cover can be summed up by the words of Tatler’s
editor: ‘So there you have it. Worry about the front cover and the rest of the
magazine will take care of itself—this month, at least.’ The front cover acts
as an advertisement for the magazine since it is the first text that the reader
sees. We have looked at a wide range of linguistic techniques employed to
grab our attention including rhyme, alliteration, assonance, superlatives,
puns, intertextuality idioms, contractions and nominalisation. We have also
explored structural patterning with illustrations from a range of current
front covers. Visual images and the different communities which readers
are invited to join have also been covered.

Extension

Commentary

Summary

.....................

...
...

..

..

.....................

...
...

..

..
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U n i t three
 

Leafing through 
The composition of the text

In this unit the aim is to look at how material is organised throughout the
magazine and how individual pages are composed within it. This will
include an examination of how the written text and visual images interact
to convey information.

Because we read magazines in a non-linear fashion, the contents page is
helpful for orientating the reader through the magazine. It leads the
reader to the topics which are of interest to them, allowing them to skip
others which they find less so. They can always come back to these if
they wish.

The contents page has a set agenda which remains constant although
the features themselves change from issue to issue. It is also useful for
illustrating the range of genres which are included in magazines.

Have a look at the contents page of a magazine of your own choosing.
Are you able to categorise the various features in any meaningful way?

Aim of this unit

Front of house: the contents page

Activity
.....................

...
...

..

..



Text: The importance of being a posh footballer
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Leafing through: composition of the text

Caldas-Coulthard (1996) found that the women’s magazine Marie Claire
had a fixed structure which was made up of eight major features:
 
1 Reportage—an article inspired by women’s daily lives in other

cultures
2 Profile—a celebrity interview
3 Emotional—a writer is commissioned to interview people

about an emotional situation
4 Society—a slice of the social life
5 First person—a raw first-hand account of something that has

happened to someone
6 Designer profile—a fashion story
7 Life stories—a mini-biography of a famous dead person
8 Review section—films, books, music, etc.
 
Did your content’s page resemble this agenda in any way?

Magazine articles vary in length and often several items are included on
one page. Frequently there is a mixture of genres on the same page. The
columns of text are often ragged in appearance, unlike the regularity of
newspaper columns, with written text wrapped around visual images so
that images and text work together. It is important to consider the visual
images since the attractive pictures play such a large part in the
magazine’s appeal.

To illustrate the unique way in which magazine pages are composed it is
interesting to compare them with the newspaper format which also belongs
to the ‘information giving’ genre. Look at text: ‘The importance of being a
posh footballer’, a feature which appeared in Tatler, a middle-class magazine.
This feature is a parody of the Sun’s sports pages. What differentiates this
from a page layout of a magazine?

Activity

The composition of pages

Commentary
.....................

...
...

..

..

.....................

...
...

..

..
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Leafing through: composition of the text

The positioning of information on the page can itself convey meaning.
Kress and VanLeeuwen (1996) examined double-page spreads in
Australian women’s magazines. They found that the right pages were
‘dominated by large and salient photographs from which the gaze of one
or more women engages the gaze of the viewer’ (p. 186). These pictures
often showed women in unusual or contradictory roles with which the
reader is invited to identify. For example, the role might be a working
woman who is shown coping with a ‘tough’, ‘masculine’ job. The left-
hand pages, they found, usually comprised written text. From their
analyses, Kress and VanLeeuwen concluded that there is a
complementarity or continuous movement from left to right and that the
right page was the site for ‘key’ or new information. What followed from
this was that the left was the side of the ‘already given’: information
which the reader already knows because they are a member of the culture
(or rather the culture of the magazine). Although there was no such
discernible pattern in the British magazines analysed for this book, Kress
and VanLeeuwen’s framework can usefully be applied, since it is clear
that each page layout has been carefully designed. Kress and
VanLeeuwen propose three principles of composition (1996:183):
 

Information value—the placement of elements, e.g. left and right,
top and bottom, centre and margin, can endow them with specific
informational value.
Salience—The elements placed to attract the reader’s attention to
different degrees, e.g. foreground or background, relative size,
contrasts in colour, sharpness, etc.
Framing—The presence or absence of framing devices (dividing or
framing lines), which connect or disconnect elements, signifying
that they belong or do not belong together.  

Look at text: ‘The crazy, crazy world of international beauty queens’ from
Cosmopolitan and use the framework proposed to analyse the visual
composition of the text.
 

Left and right

The ‘given’ and the ‘new’

Activity

.....................

...
...

..

..

.....................

...
...

..

..



Text: The crazy, crazy world of international beauty queens
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Leafing through: composition of the text

The feature begins on a double page and continues over three pages. The
right-hand side of the double page is dominated by a large picture of a
beauty pageant. The image appears incompatible with the target audience
of the magazine, which appeals to independent, career-orientated women,
since the contestants are paraded like cattle, in identical swimsuits and
appear to be the epitome of sex objects.
 

Information value—placing the photograph of the beauty pageant to
the right appears designed to provoke the audience—they are led to
the written text in an attempt to identify the purpose for including
such obviously sexist material in a magazine which targets
independent, career-orientated women.
Salience—the images are in focus at the beginning of the line-up
which starts at the right-hand margin. As this tapers, the relative
size of the contestants diminishes and their faces blur, again leading
the reader towards the written text. The header, ‘The crazy, crazy
world of international beauty queens’, shows some attempt at colour
co-ordination has been made since the letters match the flesh tones
of the beauty contestants.
Framing—the large visual image appears to be framed by the
header which begins in the top left-hand corner, ‘The crazy, crazy
world of international beauty queens’, and a satellite text which
appears opposite in the bottom right-hand corner, ‘“More and more
women are realising how fun—and lucrative—competing is”.’ The
messages appear to be contradictory since, on the one hand, the
text producer is acknowledging that the world of beauty contests is
‘crazy’, but this is counterpoised with the quotation which points out
the financial gains to be had from entering beauty contests. The
effect of these contrasting views is to cancel each other out, leaving
the reader to make up her own mind.  

With reference to advertisements, Kress and VanLeeuwen found that the
upper section visualised ‘the promise of the product’ (the ideal), and the
lower section provided factual information about the product (the real).

Commentary

Top and bottom

The ‘ideal’ and the ‘real’

.....................
...

...
..

..

.....................

...
...

..

..



Text: We’re an item
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Leafing through: composition of the text

They found there to be less connection between the two parts of the
composition in texts which make use of the top and bottom of the page than
in texts which use the left and right but there is, they say, a contrast, some
kind of opposition between the two parts. The text ‘“We’re an item”’ from
Men’s Health shows in the top section a picture of a ‘happy, well-adjusted
couple with self cleaning teeth’ (whatever that might mean). The written
text certainly acts in opposition since it lampoons couples who are in love,
largely due to their smugness. The visual image is from a very dated
advertisement, perhaps reminding the reader of old-fashioned standards.
The written text, in contrast, produces a sense that we are living in more
enlightened times. In acknowledging the artificial nature of advertisements,
that couples in real life do not behave like the couples in advertisements,
the text producer is addressing an enlightened reader. However, he also
recognises that advertisers are still using the same tricks in modern adverts:
 

How many half-way rational couples do you know who laugh
uproariously every time someone hands them a plate of pasta, or
exchange mischievous glances with an unseen third party
whenever they take the cap off a bottle of bathroom cleaner?

 
These are references to current advertisements which seem to tell us that
nothing much has changed, merely we are more aware of advertisers’
ploys.

According to Kress and VanLeeuwen, the centre zone of the page has a
symbolic value, often unifying what surrounds the image. This may be
seen in the text: ‘It’s a man’s world’ from Men’s Health. The page has
seven boxes of equal size, each box containing an image of a men’s
grooming product. A large section of the centre zone is taken up with the
header and subtext. This is placed on the left-hand side of the page.
Conventionally, cosmetics are not associated with men so it may seem
odd, at first sight, to find a promotional feature which aims to advertise
cosmetics in a men’s magazine. Using the framework outlined, the centre
zone, which has the large letters ‘it’s a man’s world’, would appear
designed to unify the apparent contradiction of the surrounding images:
the various beauty products. The header is a well-known saying, ‘It’s a
man’s world’, which emphasises a view that men dominate society, the
given; and the new idea that cosmetics can be part of ‘a man’s world’
because ‘real men’, whatever that might mean, are now using cosmetics.

Centre and margin



Text: It’s a man’s world



Text: Next month in Men’s Health
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Leafing through: composition of the text

Note the careful choice of vocabulary: ‘grooming’ rather than ‘beauty’;
the text producer can only go so far.

Coincidentally, the opposite page also makes use of the centre. This
is an advertisement for the forthcoming issue of the magazine.

Look at text: ‘Next month in Men’s Health’. Is there a symbolic/informational
value in the page layout?

This particular front cover is a detour from the usual image of a muscular
male model. The text producer is taking quite a risk in breaking with the
structural pattern familiar to readers. The central image shows the mushroom
cloud of a nuclear fallout. The colours of the background and image are
contrasted in the surrounding written text. The title of the magazine is in the
same colour as the centre of the fallout. The largest heading which is placed
just below the image states: ‘Nuke Disease Before it Starts’. It seems that
the text producer has taken the idea of nuclear warfare and related the
metaphor with a view to ‘nipping in the bud’ readers’ health worries. The
masculine connotations associated with war reaffirm masculinity which might
otherwise be eroded by mentioning male anxiety.

This unit has attempted to show how the overall organisation of the
material inside magazines, by keeping to a fixed structure, sets up the
reader’s expectations of what is to come in future editions. It has also
demonstrated by examining the composition of pages that the written text
and visual images often, as in the examples above, work together to
produce meaning.

As more and more magazines are producing their own web sites, an
interesting project might be to look at how web pages are composed, whether
they differ from the hard copy and if so in what ways. One of the web sites

Activity

Commentary

Summary

Extension

.....................

...
...

..

..

.....................

...
...

..

..

.....................

...
...

..

..
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Leafing through: composition of the text

visited for the purpose of this book was FHM. Obvious differences were that
instead of turning over pages icons had to be clicked. The use of animation
is a feature which technology has made possible and something which the
composers of web pages have taken on board.

Whether you think this is an advance will depend on how you view the
change from still images used to show, for example, various postures for
having sex in ‘Position of the fortnight’, to moving ones.

The following list of website addresses might whet your appetite. You
might also like to look at the Intertext page on the Routledge website for
updates on this series.

FHM http://www.fhm.com
GQ http://www.gq-magazine.co.uk
Men’s Health http://www.men’s health.co.uk
Tatler http://www.tatler.co.uk  



39

Uni t four
 

In-house  
Magazine contents

The aim of this unit is to examine the contents of magazines and to
consider also what is excluded and who decides on this in terms of the
editorial processes.

What is the purpose of magazines? The answer to this depends on
from whose viewpoint the question is posed. On the reader’s part,
primarily they are to entertain us, hence the abundance of linguistic tools
mentioned in Units two and three. Magazines are also informative, telling
us about the latest products on offer. They can be instructional, e.g. the
‘how to’ genre which was mentioned in the introduction. On the text
producer’s part they are a vehicle for promoting various commodities
through advertisements because this is where the real revenue lies.
Money from the actual sales of magazines is quite negligible.

Our examination of the contents page in unit three demonstrated that
magazines can be characterised by their heterogeneity. It also showed, by
the large number of advertisements, that the purpose of magazines is to sell
the commodities advertised; often by persuading us in the various features
that we are in need of them. Even those features which do not on the
surface appear to be selling anything, e.g. the interest in the personal lives
of celebrities, interviews, etc., keep us informed about the latest films,
concert tours, CDs and so on which are available for purchase.

The next section will examine some of the regular features which
appear in magazines.

Aim of this unit
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In-house: magazine contents

Horoscopes are predictions of people’s future based on the zodiac (an
imaginary belt which contains the twelve zodiacal constellations) for the
time of their birth. In magazines they are usually accompanied by
symbols and dates. The signs of the zodiac have cultural connotations,
for example scales are often used to represent the sign Libra, fish are
used to represent Pisces, etc.

Look at the star signs accompanying the Bella horoscopes and compare
them with those of Bliss. What connotations are implied?

Horoscopes

Activity

.....................
...

...
..

..



Text: Bella horoscopes



Text: Bliss! horoscopes
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In-house: magazine contents

Did you notice that the sign for Libra in Bliss shows a pair of legs on bathroom
scales whereas in Bella they are the more traditional style, often used to
symbolise the scales of justice? This also fits in with another name for Libra
which is ‘Balance’. The signs in Bliss are quite amusing, which is in keeping
with its youthful and fun image, but on a more serious note the images of
slim young women which proliferate on the front cover and within the
magazine perhaps encourage weight consciousness. You might consider
why Cosmopolitan chooses not to use symbols for illustration (see Text:
Cosmopolitan on pp. 46–7). Perhaps they are considered to be
unsophisticated for that particular magazine. It is also interesting to question
why, at the time of writing, horoscopes are absent from men’s magazines.
Unit seven covers a range of genres and topics which were previously thought
to be ‘off limits’ to men, so this too could change.

To help you recognise just how formulaic the horoscope genre is you could
try writing your own. Here’s a first line to get you started:
 

The Sun meets Saturn in one of its sober alignments, so you’ll
get on best if you’re sensible….

 
What expectations did you have of horoscopes? What choices of language
did you make? Were they appropriate for the genre? How did your text
compare with the following? Text: A is from a student and Text: B is from
Bella magazine:

Commentary

Activity

.....................
...

...
..

..

.....................

...
...

..

..
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In-house: magazine contents

Horoscopes are very personal yet they are addressed to many
people. You will see that the text producers of horoscopes attempt two
things: first, to present people with a positive self-image to aspire to—
‘We will all benefit from your love of beauty, for behind your
sensitivity…’—and, second, to get them to change some negative aspects
about themselves—‘you’ll get on best if you’re sensible’. You can see
this is achieved largely through flattery. Considering that the text
producer does not know the reader personally, you might be surprised at
the verb patterns used. From the examples given, the text producers
appear quite assured in their opinion which is reflected by the modal
auxiliary ‘will’—‘We will all benefit…’—and the primary auxiliary verb
‘are’ in ‘you’re struggling’. You will also notice lexis which is quite
specific to astrology such as the names of planets and their movements:
The Sun meets Saturn in one of its sober alignments, so you’ll get on best
if you’re sensible.’ Here the planets are personified (endowed with
human characteristics): we imagine them to be old acquaintances
meeting sedately and rationally (‘sober’) rather than their implied
customary drunken state.



Text: Cosmopolitan horoscopes





Text: More! horoscopes
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In-house: magazine contents

You might imagine that horoscopes are targeted at anyone who is born
under a particular star sign, but by examining the language of the selection
of horoscopes we can see that the text producers have a particular reader
in mind. Consider these questions: Does the text address the reader directly
by using the pronouns ‘you/your’ and ‘I/we’? Does the text address the
reader as female/male? What assumptions are made about the reader?

Text: Cosmopolitan horoscope
The reference to working a 24-hour day is addressed to a professional,
career-minded person. The reader is explicitly addressed as a woman in
‘Waging a war of silence with another female…’
Text: Bliss horoscope (see p. 42)
A presupposition is made about the reader’s sexuality, namely that she is
heterosexual and in favour of monogamous relationships: ‘If you already
have a lad…’ Young women are urged to modify their behaviour in order to
prioritise the needs of males: ‘don’t push for any type of commitment just
yet, because the stars suggest he’ll run a mile if you do.’ Also, in Bliss,
friends figure quite prominently: ‘Listen to your mates…’
Text: More! horoscope
The horoscopes in More! are oriented towards sex, e.g. ‘great man magnet’,
‘passionate smooch’, ‘sensual Venus’. Indeed they are introduced as ‘horny
horoscopes’ which fits in with the ethos of the magazine.

The letters page provides a forum for the readers to interact with the
magazine’s text producers and other readers.

Look at the texts: readers’ letters. These are just some examples for
illustration. What kinds of things do people write in about? You might like to
compare these letters with the two parodies from Viz on page 55.

Activity

Commentary

Reader’s letters

Activity
.....................

...
...

..

..

.....................

...
...

..

..

.....................
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..

..



Text: Cosmopolitan letters



Text: Bella letters



Text: Men’s Health Letters



Text: Bliss letters



Text: FHM letters



Text: Viz letters

(Top Tip, Mr. Teats and Smiles better?, D.Smoog)
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Text: Cosmopolitan reader’s letter (‘The naked truth’). Here the reader
congratulates the magazine on a successful feature and makes a suggestion
for improvement. Other letters offer tips, usually concerning domestic
activities. This is a tradition in many women’s magazines as may be seen
by Text: Bella reader’s letter. The ‘Top Tip’ from Viz, although funny, is in fact
useless.

Sometimes the letters do both these things as demonstrated by Text:
Men’s Health reader’s letter (‘Letter of the month’). You may be surprised to
see a letter in a men’s magazine which shares domestic wisdoms. The
letters page of Men’s Health is introduced by the words ‘The page where
you get to write the words’, which is somewhat ironic considering the editorial
processes involved. Text: Bliss reader’s letter (‘All made up’) acknowledges
the general belief that letters are manufactured by the text producers
themselves. Even if we take it that the letters are genuine, they are subject
to editing since not all letters written to magazines appear in them. Those
which do make it have some form of editing. For example, the heading is
not the reader’s own. It is the text producer who decides which aspect of the
letter to highlight and this is usually done in an entertaining manner. In this
case it seems deliberately ambiguous—it could to be alluding to the letter
writer’s Liverpool dialect, ‘made-up’ is a popular Liverpool phrase to mean
‘delighted’ or it could refer to the invented nature of readers’ letters.

Text: FHM reader’s letter (‘Dannii, part one’) has the privileged status
of ‘letter of the month’ and is interesting because it allows the reader a
forum for his misogynistic barracking of the Australian celebrity Dannii
Minogue. The ideological messages contained in the horoscopes cannot
be escaped and the same thing appears to be happening on the letters
page. Text: FHM’s Dannii, part one contains the message that looking at
stereotypically attractive women is a healthy part of male sexuality. This is
especially true in the rejoinder ‘Front row at a Dannii Minogue concert […]
Life’s just one long party isn’t it Adam?’

Magazines are said to problematise aspects of life that can often be
solved by purchasing products. Most magazines have a problem page
which invites readers to write in with their sexual and emotional
dilemmas and problems. Some magazines have both a female and male
viewpoint, for example, More! has ‘Dear Lola’ and ‘Dear Tony’.

Commentary

The problem page

.....................
...

...
..

..
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How can we examine problem pages from a linguistic viewpoint?
For a text to be fully satisfactory to a reader it needs not only the
appropriate grammatical links between sentences, cohesion (this is
explained fully in unit six); but also for the concepts, propositions or
events to be related to each other and to be consistent with the overall
subject of the text. This semantic and propositional organisation is called
coherence. Gough and Talbot (1996), following Brown and Yule
(1983:223–4), made a distinction between ‘surface’ and ‘underlying’
coherence. Surface coherence refers to the formal linkage properties of
texts which is achieved through grammar, and underlying coherence is
the point, in the absence of formal links, where the reader accounts for
meaning by other methods. This could be by examining the intention of
the writer/ speaker or the context in which the utterance takes place.
Gough and Talbot believe it is misleading to imagine that coherence can
only be achieved in this way. They focused on coherence as the basis for
their analysis of a problem page letter which appeared in The Mirror
newspaper. This letter raises a reader’s concern that he may be
homosexual because of an experience he had with his best friend when
they were both young. The header is ‘Guilt over games boys play’. The
reader is now married and his friend has a girlfriend. The Agony Aunt’s
reply reassures the reader that he is ‘normal’ and, although she does not
explicitly state this, she implies that homosexual experiences are a
healthy part of growing up as long as they result in confirmed
heterosexuality:
 

Many heterosexual men have a passing curiosity about homosexuality,
and that isn’t a bad thing. It compels you to make choices.

 
As Gough and Talbot point out, there are two explicit cohesive links, ‘It’
which links back to ‘passing curiosity’ and also a connection between
‘you’ and ‘many heterosexual men’. ‘You’ seems to have a dual purpose,
referring specifically to the letter writer and generically (referring to a
whole class or group, i.e. male heterosexuals). However, in order to make
sense of these two sentences, the reader has to rely on their background
knowledge by inferring two things. The first is that homosexuality and
heterosexuality are separate sexualities. The second is that the letter
writer’s curiosity about homosexuality is legitimate only in so far as it
reaffirms his heterosexuality. It seems he made the ‘right’ choice on
getting married. As may be seen this view is not explicitly stated, rather
there are certain points in the reply where the reader has to rely on their
knowledge of the social world in order to form a coherent reading of
the text.
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With coherence in mind, try examining the Text: Will we end up gay? and
the Agony Aunt’s reply to see whether there are any points where you have
to use your knowledge of the world.

The header ‘Will we end up gay?’ summarises the gist of the ‘problem’
(note that it is not a direct quotation from the letter). As Gough and Talbot
found, the Agony Aunt’s response reassures the reader of the ‘normality’ of
her worries, she establishes herself as ‘analyst’ and a solution to the
‘problem’ is proposed. The reply is regulatory in that it confirms the
acceptability of certain types of behaviour:
 

and if you do decide you are gay, that’s OK… Time will show whether
you prefer boys or girls—some people end up fancying both and that’s
OK too.

 
The message certainly appears to be quite liberal. However, following an
adversative clause which is introduced by ‘but’, the teenage reader is hardly
likely to want to be different to the ‘vast majority’:
 

But the vast majority of these teenagers don’t go on to be gay.
 
‘But’ signals to the reader that what the Agony Aunt has said previously is
going to be revised in some way. This, together with the advice to approach
some boys, tends to reaffirm the ‘naturalness’ of heterosexuality. The ‘when’
clause:
 

So, when we first get interested in sex, it’s common for people to turn
to close friends

 
leads on to the taken for grantedness of the assumption ‘as the opposite
sex is too scary to approach’. The suggestion that there is something scary
about the opposite sex has the effect of helping to polarise the sexes. In
order to make sense of this statement the reader has to make the connection
with a stereotyped view of sexual relationships from her knowledge of the
world. In order to understand how males might be perceived as ‘scary’, she
must infer that they are somehow predators and that females are victims in
sexual encounters. This commonsense view accords with the dominant

.....................
...

...
..

..

Activity

Commentary
.....................

...
...

..

..



Text: Will we end up gay?
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discourse and in carrying out the necessary inferencing work the reader is
constructing for herself a particular subject position. The construction of
subject positions is explained in Unit five. As was the case with The Mirror
Agony Aunt’s reply, on the surface the message is quite liberal, there are no
homophobic views explicitly stated, rather these are set up in such a way
that it is the reader who has to supply the missing links in order to make
sense of the texts.

Note that the topic of homosexuality is usually covered on the problem
pages which upholds a general view of it as deviant behaviour.

The ‘bitty’ nature of magazines due to the mixing of genres on the same
page was mentioned in unit three. Text: ‘Don’t become a mum by mistake’,
from Sugar, purports to be a reader’s letter to other readers but as it unfolds
it becomes more like a narrative, therefore lending itself to an analysis as
such a form. There is a diary type extract which gives details of a typical
day in the life of a young mother and also a ‘help box’ with information for
readers who may be worried that they are pregnant. Text producers and
readers have certain expectations of genres. For example, normally there
would not be a header or subheadings accompanying a letter, rather this is
a convention we have come to expect of magazines.

Theorists have identified rules for the construction of narratives.
These help with the organisation and help to explain why narratives are
recognised as such. Carter and Nash (1990) refer to three main structural
units which are agreed to be fundamental to narrative organisation. These
can be split into macro-units and micro-units:

Macro-units Micro-units
Setting: in which specific linguistic structures mark time,

place and other circumstances, including the
‘characters’ of participants.

Complication in which specific linguistic structures, most
markedly tense, define the basic episodes in

Resolution the story and their final ‘resolution’ or denouement.
Moral in which elements crucial to the telling of the

tale are encoded. Here linguistic structures
determine the ‘point’ or ‘purpose’ of the story.

Deviations to these ‘rules’ can occur, for example some texts open mid-
action:

Magazine narratives: readers’ true stories
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‘It’s a twenty-footer.’
‘Twenty-five. All three tons of him.’

 
The effect produced, due to an absence of orientation, makes the reader
feel as though they are chance observers of some action.

Can you identify the structural units in Text: ‘Don’t become a mum by
mistake’? Use the headings suggested by Carter and Nash.

Setting
The narrative follows a conventional patterning in relation to time orientation:
 

‘One morning, three months after I’d first had sex…soon I was throwing
up every day. When, days later…’

 
The reader is taken step by step through a sequence of events.

Place
It is not implicitly stated but it can be inferred that the story begins at home.
The reader is guided from one location to another which include:
 

doctor’s surgery,
hospital,
home (for a meeting with boyfriend),
school (when the storyteller recounts her unhappy treatment there
due to her pregnancy).

 
The story continues with the birth, which begins at home but takes place in
the hospital, then after the birth a return to school, leaving school and another
visit to the doctors.

Complication
Events are narrated chronologically:

Activity

Commentary

.....................
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..



Text: Don’t become a mum by mistake
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the narrator’s feelings of sickness, discovery of pregnancy, viewing her baby
on a monitor, informing parents and boyfriend of the pregnancy, enduring
cruel remarks from schoolfriends.
Giving birth, being overwhelmed by visitors, then feelings of lost elation.
She experiences difficulty coping, sleepless nights, having to leave school,
losing friends.
Resolution
 

Seeing the doctor and being prescribed tranquilisers, getting a flat,
being closer to boyfriend, coming off tranquilisers.

 
Moral
The message conveyed is that it is better to hold off from having sex: ‘If
you’re considering having sex, please wait ‘til you’re totally ready and know
you could cope with whatever happens.’ This supports the direct imperative
in the title ‘Don’t become a mum by mistake.’ However, the storyteller warns
the reader: ‘If you do decide to sleep with someone you’ve got to use a
condom, and you’ve got to make sure you’re using it properly.’ Within the
wider context, the story is from a sixteen-page sex special, the message
accords with the ideology of the magazine which is explicitly stated in a
message at the bottom of each page: ‘Remember: it’s illegal to have sex if
you’re under 16, and it’s always best to wait until you’re in a loving relationship
and 100% sure you’re ready.’

There are samples of dialogue within the text which it might be useful to
examine in terms of function. Carter and Nash (1990) refer to three
functions of dialogue in narratives:
 
1 To interrupt the flow of general narration, slow down the movement

of the story, and concentrate attention on a particular event,
relationship, etc.

2 To bring out character, and relationships between characters;
personalities being revealed by what they say, what others say to or
about them, and how they respond to what others say.

3 To create the sense of a background by supplying impressions—
conveyed through personal interactions—of a society, its manners,
its concerns, its material objects.

Dialogue within the text



65

In-house: magazine contents

The purpose of the dialogue in Text: ‘Don’t become a mum by mistake’,
does concentrate attention on particular events. For example, the
sequence at the doctor’s seems designed to emphasise the enormity of the
news:
 

‘You’re not ill,’ said the doctor. ‘You’re pregnant. We’ll do a scan
to make sure.’
‘But my periods are so irregular—I haven’t had one for almost a
year!’
I insisted.
[…]
‘Please don’t tell Mum,’ I begged. ‘Not until we’re totally sure.’

 
The style of reporting—‘I insisted’ and ‘I begged’—gives the reader an
indication of the storyteller’s state of mind.

There is also a one-sided extract, the storyteller to her parents:
 

‘I’ve got to have an ovarian scan,’ I told Mum and Dad in the
waiting room. ‘I’m going to the hospital this afternoon.’

 
This seems designed to provide some background.

The next sequence is related to characterisation and the relationship
between parent and child:
 

‘I’m pregnant!’ I blurted out.
‘I had a feeling you were,’ she said, hugging me close. She
couldn’t have been more understanding.
[…]
‘Hold on, love!’ yelled my mum….

 
If we look at the verb tenses it can be seen that there is a clear sequence.
Indeed, a characteristic of narratives is that they are in the past tense,
since they recount events which have happened and this narrative is no
exception. However, this does change towards the end of the story when
events move into the present: ‘But there is so much pressure on our
relationship….’ Since the text appears to be a cautionary tale to the
magazine’s young readers, it could be that bringing the story into the
present has the effect of making it more immediate and relevant.

The storyteller breaks the narrative frame at various points in the
story when there is a change of address form to appeal directly to the
reader:
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Can you imagine how I felt?…
We can’t just go off partying with our mates like you probably
can….
If you’re considering having sex….

 
This direct form fits in with the idea of the story as a personal letter and
appears designed to trigger feelings of empathy within the reader. The
same could be said of the large visual image accompanying the story
which is of the storyteller looking directly at the reader. Typography is
used to suggest intonation and stress which would occur in naturally
occurring speech:
 

‘Not until we’re totally sure.’…
I was looking at my baby on a monitor screen….
I was terrified!

 
There are one or two clichéd expressions such as ‘I froze on the spot’
which indicates the youthfulness and naivety of the storyteller. Clichés
are society’s well-worn expressions which, through over-use, have lost
their effect.

Can you identify these patterns of narrative in other stories in magazines?

An examination of the contents of magazines revealed that ideological
messages permeate the various texts. Often these messages are
contradictory, for example in Bliss, the young reader was reassured that
her gay fantasies were ‘OK’ which is quite a liberal message even by
today’s standards. Yet, other messages, for example those contained in
the horoscope, addressed the reader as though she was already in a
relationship with a boy, which accords with the dominant ideology.  

Extension

Summary

.....................

...
...

..

..
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U n i t f ive
 

Who am I? 
The relationship between the text

producer and interpreter

This unit will consider the relationship between the text producer and
interpreter by examining the identity of the writer and the subject
positions constructed for readers. The role of the reader in taking up or
resisting the subject positions on offer will also be considered.

Magazine discourse, since it is written, is a monologue because the
producer of the text and the interpreter are remote from each other at the
time of writing. Writers of magazines are in difficulty in addressing a
mass audience. They cannot possibly claim to know the identity of each
individual reader, yet they often speak as though they already know the
reader, their thoughts, attitudes, likes and dislikes. In order to do this an
imaginary addressee is constructed which I will refer to as the ideal-
reader, but you may come across other terms for this.

Talbot (1992) focuses in particular on how teenage girls’ magazines
contribute to the construction of femininity. In order to illustrate this she
examines the ‘population’ of the text, the ‘tissue of voices’ made up of
the writer, reader and various other characters. For the purpose of this
book the range of textual features suggested by Talbot will be used to
explore the construction of subject positions for the text producer and
reader.

Aim of this unit
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The compensatory tendency when addressing audiences en masse is
known as synthetic personalisation (Fairclough 1989). This has the
effect of creating the impression that the writer knows the reader
personally. One of the techniques employed in order to achieve this is the
simulation of two-way conversation:

  

Tired of hearing the missus moan about ‘women’s problems’? Course you
are. That’s why we decided to test the validity of their claim
that…sometimes it’s hard to be a woman.

(FHM February 1997)

 
In conversational analysis there is a set of utterances known as adjacency
pairs because they usually go together, for example a question will
usually demand an answer. In the above exchange, since the reader is not
present, they are unable to supply the answer. Nevertheless the text
producer proceeds as though the reader has said ‘Yes, I am tired of
hearing the missus moan about women’s problems.’ This technique has
the effect of drawing the reader in by causing them to interact with the
text in considering what the question entails, even though they are
unlikely to respond aloud.

In Text: ‘Childbirth? Ironing? That’s Nothing!’ another feature of
conversation is achieved by the use of dots to indicate a pause. Here the
text producer heightens the reader’s anticipation as to what is coming
next just as a dramatic pause would in real conversation:
 

That’s why we decided to test the validity of their claim that…  

The use of pronouns is also a way in which text producers create a
relationship with the reader. By using the pronoun ‘you’, which covers
anyone who reads the text, the text producer appears to address the reader
directly.

Constructing subject positions

Text: Childbirth? Ironing? That’s Nothing!

The ideal-reader
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You can have a flat tummy, healthy hair, a glowing complexion and lovely
make-up by following our golden beauty rules.

(Bella August 1998)

 
The subject position of the reader is someone who has said ‘I can’t
possibly have a flat tummy….’ The modal auxiliary ‘can’ is emphatic in
reassuring a doubtful imaginary addressee.

Another way in which text producers imply that they know the
reader is by the use of presupposition:
 

You don’t have to feel like crap every time you get your period.
Check out these ways to beat the blues….

 
This presupposes that you (the implied reader) do feel like ‘crap’ every
time you get your period. Presuppositions are taken-for-granted
assumptions. The text producer refers to something as though it already
exists, with which the reader is invited to identify. In the act of doing so
the reader is constructing herself as a member of a community of women
for whom periods are a source of misery.

The text producers of magazines must also construct an identity for
themselves. The writer’s subject position, as the reader’s, is not fixed but
may change, even within the same text. The writer can simultaneously be
the reader’s friend, adviser and entertainer, or their identity can shift
between these roles.

It is not always clear whether texts are singly or multiply authored
since the writer’s use of ‘I’ or ‘we’ is not always a reliable clue to their
identity, but writers do make interesting use of the pronoun ‘we’. This
maybe inclusive:

Text: Six simple secrets to keep you looking fabulous

The identity of the text producer
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He’s almost perfect. If he wasn’t, you wouldn’t be seeing him. That said,
even almost-perfect men behave in ways that make you want to scream,
shout, bellow, cry, rage and roar: ‘Stop that! I’m sick of it! You’re making
me hate you!’ Indeed, we’ve all tried that tactic, but for some reason it
doesn’t work, [my emphasis.]

(Cosmopolitan September 1998)

 
Here the text producer includes the reader, who is expected to recognise
themselves as a member of a community of women who have at some
time been in the frustrating scenario outlined. The writer also belongs to
this universal group of women.

The pronoun ‘we’ can also be used in its exclusive sense to distance
the reader as in Text: ‘Childbirth? Ironing? That’s Nothing!’: ‘That’s why
we decided to test the validity of their claim that….’ Here ‘we’ refers to
the text producer and her colleagues. When magazine text producers wish
to claim authority or expert status, they often invoke the weight of the rest
of the editorial team to endorse what they are saying. Part of the text
producer’s identity can be established by examining the degree of
certainty attached to her assertions. This is referred to as modality. There
are nine modal auxiliary verbs: ‘can’, ‘may’, ‘could’, ‘must’, ‘might’,
‘shall’, ‘should’, ‘will’ and ‘would’. These verbs help the main verb to
express a range of moods such as doubt, ability, possibility and
obligation. Take a look at the following utterances:
 

A: I will come to your party.
B: I may come to your party.

 
Which speaker would you expect to see at your party?

In the following example from the teenage magazine It’s Bliss, the
modal auxiliary verb ‘can’ indicates the writer’s high degree of
commitment to the assertion that condoms are a way of reducing the risk
of contracting HIV.

Text: A Man For All Reasons
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When used correctly, a condom can reduce the risk of contracting HIV—
the virus that causes AIDS—to almost zero.

(It’s Bliss July 1996)

 
If the modal auxiliary were more cautious, e.g. ‘a condom may reduce
the risk’, this would be less commanding and the reader is likely to lose
confidence in the reliability of the text producer and indeed the efficacy
of condoms.

Another way of examining the text producer’s identity is to look at
the way she reports the words of others. Does she signal agreement or
does she distance herself?

 
HISTORY HAS BEEN KIND TO JOHN MONTAGU. HERE WAS A
MAN whose first noticeable act on becoming Lord Commissioner of
the Admiralty, in December 1744, was to move both his wife and his
mistress into his official residence. He then sired four illegitimate
children by the latter, before she was murdered in mysterious
circumstances. After that, he brought one of his greatest friends to trial
on trumped-up charges and throughout all this, he still found time to
lead the British navy to its ‘lowest depths of inefficiency and
corruption’.

(GQ Active September 1998)

 
In Text: ‘Bread winners’, the identity of the person quoted is not stated
but the text producer uses the quote in support of a damning character
sketch from which she can disassociate herself if necessary. In the same
text the writer appears to be in agreement:

Text: ‘The ultimate sex checklist’

Text: ‘Bread winners’
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From a health point of view, the merits of sandwiches are diverse; they can
be as good or as bad for you as you like. ‘Avoid pate, mayonnaise, and
cheese in sandwiches because of the fat content,’ says Lisa Piearce of the
Sports Nutrition Service, advisor to the England rugby team and the
Football Association.

 
The reporting verb ‘says’ indicates that someone else is responsible for
the utterance, in this case a nutritional expert. The quotation is used to
support earlier views of the writer in favour of healthy eating.

Some utterances are incorporated in single quotation marks which
Fairclough (1989) refers to as scare quotes. Scare quotes can signal that
there is something wrong with the expression or simply that it belongs to
someone else.

 
Sure, skipping the odd brekkie, scoffing an extra bar of chocolate and
‘forgetting’ your PE kit to get out of gym may seem harmless enough, but
it’s all those tiny lapses which can make the diffference between looking
good and looking like you’re suffering.

(Bliss July 1996)

 
Since ‘forgetting’ is in scare quotes it signals that this is a deliberate
action but to make sense of this we need to do some inferencing work.
We need to draw on our existing knowledge of the world to come up with
a reason why young women might ‘forget’ their PE kit. Presumably this
is because they do not want to do PE when menstruating. This view is
presented as common sense and likely to relate to the experience of
many women, but when subject to scrutiny there is nothing ‘natural’
about the practice, rather it is culturally constructed. Ironically, many
current advertisements for sanitary towels and tampons actually construct
a subject who engages in physical activities, e.g. skateboarding when
menstruating (see Mills 1997:12). The following reference from the same
text seems to acknowledge such adverts.

Text: The ultimate sex checklist
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OK—so there’s nothing you can’t do when you’ve got your
period….

[emphasis as in the original text]
 
When writers make reference to other, prior texts, as in the above
example, this is known as intertextuality.

Scare quotes can also be used as a way of endorsing an expression,
which is possibly the case with the next example from Text: The ultimate
sex checklist’:
 

So before you decide to ‘do it’, give yourself the third degree
with this questionnaire….

 
Here the words ‘do it’ are likely to be a euphemism for sexual
intercourse which the text producer believes the implied reader to be
familiar with. Euphemisms are a polite way of avoiding embarrassment
by indirectly referring to topics which are taboo in society.

Text producers often mimic the speech patterns of the implied reader
with a view to establishing common ground between them. The following
examples are from The ultimate sex checklist’ previously referred to—
‘serious fast forward’, ‘flip out’, ‘freak out’, ‘mega make-out session’.
Fairclough (1991) refers to informal styles as the ‘discourse of the life-
world’, in other words the language of ordinary life. This can be
contrasted with ‘official discourse’ which is more formal. Within the
same text there can be a mixture of both discourses. In Text: The ultimate
sex checklist’, dealing with the topic of safe sex, the official, formal term
‘condom’ is used on one page and the unofficial, less formal term ‘love
glove’ is used on the next to refer to the same item. This mixture of
discourses creates an air of credibility which at the same time is less
authoritarian in tone.

From the magazines examined in this unit it can be seen that the
relationship between the text producer and the reader has been one of
informality and friendship. In minimising the social distance between
them, the text producer is in a powerful position to mould a like-minded
reader. The relationship, however, is not symmetrical—it is always the
text producer who has the authority to command the reader to do things
and never the otherway round:

The relationship between the text producer and reader
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Hold the sex!
Don’t even think about saying yes to him until you’ve said yes to these
eight questions!

(It’s Bliss July 1996)

 
It is the text producer who supplies the knowledge which the reader is
thought to be in need of:

 
Late summer seems to be the time when some of the freshness has gone

from the garden and the plants can, quite frankly, look a little bit tired.
So, in this issue, I’ll be introducing you to some real stars which will

bloom right on into autumn and I’ll also give you some simple ideas on
how to revamp a boring patio with decking and beautiful plants.

(Bella 25 August 1998)
 

Many magazines contain a letter from the editor to readers. The purpose
of the editorial is to introduce the magazine’s contents, but it also gives
the text producers the opportunity to address their readers directly. The
reader synthesised is someone who is thought to share the same views,
attitudes and beliefs as the text producer. The length of editorials varies
as may be seen from Texts: ‘From the editor’ and ‘Editor’s Letter’. The
editor’s letter has its own particular style which corresponds to the style
of the magazine.

Text: The ultimate sex checklist

Text: Late summer colour

The editorial



Text: Cosmopolitan from the editor
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Text: FHM editor’s letter

‘From the editor’ and ‘Editor’s Letter’ are editorials from two different
magazines. Can you identify the subject position of the implied reader?
How is language used to mediate the relationship between the text producer
and reader? The following questions, adapted from Talbot (1992), may
help:

Activity
.....................

...
...

..

..
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Who is speaking to whom? What pronouns are used?
What identity(ies) does the text producer construct for themselves?
Look at modality—is she confident or hesitant in what she says?
What assumptions does the text producer make about the reader?
Are there common-sense views which the reader is presumed to
share?
Who does she think the reader is? Are there any presuppositions,
e.g. claims about the reader which the text producer could not
possibly know?
Is the text producer being friendly? Are conversational features
used such as adjacency pairs?

 

It can be seen even from the header that each letter has a distinctive style.
The Cosmopolitan text begins ‘From the editor’ which is actually a
designation (signing off). If the reader wished to be difficult she could ask
‘What from the editor?’ Presumably the motive for putting it this way is to
sound caring, as though the reader is being given something. The FHM
heading is more matter-of-fact: ‘Editor’s letter.’ The editor of Cosmopolitan
speaks on behalf of the production team using the pronoun ‘we’. She attempts
to make herself and the team more familiar to the reader by abbreviating
the title to ‘Cosmo’. In contrast the editor of FHM speaks to the reader in the
first person singular but changes address form to include the rest of the
team when he talks about the contents of the magazine.

In Cosmopolitan there are conversational features: ‘And guess what?’
Also exclamations: ‘Oh, and don’t forget…’ The editor also emulates the
latest in-group sounds—‘d-u-u-r-r-r’ (used to signal something obvious)—
to show that she is on the same wavelength as the reader. The editor of
FHM also chooses lexis which is likely to be used by the implied reader:
‘scrotes’ and ‘runt’. The meaning of ‘runt’ in this context is clearly not ‘the
smallest and weakest young animal in a litter’. There are also conversational
features. ‘These aren’t just bored young scrotes with mischief on their minds;
no, these miscreants are a new breed of psychopathic little runt…’ ‘No’ is
used for emphasis in informal conversation. Characters are given nicknames,
‘heroic silvertops’, Bertrand “Jimmy” James and legendary wrinklies’, to
make these figures sound more familiar to the reader.

Commentary
.....................

...
...

..

..



78

Relationship between producer and interpreter

The tone of the Cosmopolitan letter is self-congratulatory concerning
the success of the magazine’s formula and incorporates the readers’
apparent satisfaction with the magazine by referring to letters which they
send in. The FHM letter is a first person narrative account of the editor’s
childhood. The tone of the letter is one of self-mocking irony as he recounts
the male juvenile pastimes of ‘throwing conkers at passing cars’ and ‘pushing
flaming turds through people’s letterboxes’, which of course the reader will
recognise as ‘harmless’ fun.

The ideal reader of Cosmopolitan is a young woman who is
heterosexual. We know that she is a young woman because this is explicitly
stated:
 

we’re still the best selling young women’s magazine in Britain.
 
It is presupposed that the reader is in a heterosexual, monogomous
relationship:
 

Ben Edison delves deeper and explains why your man wants you to
watch porn with him.

 
The reader is presumed to share the magazine’s preoccupation with men:
 

you can’t get enough of our unique insights into men.
 
The reader is the novice who does not understand ‘the mysterious world of
men’ and the text producer is the expert who is in a position to enlighten
her. The text sets up opposition between the sexes but also acknowledges
changes taking place in society:
 

a growing number of women don’t want to be bothered with the time
consuming business of understanding the male mind….

 
The ideological messages of texts will be considered in more detail in Units
six and seven.

The ideal reader of FHM is able to infer that there is a stigma attached
to being male and being beaten by someone younger and smaller than
themselves. We know that it is a male who is addressed:
 

And, seeing as you never know when you’re going to be confronted by
pre-pubescent hooligans, you should take special notice of the section
on subduing a pint-sized assailant. You might just save yourself an
embarrassing beating.
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since women in our society are not expected to nor indeed encouraged to
fight.

Although the reader will already have purchased the magazine, both
editors go to great lengths to persuade the reader that their magazine is
better than its rivals. The Cosmopolitan editor refers to seeing the reader
whereas the FHM editor compels the reader to ‘enjoy the issue!’ Both
letters are personally signed. The photographs accompanying the letters
add to the personal touch but differ in that Anthony Noguera looks directly
into the camera with a slightly bemused expression. Mandi Norwood gazes
off into the distance, smiling. Despite their different styles it is likely that
both letters are effective in establishing a relationship with their respective
readers.

In any textual analysis it is important to consider the role of the reader in
taking up or resisting the subject positions on offer. For some readers this
would be extremely easy, for example, a woman reader would recognise
instantly that an utterance such as Tired of hearing the missus moan about
“women’s problems”?’ is not addressing her. An adult, heterosexual
male, on the other hand, would have no such difficulty even though he
may not be in agreement.

Elizabeth Frazer (1997) found from her analysis of the transcripts
of girls discussing Jackie magazine that they ‘strongly suggest that a self-
conscious and reflexive approach to texts is a natural approach for
teenage girls’. We all bring our own particular ‘baggage’ to an
interpretation of a text, which may be influenced by our age, sex, class,
ethnicity and race. In analysing texts the notion that there is one valid and
unitary meaning of a text ought to be critiqued. The unequal relationship
between the text producer and reader has been highlighted but it must be
remembered that the reader is the one who is ultimately in control since
she can stop reading at any time and can switch loyalty from one
magazine to another at whim.

You might like to carry out your own analysis of a text then ask a fellow
student to analyse the same text and compare them. It is unlikely that you
both will come up with exactly the same interpretation. In your comparison
what points did you have in common? What differences emerged?

Resisting subject positions

Extension
.....................

...
...

..

..
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There are a range of techniques which writers use to engage with the
reader in constructing subject positions for themselves and the reader. In
this unit we have looked at pronouns, conversational features,
presupposition, common sense and modality. These are not the only ones
available but some of the most commonly used.
 

Summary
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U n i t six
 

The discourse of magazines

 

The aim of this unit is to explore some of the linguistic devices which
enable whole passages from magazines to work in meaningful ways. This
will involve analysing the way language features work across the
boundaries of single sentences to form whole texts.

Magazines are regarded as quite ‘bitty’ texts yet this does not pose
a problem for the reader because, generally, there is a coherence present
which is achieved in several ways. Before outlining what these are, it
would be helpful to explain how the term discourse will be used in this
unit.

Mills (1997) explains the complicated history of the term and how it is
used in different ways by a number of disciplines, e.g. linguistics,
psychology and literature. For the purpose of this unit, discourse will be
used in two ways. First, in relation to extended stretches of language,
whether written or spoken, discourse is used to refer to the internal
organisation of the text which gives it coherence. To get a sense of how
the text is organised it can be useful to look at cohesive ties, some of
which will be outlined below.

Aim of this unit

Discourse
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The second sense in which the term will be used is in relation to the
ideological stance taken by the text producer. The Sapir-Whorf
hypothesis suggests that the language we speak may influence or
determine the way we perceive the world. The text producers of
magazines present a particular view of the world as they see it and
attempt to get others to see it that way too. We also talk about discourses
in relation to specific social institutions, e.g. the discourse of education.
What this is referring to is the way certain areas of social life, in this case
education, produce utterances and practices which have particular
meanings in relation to the context of the institution. For example, the
practice of grading pupils according to their ability just seems to make
good sense and is rarely questioned. This is something which has
developed within education and is therefore socially constructed. In this
unit we will consider the discourse of magazines both in relation to the
organisation of the text and the practices of text producers.

Text is a term which has been used throughout the book without
explanation, so it might be a good idea to look at what this term entails.
The core textbook Working with Texts provides a useful metaphor arising
out of the etymology (the source and development) of the word:
 

The word text itself originally meant ‘something woven’ (Latin
texere, textum—‘to weave’), and you can see a relationship between
text, textile (‘capable of being woven’) and texture (‘having the
quality of woven cloth’). Written language is also often referred to
as ‘material’.

(Carter et al. 1997:166)
 
If we think of texts as woven material, then we could say that the fabric
of magazines resembles a patchwork quilt. We will examine the ways in
which magazine text producers manipulate different aspects of language
to give their material texture.

Linguistic determinism: ideological viewpoints

Text
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The following activity involves reassembling two features from two
different magazines. One is from Cosmopolitan, ‘Get Eurosavvy!’, and the
other is from FHM Bionic, ‘The icy plunge’. Sentences taken randomly
have been mixed together. Try to reconstruct the two features; then check
by looking at the originals on pp. 89–90. The features are not complete,
only the first two paragraphs are used. Here’s the first sentence of each to
get you started: ‘Europe’s cool’ and ‘Canyoning is a summer sport’.

 
1 After all, jumping off a cliff into churning icy water is

behaviour suitable only for the insane—so I’ve decided that
I may as well go the whole hog.

2 Europe’s cool.
3 Canyoning is a summer sport. Therefore, obviously, I’ve

chosen a severe blizzard in mid-November to give it a go.
4 British music no longer has the monopoly on cool and who

says French or Italian designers are best?
5 We demand adventure, excitement and allure.
6 We want interesting sounds, exotic tastes and sexy

freedom—and we want it this weekend please!
7 But amazingly, at the Cascade d’Angon, above the village of

Talloires and Lake Annecy in southern France, there is no
shortage of fear junkies and thrill-seekers eager to take the
plunge themselves.

8 Boundaries are breaking down, so are old rules.
9 Sixty metres sheer drop down a smooth limestone chute, an

icy stream pours down from the French Alps.
10 Modern women ignore the sceptics and reap the benefits of

the Continent; we’re looking outside ourselves and our
country for our kicks.

11 A rickety guard-rail is all that keeps you from plummeting into
unseen depths.

12 We’re as likely to go to a hen party in Barcelona as in the
local Spanish restaurant, as happy about being seconded to
the company’s Milan office as its Manchester subsidiary.

13 The chute is hidden deep in a canyon whose only access is
via a narrow path notched into the limestone cliff-face.

Activity

Tracing patterns in language

.....................

...
...

..

..
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14 There’s never been a better time to immerse yourself in the
thrill of being part of the most exciting continent on earth—
the home of couture, culture and cappuccino.

15 And the deluge carries on for another 30m before tearing
into the pool below.

16 As the path reaches the waterfall—at roughly halfway—a
hissing plume roars straight out of a hole in the sky some
30ft above.

17 There are glorious opportunities to be had, and they’re all
just a train ride away.

18 What are you waiting for?
19 Not only are we ready to embrace Europe, we can imagine

ourselves living there.
20 Nearing the rickety fence for a peek over the edge turns my

usually hearty stomach to a pit of nausea. And I feel only a
calm regret as I mutter a vague, desperate plea to the Lord
and stumble towards it trying not to think about the jump I’m
facing.

 
You will probably find that you were able to separate the texts quite
easily and to reconstruct them without too many mistakes. The reason
you were able to do this is because each text has distinct patterns running
through it that help the reader to make sense of it. One of the strategies
you used was your understanding of words and phrases in the English
language. In particular, your awareness of the relationships between
words. This is referred to as lexical cohesion.

Lexical cohesion refers to the way aspects of vocabulary link parts of
texts together. Some of the lexical patterns are:
 

Direct repetition (exactly the same word repeated)  
 

Cosmopolitan We want…we want
FHM Bionic chute…chute  

Synonyms (words with very similar meanings)  
 

Cosmopolitan demand…want
FHM Bionic jump…plunge  

Lexical cohesion
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Superordination (where one word encompasses another in
meaning)  

 

Cosmopolitan Europe’s…British, French, Italian  

Antonyms (opposites)  
 

FHM Bionic above…below  

Specific to general reference (where the same thing or person
is referred to, but the first reference has more detail)

 

Cosmopolitan interesting sounds, exotic tastes and sexy freedom
…it  

Ordered series (words that we know as a set of series, e.g.
the days of the week, months of the year, etc.)  

 

FHM Bionic sixty metres…30ft…30m
 

A much more general aspect of lexical cohesion is the use by writers of
particular semantic fields. This means referring to a specific area of
experience or knowledge. In the feature from FHM Bionic ‘The icy
plunge’, the semantic field is canyoning: ‘cliff-face’, ‘chute’, ‘canyon’.

The patterns of word choice in the texts are centred around adventure
and thrills. Similar words are used to describe two entirely different types
of experience. The Cosmopolitan text is about ‘knowing where to shop,
what to say, how to party and where to play’. The FHM Bionic text is about
a different type of activity, canyoning; a sport for ‘adrenalin junkies’ that
seems to exclude women since only men are featured in the text.

Your understanding of grammatical structures is another strategy which
helped you to reassemble the texts. The way that grammatical features
are woven across sentence boundaries is referred to as grammatical
cohesion. Some of the grammatical patterns are:
 

Reference
This tells the reader that they can only make complete sense of the
word or structure they are looking at if they look elsewhere in the
text to get a fuller picture. Particular words are used for reference
purposes:

Grammatical cohesion
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Personal pronouns
These are words that can substitute for nouns, e.g. ‘I’, ‘you’, ‘he’,
‘she’, and ‘it’. In Text: ‘The icy plunge’, ‘there’ acts as a pronoun
which refers to something coming later (this is referred to as
cataphoric reference):  

 
…there is no shortage of fear junkies and thrill seekers eager
to take the plunge themselves.  

 
When the pronoun refers back to something, this is called anaphoric
reference:  

 
Canyoning is a summer sport. Therefore obviously I’ve
chosen a severe blizzard in mid-November to give it a go.  

 
‘It’ refers back to canyoning. Imagine how repetitive texts would be
if we didn’t have such terms:  

 
Canyoning is a summer sport. Therefore obviously I’ve
chosen a severe blizzard in mid-November to give canyoning
a go.  

 
Sometimes the reader has to look for information outside of the text,
this is referred to as exophoric reference. An example of this is
when the pronoun ‘you’ occurs in a text, the reader knows they are
to insert themselves as the reference point. Text: ‘Get Eurosavvy!’
uses the reflexive pronoun:  

 
Europe’s cool. There’s never been a better time to immerse
yourself in the thrill of being part of the most exciting
continent on earth—the home of couture, culture and
cappuccino.  

 
When the text is completely self-contained, i.e. not needing any
support from outside, this is referred to as endophoric reference.
This is so rare in magazines it was difficult to find an example.

Demonstrative reference (deictics)
Another type of reference is signalled by words such as ‘the’, ‘this’,
‘that’, ‘these’, ‘those’, ‘here’, and ‘there’. These are referred to as
verbal pointers because they tell the reader where something is, as
in the example from Text: ‘Get Eurosavvy!’
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Not only are we ready to embrace Europe, we can imagine
ourselves living there.  

 
Look through the two texts for some more examples of words which
point something out.

Comparative reference
Comparative reference tells the reader not just to look elsewhere in
the text but to look with a specific purpose in mind.  

 
There’s never been a better time to immerse yourself in the
thrill of being part of the most exciting continent on earth—
the home of couture, culture and cappuccino.  

 
Comparatives are the second term in a three term system of
comparison, e.g. good/better/best. Superlatives are the third term,
e.g. exciting/more exciting/most exciting. In these examples the
reference point is omitted. What is the effect of this?

Substitution and ellipsis
Substitution, as it suggests, means that the writer has substituted
one item for another, for example ‘deluge’ stands in for ‘a hissing
plume’.  

 
—a hissing plume roars straight out of a hole in the sky some
30ft above. And the deluge carries on for another 30m before
tearing into the pool below.  

Ellipsis
Surprisingly, missing something out can actually cause texts to
cohere.  

 
After all, jumping off a cliff into churning icy water is
behaviour suitable only for the insane—so I’ve decided that I
may as well go the whole hog.  

 
In the interests of economy of expression the text producer has not
added ‘and jump off a cliff into churning icy water’. Meaning is not
obscured since the reader can easily fill in the gaps.
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Conjunctions
Perhaps the best known form of joining parts of texts together are
through the words used specially for this purpose, known as
conjunctions. There are two types of conjunctions: co-ordinating
conjunctions, e.g. ‘and’, ‘but’ and ‘so’:  

 
Boundaries are breaking down, so are old rules  

 
and subordinating conjunctions which join subordinate clauses to
a main clause, e.g. ‘after’, ‘although’, ‘until’ ‘when’, ‘whether’, etc.
Look at the various uses of ‘as’ in the following example:  

 
We’re as likely to go to a hen night in Barcelona as in the local
Spanish restaurant, as happy about being seconded to the
company’s Milan office as its Manchester subsidiary.



Text: Get Eurosavvy!



Text: The icy plunge
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Look back at any of the texts you have worked with and try to find examples
of lexical and grammatical cohesion.

The next section will examine larger patterns relating to the social
dimensions of the text, e.g. the ideological implications of the language
choices made. Text: ‘The Importance of Being a Posh Footballer’,
referred to in unit three, pp. 26–7 is a parody of a working-class
newspaper. The story was commissioned, supposedly, to discover
whether a ‘posh footballer’ was a possibility, but it seems to be more of
an opportunity to lampoon working-class people.

You might attempt an analysis of Text: ‘The importance of being a posh
footballer.’ Try to implement the suggestions made throughout the book. To
get a sense of the ideological stance taken by the text producer, look in
particular at points in the text where reference is made to class divisions in
society. Also, are there any points where the magazine format is still present?

The layout is that of a tabloid newspaper associated with working-class
people. The images accompanying the written text are boxed in, which is
typical of the newspaper format. The text is written in regular columns. There
is no use of colour or variety in the font styles used. However, unlike most
newspapers, the pictures are in colour. The title has been made to look like
the Sun’s.

Some of the poetic features referred to in unit two are present:

 
Rhyme—Ginola says ‘“Ooh la la” as football goes la-di-da.’ Here
the text producer mimics the speech of middle-class people.
Pun—‘French polish’ is a play on words since this can be a
treatment for good quality wooden furniture, again a class
association. In the context of the feature it is referring to
Ginola’s nationality and football skill.

Activity

The discourse of magazines

Activity

Commentary
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Alliteration—‘pukka players’
Intertextuality—‘The importance of being a posh footballer’ is a
reference to Oscar Wilde’s play, The Importance of Being
Earnest.  

It’s hardly likely that upper/middle-class people refer to themselves as
‘posh’, rather this is what they are known as in working-class circles.
‘Pukka’ is a word associated with the upper/middle classes. It came into
the English language in the seventeenth century from Hindi, ‘pakka’,
meaning ‘firm’. In English it means ‘genuine’ or ‘good’. ‘Gin Fizz’ is a
drink associated with the upper/middle classes.

The magazine format is still present with the details of products
supplied:
 

David Ginola wears Hawk overhead cagoule with reflective logo
and taping, £75; colour block cargo pants, £45, both by Admiral.
For details, see Stockists.

 
The subject position which the text producer constructs for the reader is
someone who is familiar with the institutions mentioned: ‘Westminster’,
‘Eton’ and ‘Gordonstoun’. In fact, these places are so familiar they have
become speaking subjects i.e. human qualities have been attributed to an
inanimate form, a process known as personification:
 

Gordonstoun describes football as its ‘weakness’….
Bryanston admits to having ‘no fixtures’….
Rugby confirms that it’s not called that for nothing.

 
The text producer also appeals to the reader’s sense of nationalism by
using the possessive pronoun:
 

Football is our national game and footballers are our national
heroes.

 
This close relationship is continued in references to other areas of social
life which are thought to be shared by the reader:
 

They date our pop stars and TV personalities….

Patterns of word choices
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In short, with their strong legs and seven-figure salaries, footballers
are our new aristocracy.

 
The text reveals the snobbery of Tatler in labouring the point that
footballers are usually from working-class origins. The examples cited
are stereotypical and rely on the reader’s existing knowledge:
 

Take, for example, the lager-fuelled antics of the pre-Priory Gazza.
Or the black-eyed pictures of Ulrika Jonnson and Sheryl Gascoigne
taken after arguments with their respective footballer partners.

 
‘The gin fizz-fuelled antics’ would not have quite the same ring.
Although the feature is meant to be written from the viewpoint of the
working class, albeit a parody, this group is not represented in a
favourable light.

As you have seen, parodies are useful exercises since they do not attempt
a faithful replication of the original, instead they present a caricature of the
genre. You might like to try imitating the magazine format by writing an
article on a topic of your choice. By exaggerating the form, this should
highlight the structure of the text so far as its grammar, style and word
choice are concerned.

This unit has attempted to illustrate the linguistic devices which cause
texts to hang together by examining lexical and grammatical cohesion. It
has also explored the concept ‘discourse’ and shown ways which
language can convey the ideological stance of the text’s producer by their
appeals to shared values and careful lexical choices.  

Extension

Summary

.....................

...
...

..

..
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Representations of women
and men  
Constructing femininity,

masculinity and sexuality

The aim of this unit is to examine the processes whereby femininity,
masculinity and sexuality are constructed through the language of
magazines. The unit will take into account the changes currently taking
place in society, for example, to reflect the impact that feminism has
made and also that men are beginning to be addressed in ways which
previously only women were. The unit will also explore the communities
which readers are invited to join based on their consumption of
commodities.

Unit two introduced the idea that magazines are a means of
presenting ideal-reader images to which the purchaser can aspire. The
notion that our social identities are constructed through language was
introduced in unit five and some of the linguistic tools used were
illustrated. We will attempt to relate these two concepts, but before doing
so it must be noted that on reading a magazine, readers are already
constituted in other discourses such as education, the example given in
unit six. Although society has some very clear views about what
constitutes appropriate femininity, masculinity and sexuality, these are by
no means stable or unitary, so it might be more appropriate to refer to
these in the plural—femininities, masculinities and sexualities.

Aim of this unit
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What is understood by these terms? In unit four, on examining
horoscopes, we saw a number of perspectives on what was considered to
be appropriate feminine behaviour, for example, putting one’s own
feelings to one side and caring about others. This can be contrasted with
the editor’s letter from the male magazine we looked at, which presented
a view of masculinity as aggressive behaviour, although it did so in a self-
mocking, ironic way. Talbot (1998) suggests that we might turn
‘feminine’ into a verb, ‘to feminise’.
 

Femininity is articulated in and through commercial and mass
media discourses, especially in the magazine industry and in the
fashion industries of clothing and cosmetics. But most of all, it is
articulated on women’s bodies, by women themselves.

(1998:171)
 
By turning femininity into a verb it highlights the active process whereby
women readily engage in the various practices which are needed to make
them appear appropriately feminine. A further point to make is that
femininity is culturally specific. An example to illustrate this would be
the recent media hype when the actor Julia Roberts was reported to have
been spotted with visible underarm hair. Underarm hair on women in the
West is considered by many to be unfeminine, yet in other cultures not to
remove underarm hair is considered to be as normal as hair growth itself.
Femininity is also historically specific. To illustrate this we could
compare magazines from two different eras.

Text: ‘Knit a Jumper for your Dog’ is taken from a 1935 edition of The Girl’s
Own Paper and Text: ‘Snog Guide’ is from a 1997 edition of J-17. Both texts
are instructional and are aimed at young women.

What differences are there in relation to constructions of femininity?

Activity

Femininities and masculinities

.....................

...
...

..

..



Text: Knit a jumper



Text: Snog Guide
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Text: ‘Knit a Jumper for your Dog’, believe it or not, is indeed a set of
instructions for making the said garment. Although the tone is similar to that
found in modern magazines, the voice of a friendly expert, modern readers
would no doubt think the text is a joke. This is largely due to the absurdity of
the activity, but also due to the language used by the text producer, which
seems to fit the stereotypical patterns of ‘women’s language’ as proposed
by Lakoff (1975). According to Lakoff, women use more of certain features
which makes their language lack forcefulness. It is important to note that
her observations have not been substantiated by empirical research. The
features present in the text are:
 

Forms which convey impreciseness, e.g. ‘such’:
Many girls can knit such nice woolly jumpers for dolls, and it is
just as easy to make them for small dogs who will be so grateful
when the icy winds blow.

Forms which express emotional rather than intellectual evaluation:
Then there is always the chance that one day Little Fido will take
it into his head to have a good roll in the mud and his beautiful
cloth coat with its smart braid will be a sad sight.

Intensifiers: for example, ‘so’ in ‘so grateful’.
Diminutives (to convey the meaning small or to express affection):
e.g. ‘several little fellows’.
Qualifiers: for example, ‘a bit’ in ‘he won’t be a bit grateful’.
Politeness: for example, ‘a little lady dog’ (a polite way of avoiding
‘bitch’), also ‘under her tummy’ (avoids stomach).
Hedging: for example, ‘supposing’ in ‘Supposing you want one for a
dog about the size of a Cairn Terrier.’

 
The text producer’s expectations of the readers are that they are young
women with lots of time on their hands and not much in the way of
entertainment. Not only does the text convey a very patronising attitude
towards the reader, incredibly, it has homophobic undertones in relation to
the dog: ‘Don’t ask him to go out in pale pink or sky blue—you never know
what dogs say to each other—.’ No doubt some people do talk to animals
but usually this is spontaneous, they’re not told what to say.

Text: ‘Snog Guide’ is a set of instructions for a different kind of activity,
‘snogging’. On scanning modern magazines aimed at young women, there
is an absence of craftwork to enable a true comparison to be made. This is
hardly surprising given that the motivation of modern magazines is to

Commentary
.....................

...
...

..

..
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encourage the consumption of ready-made commodities. You will see that
the language of the text producer is quite different. Although the tone is still
friendly, the relationship seems to be more on a level with the reader. The
text producer attempts to use the language of the reader which is quite
informal: for example, ‘bonce’ instead of ‘head’, ‘peepers’ instead of ‘eyes’.
There are colloquial expressions, ‘get to grips’. There are examples of
informal grammar—‘kinda’ instead of ‘kind of’ and ‘wanna’ instead of ‘want
to’. There are also some traces of so-called ‘women’s features’—the
expressive form ‘Little whispery, butterfly kisses’—and imprecise forms—
‘Naughty, not-quite nibbles’. However, these are countered by the behaviour
being advocated which is still fairly rebellious, even by today’s standards.
Before we get complacent, however, young women are still being told what
to do and we must also question whose interests are being served by young
women improving their ‘snogging’ technique.

Of course, all of the above points in relation to femininity can be said
of masculinity. Men too are constantly being invoked to work towards
achieving and maintaining their masculinities.

It is well documented that the contents of magazines are not randomly
selected and that market researchers have sophisticated methods of
studying consumers. They pass this information on to editors who can then
provide what the public have been shown to desire. This is a complex
process, however, since it is never clear which came first, the desire or the
compulsion to desire.

As already stated, magazines are underpinned by advertising revenue,
which can easily be illustrated by how much space is given to advertisements.
As a consequence, advertisers have an influential role in deciding the content
of magazines. It was pointed out in unit two that a current trend in magazines
aimed at women and men, both teenage and adult markets, is the
intensification of interest in the topic of sex. Being attractive to the opposite
sex, it is suggested, involves a certain amount of labour and the consumption
of numerous goods which readers are encouraged to purchase through
advertising and various features. The question of the magazine’s content
and the consumption of goods are therefore intricately linked.

Advertorials are features which are specially written to encourage
consumption of the products mentioned in them.
 

Constructing femininities and masculinities: the
advertorial



Text: Pulse



Text: Brand nude
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Compare texts: Pulse from FHM with Brand nude from Cosmopolitan. How
is masculinity constructed in ‘Pulse’? How is femininity constructed in ‘Brand
nude’? You might find the checklist supplied in unit five helpful.

There is a mixture of written text and visual images. The largest image is in
the top left-hand corner and shows an upper body shot of a male who has
been soaked with water. The written text which anchors the image says:
‘Leonard easily took Gold in the freelance spitting section.’ This turns the
activity of cleansing into a sport. Smaller images accompany the step-by-
step instructions, each of which advertise a beauty product to be used in
the routine. The header is a command ‘Scrub it!’ and the subtext refers to
the imagined current washing habits of the reader: ‘Sploshing your face
every morning with warm water and a bit of gungy soap is only going to give
you blackheads and a nasty rash. Here’s how to take proper care of your
boat.’

There are no pronouns to give a clue as to whether the text is singly or
multiply authored. The writer appears to be an expert on cleansing, but
attempts to make the feature friendly by using language with which the
reader will be familiar. There is an attempt to entertain: ‘boat race’ is Cockney
rhyming slang for face. The writer appears certain in her assertions: ‘This
will be specially pH balanced to match your skin type and so won’t aggravate
it.’ She is less certain in making assumptions about the reader’s knowledge
of products available: ‘You might have noticed products containing AHA
(alpha hydroxy acid), a much hyped ingredient.’ Presumably, if the reader
already knows about such products, they wouldn’t need the expert advice
of the text producer.

Activity

Commentary

Text: Pulse

Layout

The identity of the text producer
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.....................
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Representations of women and men

The text producer addresses the reader directly by using the pronouns ‘you’
and ‘your’ as though the reader is known to her. There is a presupposition
that the reader’s current practice is to ‘splosh’ their face, whatever this might
mean. It is also assumed that they would not like to be caught in the act of
cleansing: ‘Do it in the bath because (a) no one will see you, and (b) the
steam will help the mask to work better.’ The text producer also puts the
reader in the picture on a presumed misapprehension: ‘The black dot you
see isn’t dirt—the oily plug turns black when it’s exposed to air.’ It is as
though the reader has said ‘the black dot is dirt’.

Again there is a mixture of written text and visual images. A large photograph
of a model’s face appears in the top right-hand corner of the page. There
are four similar images which are smaller and one of a model, presumably
on a catwalk because she looks as though she is walking. This is not boxed
but has the text wrapped around it. The header ‘Brand nude’ is a pun on the
phrase ‘brand new’. ‘Nude’, in the context of the article, refers to a practice
in makeup which is for the wearer not to look as though she is wearing
makeup. The reader is caused to think about ‘new’ as in the latest trend in
fashion. The subtext, ‘Dare to go bare with the new take on all that’s natural’,
dares the reader to go without makeup. There are three subheadings:
‘Essential for’, ‘Why it works’, which presupposes that the reader is going to
be asking these questions, and the third one, ‘How to pull it off, presupposes
she will ultimately want to have a go. Some of the written text is colour co-
ordinated to complement the ‘natural look’.

The writer is someone who has insider knowledge of what is happening
behind the scenes of the catwalk. She has access to others who are ‘in the
know’ and quotes their views ‘“There’s always a demand for a natural look…”
says Linda Cantello, make-up artist at Jil Sander.’ The reader is presumed
to know that Jil Sander is a leading fashion designer. The writer is assertive
in what she says: ‘This season, natural really means natural.’

The identity of the reader

Text: Brand nude

Layout

The identity of the text producer
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Representations of women and men

Again the reader is personally addressed. Since she is ‘dare(d) to go bare’
it is presumed that women are reluctant to go without makeup, yet the number
of products needed to achieve this ‘look’ is incredible. Statements such as
‘This season, natural really means natural’ acknowledges a taken for granted
assumption that looks change from season to season. It also suggests that
the utterance has been said before to the reader but half-heartedly. The
reference to the natural look being essential for ‘Laid back confidence’
creates a link between how women look on the outside and what they feel
on the inside.

Both texts have in common an attempt to promote the products mentioned
in that brand names and prices are included. In the men’s feature the stockists
are also included, which suggests that men are thought to be unfamiliar
with where to buy beauty products. Whereas men are urged to start a beauty
regime, it is taken as axiomatic that women will already be engaged in such
activities. Men are addressed as though they are likely to feel less masculine
by engaging in beauty work. It is ironic that women are also being encouraged
to do something but this time the attempt is to get them looking as though
they are not engaging in beauty work. A double irony is that to achieve the
‘natural look’ they are being sold the same amount of products. The
vocabulary choices are interesting in that men are told to ‘scrub’, a word
which conveys an abrasive action, whereas women are told to ‘smear’: ‘I
mixed a golden brown cream with Elizabeth Arden Eight-Hour Cream and
smeared it across the lid.’

The material contained in the next few pages may prove too explicit for
some readers since it presents the coverage in magazines of the topic of
sex. You may want to skip this section but it should not adversely affect
your reading of the rest of the book. Throughout this textbook there have
been references to the apparent preoccupation of contemporary magazine
text producers with the topic of sex. This seems to be the case whether
the target audience is female, male, teenage or adult. It was felt that to
write a book on the language of magazines without discussing a major
concern would make it incomplete. The illicitness of the material on offer
in magazines is usually heavily foregrounded by emblazoning it on the
front cover, e.g. ‘The 5 second sex secret’ (Cosmopolitan). The next
section will consider whether the text producers’ claims concerning the
transgressive nature of the material has any merit.

Comparison of the texts

The identity of the reader
.....................

...
...

..

..
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Representations of women and men

Position of the fortnight is a regular feature in More! which purports to
inform readers of sex techniques. Although it is not directly linked to the
sale of goods advertised in the magazine, in encouraging readers to
become sexually active it supports an ideology which espouses that to
become sexually attractive involves the purchase and consumption of
beauty products.

It can prove interesting to examine the language which text
producers choose when describing relationships or actions between
women and men. In particular you could focus on the relationship
between the verb (or verb group), the participants in the action, state or
process and other elements of the clause. This is referred to as
transitivity. Halliday (1985) devised a model for analysing transitivity.
Transitivity is concerned with the clause which is made up of three parts:
 

1 The process, whether material, mental, or relational. Material processes
involve verbs such as ‘walk’, mental processes involve verbs such as
‘think’ and relational processes relate items, e.g. ‘He is arrogant.’

2 The participants in the process.
3 The circumstances of the process.  

Who is given the prominent role in the Text: ‘Position of the fortnight?’ To
help answer this, look at the material processes, these involve ‘doing’. There
are two possible roles, the Agent who ‘does’ the action and the Goal who is
affected by the action:
 

The cat (Agent) chased (process) the dog (Goal)
 

The Agent is always present in the process but the Goal is optional:
 

The cat (Agent) meows (process) (no goal).
 

In clauses where both Agent and Goal are present, the Agent can be
emphasised by the choice of active voice or the Goal may be the focus by
becoming the grammatical subject and choosing the passive voice.
 

The cat chased the dog (active voice)
The dog was chased by the cat (passive voice)

 

Note that there is the option of deleting the Agent: The dog was
chased.

Constructing sexuality

Activity
.....................

...
...

..
..
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Representations of women and men

In Text: ‘Position of the fortnight’, the reader must insert themselves into the
text, as the Agent of several proposed actions which involve lying, raising,
leaning, etc. However, in those processes involved in penetrative sex, it is
the male partner who is most active:
 

He (Agent) enters (action) you (object)

 
This accords with the findings of other analysts that males are shown to act
upon passive females in representations of sexual encounters.

Commentary
.....................

...
...

..

..

Text: Position of the fortnight
The roll-over

Bust those post-hols blues with this
sensuous, easy move.

Getting it right
Lie on your front with your legs
apart. Keep your head and
shoulders raised while leaning on
your elbows. He lies between your
legs and enters you, grasping you
with one arm and gently rolling back
so that you are both lying on your
sides—still connected. Once you’re
steady, lean a little on to your back
and raise your bum so he can thrust
without slipping out. Meanwhile, he
can hold his weight up by putting
his hand in front of your body and
pushing up.
What’s in it for you
Total body contact and penetration
and a feeling of luxurious comfort.
Special requirements
A relaxed mind and body.

(More! 15–28 January 1997)

Text: Mind the leather

3 STAIRS
Best position: She kneels on the
second step from the top of the
landing, bottom in the air, body bent
forward, head resting on her hands
and legs as far apart as stairs
permit.
Technique: Enter your beloved from
behind.
Advantages: This position permits
all-round support and lots of
handholds (other stairs, banisters)
for grip and extra thrust.
Sensible precautions: Make sure
you’ve got a firm grip—how are you
going to explain lying naked at the
bottom of the stairs to the
ambulance crew? Friction or carpet
burns can be painful (though
providing trophies). It’s semi-public
so make sure visiting grannies are
not prowling after midnight.

(Men’s Health July/August 1998)
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Representations of women and men

You may like to compare the representation of sex in Text: ‘Mind the leather’,
an extract from Men’s Health. You will have noticed that the points made
in relation to transitivity are echoed in this text, e.g. ‘Enter your beloved
from behind.’ Another aspect which the texts have in common is the taken
for granted assumption that in sexual encounters one’s partner is of the
opposite sex:
 

He lies between your legs…. (More!)
She kneels on the second step…. (Men’s Health)

 
The privileging of heterosexuality as the norm is widespread in texts relating
to sexual acts.

Incidentally, have you noticed how many everyday expressions contain
sexual innuendos? Earlier in this unit it was stated ‘the reader must insert
themselves into the text’. We might also say someone asked penetrating
questions. If someone has been deceived they might be described as having
been screwed. Words associated with sex provide easy material for the
comedian’s double entendre.

This unit has attempted to explore some quite complex and perhaps
emotive issues, especially in relation to sexuality which is generally
thought of as being fixed and assigned at birth. For some time now it has
generally been accepted that society has a hand in the construction of
femininity and masculinity, but similar theories concerning sexuality are
still being widely debated. This unit has merely suggested to readers that
an examination of the text producer’s choices in relation to transitivity
often show that women are, as a matter of ‘common sense’, presented as
passive, the natural opposite to men’s activity.

Activity

Summary

.....................

...
...

..

..
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amelioration 6
A process by which a word
acquires increasingly positive
meanings; for example, words
such as ‘lord’ and ‘master’.  

coherence 57
A sentence or text is coherent
when the ideas it contains
make consistent sense to the
hearer/ reader.

cohesion 84–8
The patterns of language
created within a text, mainly
within and across sentence
boundaries and which collectively
make up the organisation of
larger units of the text such as
paragraphs. Cohesion can be
both lexical and grammatical.
Lexical cohesion is established
by means of chains of words of
related meaning linking across
sentences; grammatical cohesion
is established mainly by
grammatical words such as ‘the’,
‘this’, ‘it’ and so on.

common sense 72
The taken-for-granted beliefs
which a society holds.

compound 13
A word formed from two
existing words.

conjunction 88
A general term which describes
words which link sentences and
clauses together, indicating
temporal, spatial, logical and
causal relationships. Words
such as ‘and’ and ‘but’ are co-
ordinating conjunctions.
Subordinating conjunctions are
words such as ‘when’, ‘where’,
‘which’. These join subordinate
clauses to a main clause or to
other subordinate clauses.

connotation 2
The connotations of a word or
concept are the associations it
creates. For example, the
connotations of December,
mainly within British and North
American culture, would be of
‘cold’, ‘dark nights’ and
‘Christmas parties’.
Connotations are often either
individual or cultural.

contractions 23
The shortening of a word or
group of words usually

This is a form of combined glossary and index. Listed below are some of the key
terms used in the book, together with brief definitions for purposes of reference.
The page references will normally take you to the first use of the term in the book,
where it will be usually shown in bold. In some cases, however, understanding of
the term can be helped by exploring its uses in more than one place in the book,
and accordingly more than one page reference is given.

index of  terms



112

index of terms

indicated by an apostrophe e.g.
‘I can’t’ instead of ‘I cannot’.  

determiner 16
This decides whether the noun
is definite (the) or indefinite (a).
Words such as ‘all’ and ‘many’
are determiners.

discourse 81–2
A term used in linguistics to
describe the rules and
conventions underlying the use
of language in extended
stretches of text, spoken and
written. (Such an academic
study is referred to as
‘discourse analysis’.) The term
is also used as a convenient
general term to refer to
language in action and the
patterns which characterise
particular types of language in
action; for example, the
‘discourse’ of magazines.  

ellipsis or elision 16
Ellipsis refers to the omission of
part of a structure. It is normally
used for reasons of economy
and, in spoken discourse, can
create a sense of informality.

etymology 82
The history of a word’s source
and development.

euphemism 73
A way of avoiding causing
offence when referring to
society’s taboos. Euphemisms
are polite, indirect expressions,
e.g. ‘down below’ to mean
genitalia.  

genre xi
Another word for text-type.

Examples of genre are report,
review, essay.  

heterogeneity 2
Composed of unrelated parts,
or composed of elements which
are not of the same type.  

ideology 66, 82, 91
A body of ideas which reflect
the beliefs of society.

idiomatic phrases 23
A sequence of words which
function as a single unit of
meaning and which cannot
normally be interpreted literally
e.g. ‘going hell for leather’, to
produce the sense ‘quickly’.

inferencing 72
Deducing a message from a
statement when the message is
not explicitly given.

intertextuality 73, 92
The way in which one text
echoes or refers to another text.
For example, an advertisement
which stated ‘To be in Florida in
winter or not to be in Florida in
winter’ would contain an
intertextual reference to a key
speech in Shakespeare’s
Hamlet.  

linguistic determinism 82
The idea that language
influences a person’s concept
of reality.  

modality 70
A general term which describes
unrealised states and possible
conditions and the forms of
language which encode them
such as ‘possibly’, ‘perhaps’,
‘could be’, ‘ought to be’
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modification: 15–16
pre-modification Words
appearing before the noun,
mainly adjectives or adjective-
like words. Post-modification
Words appearing after the noun.

nominalisation 23
Converting verb processes into
a noun phrase, e.g. ‘A lorry
shed its load on the M56’
becomes ‘Lorry-load shedding
on the M56’.  

pejoration 6
A process by which words
increasingly acquire negative
meanings. For example, the
word ‘spinster’ has a basic
meaning of unmarried woman,
but has acquired pejorative
connotations.

personification 45, 92
To attribute human
characteristics to an inanimate
or abstract form.

presupposition 69
Ideas or statements that are
taken for granted in language.  

scare quotes 72
Single quotations marks which

are used to signal that the
words belong to someone else
or that there is something
wrong with the expression.

sentence types: 16
minor sentence types These
do not contain a finite verb or
sometimes the subject is
missing. They are often found in
colloquial speech. major
sentence types These contain
a subject and one or more
finite verbs

synthetic personalisation 68
The compensatory tendency of
mass media text producers to
treat each person addressed as
an individual.  

transitivity 107
Examining who does what to
whom in verb processes.  

verbs 17
finite verbs These are marked
for tense, number, person or
mood. non-finite verbs These
do not vary in the same way as
finite verbs, they stay the same
no matter what is happening
around them.
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fur ther reading
 

There aren’t any books which deal specifically with the language of
magazines, but there are several useful texts from a range of sources:

A book which looks at women’s magazines from a historical perspective is:
Beetham, M. (1996) A Magazine of Her Own?, London: Routledge.

If you are interested in first person narratives:
Caldas Coulthard, C. (1996) ‘Women who pay for sex and enjoy it, in C.R.
Caldas-Coulthard and M.Coulthard (eds), Texts and Practices, London:
Routledge.

A good follow-up to the work on ideology:
Fairclough, N. (1989) Language and Power, Harlow: Longman.

For an analysis of reader-responses to magazines:
Hermes, J. (1995) Reading Women’s Magazines: An Analysis of Everyday
Media Use, Cambridge: Polity Press.

For investigating images:
Kress, G. and VanLeewen, T. (1996) Reading Images, London: Routledge.

If you want to explore further the notion of the text ‘population’:
Talbot, M. (1992) ‘The Construction of gender in a teenage magazine’, in N.
Fairclough (ed.), Critical Language Awareness, Harlow: Longman.

On consumerism and femininity:
Talbot, M. (1998) Language and Gender: An Introduction, Cambridge: Polity.

Pioneering texts on women’s magazines are:
White, C. (1970) Women’s Magazines 1693–1968, London: Michael Joseph.
Winship, J. (1987) Inside Women’s Magazines, London: Pandora.
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