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Introduction

This thesis examines the kind of womanhood that is constructed through the use of
conceptual metaphors on the websites of the most popular women’s and teenage
magazines, Cosmopolitan.com and Seventeen.com. This thesis relies heavily on the
Conceptual Metaphor Theory, according to which metaphors are a matter of
thought, not language, therefore capable of revealing the ideologies behind their
use. Studying these conceptual metaphors describing women can reveal the
stereotypical, harmful, and severely restricting beliefs our society holds about what
it is to be a woman and what is expected of women as well as deemed appropriate
of them. Media is a major influence in people’s lives. It is therefore valuable to
analyze the language of significant media products, as it has real impact on the way
we see the world.
Both websites make use of conceptual metaphors that are based on
negative and sexist views about women, while at the same time they claim to be
empowering women. This thesis does not claim that the writers of these websites
have sexist intentions – just that the conceptual metaphors employed by them in
conceptualizing women are based on sexist beliefs, and that despite the writer's
intentions, the language has an effect on the reader's perception of women.
Neither does this thesis claim that researching the conceptual metaphors describing
women can offer a universal account of how all women everywhere are viewed. I
recognize that it is specific kinds of women that get written about in women’s
magazines, not all kinds of women. Although metaphors describing women as well
as the portrayal of women in teenage and women’s magazines have been
previously studied, they have not sufficiently taken into account the fact that these
metaphors only describe certain types of women more so than others. I feel an
approach to metaphors describing women that acknowledges the diverse identities
of women has been lacking in studies on gendered metaphors. I aim to address this
by employing the theory of intersectionality. I also compare the metaphorical
conceptualization of women and men, since metaphors construct womanhood and
manhood differently.
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When I talk about women, I am not referring to any biological category, but
rather to a social construct of woman that is actively constructed and is historical
and changing. This construction takes place in different contexts, including in the
texts of women’s magazines. When I talk about women, I talk about how the
concept of womanhood is constructed: what is this category of woman like that all
women should aspire to embody?
I have researched the same topic in my bachelor’s thesis (Tarkela, 2012), and
am continuing the research in more depth in this master’s thesis. I find it fascinating
that the exploration of language can reveal our prevalent cultural attitudes. As
Lakoff (1973, p.46) suggests, if our expressions are affected by our attitudes
towards what we speak about, then our thoughts and feelings about things can be
uncovered by looking at how we talk about them. In addition to English philology, I
have delved vigorously into Gender Studies, and therefore feminist linguistics seems
like a natural way for me to approach language. I take the concept of sexism in
society as a given, and like any other part of our culture, language can be and has
been analyzed from this feminist perspective.
The thesis begins with the presentation of the theoretical background in
section 2. In section 3, I introduce my material, Seventeen.com and
Cosmopolitan.com, as well as my methods of research. The analysis and discussion
follow in section 4, and in section 5, I present my conclusion.
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2

Theoretical Background

In section 2 of the thesis I discuss the theoretical background of my study. I start by
introducing my main concept, the Conceptual Metaphor Theory (CMT), in section
2.1. Section 2.2 discusses the relationship between language and sexism, and it is
followed by section 2.3 where I review previous research done on gendered
metaphors. In section 2.4 I describe a metaphorical model called The Great Chain of
Being, and in section 2.5 I introduce the concept of intersectionality. Section 2.6 is
devoted to women’s magazines as a genre.

2.1 Conceptual Metaphor Theory
A metaphor has traditionally been thought of as a figure of speech that is usually
employed for aesthetic purposes, where one thing is compared with another: X is Y,
she is a kitten, et cetera (Kövecses, 2010). The Conceptual Metaphor Theory (CMT),
developed by George Lakoff and Mark Johnson, departs from this traditional notion.
According to the CMT, metaphors have to do with concepts instead of language
(Kövecses, 2010, p.4; Lakoff and Johnson, 1980, p.3). That is, metaphor is not simply
a linguistic device, but a significant part of the way people think. People frequently
make use of their knowledge of concrete concepts to understand more abstract
ones. Furthermore, the metaphorical conceptual system affects not only the way
we think, but also the ways we experience the world and act in it (Lakoff and
Johnson, 1980, pp.3-5).
Some of the central concepts of the Conceptual Metaphor Theory are the
conceptual domain, target domain, and the source domain. The conceptual domain
refers to a ”coherent organization of experience” (Kövecses, 2010, p.4) - in other
words, a concept. For example, the conceptual domain
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ANIMAL

contains all the

knowledge a person has of animals, as in what they look like, what they eat, and
how they live, for example. This knowledge people have of a given concept is used
to understand another concept. We talk about a conceptual metaphor, when one
conceptual domain, the target domain, is understood in terms of another
1

In the tradition of linguistic metaphorical research, the conceptual domains are typed with small
caps.
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conceptual domain, the source domain. When several conceptual metaphors share
the same target domain, we talk about metaphor systems (Kövecses, 2010, pp.149,
327). In this thesis, the target domain

WOMEN

is characterized by several different

source domains, such as FOOD, ANIMALS and SUPERNATURAL BEINGS.
Generally, the target domain is more abstract and complex, whereas the
source domain used to understand it is more concrete (Kövecses, 2010, p.7). For
example, the target domain

ARGUMENT

is understood through the source domain

WAR (”he shot down all my arguments”, ”your claims are

that of

JOURNEY

indefensible”), LOVE through

(”we’re at a crossroads”, ”I don’t think this relationship is going

anywhere”), and IDEAS through that of

FOOD

(”half-baked ideas”, ”too many facts ...

to digest”; examples from Kövecses, 2010, pp.6-7). Metaphorical linguistic
expressions or linguistic metaphors are manifestations of the conceptual metaphors
(Kövecses, 2010, p.14). For example, ”To digest” is a metaphorical linguistic
expression of the conceptual metaphor

IDEAS

are FOOD, with its terminology coming

from the source domain, in this case, that of FOOD. The source domain is not merely
employed in speaking about the target domain though, but is an integral part of
how we understand the target domain: we understand
concept of

WAR,

ARGUMENT

through the

and that further affects how we experience and carry out

arguments (Lakoff and Johnson, 1980, pp.5-7).
These conceptual domains are linked together through correspondences,
also known as mappings (Steen 2008). Looking at IDEAS are FOOD, for example, ”halfbaked” corresponds with an idea that ”has not been properly planned” (Longman),
whereas ”to digest” corresponds with ”to understand new information, especially
when there is a lot of it or it is difficult to understand” (Longman). Mappings thus
allow us to understand the meaning of the metaphor by recognizing how certain
aspects of the source and target domain correspond with one another. These
mappings are based on non-literal similarity, meaning that a linguistic item has two
or more distinct but related conventionalized meanings, one of them being the
basic meaning and the other(s) the contextual sense (Steen, 2008, p.139). This
phenomenon is called polysemy, and a word with two or more related meanings is
a polysemous word.
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The source domain focuses the attention on only one or some aspects of the
target domain. This is called highlighting (Kövecses, 2010, p.326). In other words,
metaphorical mappings only utilize some aspects of the source domain (Kövecses,
2010, p.329; Lakoff and Johnson, 1980, p.3). In metaphor systems, the various
source domains each highlight specific aspects of the target domain. With the
conceptual metaphor

WOMEN

are

ANIMALS,

for example, instinctual and functional

behavior and qualities are highlighted (López Rodríguez, 2007, p.20).
Because metaphors work by highlighting only certain aspects of the target
domain by utilizing only certain aspects of the source domain, they can be used to
”direct our attention to certain aspects of experience while also diverting our
attention from other aspects of the same experience” (Hawkins, 2001, p.149). In
other words, when some aspects of the target domain are highlighted, others are
hidden. In the case of conceptualizing WOMEN as ANIMALS, when instinctual behavior
of women is highlighted, their rationality is at the same time hidden. Through this
act of highlighting and hiding, metaphors can define our reality that we then act on
the basis of (Lakoff and Johnson, 1980, pp.157-158). This gives metaphors immense
power. The ways we conceptualize target domains are not universal, but tied to our
culture (Lakoff and Johnson, 1980, p.9). It follows that the analysis of conceptual
metaphors can reveal attitudes and values relevant to our culture.

2.2 The Great Chain of Being
Many of the conceptual metaphors describing women are motivated by a metaphor
system called The Great Chain of Being. According to Kövecses, The Great Chain of
Being is a metaphor system accounting for ”how objects, or things, in the world are
conceptualized metaphorically” (2010, p.151). It is based on a folk theory of the
same name describing the hierarchical relations between entities in the world. Here
I have combined Kövecses’ (2010, p.154) description of Lakoff and Turner’s ”basic
Great Chain” and López Rodríguez’s (2009, p.19) description of Lakoff and Turner’s
”extended Great Chain”:
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CELESTIAL CREATURES

Supernatural traits and behavior

HUMANS

Higher-order attributes
thought, character)

ANIMALS

Instinctual attributes and behavior

PLANTS

Biological attributes and behavior

COMPLEX OBJECTS

Structural attributes and functional behavior

NATURAL PHYSICAL THINGS

Natural physical attributes and natural physical
behavior

and

behavior

(e.g.

Table 1: The Great Chain of Being.

Table 1 shows how The Great Chain of Being organizes everything existing in
the universe into a hierarchical order according to their properties and behavior.
More complex beings with better traits and more advanced behavior occupy the
top of the chain, whereas lower forms are situated at the bottom. Each level
consists of hierarchical sub-levels according to their complexities (López Rodríguez,
2007, p.19). The level of humans includes such sub-levels as children and royalty,
for example. The Great Chain of Being only becomes metaphorical when one level is
used to understand another (Kövecses, 2010, p.151). This understanding can work
two ways: a higher source can describe a lower target, or the other way around
(Kövecses, 2010, p.154; López Rodríguez, 2007, p.19).
Hawkins describes the iconography of The Great Chain as one ”of
considerable utility in the language of oppression” (2001, p.43). The Great Chain of
Being is the operative source domain in disparaging groups of people, such as
African Americans or women, by conceptualizing them as what the Great Chain
describes as lower forms (Hawkins, 2010, p.43). Conceptualizing people as lower
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forms of being highlights instinctual and functional behavior and qualities, and is
likely motivated by a negative evaluation (López Rodríguez, 2007, p.20). Lakoff and
Turner suggest that although The Great Chain of Being is often taught as historical
background, ”a highly articulated version of it still exists as a contemporary
unconscious cultural model indispensable to our understanding about ourselves,
our world, and our language” (Lakoff and Turner, 1989, p.167).
Let’s look at where some of the common conceptual metaphors2 describing
women are situated in The Great Chain of Being. Starting with both
ANIMALS

and as

FOOD,

domain

HUMAN,

with

FOOD

BABY,

women are still

source domain

WOMEN

as

we see that the source domains are lower than the target
belonging to the category of complex objects. With the
HUMANS,

but not fully-fledged ones, belonging

to a lower sub-group of the HUMAN category. Same goes with PARTS OF THE BODY, being
as they are only parts of

HUMANS.

which is a sub-group of the
person. Finally, with the

The opposite applies to

HUMAN

WOMEN

as

MEMBERS OF ARISTOCRACY,

category that is placed higher than the average
SUPERNATURAL CREATURES

conceptual metaphor, a

higher source domain describes the target domain. Though this might at first glance
seem to convey a positive evaluation of women, research shows it is not always the
case.3

2.3 Feminist Approaches to Science and Linguistics
In this section of the thesis I discuss feminist approaches to science and linguistics. I
begin by briefly discussing feminist approaches to science. I then introduce the
concept of feminist linguistics and discuss why I consider the feminist viewpoint to
be an appropriate approach to linguistic research.
Historically, feminist approaches have actively drawn on and contributed to
a wide range of sciences. According to Crasnow, et al. (2015), in addition to
approaching sciences from a feminist perspective through means of alternative
methodologies and frameworks, feminists have critiqued the scientific communities
and scientific practices for both excluding women as well as marginalizing topics
concerning sex and gender. Scientific research has also been critiqued for

2
3

See section 2.5 of this thesis for research on conceptual metaphors describing women.
See section 2.5 of this thesis for research on conceptual metaphors describing women.
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reproducing gender-normative stereotypes and reinforcing the status quo with
regards to gender and other inequalities in society, based on various markers of
identity such as ethnicity and ability, for example (Crasnow, et al., 2015). As
reported by researcher Gloria Bonder, science and technology create, maintain, as
well as change the relationships between genders in society (Husu, 2005). The
examining of gendered power relations in the realms of science and research is not
only necessary in order to work towards a more equal and just society, but also to
ensure better, more scientific, and more precise research (Hearn, 2005, p.191).
There is a common misconception about feminist research that Cameron
(1992) discusses, according to which “feminism isn’t seen as objective and true,
whereas the equally (but covertly) gender-specific masculinist account is. This
supports the postmodernist claim that truth is relative to power.“ (1992, p.12,
italics in original). According to Cameron, there is no such thing as a genderless,
objective science, but only the illusion of such a science. Moreover, what gets to be
called the truth is the truth of those with power. Therefore it is false thinking to
consider a feminist approach to science more gendered than the account that is
falsely perceived to be objective. It has been further shown that the social position
of a researcher is relevant to how they conduct their research (Hearn, 2005, pp.180181).
Feminist critique of language is as diverse and fragmented as feminism as a
movement is (Cameron, 1992, p.1). In terms of linguistics and women, feminist
research has been concerned with two main areas of study: the language women
use and the language that is used of women (Sunderland, 2006). Women’s speech
has been analyzed from a “Male Dominance approach”4, which alleges that men
dominate conversations and women are unable to fully participate, as well as from
a “Cultural Difference approach”5 that emphasizes gender difference and claims
that women and men belong to different speech cultures. Whereas the former
inevitably ends up presenting women’s communication as lacking, the latter aims to
value the distinct speech culture of women.
4

See for example Robin Lakoff: “Language and Woman’s Place” (1975) and Pamela Fishman:
“Interactions: The Work Women Do” (1983)
5
See for example Daniel Maltz and Ruth Borker: “A Cultural approach to male-female
miscommunication” (1982)
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Both approaches have been criticized as being single approaches that
emphasize the gender binary and make a focus of the gender difference, meanwhile
paying insufficient attention to both the context and the constructions of gender in
discourse (Sunderland, 2006, pp.10-22). This is problematic, because according to
Sunderland (2006), the differences between the women of a given group are far
greater than the differences between the group of women and a comparable group
of men. Moreover, the similarities between a group of women and a group of men
far outweigh the differences (Sunderland, 2006, p.30). Therefore, the essentialist
view of binary gender does not serve as a good indicator for differences in language
use. The language used of women, on the other hand, might be more justifiably
compared to that used of men. There has been a lot of research done on language
used of women, some of which I present in this thesis. I discuss sexist language and
the differences of disparaging language used of women and men in section 2.4 of
this thesis and introduce research on gendered metaphors describing women and
men in sections 2.5 and 2.6 respectively.
Linguistics is as suitable as any other field of study for a feminist approach.
Linguistics is in several aspects interested in meaning and social action, similarly to
such scientific fields as literary criticism, sociology and history that have had a
longer tradition of feminist research (Cameron, 1992, p.3). When it comes to a
feminist approach to researching language, Cameron makes an important point:
“the surface meanings of words are only the tip of a massive iceberg. The
alternative meanings and the linguistic creativity our culture represses cannot be
suppressed altogether; and if feminists choose to uncover these submerged
elements of language, that is a form of resistance to the status quo. It shows that
people who insist “that is not what it means” or “you can’t say that” rest their case
not on the facts of language, but on the arrogance of power.” (Cameron, 1992,
p.112)

According to Cameron, there is value in researching language beyond its obvious
meanings. Moreover, those that object to this research and the questioning of the
surface meanings of words do so not on the grounds of the reality of language, but
on their own uninformed attitudes.
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2.4 Sexism in Language
In this chapter, I discuss sexist language and the effects it can have. Sexism in
language is a manifestation of the systemic inequality between women and men in
society (Cameron, 1992, p.100). It is an example of subtle sexism, but just as with
more prominent forms of sexism, such as sexual assault and domestic violence, it
has an effect on women and how they are viewed (Bearman, Korobov, and Thorne,
2009, p.11). According to K. Swim, Mallett, and Stangor (2004) the fact that the
sexism is subtle simply means that it is hidden because of the way it is perceived as
being normative and not unusual.
The role of sexist language has been under debate ever since it became a
topic of attention. There is division among feminists on whether sexist language is a
cause or a symptom (Cameron, 1992, p.102). According to Cameron (1992),
Theoretical reformists, in other words those who view sexist language as a
symptom, see sexist language as an outdated relic of the past where women were
seen as unequal, and one which simply needs to be updated to better reflect the
world at present. Theoretical reformists claim that people merely need instructions
in order to replace sexist language with more accurate language. According to this
tradition, the problem of sexism in language can be solved through simply changing
the vocabulary used to better reflect the speaker’s true intentions (Cameron, 1992,
p.102-104).
What this approach ignores is the claim of several linguists, according to
whom language is not a precise representation of reality, but rather a tool to order
and organize reality to reflect cultural belief systems. (Cameron, 1992, p.123). In
other words, language reflects cultural attitudes, not objective reality. To put things
simply: as long as there is sexism, there is also sexist language, and no efforts to
eradicate sexist language can be fully successful as long as sexism in society
remains. There is also debate about what the role of language is in relationship to
sexism. Whereas some feminist researchers see language as the ultimate root of
sexism, others see it as a significant sexist influence among many others (Cameron,
1992, p.138). In regards to this thesis, there is no need to choose either side, since
regardless of the differences in views, it is clear that language and sexism are
connected.
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Sexism in language is not without its consequences. Sexist language
reinforces gendered stereotypes as well as the difference in status between men
and women (K. Swim, Mallett, and Stangor, 2004, p.117). Therefore, sexist language
can be seen as a form of social control, resulting in women policing their behavior
and appearance so as not to be called derogative names (Cameron, 1992, p.109).
Furthermore, according to Bearman, Korobov, and Thorne, sexist language impacts
how ”women shape their personalities and identities, negotiate their relationships,
feel about themselves, make meaning out of their experiences, and make choices
about their lives over the short and long term” (2009, p.11). In other words, women
go out of their way not to have unfavorable words attached to them and
stigmatizing them. Sexist language can thus lead women to internalize harmful
stereotypes and expectations about what it is to be a woman. Such notions include
those of women’s subservience, passiveness, incapability, needing to be taken care
of and needing to be caretakers at the same time, and so on (Bearman, Korobov,
and Thorne, 2009, p.11).
It should be noted that it is not simple or non-problematic to claim a
particular text has particular effects. It is especially so with the conceptual
metaphors employed by the websites of women’s magazines, where the
metaphorical words describing women aren’t overtly sexist, but rather covertly so.
As Sunderland (2006) notes in their book, meaning is always a co-construction. This
means that the reader together with the text creates the meaning, and therefore,
the effect, of a particular text.
Having said that, in the field of psycholinguistics there is quantifiable
research on the phenomenon where when an ambiguous word is heard, all of its
meanings are initially activated by the reader (Sunderland, 2006, p.156).
Furthermore, Tabossi (1988, p.324, cited in Hines, 1999, p.156) states that this
activation happens regardless of the context. What this means, is that
subconsciously at least, the reader always recalls the sexist meaning of a particular
word, even if they decide to reject that meaning. Furthermore, it has been
suggested that many attitudes and beliefs, including stereotypes, operate on an
unconscious level (Greenwald and Banjabi, 1995, pp. 3-5). These findings would
suggest that sexist language can indeed unconsciously affect the reader.
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Although it is mainly women writers that use sexist language in teenage and
women’s magazines, it is possible to infer from the fact that language, especially
slang, has developed mostly in the use of men that these sexist attitudes reflect
men’s views of women more so than those of women themselves. According to
Schulz, men have influenced the English language far more than women have,
mainly because they have occupied the public space more so than women (1981,
p.39). That is to say, men have had more power over the language, and therefore it
is their beliefs and ideologies that have affected the language more so than
women’s. Women do, however, internalize sexism, meaning that women
participate in sexist practices against women and among women (Bearman,
Korobov, and Thorne, 2009, p.11). Though this internalized sexism as evident in the
sexist language of the writers of women’s magazines is most likely unintentional
and goes unnoticed by most readers, it does not negate the impacts sexist language
has on women, as discussed earlier in this section of the thesis.
As I intend to discuss the differences in conceptualizing women and men
metaphorically, it makes sense to briefly look at the broader distinctions when it
comes to sexist language and gender. According to previous research, there are
differences when it comes to words used derogatorily to describe women and those
that describe men. Many derogatory words aimed at women have no male
analogues, such as those describing women as sexual prey, for example. Moreover,
many insults aimed at men are either sexist or homophobic or even both, since gay
men are stereotypically viewed as effeminate (Cameron, 1992, pp.107-108).
Furthermore, as Schulz (1981) notes, many words that have originally been neutral
and unisex have developed into derogatory words to describe women, while their
male counterparts have remained neutral. This is further evident in the fact that
when a masculine term is used to denote women, it is not viewed as derogatory,
whereas when a similar term conventionally used of women is used to denote men,
it is insulting (Schulz, 1981, pp.39-40). I discuss conceptual metaphors describing
men in more detail in section 2.6 of this thesis.
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2.5 Gendered Metaphors Describing Women
A lot of feminist research has been conducted on metaphors in the English
language, particularly on gendered metaphors describing women. Because of the
focus of this thesis, however, I focus on introducing some of the feminist critique of
language having to do with how women are conceptualized through the use of
linguistic metaphors. According to the research of Janet Holmes (2013) “the English
metaphors available to describe women include an extraordinarily high number of
derogatory images compared to those used to describe men” (2013, p.325).
Widely referenced in the field, Caitlin Hines (1995) has done research on the
WOMEN
ANIMAL
WOMEN

as

ANIMALS

conceptual metaphor, focusing on the

DESIRED WOMAN

as

SMALL

conceptual metaphor. Irene Lopéz Rodríguez (2009) has also researched the
as

ANIMALS

conceptual metaphor. Hines (1995) states that women who are

considered sexually desirable are described as the kinds of animals that are either
hunted or possessed. This is motivated in part by the DESIRE IS HUNGER6 and THE OBJECT
OF LUST IS FOOD

7

conceptual metaphors that conceptualizes the animal as edible and

the woman as desired, but according to Hines, control is also central to the
motivation (Hines, 1995, p.16).
Lopéz Rodríguez agrees with Hines, claiming that like animals, women are
seen as in need of “subjugation, domestication and tight control” (2009, p.95).
Furthermore, according to Lopéz Rodríguez (2009, p.95), weakness as well as small
size in an animal leads to the animal metaphor describing women having a positive
connotation, whereas strength and largeness of the animal lead to pejorative
assessment. When women are described as pets and farmyard animals, the idea of
domesticity is highlighted, and the metaphorical descriptions are mostly positive in
connotation, whereas with wild animals, women who leave the domestic area are
punished with pejorative characterization (Lopéz Rodríguez, 2009, p.95). According
to Lopéz Rodríguez “pet and farm animals stress the idea that women are conceived
to entertain and provide company, in the case of the former, and to render service
to man either by providing food or begetting children, in the case of the latter”
(2009, p.95).
6
7

See for example Kövecses (2010)
See for example Lakoff (1987)
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In addition to animal metaphors, Hines (1999) has also researched the
WOMEN

as

DESSERTS

conceptual metaphor. When women are conceptualized as

desserts, they are robbed of their uniqueness as well as their importance and
implied to be promiscuous: a slice of cake or a cookie is one of a whole batch that is
meant to be shared (Hines, 1999, pp.147-148, p.154). Furthermore, desserts are
peripheral food items that are admired for their appearance, dismissed as sinful and
can even be done without (Hines, 1999, p.148). Holmes (2013) also discusses
conceptual metaphors describing women as

FOOD,

most notably sweets and

desserts. According to her, while women are addressed through the use of
saccharine terms such as sugar, honey and sweetie that are sometimes applied to
men as well, words that are more derogatory and restricted in their connotation,
such as tart (sexually immoral woman) and crumpet (sexy woman) are used solely
of women (Holmes, 2013, p.325). López Rodríguez (2007) adds that describing
women as sweet food items classified as snacks, such as candy and cookies,
highlights the sexual attraction as well as a scarcity of time, seeing as candies and
cookies only take a moment to eat, and the relationships with the women are not
intended to last long (2007, p.21).
Lopéz Rodríguez has also researched the conceptual metaphors used by
women’s and teens’ magazines, categorizing the conceptual metaphors she found
as follows: WOMEN AS ANIMALS, WOMEN AS BABIES, WOMEN AS FOODS, WOMEN AS ARISTOCRATS,
AND WOMEN AS SUPERNATURAL BEINGS

describing

WOMEN

as

BABIES

(Lopéz Rodríguez, 2007). Metaphorically

highlights dependence on others as well as the act of

playing, as babies are played with. The act of playing connects the metaphor to the
WOMEN AS PLAYTHINGS

conceptual metaphor. This can in turn hint at the metaphor SEX

IS PLAYING, explaining why the WOMEN AS BABIES conceptual metaphor is often sexual in

connotation (2007, pp.32-33).
The WOMEN AS ARISTOCRATS conceptual metaphor (WOMEN AS QUEENS and WOMEN
AS PRINCESSES)

highlights a woman’s proficiency and achievements, but according to

Lopéz Rodríguez, the metaphorical conceptualization of

WOMEN AS QUEENS

is most

often applied in the context of the sexual arena (2007, p.34). The describing of
WOMEN

as

SUPERNATURAL BEINGS

results in both praise and abuse. As with

QUEEN,

women’s power is most often most celebrated in the realm of sex, but punished in
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such metaphors as

THE DARK ANGEL,

describing women known for their unruly

behaviour. All in all, most of the conceptual metaphors describing
SUPERNATURAL BEINGS

WOMEN

as

highlight the sexual attractiveness of the woman Lopéz

Rodríguez, 2007).
What I find to be problematic in the previous research on conceptual
metaphors describing women that I have perused, is the universalization of the
female experience. The research does not discuss the implications of metaphorical
conceptualization on different kinds of women, but instead treat women as a
homogenous group. I wish to question the premise according to which this type of
research could tell us about how all kinds of women are viewed in the Western
society, as well as call for research that better acknowledges the fact that women
are not a homogeneous group of people.

2.6 Gendered Metaphors Describing Men
In this section, I begin by discussing why I chose to examine metaphors
describing men and compare them to those describing women. This discussion is
followed by the introduction of my method of researching these metaphors
describing men. I then present the conceptual metaphors and examine what
features of men they highlight. I wish to begin this section with a quote by
Cameron:
“If we want studies of sex difference to work towards our liberation rather than
perpetuating our subordination, we have to take this problem very seriously. What
that means --- is that feminists who engage in this kind of research must refuse easy
answers, answers that can easily be accommodated within the system as it is now”
(Cameron, 1992, p.40).

As Cameron states, feminist research needs to reject the false dichotomy of
two binary sexes, and aim to acknowledge the fact that both men and women as
groups are heterogeneous and diverse. According to Cameron “every word we say
on the subject of difference just underlines the salience and importance of a
division we are ultimately striving to end” (1992, p.40). In this thesis, I am not saying
that women and men are in any fundamental way different from each other. The
difference that I want to direct attention to is the construction of womanhood and
manhood in our society, and that is what an examination of conceptual metaphors
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can help us find out about. What is expected and accepted of women greatly varies
from what is expected and accepted of men.
There is little research on men and metaphors, which is not surprising when
we consider androcentrism: the treatment of the male experience as neutral and
the norm in society, while treating the female experience as a sex-specific deviation
from that norm (Bern, 1993 cited in Hegarty, et al., 2013, p.29). Androcentrism
allows the gender of men to remain invisible in our culture in general and in
research in particular. Gender is still seen as something to do with women, not men
(Hearn, 2005, p.170), and men have traditionally not been researched in a way that
focuses on their gender. As I was unable to find research on men’s metaphorical
conceptualization, I conducted my own research, seeing as I want to compare my
findings of metaphors describing women and men. I searched for conceptual
metaphors describing men on Metalude. No metaphors were found in the database
with MAN as the target domain, so I went through all the metaphors with HUMAN as a
target domain.
On Metalude, the conceptual metaphors describing men were far fewer
than those describing women. Moreover, some categories had no expressions
specifically used of men, but instead had expressions used of women specifically as
well as humans generally. Even though many of the metaphors could be used of
men, I mostly chose to include only those metaphors that included “man” or “men”
in the description. Exceptions to this were some animals which I deemed as being
perceived as masculine, resulting in them mostly being used of men. I now discuss
these metaphors, working my way up from the lowest categories in the Great Chain
of Being.
I found six metaphors conceptualizing men as

OBJECTS:

blade, rake, tool,

family jewels, and geezer. Three of the metaphors, blade, rake, and tool, refer to
men as implements, objects you use to accomplish a task. Two of the metaphors,
tool and family jewels, refer to genitals. I chose to include these metaphors in my
discussion of metaphors describing men even though not everyone with this type of
genitalia is a man, because in our culture, this type of genitalia is viewed as
masculine and is therefore connected to our cultural view of manhood. Geezer
describes men as machines, as it literally refers to a hot water heater. A hunk
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literally means “a large thick piece of material” (Metalude), whereas it
metaphorically describes “a large strong man” (Metalude). The largeness of the
material gets mapped onto the largeness of the man.
Men were also conceptualized as
(pansy, nuts, and faggot), and

BODY PARTS

FOOD

(beefcake and egghead),

PLANTS

(prick). While beefcake highlights the

attractiveness of the man, defined as a “man or male models with a muscular body
which is attractive to women” (Metalude), egghead highlights intelligence
(Metalude). Pansy, literally a flower, refers to an effeminate man, nuts refer to
testicles, and faggot, a slur used to refer to homosexual men, literally means a
“bundle of sticks bound together for use as fuel” (Metalude). A prick literally refers
to a penis, while its metaphorical meaning is a “stupid, pretentious man”
(Metalude).
ANIMALS were the most prolific source domain for metaphors describing
men, with 19 metaphors. Metaphors conceptualizing men as
numerous. Even though

DOG

DOGS

were the most

doesn’t metaphorically refer only to men, women are

mostly conceptualized as the female dog

BITCH.

The metaphorical meaning of a DOG

is an “unpleasant untrustworthy person” (Metalude). Sea dog and top dog are both
used to metaphorically describe experienced and accomplished men, while husky
metaphorically describes a person who is “tall, strong and attractive” (Metalude). A
cur, literally a bad-tempered and fierce dog, describes a “worthless cowardly man”
(Metalude). To hound is to “follow someone menacingly to obtain something”
(Metalude).
Men were also metaphorically described as

FARM ANIMALS

and

WILD ANIMALS.

Starting with farm animals, while pig can be used to metaphorically describe a
person of any gender as a “greedy or fat person” (Metalude), it is mostly men that
are described as a pig in terms of an “unpleasant, difficult person” (Metalude).
Furthermore, sexist men are referred to as male chauvinist pigs. Sexually active
men are metaphorically conceptualized as
arrogant men are

MALE CHICKEN

GOATS,

and

STUDS,

while confident or

in the metaphorical expression “the cock of the

walk”. Many of the conceptual metaphors describing men as

WILD ANIMALS,

brute,

gorilla, bear, and wolf, highlight violence and bad temper. Bear and bull both
metaphorically describe investors in the stock market (Metalude). A fox is a “clever,
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cunning and secretive person” (Metalude) and a lion is an “important successful and
enthusiastic person” (Metalude), while a buck describes a “stylish young gentleman
in the 18th and 19th centuries” (Metalude). Toad, on the other hand, refers to an
“unpleasant, unattractive or evil man” (Metalude).
Previous

research

has

found

conceptualization of women and men as

differences

ANIMALS.

in

the

metaphorical

Janet Holmes (2013) has written

about these differences:
“Animal imagery is one example of an area where the images of women seem
considerably less positive than those for men. Consider the negativity of bitch, old
biddy and cow, compared to stud and wolf. Animal imagery which refers to men
often has at least some positive component (such as wiliness or sexual prowess).
Birds are widely regarded as feather-brained and flighty! Even the more positive
chick and kitten are sweet but helpless pets.” (Holmes, 2013, p.325)

Based on the metaphors on Metalude and on previous research on the
metaphorical conceptualization of women, I would agree with Holmes that the
animal metaphors describing men include many that describe men as active
subjects, whereas many of the animal metaphors describing women highlight
passiveness, dependence on others and most of the time, the appearance of a
woman. In terms of

MEN

being metaphorically described as

SUPERNATURAL BEINGS,

I

found none of the metaphors to refer specifically to men.
To sum up, masculinity and manhood are constructed through these
conceptual metaphors as something active, intelligent, confident, physically strong
and large, and frightening. There was also a significant number of metaphors that
described feminine or homosexual men that were derogatory in nature. It was also
interesting how genitalia were utilized not only as the source domain in

PRICK,

but

also the target domain in FAMILY JEWELS and NUTS. This speaks of how anatomy that is
considered masculine is tied to our concept of manhood. In my analysis in section 4
of this thesis, I draw some comparisons between the metaphors describing women
and those describing men, based on what I have discussed in this section.

2.7 Intersectionality
In this section, I introduce the concept of intersectionality and explain how I utilize
it in my research. Intersectionality is the sociopolitical approach to identities that
recognizes that our social position is formed by interconnected social
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categorizations, such as race, gender, and class, and that these categorizations
interact together, affecting the way people experience various intersecting forms of
oppression (Crenshaw, 1991; Collins, 2000; McCall, 2005). To offer an example, the
experience of womanhood of a gay woman is different from that of a straight
woman, because gender and sexual identity as well as sexism and homophobia both
affect the identity of the person. In the same way, the experience of a gay woman
has of being gay differs from that of a gay man, for the same reason as stated
above: her womanhood affects the way she experiences her sexual orientation, as
do the ways she is oppressed for both her gender and her sexual identity.
Furthermore, if we wish to know how the intersection of sexism and
homophobia affect these women’s lives, we cannot just look at the women, their
gender, or their sexuality separately. We must instead take into account the
different aspects of identity and oppression and the way those aspects interact with
each other, because our social world is constructed in a way where different forms
of oppression that work together produce injustice (Crenshaw, 1991, pp.1244-45;
Collins, 2000, p.18).
The concept of intersectionality was first articulated by Kimberlé Crenshaw
in relation to black feminism and the experiences of black women, in response to
mainstream feminism that focused on white, middle-class women. According to
Crenshaw and many other women of color, the feminism at the time, in the 1960’s
and 70’s, was not representative of all women’s lives, especially when it came to
race and class (Crenshaw, 1991.) Nowadays, more feminists are aware of the
intersectional approach. For example, Cameron points out that feminists must
acknowledge diversity when it comes to women (1992, p.12). That is to say, women
are not a homogenous group. There are different groups of women, based on such
social divisions as their sexual orientation, ethnicity, age, ability and more.
In terms of how the theory of intersectionality relates to my study, I aim to
acknowledge the fact that women are a diverse group, and that there is no
universality to being a woman that I might claim to establish in my analysis. Since
such a thing as completely objective scientific practice doesn’t exist8, neither can a
universal truth be established through feminist research. In this thesis I cannot
8

See section 2.3.1 of this thesis.
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establish how all women are perceived by society by examining conceptual
metaphors describing women. The group “women” is far too heterogeneous for
these kinds of generalizations.
What I do try to describe is the kind of womanhood that is constructed by
the use of the particular metaphors employed by the websites. This means
acknowledging the fact that teenage and women’s magazines write about certain
types of women more so than others. As evident from my data, most of the women
are white, young, thin, straight, upper class and able-bodied, for example.
Therefore, my research of the conceptual metaphors will mostly describe how our
society views a very certain type of woman.
As is further discussed in the analysis, many of these features do pertain to
our society’s view of a large percentage of women, but not all women, and with
different emphases. Moreover, there is real danger in trying to universalize the
experience of womanhood, namely that what gets called the experience of women
is really just the experience of the most privileged women. This is why we cannot
talk about women as a single homogenous group, nor can we talk about feminism
as a single homogenous movement (Cameron, 1992, pp.12-13).

2.8 Women’s and Teenage Magazines
Women’s magazines have always been the most popular types of magazines,
with half of the top ten magazines of 2010 in the U.S. being aimed at women (Biagi,
2011, p.78). Therefore, they have the power to influence a lot of readers. It is no
wonder then, that women’s magazines have been the subject of several feminist
studies9, from criticism of the unrealistic portrayals of women to explaining how
these representations work to naturalize the patriarchal idea of women and their

9

For negative portrayals of women, see for example Betty Friedan: The Feminine Mystique (1963). For

ideological approach, see for example Joy Leman: The Advice of a Real Friend: Codes of Intimacy And Oppression
in Women's Magazines 1937–1955 (1980). For negative effects of reading women’s magazines, see for example
M. Tiggerman and B. McGill: The role of social comparison in the effect of magazine advertisements
on women's mood and body dissatisfaction (2004). For resistance reading, see for example Meenakshi Gigi
Durham: The Taming of the Shrew: Women's Magazines and the Regulation of Desire (1996) or Myra
Macdonald: Representing Women: Myths of Femininity in the Popular Media (1995).
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role in society, as well as the reader’s possibilities for resistance and alternative
readings, just to name a few (Gough-Yates, 2003). Though there is a lot of
disagreement and varying points of view in the field, most studies do agree that
”the media contribute to the reinforcement of gender differences and inequalities
in contemporary societies [and that these studies identify] media representations
(...) as a key site through which oppressive feminine identities are constructed and
disseminated” (Gough-Yates, 2003, p.7).
Eight out of ten U.S. teenagers read magazines (Teen Market Profile, 2005).
According to a report by the American Psychology Association’s Taskforce on the
sexualization of girls, media representations, including magazines, are full of
sexualized presentations of girls and women. Basing its findings on previous studies
done on the subject of the sexualization of girls and women, the task force
recognizes a major theme in women’s magazines: the presentation of oneself as
sexually desirable for men should be the main goal for all women. According to the
task force, “[n]early everything girls and women are encouraged to do in the line of
self-improvement is geared toward gaining the attention of men.” (APA, 2007a,
p.7).
Not only is this harmful in that it suggests that a girl or woman’s life is not
complete without a boyfriend, it also completely erases all other sexual identities
than heterosexuality. Furthermore, what this “self-improvement” means is to strive
to embody a very narrow beauty ideal through the means of consumption. The task
force also presents that the sexualization of girls negatively effects their “cognitive
functioning, physical and mental health, sexuality and attitudes and beliefs” (APA,
2007b, p.2). The report states that girls learn what is expected of women, and strive
to meet these expectations themselves (APA, 2007a, p.19).
According to Machin and Thornborrow (2003), who have researched
Cosmopolitan, despite the magazine’s emphasis on women’s independence, the
content of the magazine defines women based on their appearance and in relation
to men, by presenting the pleasing of men as a priority to women. Furthermore, all
the power that women do have is presented as sexual in nature, or as something
accessible through capitalist consumption (Machin and Thornborrow, 2003, p.468).
The main focus of women’s magazines seems to be in telling the reader how they
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can and should improve themselves: how to look better, flirt better, have better
sex, and so on. Though this self-improvement is often portrayed as empowering,
the assumption is that women are somehow ”incomplete” or ”faulty” and in need
of someone instructing them on how to live their lives. While the magazines also
deal with topics such as relationships and health, the main focus overall seems to
be on appearance.
Teenagers are especially impressionable because of their age, and
magazines aim to maximize their influence over the reader in a number of ways.
Talbot (2013) describes the various means through which texts in teenage
magazines attempt to gain the trust of the reader. The texts are often informal in
nature and attempt to simulate face-to-face interactions, positioning themselves as
friends of the reader. The texts aim to minimize the social distance between the
magazine and the reader, using informal vocabulary in an attempt to speak the
same language as the young reader, and by claiming common ground with the
reader. This common ground is established through copious use of the pronouns
“we” and “you” as well as the attribution of presupposed ideas the reader and
writer share (Talbot, 2013, pp.179-189). This amicable relationship gives the
magazine influence over the readers covertly, because the imbalance of power
between the media and the reader gets blurred.
Advertising and women’s magazines go hand in hand. If you flip through a
popular women’s magazine, more than half the pages are devoted to
advertisements. This is because most of the revenue for women’s magazines comes
from the advertisers, not the readers. Magazines have to thus appeal both to their
readers but also to their advertisers (Winship, 1989 cited in Gough-Yates, 2003, p.
56). This means that women’s magazines need to make compromises, since the
interests of the readers differ from those of the advertisers. It is not, after all, in the
interest of the reader to feel lacking or incomplete unless they consume. Teenage
magazines are no different. This might explain why the brands of women’s and
teenage magazines are partly in conflict with the magazines’ actual content.
Teenage and Women’s magazines are both decidedly popular cultural
products. Like other cultural products, magazines also react to changes in readers’
lifestyle and needs, aiming to mirror them in order to remain relevant. Such
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reactions include the magazines investing in an online presence (Biagi, 2011, p.71).
Teenage and women’s magazines have websites alongside their print publications
that both share some of the content from the print publication as well as have their
own exclusively online content. I discuss the Seventeen.com and Cosmopolitan.com
websites in detail in sections 3.1.1 and 3.1.2 of this thesis respectively.
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3

Material and methods

In this section of the thesis I first introduce my material in section 3.1. In section 3.2
I talk about the methods of my study and introduce my research questions.

3.1 Materials
I present my material in this section of the thesis. My reason for specifically
choosing the two magazine websites, Seventeen.com and Cosmopolitan.com, is
simple: they are the websites of the most read teenage magazine and women’s
magazine, respectively. The magazines are both published by Hearst Magazines,
which is a unit of Hearst Corporation, one of the largest media and information
companies in the U.S (Hearst Corporation, 2015). I introduce Seventeen magazine
and Seventeen.com in section 3.1.1, and Cosmopolitan magazine and its website
Cosmopolitan.com in section 3.1.2.
3.1.1 Seventeen and Seventeen.com
In this section, I begin by introducing Seventeen magazine. I then examine the staff
of Seventeen magazine and Seventeen.com from a gender perspective. An
intersectional look at the people who run the magazine would be ideal, but with the
resources of this study, a superficial look will have to do. Next, I look at how
Seventeen magazines relates to gender and gender equality. I then offer some
general information on the content on Seventeen.com. Finally, I evaluate how,
based on my research material from the website, gender and gender equality as
well as the treatment of various aspects of identity are present in the articles on
Seventeen.com.
Seventeen magazine is the largest monthly publication aimed at teenage
girls, with the print edition attracting over 12 million readers every month. The
magazine publishes seven editions worldwide, has a strong social media presence
on all the major social media platforms, and has the largest teen magazine website,
Seventeen.com. Seventeen magazine is published by Hearst, alongside hundreds of
other magazines, including such popular titles as Cosmopolitan, ELLE, Harper’s
BAZAAR, Marie Claire, and Esquire (Seventeen Media Kit; Hearst Publications).
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Women employ the highest positions of Seventeen magazine. The Editor in
Chief is Michelle Tan, while Joanna Coles is the Editorial Director of Seventeen as
well as the Editor in Chief of Cosmopolitan. Seventeen and Cosmopolitan also share
Donna Kalajian Lagani as both of the magazines’ Senior Vice President, as well as
the Publishing Director and the Chief Revenue Officer of The Cosmopolitan Group.
12

10
8
6

Men

4

Women

2
0
Seventeen magazine

Seventeen.com

Table 2: The number of women and men at the highest positions of Seventeen magazine and
Seventeen.com.

Table 2 shows that of the Seventeen magazine’s editorial team, eight out of ten are
women, meanwhile all the top five positions of Seventeen.com are filled by women.
Women are thus 80% in charge of the editorial team and completely in charge of
the website.
According to Seventeen magazine's mission statement, their mission for their
70 years of publication has and continues to be empowering to young women: “to
build their confidence, to support their ambition and to evolve along with them.”
Their rhetoric makes frequent use of the term “girl power”. As defined by the
Oxford English Dictionary, girl power refers to “Power exercised by girls; spec. a selfreliant attitude among girls and young women manifested in ambition,
assertiveness, and individualism“ (OED, 2015). The Editor in Chief Michelle Tan has
remarked that Seventeen knows its readers more intricately than any other
magazine, and aims to both to entertain as well as to inspire and encourage
teenage girls to unleash their potential (Franco, 2015).
The Editor in Chief Michelle Tan has also talked about authenticity and how
valued it is by millennials and post-millennials, or generation y and z, respectively,
who are the readers of the magazine. Tan says the magazine aims to “channel a
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teen girl’s best friend, mentor or spirit animal, who not only sympathizes with her,
but is also her biggest fan and her most trusted confidante” (quoted in Franco,
2015). This is in line with the research on teenage magazines I presented in section
2.8 of this thesis, namely in how teenage magazines aim to present themselves as
being in an intimately friendly relationship with the reader. Since Tan started
working for Seventeen, the magazine has expanded its view on relationships to
include not just boys and crushes, but friends and family too. The magazine offers
advice from role models on what they learned in their teenage years, as well as
social media stars and entrepreneurial teen girls (Franco, 2015). The Editorial
Director Joanna Coles has also remarked in an interview that the Editor in Chief
Michelle Tan is conscious of including and embracing women of all ethnicities
(Brown, 2015).
The content on Seventeen.com is divided into seven main categories: Celebs
& Entertainment, Fashion, Beauty, Love, Life, Health and Prom. I look for metaphors
in all of these categories. There are further subcategories under each main
category. There are also quizzes, videos and contests on the site, but I omit those
from my study and focus on articles instead. There is some sponsored content on
the website that has been created together with advertisers, such as makeup
tutorials in collaboration with makeup brands, or features showcasing the newest
collection at a clothing store. These are not advertising per se, but are presented as
genuine articles. Many articles take the form of lists, offering tips for dealing with
everything from putting on makeup to relieving stress. Seventeen.com uses a lot of
internet slang, such as abbreviations and acronyms, exclamation marks for
emphasis, as well as makes use of gifs, emoticons and hashtags.
Seventeen.com has a lot of material that seems positive to teenagers. In my
material, there was an article criticizing the stigma against menstruation10 and
several articles with a message of body positivity: loving and accepting your body
the way it is. Articles showcasing clothes also mentioned plus-size options, for
example. Global issues, such as access to feminine sanitary products, were also
addressed. There were articles on transgender and other LGBTQ+ matters. Besides
articles focused on LGBTQ+ people or issues, the website refers to the reader’s
10

http://www.seventeen.com/health/sex-health/news/a35029/period-underwear-ads-nyc-subway/
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crush mostly with gender neutral terms such as crush and bae. In one article where
the possible new crush was referred to as a guy, the next sentence referred to the
possible new crush as a girl. However, many of the gifs and pictures used to
illustrate the articles in the Love section of Seventeen.com had a heterosexual
couple or a girl saying something about boys or vice versa.
Seventeen.com is a sister site with Cosmopolitan.com, a website for a
magazine that’s also published by Hearst, and due to it being the website of the
most popular women’s magazine, it is the one I have chosen to be the other source
of material I am using for my research.
3.1.2 Cosmopolitan and Cosmopolitan.com
In this section, I start by giving an overview of Cosmopolitan magazine. I then look
at the staff from the perspective of gender. As I mentioned in section 3.1.1, though I
would ideally want to research the staff in terms of various identity markers, a more
narrowed down look will have to do. A look into Cosmopolitan’s view on gender
equality and gender comes next, followed by my impression of gender and related
marginalized identities in my research material.
Cosmopolitan magazine is the most read women’s magazine in the world
with over 17 million monthly readers, while their website cosmopolitan.com is
visited by over 20 million people monthly. Internationally, 61 editions of the print
magazine are published. According to their media kit, Cosmopolitan wants to help
women “live the full lives they deserve” (Cosmopolitan Media Kit). According to
Cosmopolitan:
Our mission is to empower young women to own who they are and be who they
want to be, and we’re focused on propelling her into her fun, fearless future. No
excuses, no bull@#*%, no regrets (Cosmopolitan Media Kit).

Cosmopolitan wants its readers to know what they want and ambitiously strive to
get it, with the help of Cosmo of course, and not to forget to have fun on the way
either. The reader is construed as independent, career-focused and brave.
Cosmopolitan covers topics such as work, money, fashion, beauty, health,
relationships, culture, and celebrities.

28
The leading positions of Cosmopolitan are occupied by women. Joanna Coles
is the Editor in Chief of Cosmopolitan, while Donna Kalajian Lagani is the Senior Vice
President as well as the Publishing Director and the Chief Revenue Officer of The
Cosmopolitan Group. Michelle Herrera Mulligan is the Editor in Chief of
Cosmopolitan for Latinas.
70
60
50

40
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30

Women

20
10
0
Cosmopolitan magazine

Cosmopolitan.com

Table 3: The number of women and men at the highest positions of Cosmopolitan magazine and
Cosmopolitan.com.

Table 3 shows that of the 63 top positions at Cosmopolitan magazine, 14 are
occupied by men, while the rest, 49 are occupied by women. In percentages this
translates to 78% of the positions being taken by women, whereas 22% are taken by
men. Of the 18 top positions of Cosmopolitan.com, 15 are occupied by women and
three by men. This means that 83% of the top positions are filled by women, and
17% by men.
Joanna Coles took over as the Editor in Chief in 2012, and since then, the
magazine has shifted in its focus to include more political and empowering content.
In 2013 Coles remarked that the magazine is interested equally in “mascara and the
Middle East” (Malone, 2015). The editor of Cosmopolitan.com who was also in
charge of the site’s renovation, Amy Odell, has remarked that she absolutely thinks
of their readers as feminists, basing this on the reactions from readers to articles
where celebrities have denied being feminists (Malone, 2015). Being in charge of
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the web presence of Cosmopolitan, Odell has more than doubled the number of
unique visitors to the web site (Gandhi, 2014).
Cosmopolitan has always carried a strong message about women’s
empowerment and has strived to help them reach their ambitions. Furthermore, it
was the first magazine to popularize the sexual liberation of women and is to this
day known for its non-judgemental and frivolous attitude towards women having
sex (Malone, 2015). Despite all this, according to Malone (2015) feminists have had
different views about the magazine. Some feminists, such as Gloria Steinem, have
contributed to Cosmopolitan throughout the years, while others, like Betty Friedan,
have been openly critical of it (Malone, 2015). In the last couple of years, since Cole
stepped in as the Editor in Chief, Cosmopolitan has become more respected as a
magazine. In 2014 it took home its first ever National Magazine Award11 for a guide
to birth control, and had three nominations, including Magazine of the Year in 2015
(Malone, 2015).
The content on Cosmopolitan.com is divided into eleven main categories:
Celebrities & Entertainment, Beauty & Style, Politics, College, Career, Health &
Fitness, Food & Cocktails, Sex & Relationships, Cosmo for Latinas, Horoscopes, and
Love is on. The stories on Cosmopolitan.com are generally shorter than in the
magazine — there are no articles that go on for several pages, unlike in the print
magazine. As on Seventeen.com, there is some content that has been created
together with an advertiser, such as a makeup brand.
What came as a surprise in my reading of Cosmopolitan.com was that the
articles addressed a wide variety of social justice issues such as sexism, racism,
ableism, sexuality, trans-issues, as well as called into question what is considered
feminine and what is considered masculine, and not merely in a superficial manner
either. Furthermore, a number of explicitly feminist articles were found on the site,
some of them also written by renowned feminists. In the article I Dyed My Hair
Blonde and It Completely Changed My Life12 Naomi Wolf, also author of The Beauty

11

An annual award given out by ASME, the American Society of Magazine Editors.
<http://www.magazine.org/asme/national-magazine-awards> [accessed 2 December 2015]
12
http://www.cosmopolitan.com/style-beauty/beauty/a47028/blonde-hair-changed-my-life/
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Myth: How Images of Beauty Are Used Against Women (1991), critically and from a
feminist perspective analysed the stereotypes attached to blond hair.
There was also an interview with one of the most influential women’s rights
advocates Gloria Steinem13, explicitly talking about feminism. In addition, there
were several articles on Cosmopolitan.com reporting the latest developments
having to do with gender equality, such as new legislature and protests, as well as
personal stories specifically having to do with gender inequality or gender
expression. The Politics section of the website featured mostly articles dealing with
gender inequality, with many articles covering the latest developments regarding
reproductive justice. These articles were not too timid make a statement either.
According to Cosmopolitan.com, purity pledges are “absolute sexist bullshit
garbage”14, for example. There were also articles about women with disabilities and
an article about sex as a queer woman, showing that Cosmo does attempt to be
inclusive of the experiences of a multitude of women.
While there seems to be real effort to include a feminist perspective in the
magazine, it does not negate the fact that many of the conventions of women’s
magazines, as discussed in section 2.8 of this thesis, can be considered not to be
advantageous to the empowerment of women and the equality of the genders.
Moreover, the feminism of Cosmopolitan is not very intersectional. Although there
were articles about people who deal with different kinds of oppression, the main
focus of the empowering message of Cosmo seems to be on success in terms of
career.
Furthermore, Cosmopolitan’s brand of feminism seems to be the kind that
mainly strives to achieve equality with men in the public domain. It does not
question the gender roles or the binary gender division but rather seems to focus
on claiming that women can do what men can and be successful in the way men
have always been. It seems to be more about claiming a space for women in men’s
spaces than in changing the system to something altogether different.

13

http://www.cosmopolitan.com/politics/news/a48057/gloria-steinem-wisdom-my-life-on-theroad/
14
http://www.cosmopolitan.com/politics/news/a48068/brides-decision-to-give-her-father-acertificate-of-purity-sparks-controversy/
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Coles, the Editor in Chief, recognizes this, having stated in a conversation
that “the most useful thing I can do at Cosmo is equip women with the skills to ask
for at least what men get” (Malone, 2015). The person she was conversing with
remarked that there are huger inequalities in the culture that need addressing, but
Cole maintained that “in the here and now what really impacts a woman is how
much she gets paid.” (Malone, 2015). The brand of feminism Cole is interested in
isn’t very intersectional, but revolves mostly around a single-issue — gaining the
money and power that men have had an exclusive right to.

3.2 Methods
In this section I am going to present the methods used in this study. I present my
research questions in section 3.2.1. I discuss the data collection in section 3.2.2 and
in section 3.2.3 I explain how I have gone about identifying the metaphors. In
section 3.2.4 I discuss the analysis of the metaphors.
3.2.1 Research Questions
In this study my main aim is to find out what kind of womanhood conceptual
metaphors can tell us about society’s views on women. I do this by looking at how
conceptual metaphors as they appear in teenage and women’s magazines construct
womanhood. My research question is as follows:
1. What kind of womanhood is constructed by the metaphors describing
women on Seventeen.com and Cosmopolitan.com?
In addition to my main research question, I also wish to determine if there
are differences in the use of conceptual metaphors when it comes to different
groups of women that arise in my material. To answer this question, I make use of
the theory of intersectionality introduced in section 2.7 of this thesis. Finally, I also
compare how women and men are conceptualized metaphorically, by contrasting
the metaphorical conceptualization of men (introduced in section 2.6) with that of
women in each of the subcategory of my analysis. In other words, after I have
analysed what get highlighted by the metaphors describing women that belong to
the

WOMEN ARE ANIMALS

conceptual metaphor, I look at what gets highlighted when

men are conceptualized as animals, and see how these qualities differ.
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3.2.2 Data Collection
The data for this study were collected from the most popular women’s and teenage
magazine websites, Cosmopolitan.com and Seventeen.com, respectively. In total, I
collected 420 articles published on the websites between March and December of
2015 and searched them for gendered metaphors describing women. 210 of the
articles were from Seventeen.com and 210 from Cosmopolitan.com. I collected the
data by reading ten articles from the first main category, then ten from the next,
and continued like this until the last category. When I had read the ten articles of
the last category, I started this cycle all over again.
Only articles that were about women or included women were searched for
metaphors. Whether an article was about a woman or includes a woman was based
on the websites’ definition of her as one, except in possible cases of misgendering15
that I did not become aware of. In addition, some categories only had articles
written in a formal style that didn’t include any metaphors describing women.
Based on the first ten articles I read, I decided not to include these categories in the
next round. I continued with this method of data collection until I had enough
material to analyse and could not afford to spend more time on collecting material.
3.2.3 Identifying Metaphors
This thesis deals with metaphors at the word level. The focus of the thesis is on
specific-level metaphors, as opposed to generic-level metaphors that are more
abstract. If examining the generic-level metaphors offers valuable information on
the specific-level metaphors that are instances of them, they will also be discussed
in the analysis. For example, SEXUALLY ATTRACTIVE WOMEN ARE KITTENS is an instance of a
more generic metaphor

HUMANS ARE ANIMALS

(Kövecses, 2009, pp.150-153). Looking

at SEXUALLY ATTRACTIVE WOMEN ARE KITTENS is bound to reveal more about our society’s
views on women than HUMANS ARE ANIMALS is. Any metaphorical expressions used to
describe women were looked for and included in the analysis.

15

“Refer to (someone, especially a transgender person) using a word, especially a pronoun or form
of address, that does not correctly reflect the gender with which they identify” (Oxford Dictionaries,
2015)
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The following Pragglejaz method, as introduced by Gerald Steen in his book
in Finding Metaphor in Grammar and Usage: a Methodological Analysis of Theory
and Research (2007) was used for identifying the metaphors:
Indirectly used lexical units that are related to metaphor are identified as follows:
1. Read the entire text–discourse to establish a general understanding of the
meaning.
2. Determine the lexical units in the text–discourse
3. For each lexical unit in the text, establish its meaning in context, that is, how it
applies to an entity, relation, or attribute in the situation evoked by the text
(contextual meaning). Take into account what comes before and after the lexical
unit.
For each lexical unit, determine if it has a more basic contemporary meaning in
other contexts than the one in the given context. For our purposes, basic meanings
tend to be
— More concrete [what they evoke is easier to imagine, see, hear, feel, smell, and
taste];
—Related to bodily action;
—More precise (as opposed to vague);
—Historically older;
Basic meanings are not necessarily the most frequent meanings of the lexical unit.
(c) If the lexical unit has a more basic current–contemporary meaning in other
contexts than the given context, decide whether the contextual meaning contrasts
with the basic meaning but can be understood in comparison with it.
4. If yes, mark the lexical unit as metaphorical.” (Steen, 2007)

The possibly metaphorical lexical items were first searched on Metalude, an
interactive online database of conventional and lexicalized conceptual metaphors
put together by Andrew Goatly, with its data collected from a variety of
dictionaries. Metalude provides both the literal and metaphorical meaning of a
polysemous word, as well as the conceptual metaphor (Metalude, 2015). Not all
metaphors could be found on Metalude, however, and if the Metalude search didn’t
yield results, the word was looked up on several dictionaries to establish that the
word was polysemous. If the word had more than one listed meaning in the
dictionary, it had two or more senses. In order to be metaphorical, these senses,
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the basic sense and the contextual sense, further needed to display similarity. If the
similarity could be established as described by the Pragglejaz method, the word was
deemed metaphorical.
3.2.4 Analysing the Metaphors
The analysis of the established conceptual metaphors looks at what the use of the
particular conceptual metaphor highlights about the target domain

WOMEN,

what it at the same time ends up hiding. For example, the use of the
KITTENS

and

WOMEN ARE

conceptual metaphor highlights women’s role as a cute sexual plaything,

because it is an instance of the

SEXUALLY ATTRACTIVE WOMEN ARE KITTENS

conceptual

metaphor. At the same time, the metaphor downplays a woman’s independence
and her ability to take care of herself, because kittens are baby animals that need to
be taken care of. I also make use of the context of the conceptual metaphor,
discussing what the article was about and how that related to the metaphorical
meaning and the implications of the use of that particular metaphor.
In analyzing the metaphors, I made use of various dictionary definitions of a
particular word or phrase, as well as information about the particular context in
which the conceptual metaphor in question was used. Relying solely on dictionary
definitions of words wouldn’t yield reliable results, as the metaphoric language
employed by women’s magazines draws more from spoken rather than written
language, as described in 2.8 of this thesis. Dictionaries are notoriously behind
when it comes to language innovation, and thus do not always include the most
current definitions of words. Dictionaries have also been criticized by feminist
scholars for their sexism16, both in their definitions and examples, as well as their
refusal to include feminist terms or female sources, and furthermore for their
authoritative prescriptiveness (Cameron, 192, pp.115-116).
Dictionaries do, however, offer valuable information about the history of
words, and looking at the more conventional meanings of words can provide clues

16

For feminist criticism of dictionaries, see for example Alma Graham: “The Making of Nonsexist
Dictionary” ETC: A Review of General Semantics Vol. 31, No. 1 (1974). For feminist alternatives to a
traditional dictionary, see Cheris Kramarae & Paula Treichler: A Feminist Dictionary (1985) and Mary
Daly & Jane Caputi: Webster’s First Intergalactic Wickedary of the English Language (1987)
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as to the underlying, more covert meanings of the words. These more covert
meanings play a part in the way language affects readers, as discussed in section 2.4
of this thesis. In the analysis of the metaphors I also draw on previous research on
the particular conceptual metaphors when relevant.

4

Analysis and Discussion

In section 4 I present my results and analysis. In section 4.1 I briefly discuss my
overall results and present some quantifiable data. This is followed by the
discussion of the various metaphors describing women in sections 4.2 to 4.6. I have
categorized the discussion of my findings into main types of metaphors, and I talk
about the different categories of metaphors in their separate sections. At the end of
each section, I refer back to the metaphorical conceptualisation of men I have
discussed in section 2.6 and compare the metaphorical conceptualization of women
and men.
I have organized my findings according to the Great Chain of Being so that I
begin with conceptual metaphors where the source domain is the lowest in the
hierarchy, and work my way up to the top. I start with the metaphorical
conceptualization of WOMEN as NATURAL PHYSICAL THINGS and WOMEN as PLANTS in section
4.2. Next I discuss the

WOMEN ARE ANIMALS

conceptual metaphor in section 4.3 and

examine metaphors describing WOMEN as OTHER PEOPLE in section 4.4. In section 4.5, I
present my findings on the
section 4.6, the

WOMEN ARE ARISTOCRATS

WOMEN ARE SUPERNATURAL BEINGS

conceptual metaphor, and in

conceptual metaphor. Finally, in

section 4.7 I evaluate and discuss my results.

4.1 Results
In section 4.1 I present my overall findings, utilizing graphs to showcase my data
and discuss the findings. Looking at the metaphors from a quantitative perspective,
in my data of 420 articles, I came across 38 instances of conceptual metaphors
describing women: 20 on Seventeen.com and 18 on Cosmopolitan.com. Figure 1
shows the found conceptual metaphors.
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Figure 1: The conceptual metaphors describing women found on Seventeen.com and
Cosmopolitan.com, generated on worditout.com.

Figure 1 shows how frequently the conceptual metaphors appeared in the
data. The bigger the font, the more frequent the metaphor. The most popular
metaphors were those describing WOMEN as
as

QUEENS

and

PRINCESSES.

MEMBERS OF ARISTOCRACY,

more precisely

What is difficult to see from the figure are instances of

various metaphors that are instances of the same conceptual metaphor but are
simply spelt differently, as with bitch and bish.
Let us look at where the conceptual metaphors were found on the websites.
As detailed in section 3.1.1, the articles on Seventeen.com are divided between
seven categories. The conceptual metaphors found on Seventeen.com were not
distributed evenly between the seven categories on the website. Table 4 shows how
many of the conceptual metaphors found on Seventeen.com came from each of
these categories of articles.
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Distribution of Metaphors on Seventeen.com
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Table 4: The conceptual metaphors on Seventeen.com as they are distributed among the seven main
categories of the website.

Table 4 illustrates that the articles in the Prom category were the most prolific when
it came to the usage of metaphors describing women, with six out of the total
twenty metaphors collected from that category alone. The Fashion category was
almost as prolific, with five conceptual metaphors. Meanwhile, the Love and Celebs
& Entertainment categories featured the least metaphors describing women, only
one each. Over half of the metaphors, 55 percent, were found in articles from just
the Fashion and Prom sections. The articles in these two categories are mainly
focused on appearance.
As for Cosmopolitan.com, I searched for metaphors in nine categories of
articles on the website.
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Distribution of Metaphors on Cosmopolitan.com
Love is on
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Table 5: The conceptual metaphors on Cosmopolitan.com as they are distributed among the nine
main categories of the website.

Table 5 shows us that Celebs & Entertainment and Love is on were the categories
that featured the most conceptual metaphors on Cosmopolitan.com. The two
categories together had 67 percent of all the metaphors found on the website. It is
interesting that similar categories on Seventeen.com had the least conceptual
metaphors. Love is on is the most prolific category mainly because of one article
that featured four instances of the

WOMEN

are CATS conceptual metaphor. Celebs &

Entertainment category on the other hand featured more independent instances of
conceptual metaphors. The Beauty & Style category had the second most
metaphors, whereas the remaining categories only had one metaphor each or none
at all.
Table 6 shows the various source domains that were evident in the
conceptual metaphors describing women:
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Source Domains
Aristocrats
Animals

Other people
Supernatural Beings
Objects
Plants
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Natural Physical Things
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Table 6: The numbers of different source domains describing the target domain WOMEN.

Table 6 shows that most numerous conceptual metaphors were those describing
women as

ANIMALS

or

ARISTOCRATS.

Together these source domains make up 63

percent of all the metaphors, that is, almost two thirds. OTHER
SUPERNATURAL BEINGS

PEOPLE

and

come next, but do not come anywhere near as close in numbers

to the most prolific source domains. PLANTS, FOOD and

NATURAL PHYSICAL THINGS

were

the least prolific source domains, with one conceptual metaphor each.

4.2 WOMEN AS NATURAL PHYSICAL THINGS, COMPLEX OBJECTS, AND PLANTS
In the Great Chain of Being detailed in section 2.2 of this thesis, natural physical
things form the lowest category of the hierarchy of things in the world. Plants are
the third lowest category, with complex objects falling in between the two. I have
combined my analysis of these categories, because they were the least prolific out
of all source domains. I found examples of the metaphorical conceptualization of
WOMAN as SNOWFLAKE, WOMAN as FOOD, WOMAN as DOLL, and WOMAN as FLOWER.

Women were conceptualized as SNOWFLAKES on one occasion.
(1) You’re literally a special snowflake. (Seventeen.com)

40
The article discusses vulvas and vaginas, and the quote refers to everyone’s vulvas
being unique in appearance. “Special snowflake” is a term that mockingly describes
people who think they’re unique, but really aren’t. The uniqueness of the snowflake
is mapped to the self-perceived uniqueness of a person. The metaphor is motivated
by the fact that snowflakes each have a unique pattern to them. In my example
however, this uniqueness is not merely self-perceived but actual, emphasized by
the playful use of “literally”. The quote from the article thus acknowledges the
common use of “special snowflake” and playfully departs from that, using it instead
in a positive and affirming way.
Women were also described as food, namely sweet snacks.
(2) Her being as readily received as a novelist-in-training as she deserved to be rather
than cast as arm candy (Cosmopolitan.com)

In this example, not only is a woman a piece of candy, but she is also
referred to by one of her body parts, her arm. Using a part of a whole to refer to the
whole, as in the case of an arm referring to the whole woman, is an instance of
metonymy, a phenomenon related to metaphors, where instead of two separate
conceptual domains, only one conceptual domain is activated (Kövecses, 2010,
p.173). The use of arm to refer to the woman is most likely motivated by her
holding the arm of a man, as the metaphorical meaning of arm candy is “a young
attractive person who accompanies a usually older person at social events”
(Merriam-Webster).
As discussed in section 2.5 of this thesis, when women are described as
CANDY,

their attractiveness as well as their interchangeability is highlighted.

Furthermore, the fact that candy takes a short amount of time to eat is mapped
onto the short amount of time the relationship with the woman takes. Referring to
a woman as ARM CANDY thus trivializes the woman as well as the relationship to the
woman. The conceptual metaphor

LUST IS HUNGER

is the motivation between

conceptualizing women as food: the edibility of the food is mapped to the
desirability of the woman. In example 2, however, the regarding of women as
CANDY

ARM

is criticized. The author laments the fact that her blonde-haired friend is not

taken as seriously professionally as she should be, and is instead dismissed based on
her appearance.
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There are differences when it comes to the conceptualization of women and
men as

FOOD.

Hines (1999, pp. 147-148) remarks that while men are described as

central food items such as

BEEFCAKE,

insubstantial food items like

DESSERTS

women are described as peripheral and
and

SWEET SNACKS.

breasts and nipples, are also described as

FRUITS,

Women, as well as their

such as peaches, melons and

cherries, highlighting the desirability of a woman or her body parts (Hines, 1999,
p.151). When a man is conceptualized as a FRUIT, it is done to disparagingly refer to
“a male homosexual” (Merriam-Webster), because gay men are in our culture
viewed as effeminate, and the femininity associated with fruits is perceived to be a
negative quality in a man.
Women were described as objects, more specifically DOLLS, on two occasions.
(3) Seriously — you're a total doll (Cosmopolitan.com)
(4) I feel the most beautiful when I'm dolled up (Seventeen.com)

The article with example 3 discusses a study, according to which a preference of
sweet is linked to a more agreeable and helpful personality. An informal use of doll
refers to “a very nice person” (Longman). The describing of a woman as a

DOLL

highlights the idea of docile femininity. After all, dolls don’t talk back and are under
the control of the person who owns them. The lack of agency and passiveness of
the DOLL are mapped onto the WOMAN. Though it is meant as a compliment, example
3 is thus somewhat of a backhanded one. A doll also has another meaning, “an
attractive young woman” (Longman), which is nowadays considered offensive.
Somewhat of a continuation of that metaphor, is the verb “to doll yourself up”,
referring to a woman dressing up and putting on makeup to appear attractive
(Longman). Dolls are beautiful objects that are often played dress-up with, and
attractiveness and the act of enhancing one’s appearance are highlighted in the use
of “dolled up”.
If we compare the describing of WOMEN and MEN as OBJECTS, where describing
women as

DOLLS

highlights the passiveness and attractiveness of women, men are

mostly conceptualized as functional objects, such as blades, rakes and tools. While
two out of the six metaphors describing MEN AS OBJECTS conveyed the attractiveness
of the man, there is something to be said about women’s attractiveness being
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described with the help of a passive

DOLL

while men are described as

BLADES.

Although in terms of HUNK, a big piece of fabric is no more active than a doll. But it is
the big size that gets highlighted, not the passiveness, in the description of

MAN AS

HUNK, which speaks about how size is tied to masculinity.

In addition to physical things and food, women are also metaphorically
described as PLANTS.
(5) The Look: Desert Flower (Seventeen.com)

Example 5 is from an article describing various festival looks, and one of the
looks is titled “Desert Flower”. Metaphorically, the meaning of flower is the best of
the group (Metalude.) In this quote however, there is no “the flower of” anything.
Since the purpose of the article is to showcase desirable looks for the readers to
wear to look attractive, attractiveness seems to be the key motivation behind the
use of this particular metaphor. After all, a flower is the prettiest part of the plant,
and flowers are purposefully attractive to animals in order to have them help with
their reproduction. The attractiveness of the FLOWER is mapped to the attractiveness
of the

WOMAN.

Looking at the full metaphorical expression,

DESERT FLOWER,

offers

more proof of this. Desert Flower is also the name of a biographical film released in
2009 about a Somalian woman who became an international supermodel in the US
(Internet Movie Database.) Models are known and celebrated solely for their
attractiveness, and their job is to look good. Thus, the metaphor highlights an
exceptional beauty.
When men are described as

FLOWERS,

as in the case of pansy, it is not

attractiveness that gets highlighted, but the fact that they are effeminate, as
discussed in section 2.6 of this thesis. For men, femininity is considered a negative
quality, deserving of disparagement.

4.3 WOMEN AS ANIMALS
Conceptual metaphors describing

WOMEN

as ANIMALS were the second most

numerous in the data. The conceptual metaphor WOMEN ARE ANIMALS is an instance of
a more generic metaphor

HUMANS ARE ANIMALS.

Animal names are straightforwardly

transferred to people (López Rodríguez, 2007, p.80), and human behavior is often
understood through animal behavior (Kövecses, 2010, pp.150-52). Kövecses
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describes the

HUMANS ARE ANIMALS

metaphor as consisting of several conceptual

metaphors, including the following:

Figure 2: Kövecses’ description of connected animal metaphors (2010, p. 153).

Many of these metaphors in figure 2 are evident when looking at metaphors
describing WOMEN AS ANIMALS.
In her article, López Rodríguez (2009) distinguishes between three types of
WOMEN AS ANIMALS

metaphors employed in women’s magazines: the

WOMEN AS FARMYARD ANIMALS,

and

WOMEN AS WILD ANIMALS

WOMEN AS PETS,

conceptual metaphors. This

categorization makes sense, because when women are categorized as animals,
there are different implications for different types of animals belonging to these
various groups. I analyze my findings of each category separately, beginning with
PETS

in section 4.3.1, followed by FARMYARD ANIMALS in section 4.3.2 and

in section 4.3.3.

WILD ANIMALS
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4.3.1 WOMEN AS PETS
In my material, I found seven metaphors describing
prominent were metaphors describing

WOMEN

as

WOMEN

FEMALE DOGS,

as

PETS.

Most

of which I found

three. I am first going to discuss each example with this conceptual metaphor
individually, and then draw some conclusions on the conceptual metaphor
describing WOMEN as FEMALE DOGS based on what I find.
(6) Treat yo-self — it's a way better alternative than being all BITCH BITCH BITCH pms
pms BITCH BITCH BITCH (Seventeen.com)

In example 6, it is not clear whether bitch is used as a noun or a verb, and it
could well be either one of them. Reading bitch as a noun, it most resembles the
convenient metaphorical definition of bitch as an ”unpleasant, unkind woman”
(Metalude). When the source domain of
WOMAN,

BITCH

is mapped onto the target domain

what gets highlighted is unruly and difficult-to-control behavior. It is a

common belief that women before or on their period are overly irritable and badtempered.
When it comes to the verb “to bitch”, there are various definitions but they
do have a lot in common. To bitch can mean to “make spitefully critical comments”
(OED), “to make unpleasant remarks about someone” (Longman) or to “complain
continuously” (Longman.) In our society, assertiveness is considered a negative
quality in a woman (McHugh and Hambaugh, 2010, p.383). Moreover, it is a
common belief that a woman on or before her period behaves aggressively towards
others. A dog’s barking gets mapped onto a woman’s complaining, highlighting its
annoyingness but also the fact that it is unwarranted: after all, dogs often bark for
no apparent reason and to the embarrassment and annoyance of their owners. This
mapping of the barking of a dog to the complaining of a woman is further
emphasized by the capitalization of each instance of bitch in the example, since
capitalized letters are often used to signal shouting or screaming. A woman’s
complaining is thus presented as complaining for complaining’s sake, as something
unjustified and unnecessary. Whether BITCH is used as a noun or a verb, the message
remains the same: women are difficult and unpleasant when they suffer from PMS.
Premenstrual syndrome itself has been challenged as socially constructed (Tavris,
1992), so the seemingly empowering “treat yo-self” is watered down by the
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insistence that a certain time of the month causes people with periods to become
enraged monsters.
Let us look at examples seven and eight with “bow down, bishes”.
(7) Bow down, bishes. (Seventeen.com)
(8) Behold the glory of Destiny’s Child and bow down, bishes. (Cosmopolitan.com)

Though in both the examples the spelling is “bishes”, one can tell it means
bitches from the context. The examples are both a variation of a line from a
Beyoncé song called Flawless, “bow down bitches” (Beyoncé, 2013), which confirms
that the word is the same despite the difference in spelling. When it comes to “bow
down bishes”, we’re talking about bitch as a noun. In both of the examples, bish is
used to refer to a subservient person or a person of a lower standing, as further
emphasized by the command to “bow down”. This subservience is another
metaphorical meaning of bitch17. In the Seventeen.com example “bow down bishes”
was used when talking about the amazing athletic feats of a teenage girl to
emphasize that the readers couldn’t do what she does. The Cosmopolitan.com
article was about the band Destiny’s Child, and again, the metaphor works to
describe the readers as lesser, or at least less glorious, than the members of
Destiny’s Child. The source domain BITCH is mapped onto the target domain

WOMAN

in a way that highlights inferiority by mapping a dog’s subservience to their owner
to that of women’s subservience to an athlete and the members of Destiny’s Child
respectively.
According to López Rodríguez (2006) none of the dog’s good qualities that it
is typically known for are highlighted in the metaphorical use of bitch (2006, p. 25).
The word bitch has a negative connotation, and is most frequently used as a
derogative. It could be argued that the word bitch does not even really bring to
mind a female dog anymore, but is primarily a derogative used of women. It
certainly appears that the writers don’t have a dog in mind when they refer to
women and their actions as bitches and bitching respectively. This does not negate

17

Oxford English Dictionary lists “A person who is completely subservient to another” as one of the
meanings for bitch.
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the metaphorical relationship between WOMAN and FEMALE DOG, as evidenced by the
various mappings between the two conceptual domains.
The analysis of bitch also calls for a brief conversation of one strategy to
cope with verbal violence that is the reclaiming of derogatory words. On
Cosmopolitan.com and Seventeen.com, bitch is used as a humorous word,
seemingly removed in meaning from its derogatory sense. Reclaiming a word refers
to the act by a group of giving a positive meaning to a word used to disparage that
particular group, in an effort to take away the power of the word to do harm and to
define that group (Godrej, 2003). The topic is greatly debated in feminist circles,
and opinions vary on whether the practice of reclaiming words is beneficial to the
people violated by the words or not.
Cameron (1992) discusses two problems in reclaiming sexist words, having
to do with the content and the intent of the word. In terms of content, Cameron
remarks that there is a difference in celebrating one’s sexual identity by reclaiming
dyke, for example, than to want to refer to oneself as a body part (cunt) or a
questionable category of unchaste women (slut). Intent is not a clear-cut issue
either, as what the speaker’s intent or the intent as understood by the hearer can
be two different things. In addition, whether the speaker belongs to the group that
has reclaimed the word or not can further complicate the issue. Cameron thus
argues that the reclaiming of words can diversify a word’s meanings and thus
cultural beliefs, but to replace the meaning of a derogative word entirely is not a
realistic goal (1992, p.110).
The use of bitch on Seventeen.com and Cosmopolitan.com, regardless of its
intentions, is not harmless. It highlights negative ideas about womanhood, such as
irrational and difficult behavior and subservience. Furthermore, since bitch is still
most often used as a derogatory word, these attempts to reclaim it in a seemingly
positive light still manage to shame women for the way they act or the way they
are. Furthermore, as discussed in section 2.4, the sexist meanings of words are
activated in the reader’s mind regardless of the writer’s intention.
There was an article where WOMEN were described as CATS.
(9) Here's the Secret to Getting a Sexy Date Night-Ready Cat-Eye (Cosmopolitan.com)
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(10) Perfect Your Cat-Eye (Cosmopolitan.com)
(11) You need to nail your cat-eye (Cosmopolitan.com)
(12) Swipe on a dusty rose lipstick to complement and balance the strong cat-eye
(Cosmopolitan.com)

All the four examples above belong to the same article on Cosmopolitan.com
dedicated to a particular style of eye makeup characterized by a dramatic winged
liner. The cat-eye is a style of makeup that gets its name from mimicking a feline
eye shape. In the article, the cat-eye is described as being sexy, beautiful and
stunning. The cat-eye is an instance of the WOMAN IS CAT metaphor, where the eye of
a cat gets mapped to the dramatically made up eye of a woman. The purpose of
makeup is to make one more beautiful, and in the examples, giving a woman’s eyes
a cat-like shape is described as making her more attractive.
The use of the

WOMAN AS CAT

metaphor highlights women’s physique and

appearance as well as their sexual desirability. Cats are very suave and graceful in
their movements, which is presumably the motivation behind the metaphorical
conceptualization of a

WOMAN

as a

CAT.

As evident from the article, the cat-eye is

considered not only attractive but a sexy eye makeup look. Therefore this metaphor
might be connected to the closely related conceptual metaphor
WOMEN ARE KITTENS. Example 12

SEXUALLY ATTRACTIVE

offers a further complication: though women need to

know how to make themselves appear sexy, they should not look too sexy, but
instead need to strive for a perfect balance between sexy and innocent.
Comparing the metaphorical conceptualization of

WOMEN

and

MEN

as

PETS

reveals some stark differences. While not many of the pet metaphors were
described as being exclusively used of men, it would appear to me that they are
indeed most often used of men. Let us start with the negative ones: a dog refers to
an “unpleasant[,] untrustworthy person” a cur to a “worthless[,] cowardly man”
and to hound means to “follow someone menacingly to obtain something”
(Metalude). Bitch, like dog, carries the notion of unpleasantness, and in a way cur
could be viewed as similar to bitch in that it highlights a role of subordination.
However, bitch doesn’t carry any of the frightening connotations evident in hound,
and is mostly used negatively as a way of dismissing the other person’s
assertiveness, as something not to be taken seriously. Someone following you
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menacingly is something you do take seriously. While top dog and sea dog both
highlight the experience and authority of the person, neither bitch nor cat highlight
similar qualities. A husky on the other hand, is an adjective describing someone who
is “tall, strong and attractive” (Metalude), not to be mistaken for its other meaning,
“hoarse” (Merriam-Webster). Like women being conceptualized as cats, husky
highlights the attractiveness of a man. Attractiveness is different for women and
men though, as men are considered attractive for being large and strong, while
attractive women are suave, graceful and small, because of the way these qualities
are associated with masculinity and the femininity respectively.
4.3.2 WOMEN AS FARMYARD ANIMALS
Women were described as baby chickens on two instances in the data. Let’s start
with example 13.
(13) If you're wondering who the bejeezus this Ashley chick is (Seventeen.com)

The chick in example 13 emphasizes the unimportance of Ashley. In the article,
Ashley is a young woman who has been spotted with Justin Bieber, a famous pop
star. She is presented as merely a random girl the reader does not even know, as
exemplified by “who the bejeezus”. In this example, the lack of individuality is key in
the metaphorical conceptualization of

WOMAN

as

CHICK.

As noted by López

Ródriguez, large numbers of chicks and hens are held in a small space, making their
individual identification virtually impossible (2007, p.27.) The lack of individuality of
the CHICK gets mapped onto that of a WOMAN. Therefore it is not all that important to
know who she is, since she is just one of many interchangeable ones.
(14) Ask a cool "chick" to prom with Chick-fil-A (Seventeen.com).

In the article with example 14, a boy had asked a girl to the prom with a
Chick-fil-A related pun, referring to the girl as a chick while also gifting her some
fried chicken from the popular fast food restaurant. Here the edibility of the

CHICK

gets mapped onto the attractiveness of the WOMAN. It is a more specific instance of
the conceptual metaphor THE OBJECT OF LUST IS FOOD (Lakoff, 1987, p.409). Because of
the context, it is difficult to say whether this use of
ANIMAL

or instead a

FOOD,

CHICK

should be considered an

as the boy had made such a strong connection between
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the chick and the food item. In his promposal18, the boy has likened his desire for
the girl to go to prom with him to the desire to eat chicken.
What makes this example interesting in terms of the website is the fact that
the Seventeen.com writer decided to put the word “chick” in scare quotes in their
description of the incident. Scare quotes are used “to express especially skepticism
or derision concerning the use of the enclosed word or phrase” (Merriam Webster,
2015.) Using quotes around the word thus distances the writer from the word and
seems to express a refusal from the Seventeen.com writer to accept the use of the
word “chick” to refer to girls or women. At the same time, however, the author has
made the decision to include it in an article titled 17 Adorable New Ways to Ask
Someone to Prom, meaning that she must find it adorable despite the use of the
word chick. There is a significant contradiction here. It could be that the use of scare
quotes affords the writer to escape any repercussions of calling women “chicks”
herself, and is a way of defending herself against critique by making it seem like she
disapproves of the original word choice, even though by the context it is evident
that she finds it adorable at the same time.
Men are also metaphorically conceptualized as farm animals, namely cocks,
bulls, pigs, studs, and goats. The main difference appears to be the size of the
animals that are used to describe women and men. Bulls, horses, goats, and pigs are
distinctly larger than chicks or hens. Largeness is perceived as a masculine trait,
while small size is associated with femininity. Moving onto the individual
metaphors, Cock of the walk describes a “confident or arrogant man” (Metalude)
and Stud and goat refer to men who regularly enjoy sex. This differs from women’s
metaphorical conceptualization in terms of sex or sexiness in that most of the time
women are conceptualized as the objects of sexual desire, rather than sexual beings
who enjoy sex themselves. In terms of sex then, men are viewed as active and
women as passive, men as subjects and women as objects. Bull also highlights the
activeness of a man, referring to an investor in the stock market, while pig describes
an “unpleasant, difficult person” (Metalude), not unlike how bitch describes
women.

18

Prom proposal
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4.3.3 WOMEN AS WILD ANIMALS
There were two instances of metaphors describing
data: one as a

FOX,

and one as a

SWAN.

WOMEN

as

WILD ANIMALS

in the

Let us start with the metaphor describing a

WOMAN as FOX:

(15) Foxy lady! (Cosmopolitan.com)

Foxes are predatory wild animals. While foxy refers to “skilful at deceiving people”
(Longman), the meaning of foxy lady is simply a “sexy woman” (Longman). The
metaphorical meanings of

FOX

include “someone who is clever and good at

deceiving people” (Longman) and a “clever, cunning and secretive person”
(Metalude). The cultural idea of foxes being intelligent and deceitful is further
evident by sayings such as “cunning as a fox”. Though these definitions of fox are
gender-neutral, it is telling that one of the definitions is also a “sexy woman”
(Metalude), with no male counterpart. This suggests that when men are called
foxes, their intelligence is highlighted, but when women are called foxes, what gets
highlighted is their sexual appeal. The double standard is also apparent in the
feminine counterpart of fox, vixen, which translates to an “unpleasant woman”
(Metalude). Whereas the ferocity of a fox isn’t highlighted in any of the
metaphorical meanings of FOX, it certainly is when it applies to women with the use
of

VIXEN.

When women are conceptualized as

FOXES,

not only is their sexual appeal

highlighted, but the independence of a wild animal also gets warped into
unpleasant behaviour in women.
Women were metaphorically described as being SWANS:
(16) What else is a wedding day other than an opportunity to swannnnn, anyway?
(Cosmopolitan.com)

According to a dictionaries, “to swan” means “to wander aimlessly or idly”
(Merriam-Webster), to “move […] in a relaxed way for pleasure” (Cambridge), and
to “[m]ove about or go somewhere in a casual, irresponsible, or ostentatious way”
(Oxford). The choice of conceptualizing a bride as a swan in particular is obvious: a
bride is dressed in white, like a swan, and the particular wedding dress featured in
the article even had feathers on it, further emphasizing the connection between the
bride and the swan. The feathers and white color of the SWAN get mapped onto the
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dress of the BRIDE. A swan is thought to be a graceful animal, particularly because of
the smooth way it moves, as demonstrated by the common idiom “graceful as a
swan”19. Though it is the act of moving that the

SWAN

refers to in the example, it is

the appearance of the swan that gets highlighted rather than its movement, as
discussed above. What this example seems to be saying, though playfully, is that the
most important aspect of a wedding day for a woman is to appear graceful and
beautiful, and to showcase that beauty by parading around. This is presumably not
the intended meaning though, as the use of swan is most likely motivated by the
appearance of the wedding dress rather than some ill-advised instruction on how
women should act at their own wedding.
While the metaphors describing

WOMEN

as

WILD ANIMALS

attractive appearance, it is not so with men. When
ANIMALS,

MEN

mostly highlight

are described as

WILD

intelligence (fox), aggressive behavior (gorilla, brute, bear, wolf), and

enthusiasm and success (lion) are highlighted. Only one of the metaphors, buck,
highlights the appearance of men, but the metaphor is a dated one, as it refers to
“stylish young gentleman in the 18th and 19th centuries” (Metalude). To sum up,
women are and men do.

4.4 WOMEN AS OTHER PEOPLE
Women were conceptualized as other subgroups of the human category of the
Great Chain of Being. They were conceptualized as lower subgroups, such as BABIES
and

CHILDREN,

which I discuss in section 4.4.1, followed by a discussion of a higher

subgroup, MOTHER, in section 4.4.2.
4.4.1 WOMEN AS BABIES AND CHILDREN
Women were described as BABIES in two of the examples.
(17) Get the Look: Skater Bae (Seventeen.com)
(18) We're indestructible babe. (Seventeen.com)

Example 17 is from an article featuring looks to wear to festivals. Bae is a
version of baby, but more informal, just like the babe in example 20. Babe and baby

19

graceful as a swan. (n.d.) McGraw-Hill Dictionary of American Idioms and Phrasal Verbs. (2002).
Retrieved November 28 2015 from http://idioms.thefreedictionary.com/graceful+as+a+swan
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are used as a playful and affectionate ways of referring to ”an attractive young
woman” or ”someone that you love” (Longman), respectively. Bae, especially in the
context of example 17, clearly refers to the former definition, since the article is
showcasing looks for the reader to wear to appear attractive at a festival. Babe, on
the other hand, is used here as a means to empower a person, namely Kendall
Jenner by her sister Kylie Jenner. Lopéz Rodríguez has speculated that this kind of
empowering use of baby in encouraging women to take the initiative is motivated
by the fact that babies cannot do anything independently (2007, p.33), thus
mapping the inability of a baby to act to the perceived inability of a woman.
Bae and babe also have a playful sexual connotation to them, described in
some dictionaries as “a sexually attractive person” (Merriam-Webster) and “a
sexually attractive young woman” (Oxford). Since both words are most often used
playfully, they could be included within the conceptual metaphor
PLAYTHING.

SEX is metaphorically conceptualized as a

GAME,

WOMAN AS

but mostly from the

man’s perspective, resulting in men playing an women being the playthings (CrespoFernández, 2015, s.4.1.5). From this point of view, the words might be abbreviations
for ”baby (doll)”, which is both an object of entertainment and a beautiful object
(López Rodríguez, 2007, p.33). The attractiveness and entertainment value, as well
as the passiveness of the

BABY DOLL

is mapped onto those of a

WOMAN.

For more

discussion on the WOMAN AS DOLL conceptual metaphor, see the end of section 4.2 of
this thesis.
Women were also referred to as children in one of the examples.
(19) The Look: Whimsical Wildchild (Seventeen.com).

Example 19 is from an article showcasing desirable festival looks for the summer.
Dictionaries offered descriptions of “wild child” that were somewhat lacking,
describing “wild child” as a teenager that acts in an undisciplined way (Collins;
Urban Dictionary). A more comprehensive definition of a “wild child” is “a young
person who is considered high spirited and fearlessly reckless, likely to behave
spontaneously, often doing things they might later regret” (Wikipedia). Whimsical
refers to a playful and amusing manner, and further emphasizes the childlikeness of
the woman. Children are not fully-fledged humans yet, and are therefore not
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independent and need to be taken care of. Children are also selfish: they act
recklessly and don’t have the ability to fully recognize how their actions might affect
themselves or others. The recklessness and playfulness of
those of

WOMEN,

CHILDREN

get mapped to

and are thus seen as reckless and playful. In example 21, this

recklessness and playfulness is mapped onto the woman’s clothing, rather than the
woman herself, presenting the qualities as something she can attractively embody
through her choice of clothes.
Men are also conceptualized as BABIES, especially as a pet name in the sense
of “someone that you love” (Longman). Babe and bae are also used to describe men
who are (sexually) attractive or who one is interested in, and these kinds of uses
were also evident in my data. The metaphorical description of MEN as BABIES does not
make as much sense as women being described as babies, since youth, inexperience
and naiveté are viewed as sexy in women, but not seen as masculine traits, and are
therefore not valued in men (Wade, 2013). Innocence also falls into this category of
sexy qualities in a woman. One possibility that might account for this contradiction
is that the expression has started off as one only used of women, but its use has
spread to refer to men as well. It is likely that the motivation for conceptualizing
MEN AS BABIES

lies in the playful, sexual connotations of baby, than in any qualities of

babies themselves. Men can also be conceptualized as CHILDREN, as in man-child, for
example. When

MEN

are conceptualized as

CHILDREN,

what get highlighted is the

dependence and the inability to act responsibly, the same qualities that get
highlighted when WOMEN are described as CHILDREN, too.
4.4.2 WOMEN AS OTHER ADULTS
In the data was an instance of
MOTHER.

WOMAN

being metaphorically described as a

Unlike babies and children who need to be taken care of, mothers are the

caretakers.
(20) But she doesn’t want to be your mom. (Cosmopolitan.con)

Example 20 is from an article discussing how to date a woman in her thirties. The
sentiment in the example is a familiar one: women want partners who are
independent and who they don’t need to take care of. In the example, the caretaker
role of a

MOTHER

gets mapped to that of a

WOMAN.

The article continues with a
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clarification of the statement: “[s]he's nurturing, capable, and organized, and will
probably bring you chicken soup when you're sick, but she's not looking to take care
of a whiny man-child” (emphasis added). It is a common stereotype, usually played
up for laughs, that men are unable to take care of themselves and that women have
to do it for them. Moreover, although the woman does not need to be quite as
nurturing as a mother, she is still required to be nurturing enough.
Though the article makes no references to race, the only picture featured
with the article portrays Mindy Kaling, an Asian American actress, with a man. The
article makes sure to use mostly gender-neutral language, even referring to the
potential partner of the woman with a “he or she” in one instance, only to include
only a picture of a heterosexual couple and talk about dating “younger guys” or a
“man-child”. This makes the attempt to be inclusive of different sexualities besides
heterosexuality more like an afterthought than a genuine aspiration.
When women are metaphorically described as

MOTHERS,

motherly care-

taking qualities get highlighted, but when men are metaphorically described as
FATHERS,

the implication is often notably sexual. Though daddy is used of men who

take care of their partners, expressions such as “daddy’s girl”, “come to daddy”, and
“sugar daddy” mark it as often sexual in nature. If youth, inexperience and naiveté
are viewed as sexy in a woman, motivating their metaphorical conceptualization as
BABIES,

could the reverse be true with

MEN AS FATHERS?

Maybe it is their dominant

position that makes men sexy.
There was also an instance of a WOMAN being metaphorically conceptualized
as having balls. Even though I have in my analysis included this metaphor in the
WOMEN AS OTHER PEOPLE category, I do not agree with the implications this has and
will discuss the issue below.
(21) If you're spunky and have the bridal balls to go asymmetrical, why not?
(Cosmopolitan.com)

In this wedding-themed article, the bride is encouraged to choose an asymmetrical
wedding dress, if she has the “balls” to do it. “Having the balls” means to have the
courage to do something. First of all, this conceptual metaphor indicates that
courage should be viewed as something masculine, through the use of a source
domain that is heavily associated with masculinity and maleness. Women, who are
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viewed as feminine, thus need to be masculine in order to be courageous. What is
more, it appears as though the testicles of a male are mapped onto the courage of a
woman. This plays into a very problematic and binary view of gender and is frankly
transphobic. The use of the conceptual metaphor sends the message that a woman
can only have metaphorical balls, something that erases brides who are transgender
women or non-binary.
The use of the metaphor also brings forth an interesting phenomenon,
where when women are associated with the masculine, it usually evokes a positive
evaluation, whereas when men are considered feminine, it is almost always
derogatory. Femininity and masculinity are intimately tied to our society’s ideas
about womanhood and manhood respectively, and this view is not only reductive
but harmful for it. Someone having balls has positive consequences, but nobody
benefits from being called a pussy or a cunt, for example. They are simply
derogatory. And if one is praised for masculinity and disdained for femininity, what
does that tell us about how men and women are viewed, then?

4.5 WOMEN AS ARISTOCRATS
The most prolific group of metaphors was that conceptualizing WOMEN as MEMBERS OF
THE ARISTOCRACY.

Women were conceptualized as PRINCESSES and QUEENS. Whereas the

previous sections of analysis have dealt with source domains belonging to a lower
category of the Great Chain of Being discussed in section 2.2, ARISTOCRATS belong to a
higher subgroup of the category of people. I discuss the
conceptual metaphor in section 4.5.1 and the

WOMEN ARE PRINCESSES

WOMEN ARE QUEENS

conceptual

metaphor in section 4.5.2.
4.5.1 WOMEN AS PRINCESSES
WOMEN were described as PRINCESSES on four separate occasions in the data, making
it one of the most employed conceptual metaphors.
(22)A true patient-to-princess fairytale. (Seventeen.com)
(23) her family's surprise swiftly transforming her from a patient into a princess.
(Seventeen.com)

Examples 22 and 23 were part of the same article about a 17-year-old girl with
Crohn’s disease being surprised by her family with a prom pampering. A prom is “a
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formal dance for high school students usually at the end of the school year”
(Merriam-Webster). Proms have a connection to the aristocracy in that it is a
tradition to elect prom kings and queens and for the younger students, prom
princesses and princes (Hargis, 2012). It is therefore no coincidence that women are
metaphorically conceptualized as princesses in the context of prom.
The story is set up as a kind of a fairy tale, where a seemingly disadvantaged
girl gets transformed into a princess. This angle is further emphasized by choice of
vocabulary such as “fairytale”, “whisked away”, and “prom dress of her dreams”.
The term princess is often used metaphorically for “one likened to a princess” and
“a usually attractive girl or woman who is treated with special attention and
kindness” (Merriam-Webster). In the article in question, the girl is certainly treated
like a princess would be, gifted with a private chauffeur and the prom dress of her
dreams. Therefore, the privileged treatment of the
the

GIRL.

PRINCESS

gets mapped to that of

This metaphorical connection between the girl and a princess is further

emphasized by Miss Georgia and Miss Colorado placing a crown on her head.
Attractiveness is also a characteristic of a princess, and the appearance of the girl is
favourably described several times in the article. She is described as having been so
beautiful in her gown that her mother “couldn’t help but cry”. The privileged
treatment as well as the beauty of the girl thus get highlighted.
(24)Because you can't find a prince doesn't mean you're not a princess.
(Seventeen.com)

This is a quote by the singer Zayn Malik. One of the definitions of princess, “a
usually attractive girl or woman who is treated with special attention and kindness”
(Merriam-Webster), is especially fitting in this case. If a girl cannot find a boyfriend,
she might feel bad about herself and think there is something wrong with her. But
Malik is here to tell her that she need not worry: she is still attractive and still
deserving of special treatment. Coming from a pop star idol, this message is potent.
Though the phrase is meant to be empowering, with a message of one not needing
a man to validate their worth, it is ironic that Zayn Malik, a man, saying this will
actually do the very same thing.
Princess was also used of woman with actual higher standing:
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(25)The princess of pop looked gorgeous in her sparkly red dress. (Seventeen.com)

One dictionary definition of princess is “a woman of high rank or of high standing in
her class or profession” (Merriam-Webster). Britney Spears, who the example refers
to, is an accomplished pop star with a long and successful career. The high standing
of a princess in society is mapped onto the high standing of Spears in her
profession. What is interesting is that so far, princess has been only used of young
women or teenagers, and at 34, Spears is neither. What motivates her being
conceptualized as a PRINCESS instead of a

QUEEN,

for example, could be the fact that

the example refers to Spears’ prom picture, taken back when she was indeed a
young woman. In addition, when she was at her most popular, Spears was known
for the youthful and innocent, even infantilized image she presented.
Men are metaphorically described as

PRINCES.

A prince is defined identically

to a princess, as “a man of high rank or of high standing in his class or profession”
(Merriam-Webster), with definitions from various dictionaries virtually identical.
However, none of the dictionary definitions mentioned the attractiveness of the
prince, unlike with princess. In example 26 (“Because you can't find a prince doesn't
mean you're not a princess”), the use of prince is somewhat different though. In
fairy tales, the princes are the perfect men who treat their partners perfectly. This
fairy tale romance is something many dream about, especially young girls. Princes
thus also embody all the qualities of a perfect man: he is handsome, kind, loving
and affectionate.
4.5.2 WOMEN AS QUEENS
There were in total nine20 occurrences of
QUEENS

WOMEN

being conceptualized as

in the data, making it by far the most popular conceptual metaphor in the

data.
(26) Queen of the Universe Angelina Jolie (Cosmopolitan.com)
(27) Because Ariana is ~queen.~ (Seventeen.com)
(28) Peyton List has already proven she's the queen of summer. (Seventeen.com)
(29)Martha Stewart is the queen to end all queens (Cosmopolitan.com)

20

Two instances of QUEEN in example 29.

58
(30) Bow down before the OG Queens (Cosmopolitan.com)

Queen is metaphorically used to refer to ”a woman eminent in rank, power, or
attractions” (Merriam-Webster). Both queens and princesses, in historical context,
had a high status, power, and dominance over others. This high status and prestige
of a QUEEN is mapped onto that of a

WOMAN

in these examples. Angelina Jolie is an

acclaimed actress and humanitarian, Ariana Grande is a famous actor and singer,
and Peyton List is a successful actor, though she is “the queen of summer” only
because she has given out advice on activities to do in the summer. Martha Stewart
is a highly influential business woman and a television personality and the “OG
Queens” in question are the women from the TV show and movie franchise Sex and
the City. The naming of these characters as queens is most likely motivated by the
immense success of the TV show and the influence the characters continue to have
on both women and popular culture.
It is curious that with both examples 29 and 30, women are set up against
each other to compete for queendom. Martha Stewart is “the queen to end all
queens” and Kim Kardashian and her friends should “bow down before the OG
queens” who are behind the inspiration for their photoshoot that the article
describes. The powerful position of a woman is presented as something one can
gain (and lose) by competing with other women, as if it were a zero-sum game.
After all, a monarchy can only have one queen at a time. It appears that the
exclusiveness of a queen’s position is mapped onto the position of a powerful
woman. This falsely represents power in women as something that disadvantages
other women: one woman’s success is another woman’s failure.
Let us look at examples 31 and 32 calling a woman a Queen Bee.
(31) The Queen Bee of switching up her hair (Seventeen.com)
(32) Queen Bee switched it up again (Seventeen.com)

Both example 31 and example 32 discuss the artist Beyoncé and her changing hair
styles. At first glance, the source domain seems to be
meaning of a

QUEEN BEE

QUEEN BEE.

The metaphorical

is “a self-important woman” (Metalude.) The queen bee is

the only female bee that lays eggs in a bee colony, and is therefore very important
to the survival of the colony. Though the importance of the QUEEN BEE gets mapped
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onto the importance of the

WOMAN,

when it comes to women this importance

becomes only self-perceived, as opposed to real importance. This doesn’t sound like
the implied meaning in these examples, though. Queen Bee is a nickname for
Beyoncé that most likely refers to her status as queen, a successful woman, while
Bee is simply an abbreviation of her name, especially as it has been capitalized in
the examples. It thus makes more sense for the source domain to be QUEEN.
In addition to referring to women of eminent rank and power, queen also
refers to ”an attractive girl or woman” (Merriam-Webster). Though there is no
doubt about the success of Beyoncé as an artist and an entrepreneur, in example 15
her status as QUEEN instead comes from the frequent changing of her hairstyle. Once
again, then, the source domain of

QUEEN

highlights the attractiveness of a woman.

Beyoncé is an African American woman, whereas the other women who have been
granted the title of queen are white. Despite Knowles’ success and in contrast with
the other woman, her queendom is represented as relating to her appearance, not
her power or high status.
(33)You're a queen — embrace it with a lot of pretty sparkly things all over your
hair. (Cosmopolitan.com)

Example 33 is a different use of queen in that it is telling the reader that they
are the queen. The article showcases upcoming wedding dress trends, and
therefore the “you” in the article refers to the bride-to-be. Queens wear a crown,
and especially historically, have been adorned with the most beautiful clothing and
jewelry, because of their privileged position and wealth. Because of the focus of
example 33 on hair, it is safe to say that the crown of the queen motivates the use
of this metaphor. Moreover, the bride is the most important woman at a wedding,
so in addition to mapping the crown on the

QUEEN’S

head to the “pretty sparkly

things” on the BRIDE’S head, the importance and privileged position of the QUEEN also
get mapped onto those of the BRIDE.
Men are also metaphorically described as

QUEENS,

but it is a pejorative way

to refer to an (often effeminate) male homosexual (Merriam-Webster). Again,
perceived femininity is viewed as a highly negative trait in men. Men are also
metaphorically described as

KINGS,

with definitions of “a boy or man who is highly

respected and very successful or popular” and “a boy or man who is awarded the
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highest honor for an event or contest” (Merriam-Webster) as well as “a man who is
the best at doing a particular thing” (Macmillan). King can even refer to the
Christian God or Christ (Merriam Webster). When

MEN

are described as

KINGS,

only

their high status or abilities are highlighted, not their appearance, unlike with
WOMEN being described as QUEENS.

4.6 WOMEN AS SUPERNATURAL BEINGS
Women were conceptualized as PIXIES once in the data:
(34) From major dye jobs to length-erasing pixie cuts (Cosmopolitan.com)

A pixie is a tiny, playful and mischievous fairy-like creature (Macmillan; Longman).
When it is used to metaphorically describe women, it refers to “a usually petite
vivacious woman or girl” (Merriam-Webster). Attractiveness, playfulness and small
size are highlighted in the metaphorical conceptualization of

WOMEN

as

PIXIES.

Example 34 talks about a pixie cut, a short hairstyle worn by women that is shorter
at the back and sides, and longer on top. Pixies are often depicted as having short
hair, thus the name pixie-cut. The hair of the
WOMAN.

PIXIE

is mapped onto the hair of the

In this article that discussed the hair transformations of celebrity women,

pixies and pixie-cuts were mentioned several times in phrases like “from pixie to
bald” and “from bob to pixie”, but unlike with the cat-eye examples in section 4.3.1
of this thesis, they didn’t add any new information on the metaphor. Neither the
pixie-cuts nor the women with the haircuts were elaborated on, evaluated or
described, and I therefore chose to discard them from the analysis.
When women cut their hair short, they are often described as being brave
and courageous. There is a cultural idea according to which men have short hair and
women long hair, and therefore long hair is viewed as feminine and short hair as
masculine. A pixie-cut thus marks a perceived loss of femininity for women, and
women with short hair are sometimes described as appearing boyish or even manly.
But with articles describing this change of hairstyle, the haircut always evokes
positive appraisal, implying that despite having short hair, they are still gorgeous,
and may even be viewed as more beautiful than before. Short hair is seen as
liberating for women, perhaps because it departs from a traditional view of what is
considered feminine.
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WOMEN were conceptualized as ANGELS on two occasions:
(35) all the Angels you see on the Victoria's Secret runway (Seventeen.com)
(36) If you went to college with VS Angels, that is. (Seventeen.com)

The Angels in both of the examples are special spokesmodels for Victoria’s Secret, a
world-famous lingerie company. The description of an angel on Metalude, that of a
”good, helpful, kind person” is not fitting for this usage of angel. An angel also
refers to “someone who is very kind, very good, or very beautiful” (Longman).
When it comes to the Angels of Victoria’s Secret, only the beauty of an
mapped onto the

WOMAN

ANGEL

gets

and coincidentally highlighted. Moreover, the beauty of

the angels is a sexualized kind of beauty; the Angels of Victoria’s Secret are, after all,
underwear models. This is in stark contrast with the traditional idea of angels being
asexual and pure. As has been established before in section 4.4.1 of this thesis,
innocence is viewed as a sexy quality of a woman. Perhaps the sexualisation of
angels is motivated through their perceived innocence, then.
There was one instance of WOMEN metaphorically described as MESSIAH.
(37) Korean women, aka our makeup messiahs. (Cosmopolitan.com)

Messiah is a biblical term. The dictionary definition of a Messiah is “the expected
king and deliverer of the jews [sic]” (Merriam-Webster). A metaphorical meaning,
and one that is more relevant to the example above, is listed as "a professed or
accepted leader of some hope or cause" (Merriam-Webster). The applicability of
this latter definition to example 37 is further emphasized by the use of lowercase
first letter in “messiah” in the example. The status of leader of the MESSIAH is
mapped onto the status of leader of the Korean WOMEN. Thus, according to example
37, Korean women are the professed leaders when it comes to makeup.
It is evident that when the article refers to Korean women, it in fact refers to
South Korean women, not North Korean women, even though this distinction is not
mentioned, as the article showcases a new makeup trend that comes from South
Korea. The makeup technique in question is referred to as “the K-beauty trick”,
likening Korean beauty to the more established concept of K-pop, Korean pop
music. Korea is the country where the new makeup innovations come from, and the
women in the U.S. should follow the example of Korean women. “Makeup messiah”
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has most likely been chosen for the article for phonological reasons (alliteration),
over metaphors of similar meanings such as goddess and queen.
MESSIAH can also be metaphorically used to describe men. Though none of
the conceptual metaphors describing humans as supernatural beings were malespecific, I want to take a moment to look at the differences between describing
WOMEN AS GODDESSES

and

MEN AS GODS.

While

MEN

who are called

GODS

are “greatly

admired and influential” (Oxford), “extremely attractive” (Macmillan), and “[people]
you idolize” (Metalude),

WOMEN

are “greatly admired, especially for her beauty”

(Oxford), “very beautiful wom[e]n” (Macmillan] amd “a woman whose great charm
or beauty arouses adoration” (Merriam-Webster). Whereas both men and women
are admired, women are mostly admired just for their beauty, while men get to also
be influential.

4.7 Discussion
The

metaphorical

conceptualizations

of

women

on

Seventeen.com

and

Cosmopolitan.com construct a version of womanhood that stands in stark contrast
with the message of empowerment both magazines tout: with all the emphasis on
appearances and sexual desirability. In 21 out of the 36 instances of conceptual
metaphors, women’s appearance or (sexual) desirability was highlighted. From
another angle, out of all the 18 different conceptual domains employed to
metaphorically describe women, 12 highlighted women’s appearance or
desirability. Furthermore, several of the metaphors posited the woman as object
rather than subject and passive rather than active, made especially evident in the
contrast between the metaphors describing men as enjoying having sex and women
as being sexually attractive21. This was further evidenced by the disparity between
metaphors describing men as active (e.g. in the workplace) and women as
attractive.
Furthermore, assertiveness in women was shown in a negative light, as
evident in the discussion of

WOMEN AS BITCHES

in section 4.3.1. Docility on the other

hand was applauded, as evident in the discussion of the WOMEN AS DOLLS metaphor in
section 4.2. Moreover, the metaphorical conceptualizations also highlighted
21

See for example analysis of animal metaphors in section 4.3.
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women’s lack of abilities, independence, and even importance. These results are
very much in line with previous research on gendered metaphors by Hines (1995;
1999), Lopéz Rodríguez (2007; 2009) and Holmes (2013), for example, as described
in section 2.5 of this thesis. The results also echo previous research on women’s and
teenage magazines (Machin and Thornborrow, 2003; Gough-Yates, 2003) as
discussed in section 2.8 of this thesis.
What is not in line with previous research, notably my bachelor’s thesis
(Tarkela, 2012), is the number of metaphors I came across. In my bachelor’s thesis, I
searched four magazines (two issues of Cosmopolitan, one of Elle and InStyle)
published in 2012 for metaphors describing women. I collected and analysed 65
conceptual metaphors in total, of which 36 were from the two issues of
Cosmopolitan magazine. The March edition of Cosmo 2012 had 66 articles in it, and
if we assume that the other issue had around the same number of articles, we can
see that the 36 conceptual metaphors were collected from just around 130 articles.
For this thesis, I read 210 articles on Cosmopolitan.com and only came across 18
conceptual metaphors. Furthermore, there were differences to the kinds of
metaphors being used. In my bachelor’s thesis the conceptual metaphors describing
WOMEN

as

ANIMALS

occurred the most, with 21 metaphors in the 2012 editions of

Cosmopolitan magazine and 11 in this study. In the 2012 editions, 9 of the animal
metaphors described women as chicks, whereas there were only two instances of
that metaphor in my data. In my data, the most prominent were the
ARISTOCRATS

WOMEN AS

conceptual metaphors, with 13 instances. In the magazines from 2012

on the other hand, there were only two instances of metaphors describing

WOMEN

AS ARISTOCRATS.

There could be a few explanations for these differences in results. First of all,
the content in the magazine and on the website might not be fully comparable, and
so their use of conceptual metaphors might differ. Secondly, and more importantly,
as I discussed in section 3.1, both Cosmopolitan and Seventeen have gone through
several changes in regards to inclusivity and their treatment of women. Joanna
Coles stepped in as the Editor in Chief of Cosmopolitan magazine in 2012, and she is
also the Editorial Director of Seventeen magazine. She has revamped the focus of
Cosmo to include more political and societal issues instead of mostly personal
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issues, as well as explicitly feminist content, and it would not be surprising if this has
had an effect on the language that is used of women, too: not only in the number of
metaphorical conceptualizations of women, but also in the choice of terms situated
higher in the hierarchy of the Great Chain of Being to conceptualize women as.
Moreover, the addition of more serious subject matter might have influenced the
language in general to be less humorous and casual.
I found some notable differences between the use of metaphors by
Seventeen.com and Cosmopolitan.com. The most defining difference was that the
metaphors used to describe women or girls on Seventeen.com didn’t highlight the
sexual desirability of women nearly as much as the metaphors on
Cosmopolitan.com. This is probably due to the difference in age of the expected
readers of the magazines. When it came to individual conceptual metaphors,
Cosmopolitan.com featured metaphors describing
Seventeen.com made more use of the

WOMEN AS QUEENS,

WOMEN AS PRINCESSES

whereas

conceptual metaphor.

The most logical explanation for this distinction is again the difference in age of
both the readers and the girls or women being described in the articles. There were
no stark differences to the metaphorical conceptualization of women and girls
though, which could be explained by both magazines being published by the same
publisher and by them sharing some of the key staff members.
In terms of what can be said about the representation of different kinds of
women in the conceptual metaphors, the results are not that surprising. All the
women described through conceptual metaphors, as far as I know, were cisgender,
that is, people whose gender-identity conforms to the gender assigned to them at
birth. In all but three examples, Jennifer Lopez (“Foxy lady”), Beyoncé (“Queen
Bee”), and Korean women (“makeup messiahs”), they were white. One girl was
disabled with Crohn’s disease (“princess”, “patient-to-princess”), while the rest of
the girls and women were able-bodied. Class was more difficult to discern from the
context, though it is clear that since most of the metaphors described celebrities,
they described wealthy women.
Other aspect of identity that was challenging to examine was sexuality. None
of the women were outright described as not being heterosexual, though, so even if
a woman was not heterosexual, there were no representations of different
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sexualities. Furthermore, although there were attempts to use inclusive language in
some of the articles22, like referring to a “partner” instead of a “boyfriend” or using
“he or she”, other articles insisted on talking about boys, men, and boyfriends. Also,
most of the articles regarding sex were very heteronormative; in other words, they
assumed that the woman is having sex with a man. The reader was also assumed to
be a girl or a woman with the reproductive organs uterus and ovaries, thereby
excluding readers who are trans girls and women entirely. One thing to be
speculated, is that although the websites had articles dealing with LGBTQ+ rights,
transgender rights, as well as race issues, as discussed in sections 3.1.1 and 3.1.2,
the fact that women belonging to these groups were so absent, could be because
the prototypical readers of Cosmopolitan and Seventeen are still constructed as
white, middle-class, straight, cisgender, and able-bodied. Therefore, other identities
are mostly included and discussed as separate issues with that difference the
central focus of the article, and not as natural parts of all the articles.
There were major differences between the metaphorical conceptualization
of women and men, both in the kinds of source domains chosen as with the kinds of
qualities the metaphors highlight. The source domains that conceptualized women
were both smaller in size (animals23) as well as more peripheral (foods24). In terms
of what got highlighted, with women it was passiveness, compliance, and being
admired, but most importantly attractiveness and sexual desirability. With men on
the other hand, activeness, impressive physicality, and enjoyment of sex were
highlighted. All of these differences seem to be motivated by an evaluation of what
is deemed feminine and what is deemed masculine, and applying that to how
womanhood and manhood, respectively, are constructed through the use of
conceptual metaphors.
The results of my analysis are in considerable conflict with both of the
magazines’ brands. As discussed in section 3.1 of this thesis, both magazines aim to
empower and inspire girls and women to reach their full potential. Despite the
effort of both websites to include different kinds of women and represent women

22

See sections 3.1.1 and 3.1.2.
See section 4.3.
24
See section 4.2.
23
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as complex human beings, as discussed in sections 3.1.1 and 3.1.2, when it comes to
the metaphorical conceptualization of women, this complexity of women does not
show. The metaphors the magazines use to describe women and girls only inspire
the reader to become more attractive and sexually appealing. The pursuit of these
qualities has been discussed in earlier research on women’s and teenage
magazines, as discussed in section 2.8 if this thesis, as well as in earlier research on
metaphors describing women, discussed in section 2.5 of this thesis. Of course, a lot
of the content in women’s and teenage magazines and consequently on their
websites has to do with appearance, with fashion as well as hair and makeup. The
magazines seem to have diffused this conflict between focusing on appearance and
being empowering not by lessening their focus on appearance, but by simply
broadening their idea of what is considered attractive. As discussed in section 3.1,
the websites do this by featuring clothing from plus-sized brands and telling the
reader they are beautiful as they are. The same scrutiny other social issues are
objected to is not directed towards the appearance of women, something that still
seems to be mostly seen as a matter of individual expression, though some
exceptions to this do exist.
One of the main reasons for this concentration on appearance could be
found in advertising revenue. As discussed in section 2.8.1 of this thesis, women’s
and teenage magazines get most of their revenue from advertisers. This means that
in addition to readers, the magazines have to please advertisers. Though the
Seventeen.com and Cosmopolitan.com don’t contain advertisement in the same
way as their print counterparts do, they have sponsored content on the websites, as
detailed in section 3.1 of this thesis. Several articles have been written in
collaboration with brands (like Covergirl) or department stores (like Macy’s). There
are also articles with names like “12 Accessories Every Girl Needs in Her Closet by
21” that showcase products with links to the online store that sells them. These
shopping guides are especially abundant in pieces that deal with fashion, beauty
and hair, but can crop up in any variety of articles. Most of the conceptual
metaphors describing women came from the categories on the websites that are
full of articles dealing with appearance, and these same categories are where most
of the sponsored content is also located.
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The magazines don’t please their advertisers by simply showcasing their
products, but they also need to create a market for those products. This is
established by claiming that these products are something one “needs”, but also
through bombarding the reader with pictures of perfect looking girls and women
and having a large part of the articles deal with appearance. With the magazines’
aiming to inspire and empower women, becoming more attractive is presented as a
tool for both self-expression and self-betterment, as well as something that is
attainable through consumption.
I was familiar with my chosen method of research from using it in my
bachelor’s thesis, though I made several adjustments in order to go more in depth
in this master’s thesis. The biggest change is a change of perspective on what the
metaphors describing women employed by Seventeen.com and Cosmopolitan.com
can tell us about how women are viewed. Whereas in my bachelor’s thesis I wished
to find out how women in our society are viewed, I made no such grandiose
gestures this time around. In this thesis, I recognize that by looking at metaphors on
these particular websites, I can only examine the way womanhood is constructed
on these websites.
There are two reasons for this. First of all, I cannot gain a universal account
of the way all the women in our society are viewed, because not all women get
written about on these websites. And secondly, I recognize that what I am actually
examining is how these websites construct womanhood through the use of
conceptual metaphors. And for me, this has become more interesting than any
attempt to offer an all-encompassing account of how women are viewed. To do
this, I have made myself familiar with intersectionality, and attempted to do my
analysis not just from the perspective of gender, but also from the perspective of
other relevant social identities and positions. As I have discussed throughout my
thesis, I do not wish to present my results as pertaining to all women. Instead, my
results represent how womanhood is conceptualized on the websites, and that can
only take into account the kinds of women that get written about. Because of this
change in perspective, I needed to adjust my analysis to better support it. This
meant taking more into account the context of the particular usage of the
metaphor.
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Something I have paid close attention to is my own research position and
objectivity. My own interests have obviously guided me in the choosing of my
research topic, material, and methodology, but that is no different to any other
researcher. I have made my own interests and opinions known in order to add
transparency to the research. Analysis is, of course, always partly subjective as it
relies on the interpretations of the researcher. Because of my rigorous
methodology, I am confident that my analysis and results are valid and
reproducible.
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5

Conclusion

This thesis examined the kind of womanhood that is constructed through the use of
conceptual metaphors on Seventeen.com and Cosmopolitan.com, the websites of
the largest teenage magazine and women’s magazine, respectively. The thesis relies
heavily on the Conceptual Metaphor Theory, according to which metaphors are
central to our thinking. Examining conceptual metaphors can thus reveal the
ideologies behind their use. I also set out to find out, what kind of women is this
concept of womanhood actually applied to, with the help of the theory of
intersectionality. Finally, I wanted to compare my findings to conceptual metaphors
that describe men, to get a sense of how womanhood and manhood are
constructed differently.
The conceptual metaphors employed by the writers at Seventeen.com and
Cosmopolitan.com construct a womanhood to which central are qualities such as
attractiveness, sexual desirability, passiveness, and compliancy. Other qualities
evident were women’s lack of abilities, independence, and even importance. The
fact that the womanhood constructed through these conceptual metaphors lies in
such stark contrast with the womanhood the magazines claim to represent, is
astonishing, but not surprising, when we consider the considerable role of
advertisers. As for women who weren’t cisgender, white, heterosexual, middle
class, or able-bodied, I did not have enough data to draw conclusions on the
differences in the metaphorical conceptualization of different groups of women.
However, the conceptual metaphors I analysed were seemingly only applied to
cisgender, mostly white, heterosexual, middle or upper class and mostly ablebodied women. As for the differences between the construction of womanhood
and manhood, where women were valued for passiveness, attractiveness, and
sexual desirability, men were valued for activeness, intelligence, and sexual desire.
This study is relevant because the ability of metaphors to highlight certain
aspects of the target domain while hiding others makes them an ideal vehicle for
perpetuating harmful beliefs without the readers or the writers perceiving them as
such. The harmful stereotypes and expectations that women may internalize from
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sexist language, as presented by Bearman, Korobov, and Thorne (2009), were
evident in the analysis: women’s subservience, passiveness, incapability, needing to
be taken care of and needing to be caretakers at the same time. As discussed in
section 2.4 of this thesis, people are influenced by what they read, regardless of
whether they agree with the sentiments or not. Reading the websites of these
magazines, can thus lead girls and women to internalize these harmful stereotypes
and expectations about what it is to be a woman.
In terms of future research, I would see the value in taking the intersectional
approach even further. This would require much more time and data. Research that
examines the conceptual metaphors describing women with various identities
might be able to find patterns in the metaphorical conceptualizations of certain
groups of women. This way, how womanhood is constructed differently for
different kinds of women could be examined. Feminism has been criticized for
focusing overwhelmingly on white, middle-class, and straight cisgender women, and
it would be about time to start paying more attention to other women and their
womanhood, also in the context of linguistics. As such a noticeable difference in the
use of conceptual metaphors was evident in magazines from 2012 and in my data
from 2015, it would be interesting to see, what a few more years would do to the
use of conceptual metaphors describing women. Doing a similar study in three or
four years could give us clues on how the womanhood is constructed in women’s
and teenage magazines, and as they are connected, in society too.
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