
 

國立政治大學國際傳播英語碩士學位學程 

International Master’s Program in  
International Communication Studies 

College of Communication 
National Chengchi University 

 
 
 

碩士論文  

Master’s Thesis 
 

« 世界時裝之苑  »中的都會女性形象:  

21世紀中國與法國的女性表述  

Images of the Urban Feminine In ELLE:  

Women’s Representation in 21st Century’s France and China 
 
 

 

Student: Oriane Leleu 劉黎明 

Advisor: Leonard Chu 朱立 

 
 

中華民國101年 7月 

July 2012 



 

 

 

II 

«世界時裝之苑  »中的都會女性形象:  

21世紀中國與法國的女性表述  

Images of the Urban Feminine In ELLE:  

Women’s Representation in 21st Century’s France and China 
 
 

研究生：             Student: Oriane Leleu 

指導教授：           Advisor: Leonard Chu 

 
 

國立政治大學 

國際傳播英語碩士學位學程 

碩士論文 

 
 

A Thesis 
Submitted to the International Master’s Program in 

International Communication Studies 
National Chengchi University 

In partial fulfilment of the Requirement 
For the Degree of Master of Arts 

 
 
 

中華民國 101年 7月 

July 2012 



 

 

 

III 

Acknowledgments 

 

First and foremost, I owe my deepest gratitude to my advisor Professor Leonard L. Chu for his 

patient guidance and assistance as well as his dedication in the realization of this thesis. It is a 

real honour for me to work with him. I would also like to thank my examiners Doctor Wei Mei-

Chuan and Professor Chang Chin-Hwa for their precious advice and helpful criticism.  

 

I am really grateful to the team of Lagardere Active International for letting me help them in the 

planning of the “Shanghai loves Paris” ELLE event (6th of March 2012) and for welcoming me 

so nicely in their team, to Lena Yang, Hugues de Vautibault, Jean Mellot, Hu Shuyi and Liu 

Meiling, for giving me the opportunity to work with them in Shanghai for ELLE and Hearst 

Magazines China since mid March, and to Christine Lenoir, retired International Director of 

Hachette Filipacchi Medias for her stories about her life in Shanghai in the beginning of ELLE 

magazine China. Many thanks to Xiong Ke, executive assistant for ELLE and Hearst magazines 

in Shanghai, Valeria Bessolo Llopiz, ELLE International Director, and Valerie Toranian, Editor-

in-Chief of ELLE France and Brand manager, who helped me in finding the Chinese covers of 

ELLE magazines.  

 

Last but not least, I want to thank my parents Ghislain and Martine Leleu and my sister Eugenie 

for their constant encouragement, love and support.  

 



 

 

 

IV 

Abstract 
 

A close relationship exists between media and the construction of women’s image, even more so 

in contemporary society when individuals rely on the written press so much to construct 

themselves. However, many media are still presenting stereotypical images of women as cute 

nurturers and housewives. Through content and semiotic analysis, the thesis examines the 

changes in the representation of women as shown on the covers of ELLE magazine at the 

beginning of the 21st century.  

The findings show that while the French edition of the magazine is portraying more and more 

realistic feminine and casually clothed ordinary women who have an extraordinary destiny and 

are concerned with human rights, ELLE China is walking a thin line between presenting 

inspirational images of trendy liberated working women and more traditional ones, and trying to 

mix them together to develop a more local image of the modern Chinese woman, whose 

Confucian values are still important. On the cover of ELLE China at least, women can acquire a 

higher status and develop a modern femininity with distinctive Chinese characteristics (although 

those characteristics are still in evolution) through consumption while the subjects on ELLE 

France covers are more substantial and varied and the image of the French women on the covers 

of ELLE magazine appears more stable. Therefore, we can conclude that ELLE serves as a venue 

for weaving local and global values together and create an image of the French and Chinese 

modern women in its respective French and Chinese issues.  

 

KEYWORDS: Fashion, media portrayal, ELLE magazine, social change, magazine cover, gender communication, 

image, stereotype 
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“WOMEN DO NOT BUY ELLE TO READ THE CONTENT OF THE MAGAZINE, THEY BUY ELLE 

BECAUSE THEY WANT TO BELONG TO THE ELLE WOMEN GROUP”. 

BRUNO LESOUEF 

CEO of the French and International ELLE Magazine Publishing Divisions at Lagardere Active 

Interview done by the researcher on February 29th, 2012. 

 

 

“ALL THE THINGS THAT ADORN WOMAN, ALL THE THINGS THAT GO TO ENHANCE HER BEAUTY, 
ARE PART OF HERSELF (...) MAKING (...) THE WOMAN AND HER DRESS, AN INDIVISIBLE WHOLE.” 

(Baudelaire, 1972)  

 

 

"THREE-TENTHS OF A WOMAN'S GOOD LOOKS ARE DUE TO NATURE, SEVEN-TENTHS TO DRESS" 
(Chinese Proverb) 

 
 

 

“EVERYTHING HAS BEAUTY, BUT NOT EVERYONE SEES IT.”  
(Confucius) 
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Chapter 1 

Introduction 
 

Fashion as Mirror of Social Circumstances: Problem and Purpose of Study 

  “As the forces of globalization make themselves felt in more and more societies in an 

unprecedented manner, the accuracy and uniqueness of dress have undeniably declined” (Chan, 

2000, p. 293). As a further negation of each culture’s individuality, “cities are becoming 

increasingly cosmopolitan as the fashion system casts its spell through the mass media and 

transnational corporations” (Chan, 2000, p. 293). Indeed, since mass media is rapidly gaining 

more influence on people’s everyday lives, magazines form a world that their readership seeks to 

be a part of, in their private and professional life.  

 Feminist media studies are closely linked to cultural studies, especially when it comes to 

symbolization and representation. The representation of women in the media has always been an 

important “battleground” for contemporary feminism. In fact, media literally construct the 

feminine identity, or as Christopher Breward (1995) calls it, an “image of femininity” that is “a 

construction, a product of its society, of culture, economics, politics and technology” (Breward, 

1995, p. 198). “Many studies on media and society focus on the relationship between media 

portrayals of women and social reality” (Luo, 2009, p. 1), paying much attention to gender-role 

messages. These studies found that women are often underrepresented when they are not being 

stereotyped being submissive and dependent.  

 “The female images constructed by the media are not fixed entities and have changed over 

time in response to both the feminist movement and the broader socioeconomic changes” (Luo, 

2009, p. 2). The first obvious improvement is from the portrayal of women within “the domestic 

sphere to one that emphasizes an independent career in the world of paid employment, but the 
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gulf between media representations and reality still exists” (Devereux, 2003; Luo, 2009, p. 2). 

On the same aspect, it is assumed that the social, political, economical or cultural circumstances 

of a country influence the content of media. In general, “media portrayal of women is related to 

the broad socio-economic, political and cultural context of a society” (Luo, 2009, p. 2). As 

observed as well, “images of women in the media are more likely to be the results of a social-

construction of reality than the products of media reflection or distortion” (Glasser, 1997, p. 87). 

Thus, while analysing the image of women, a researcher will always need to relate the media to 

those circumstances.  

 With the rapid development of its economy, China, like other countries, has been affected 

by the growing global consumer culture. Although China’s media are often seen as the Chinese 

Communist Party mouthpiece and a channel for propaganda, since 1949 and Mao’s advocacy of 

equal rights between genders and “women are holding up half the sky”, China has opened up to 

advertising under Deng Xiaoping, and the number of women’s magazines have been growing 

ever since. The Marxist views on women under the guidance of the Chinese government ‘s 

"gender equality" policy were formally incorporated into the national constitution in 1954. 

During the Cultural Revolution that began in 1966 a large number of female cadres and models 

emerged, further enhancing the status of women. From 1979 onwards, when China embarked on 

its reforms and opening up, western ideals and foreign investments in the media led to the 

creation of a new lifestyle for the Chinese women. In contemporary urban China more than ever, 

media, consumerism and Western influence play a huge role in the making of their society. And 

since the content of those media has been altered by globalization, so has been the representation 

of women. Li and Zhang found that since the 1990s, 82.3% of women in China have taken up 

jobs and have become economically independent (1994). And they want to see their new image 

reflected in the feminine press. Even though the luxury market is still booming in China, 
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according to the Chinese Association of Brand, 175 million people (13% of the overall 

population) can afford and purchase all sorts of luxury products such as watches, leather 

handbags, cosmetics, fashionable dresses and jewellery (中国奢侈品市场报告, 2010). 

Furthermore, those luxury goods consumers become more diversified as rich middle age 

shoppers are more and more joined in this category by the young and educated white-collar 

workers.  

  What women wear is about something more than the women themselves. Clothing, dress 

and appearance can be seen as a reflection of gender identity, but also can reflect a given 

economic, culture, political and social system. There is an observable connection between the 

appearance and media portrayal of women and national politics and the changes of a society. For 

example, Finnane said that women, in whatever clothes, stand among the symbols of the nation 

in China (Finnane, 1996). Therefore, to inquire into the women’s fashion and national politics is 

also to inquire into the place of woman in the nation. Fashion can be seen as a mirror of our 

social circumstances and gender issues since it can express individualism, personality and social 

affiliation. As a collective matter, fashion also shows the spirit of the time and the social 

movements, attitudes and values that exist within a society (Davis, 1994). On that point, Marjorie 

Ferguson has described how fashion and women’s magazines contribute to the formation of a 

new female image: 

Alongside other social institutions such as the family, the school, the church and other media, 

[women’s magazines] contribute to the wider cultural processes, which define the position of 

women in a given society at a given point in time. These journals help to shape both a woman’s 

view of herself and society’s view of her. For these periodicals are about more than woman and 

womanly things, they are about femininity itself - as a state, a condition, a craft and as an art form 

which comprise a set of practices and beliefs (Ferguson, 1983). 

 

 In exploring the relationship between media and society, a key question is whether the 
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media are agents of social change or social status quo defenders. The thesis intends to investigate 

how the French and Chinese women are portrayed on ELLE magazine covers and if this 

portrayal relates to the social, political and cultural environment of the countries. The main 

research question asks how women are represented in 21st century on the covers of the French 

and Chinese ELLE magazine. Fashion in China is different than fashion in France because 

women are not given the same role and image in the media. This study will use fashion to 

analyse the representation of women in ELLE magazine in two very different countries with very 

different values and compare them to see if socio cultural factors are reflected in a century of 

highly globalized media and fashion. It does not make any claims about the relationship between 

magazines and the possible resulting readers’ behaviours. The study will analyse the covers of 

the selected issues of ELLE magazines published from 2000 to 2010 to see what types of women 

are represented. In the pursuit of fashion and image, people are trying to identify with peers and 

belong to a group, which is why the researcher will use the 8 different types of women, 

discovered by Ashmore et al. (1994) as it is the most complete research on women’s types of 

beauty in the media. Media images of women in a society are closely related to the shaping of 

the political, economic, and cultural factors of such society. Therefore, any analysis of the image 

of women in the media should be based on country-specific circumstances, to consider the 

economic, political and cultural conditions. If femininity did not develop in the same direction in 

France and China, or thanks to the same events, it can be assumed that differences will appear in 

its representation. Semiotic analysis will be used in this case, to look deeper into the specific 

circumstances surrounding an image. 

 

Women in France in the 20th Century 

The first important event about French women of the century happened in 1909, when 
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Jeanne-Elizabeth Schmahl founded the French Union of Women’s Suffrage to advocate for 

women’s right to vote in France. The law was finally passed in 1944. While a commission to 

reform marriage laws was established under the Fourth Republic (between 1946 and 1958), no 

civic rights could at the time reverse the woman’s submission to her husband within the family 

sphere, especially after both world wars (Weiner, 1999), as repopulation of the country was a 

matter of first importance. “But while motherhood dominated the Fourth Republic's definition of 

female citizenship, French women did much more during the post-war years than stay at home” 

(Weiner, 1999, p. 397). The feminine press wanted to show women that it is possible to be 

economically active and “stay a woman” (Duchen, 1995). Indeed, as newly instated agents of 

their own well-being, they started to fill in the workplace and university classrooms and fight for 

their reproductive rights, like abortion, family planning and contraception (Sen, 1999). An 

increasing number of girls of the middle classes, and not just working class out of obligation and 

survival needs, were choosing to continue their studies and have careers (Fraisse, 1998; Sen, 

1999; Weiner, 1999). For upper class young women, this was a real revolution. “What mattered 

to the younger generation was economic independence and professional self-realization” 

(Weiner, 1999, p. 406).  

The graduated women with a well-paid job are nevertheless very few. Most of them are 

still given subaltern and underpaid jobs. Furthermore, the public opinion still estimates better to 

have the husband/father working and his wife staying at home. This female domesticity was 

furthermore valorised because it was made positive by the marketing of new technology. “The 

home appliance industry skyrocketed in the post-war years: between 1950 and 1958, production 

went up a remarkable 400 per cent” (Weiner, 1999, p. 397). The advertisements for those 

appliances in the women’s magazines portrayed the ideal woman, a housewife taking care of her 

family and happy to do it, as those appliances were a huge progress and evolution of her status 
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with the family. In a way, these ads made her appear more glamorous by taking care of the 

family (see Appendix 1A). In the light of this, the rarity of women in the political and 

economical sphere of the time – Only seven women acceded to governmental offices between 

1946 and 1974 – can be explained by underlining the specific context of the Thirty Glorious 

Years and the baby boom, leading to a strengthening of families and patriarchy (Jenainati, 2007; 

Turgeon, 1902).  

May 1968, however, was the year of all changes. Alongside the students and workers 

who were mass demonstrating in the cities and especially in Paris for the right to better 

opportunities and life-style, women seized this opportunity to voice their demands. Among them 

were the rights for abortion, contraception, equal pay, and professional recognition, etc. 

(Kristeva, 1981). During this revolution, women posed as Marianne (the French woman adorning 

the red cap of liberty, to have become a symbol of the French revolution). They were also 

numerous in universities to animate debates and organize strikes (Oliver, 2000). It is on these 

foundations that Antoinette Fouque, Monique Wittig and Josiane Chanel founded the Women’s 

Liberation Movement, MLF: 

The name the Movement de Liberation des Femmes was first used by the media reporting on a 

group of women who were arrested for putting a wreath on the Tomb of the Unknown Soldier at 

the Arc de Triomphe and dedicating it to a person more unknown than him, his wife. The right to 

legal abortions was the mobilizing issue of the MLF in the 1970s. On April 5, 1971, the weekly 

magazine Le Nouvel Observateur published a Manifesto signed by 343 women who claimed to 

have had illegal abortions. Simone de Beauvoir was at the top of the list followed by some of the 

most famous women in France (Oliver, 2000, p. 9). 

 

In the middle of the seventies French women massively gained access to professions in 

education, the press and publishing. This leads to the creation of feminine/feminist publishing 

agencies (Agacinski, 1998) and feminine magazines such as Witches, Women in Movement, 
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Figaro Madame etc. If the representation of the French women used to focus on the nurturer and 

traditional role of women until the seventies, it has not been the case for the Chinese women, as 

the Communist Party discovered rapidly the political power of an emancipated woman. 

 

Women in China in the 20th Century 

  China's women's liberation movement is not independent but rather an integral part of the 

country’s revolution. “For thousands of years, Chinese history has been basically men’s history. 

Being dominated by Confucian ideology (…) The main reason women were ignored related to 

their political, economic, and social position in the society” (Shuo, 2006, p. 316). “After the 

Revolution of 1911 buried the Qing dynasty, followed by the New Cultural Movement, many 

new ideas were introduced into China from the West that challenged traditional culture and the 

old social order” (Shuo, 2006, p. 317). Among them was the redefinition of “women’s social 

status and roles in response to the feminist movement in the West” (Shuo, 2006, p. 317). In fact, 

it is assumed that in the late Qing period, “male thinkers of every persuasion incorporated 

women into their vision of the nation” (Hershatter, 2004, p. 1030), as “mothers of citizens, or full 

participants of a modern nation”.  “Shanghai magazines and newspapers at the turn of the 

century portrayed “‘new women’ (…) as embodiments of the modern” (Hershatter, 2004, p. 

1030). And the courtesans of the period experimented “foreign clothing in a manner that 

destabilized social and national identities” (Hershatter, 2004, p. 1030). Chinese feminists and 

women historian of the May 4th period also advocated for “a new woman” who would be 

“educated, employed, independent, concerned with public life” (Hershatter, 2004, p. 1031).  

As Barlow reminds us, the Chinese women's movement is as old as “it is a constituent 

element of Marxist-feminist thinking” (Barlow, 2001, p. 1287; Fraisse, 1998) although the 

Confucian culture influences them in being submissive as an ideal. However, when the political 
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and economical context needed it, women would leave the family sphere to assume another role 

entirely in the society. In 1921, The Communist Party of China applied directly the ideology they 

had previously developed (Wang, 1996): 

In general, one can say that for the past fifty years Chinese feminism has been a state policy; in 

that regard, it has dealt primarily with how best the state could mobilize rural and urban women 

into the public sphere; and it has made available to female citizens a range of political 

subjectivities not only within the dominant political discourse but also outside both family roles 

and the erotic domain of modern sexual expressivity (Barlow, 2001).  

 

Under CCP’s leadership, several laws were passed that saw the Chinese women enjoy 

equal rights to men socially, economically, politically and educationally. As part of the state 

feminism the CCP also established the Women’s Federation, which has branches all over China 

(Yang, 1999). State feminism refers to a state’s efforts to support women through various means 

such as making their reproduction a public concern by introducing policies to cater for issues 

such as maternity leave, by establishing laws to ensure that women and men are accorded equal 

rights, and by hiring women to fill state positions (Yang, 1999). “When applied to China it often 

portrays a paradoxical image of a state patriarch championing women's liberation, although with 

vacillation and inconsistency” (Wang, 2005). “As a recent study claims, under state-derived 

feminism, agency becomes the monopoly of the party-state. Although women can be mobilized 

for change, they cannot be their own agents of change" (Wang, 2005). Despite its contribution to 

the emancipation of women state feminism has been criticized as a hindrance to the full 

emancipation of women. Socialist state feminism, which exists in China, deemphasizes the male-

female concept as it seeks to diminish the distinction between women and men; it does not 

appreciate the uniqueness of women. Following the introduction of state feminism by the CCP 

gender and sexuality were no longer acknowledged particularly in the public domain. The 
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government made effort to do away with women as separate entities from men by making effort 

to erase femininity. A good example that illustrates this is the introduction of a unisex dressing 

code well before the Cultural Revolution. In 1919, Mao Zedong gave notice of his line on gender 

differentiation in dress: 

If a woman’s head and a man’s head are actually the same, and there is no real difference 

between a woman’s waist and man’s, why must women have their hair piled up in those 

ostentatious and awkward buns? Why must they wear those messy skirts cinched tightly at the 

waist? I think women are regarded as criminals to start with, and tall buns and long skirts are the 

instruments of torture applied to them by men. There is also their facial makeup, which is the 

brand of a criminal; the jewellery on their hands, which constitutes shackles; and their pierced 

ears and bound feet, which represent corporal punishment. Schools and families are their prisons. 

They dare not voice their pain, nor step out from behind closed doors. If we ask, how can they 

escape this suffering, my answer is, only by raising a women’s revolutionary army (Schram, 

1969). 

 

 For the scholar Bin Zhao, fashion has a predominant effect on social classes in China. 

Fashion seen as bourgeois was left to the side, which turned the country into a unified and 

nationalistic uniform. But, since “socialism embraces modernization and developmental theories 

as a component of the transformation of nation and individual; class and clothing were intimately 

linked, but they were also tied to understandings of historical progress” (Zhao, 1997). Croll 

(1978) argued that the new republic established in 1949 provided women with higher political, 

economical and social importance (Croll, 1978). As a sign of further liberalization, “the Chinese 

Communist Party adopted two of the most important legislative documents in 1950: the Marriage 

Law and the Land Law. Free marriage, free divorce, economic independence and other concepts 

that were foreign to the majority of the population became the advocated codes” (Li, 2000, p. 2). 

This led to a rise of the divorce figure that was at 1.3 per 1.000 at the time (Li, 2000). Women in 

propaganda posters were usually committed to her work, with a smiling face and rosy cheek. 
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There were many famous phrases or slogans such as “women are a great revolutionary force,” 

“the key to women’s emancipation is entry into social production” (see Appendix 1).  

During this period, and then again during the Cultural Revolution (between 1966 to 1976), 

femininity was again discouraged in favour of a neutral gender, which saw women conform to 

the male standards of work and appearance by adopting male clothes and joining the traditionally 

male labour force (Barlow, 2001; Croll, 1978). The literature of this period lost its gender, one 

only read about the heroes (whether males or females) of the nation, peasants, workers and 

soldiers loving their country and devoting to the revolution, but never about love or sexuality 

(Grossman, 2002; Hui, 2010; Shuo, 2006). “The uniform colour and style of the popular outfit 

for both women and men during the Cultural Revolution " (Li, 2000, p. 4) further increased this 

illusion of the presence of only one gender in the labour force.  

In an effort to liberate women the CCP introduced media censorship as a way of 

suppressing femininity. The CCP censored the appearance of women in clothes that emphasized 

their femininity in the magazine covers (Yang, 1999).  In addition, film scripts were edited to 

downplay sexual attraction and love like in the White Haired Woman (Yang, 1999). The result of 

such media censorship was the suppression of female sexuality.  

  The Four Modernizations policy, launched and implemented in the 1970s, introduced 

radical socio-economical (industrialization and urbanization) and ideological (class struggle to 

modernization) changes for Chinese women.  

The death of Mao and the liberalization of the economy rapidly ‘modernized’ Chinese people’s 

dress, so much so that traditional Chinese dress is nowadays a rare sight in China’s cities. Popular 

magazines and newspapers from the early 1970s showed that Chinese dress was nearly completely 

abandoned in urban areas, and tailors were rapidly replaced by retail shops and department stores 

that sold an increasingly wide range of ready-to-wear fashion (Chan, 2000).  
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 “With these changes came a proliferation of women’s magazines after 1979 and a relaxation of 

mandated ideological requirements. In face of a strong underlying patriarchal tradition in 

Chinese society, the notion of gender egalitarianism espoused by the Chinese Communist Party 

was put to the test amid the changes of the role of mass media” (Glasser, 1997, p. 87). This new 

attitude has given room for fashion and dress to be assimilated into the logic of the international 

fashion system without directly challenging the prevailing discourses of nationalism (Chan, 

2000).  

In the 1980s a series of regulations called for health care facilities, childcare centres, and 

other women related initiatives in the workplace (Barlow, 2004; Li, 2000; Shuo, 2006). During 

the same time, women’s magazine titles rose exponentially. Katherine Frith and Yang Feng 

found that “the speed of this expansion has been accelerated by the China’s Open Door policy” 

adopted since 1979 (2008, p. 1).  

Women rely on “celebrity status, taste, dress and makeup style, cultural exposure and a 

fashionable lifestyle” (Pei, 2011, p. 403) to move up the social ladder. And they may have 

acquired this knowledge and different way of lifestyle through magazines that teach them “the 

importance of self-development” (Pei, 2011, p. 403).  

Life for young urban Chinese youth has changed dramatically from previous generations born 

under the control and influence of Mao Zedong and the Communist Party. As a result, youth face 

different challenges, embrace different dreams, and pursue different opportunities from their 

parents and grandparents. What has emerged is a steady stream of Chinese self-expression 

(Weber, 2002). 

 

As the women born in the late 1980s are now entering the job market, they are faced with even 

greater pressures than their mothers. Indeed, the one-child policy led to much female infanticide 

and abortion of females. Even worse is that the women who violate the one child policy are 
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denied salary benefits during the maternity leave as well as job promotions (Encyclopedia of 

Motherhood, 2010). It is important to note that the policy was a part of several policies that were 

enacted by the CCP when it gained power as a way of improving the family, promote women’s 

economical and political equality, pushing them into the workplace and generally uplifting their 

social status (Encyclopedia of Motherhood, 2010). The portion of the female work force in 

managerial positions rose to 6.1% in 2000 from 2.9% in 1990, while the portion of women 

employed in professional or technical jobs rose to 22.8% from 17.4%, according to the National 

Bureau of Statistics of China. Thus, this generation, more than ever, is confronted with managing 

work and family life at the same time as the still existing gender stereotypes are competing with 

the western ideals. A “survey showed that single men in large cities prefer a wife who is gentle, 

obedient, considerate, and good at housework, with no high demand on her education and 

occupation” (Glasser, 1997, p. 91).  

“As a result of China’s drastic social changes, the hegemonic definition of Chinese 

women in the media has continuously been renewed, recreated, defended and modified” (Luo, 

2009, p. 9). The globalization of communication and information gives women magazines a 

chance to actively participate in the construction and evolution of the feminine image through 

fashion. Fashion, usually applies to a prevailing “mode of expression” (Glossary, 2009) of our 

culture, a sense of aesthetics, norms, and a certain contemporary style.  

 In addition to fashion, women’s magazines have played an important role as enforcing 

traditional stereotypes before they can become the constructers of a new reality. ELLE magazine 

in particular, has been among the first in France to witness these changes (see choice of ELLE 

magazine in Chapter 3), in particular in the representation of the educated urban women. This 

thesis intends to look at the changes in the representation of the French and Chinese women, as 

shown on the covers of ELLE magazine in the first decade of the 21st century. Findings can help 
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us understand the social and cultural changes that have been taking place in France and China 

and their portrayal and influence on women’s image in the two countries.  

 The main research question asks how women are represented in 21st century on the covers 

of the French and Chinese ELLE magazine. Specifically, the researcher intends to answer the 

following questions: 

1. Is there a change in the representation of women in ELLE from 2000 to 2010?  

As a very successful title, ELLE magazine is franchised in many countries with France and China 

having each their own version of the magazines in their respective languages. However, being 

franchised does not mean that the magazine is not presenting a unified feminine image instead of 

a unique one to each publication location. 

This leads to the following research question: 

2. Does the globalization of media play a role in the representation of urban feminine 

images in ELLE in the two countries?  

Hermes found that women’s magazines appear “overwhelmingly heterosexual in orientation and 

predominantly white in colour” (Hermes, 1995, p. 9) since “black people don’t sell your 

magazine” (Helcke, 2003). In consequence, the women posing as cover models will also be 

analysed as, being the direct representation and identification of self for the reader, the choice of 

who figures on the cover of the magazine is an important one. It is also a way to see the role of 

race in the ideal feminine image. China is made of 56 different ethnicities, including the Han 

Chinese, and the Arabic, Asian (Vietnamese) and African communities in France are also 

conspicutively present. Precise statistics, however, cannot be made available as it is illegal in 

France to collect racial statistics, but since Muslims account for 5 million people, it is estimated 

that the African and Arabic population accounts for about 10 million. These different races 

should have some representation on the covers (as they will not be all represented) of the 
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magazine to have a more realistic reflection of the two societies under study.  

The final research question addresses the choice of the women posing as cover models: 

3. Do the cultural values and race represented by the woman posing as cover model 

correspond to the feminine images represented in specific issues? 
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Chapter 2 

Literature Review 
 

 Hung, Li and Belk showed that “better-educated, and more urban people in economically 

developing countries are more concerned with individual desires and more prone to the 

influences of globalizing mass media” (2005). Women in those societies will then feel the impact 

of mass media on the construction of their image. The post-war period and then May 1968 social 

movements let French women take on a new role as financially and spiritually independent 

agents. French magazines quickly realized they had to follow this new feminine agency. As for 

Chinese women, “on whom stringent requirements had been placed to preserve the austere 

image, (they) were quick to discard their baggy clothes when political pressure lifted” (Hung et 

al., 2005). Contemporary women should then be represented as a new modern woman, that is her 

own agent faced with global consumer culture, mass media and politics, “all exerting pressures 

to re-define femininity” (Hung et al., 2005). To that aspect, this thesis will now review the role 

of fashion, media, society, traditional stereotypes, and globalization’s influences in defining and 

re-defining feminine images. 

 

Fashion, Image and Society and their Relationship to Women’s Magazines 

 In former times, fashion was rather a question of status where only the upper class could 

afford the latest trends. Over the decades, fashion became seasonally changing, and more 

influential on all social classes in France. After World War II mass-manufactured fashions 

became increasingly popular. “On February 12, 1947, Christian Dior launched the first collection 

of the House of Dior as the "New Look". The signature shape was characterized by a below-mid-

calf length, full-skirt, pointed bust, small waist, and rounded shoulder line” (Duchen, 1995). At 
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the end of the 1960s, and as a result of the women’s movement and middle class women entering 

the job market, luxurious garments disappeared and a new wave emerged, the so-called 

“elegance for everybody”. In contrast to the 1950s and 1960s the 1970s were influenced by a 

new body ideal, the young, slim, flat body and the androgynous traits became popular. “Unisex 

fashion came in fashion and women’s clothes became more masculine while men’s fashion 

started to adapt to a more feminine style” (Jacobson, 1994). The fashion industry in the late 20th 

century began to operate on an international level. Hereby the Western fashion styles were 

adopted all over the world. Elisabeth Wilson concluded that:  

(...) Women’s magazines have moved from the didactic to the hallucinatory. Originally their 

purpose was informational, but what we see today in both popular journalism and advertising is 

the mirage of a way of being, and what we engage in is no longer only the relatively simple 

process of direct imitation, but the less conscious one of identification (Wilson, 1985, p. 157).  

 

This intensity of identification with the depicted models and their fashion styles increased after 

establishing fashion photography in women’s magazines. 

 Chinese women’s image and fashion in Mao’s time actually experienced several different 

phases. From the 1950s to the 1960s, women’s clothing was functional and limited in style. “The 

norm in urban dress was the cadre suit, except during the clothing-reform campaign of 1955–56, 

which differentiated by gender and urban/rural location” (Hershatter, 2004, p. 1013). In fact, the 

situation went as far as to have “the state promoted gender similarity, neglecting the specificities 

of women’s bodies and their social experiences as daughters and wives” (Hershatter, 2004, p. 

1013). During the Cultural Revolution (1966-1976), many people wore military clothing to 

demonstrate their revolutionary allegiance and western clothes were abandoned because of their 

bourgeois feature. Through propaganda, the CCP dictated normative standards of dress and 

appearance that explicitly linked clothing to location in the citizenry (Chen, 2001). The red 
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armband worn by Mao and the Red Guards represented an important accessory. The original 

characters of women like beauty, tenderness and weakness were considered old-styled, feudal 

and bourgeois and blameful as traditional dress was considered part of old culture and customs. 

The meaning of colour, however, held various simultaneously circulating class- based 

associations, marked national progress, or indicated bourgeois and revisionist thinking on the 

part of an individual (Chen, 2001). For “politically correct Chinese people, clothing at that time 

differentiated the socialist from the rest; for outsiders, it was the single most obvious feature 

about contemporary Chinese culture” (Finnane, 1996). 

Bourdieu’s “habitus” illustrates how people, using fashion as a means of expression, 

select some social affiliations and group belonging which in turn have some impact on the 

lifestyle they have (Bourdieu, 1984). In the pursuit of fashion and image, Simmel also thinks it is 

necessary to belong to one’s social group while also expressing one’s individuality (Wearing, 

2000). Therefore, individuals need to identify with peer approval and societal status. 

To be ostracized from the peer group, to feel different, inferior, and unattractive or ultimately 

rejected can have critical effects on identity formation. Fashion is often used to signal membership 

of a group through clothes, style, and personal belongings. It is an important component of one’s 

identity and influences the way one is perceived and accepted (Wearing, 2000).  

 

In a similar view, Baudrillard declared that images can be representative of reality or of a 

simulation of it: a simulacrum (Glasser, 1997). Images can then have four successive phases: the 

reflection of a basic reality; the masking and perverting of a basic reality; the masking of an 

absence of reality; or the bearing of no relation to any reality whatsoever: it is its own pure 

simulacrum (Baudrillard, 1983). Some studies demonstrate that “media content does not simply 

reflect the world, but represents it by highlighting certain elements over others” (Devereux, 

2003). Traditional Marxists believe that the media, moulded by politics and economics, provide 
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“distorted or ‘false’ accounts of an objective reality” (Curran, 1982, p. 22). If women’s 

magazines do not reflect the growing changes of women’s identity both in France and China, 

they can be seen not only as perverted reflection of the reality, or completely disconnected from 

it (which would lead to loosing their readership) but those same magazines might even contribute 

to the formation and continuity of traditional and stereotypical female ideals.  

“In addition to this, there is a high dependency on media for information in times of 

social upheaval or change” (Baran, 2011, p. 308). As the media help women organize in the 

society, they can relate to each other’s shared experience and feelings through feminine 

magazines. Hung and Li discovered that in China, the portrayal of women in media has been 

greatly remodelled since the economic reform and reflects the social expectations placed upon 

them (2006). 

Goffman’s study of visual images in print advertisements in 1979 proposes the idea that 

media create "a pseudo-reality that is better than real" (p. 23), thus displaying a new notion of 

gender roles through images. In the late eighties, the representation of these roles seemed to 

focus on the opposition between family, self-fulfilment and independence (Glasser, 1997). In the 

late 1980s in China, domestic images were represented by the use of western appliances and 

western models in advertisements. Jinhua Dai among others explained this by stating that 

publications of the 1980s and 1990s positioned the Chinese women as objects of men’s desire, as 

the cause of political chaos and men’s disenfranchisement or as the embodiment of a shameful 

oriental and colonial past (Barlow, 2004; Dai, 2003).  

 But women's magazines are distinguished from other media mainly by the fact that they are 

directed specifically to, and read primarily by women. This factor explains feminist concern with 

the images projected in these publications, precisely because of their potential impact on 

women's self-perception. Images of housewife happily using western appliances or an object of 
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men’s desire have more impact when placed in women’s magazines than elsewhere. “A woman 

is alienated from the product upon which she works: her body. She may say that she diets, 

exercises, and dresses for herself, but in reality she is probably shaping and adorning her flesh 

for men. (Women) are also alienated from their intellectual capacities” (Jaggar, 1983, p. 189). 

 

Changing Women’s Magazines and Changing Stereotypes of Women 

“Virtuous women belong to history. Women of the present are independent and 

beautiful... Some men say that they do not love women who are not bad” (Yang, 2007, p. 361).  

Such vision of women is “grounded in a particular vision of history that celebrates the end of 

patriarchy and women's coming of age” (Yang, 2007). However, those visions can still be 

contradictory as it is often the case in France and French women’s magazines: “on the one hand, 

they have titanic feminist theorists, from Simone de Beauvoir via Helene Cixious to Virginie 

Despentes. On the other hand, the mainstream culture looks quite sexist” (Williams, 2011). 

Women, in those media, are taught that they should “be restrained, demure, moderate in all 

things, poised; a host of qualities that all mean quiet. But this dichotomy is impossible. Either the 

feminist intellectuals had no impact, or sexism is a myth” (Williams, 2011). As for China, “with 

changing social expectations, living standards, and increasing Western influences, young 

Chinese women residing in urban areas have developed an awareness of their new identities as 

contemporary women” (Hung & Li, 2006, p. 7). But in today’s media, women in the US and 

Europe are still given more important role than the Chinese, giving them more substance as to 

how they are perceived in real life (Luo, 2009).  

In fact, feminists have long denounced women’s magazines as a commercial means to 

draw women into a consumer culture based, for example, on low self-esteem (Budgeon, 1995; 

Ferguson, 1983). They portray images that show how to be a perfect objectified mother, wife and 
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housekeeper, glamorous accessory, secretary or whatever suits the needs of a patriarchal 

ideology so that men can keep dominating the “public sector” while women, condemned to the 

“private”, stay economically dependent (Chang, 1995; Davis, 1994). ELLE women’s magazine is 

no exception: 

From the very first issue on, Elle offered images of all sorts of women leading productive lives in 

the public sphere, but rarely to the exclusion of a domestic, relational identity. Be she actress, 

astronomer, anonymous model, Resistance fighter, intellectual, secretary, mountaineer or a lucky 

and attractive reader chosen from the sea of correspondence Elle received, women were shown to 

be briskly, efficiently and happily managing to raise children, cook and clean. Elle's covers had 

progressed from the pre-war fantasy value of showing women in fur coats to its own modern 

fantasy: women with children, laundry baskets, or even refrigerators. Elle made exceptional 

women accessible to readers by `domesticating' them: by showing how they, too, were part of the 

relationally defined feminine norm (Weiner, 1999). 

 

“Following the tradition of sex role stereotyping, Wolf (1990) sees fashion magazines as part of 

a backlash which perpetuates patriarchal relations through the promotion of a restrictive beauty 

standard” (Budgeon, 1995, p. 173). Because of this, researchers wonder why women continue to 

support a medium that stereotyped women into subordination roles. They show women as 

“passive, conforming, self-subordinating and less competent than men” (Demarest, 1992, p. 

357). Franzwa (1974) even found that women are usually presented in magazines as either single 

and looking for a husband, housewife-mother, spinster, widowed or divorced (Franzwa, 1974). 

Women are only defined through the absence of men. “In terms of work, women are 

overrepresented in family- home occupations whereas men dominate business, sales, or 

management, and media or celebrity occupations. In terms of character traits, Flora (1971) found 

that passivity and dependence are most desirable in female characters” (Glasser, 1997, p. 88).  

Even magazines created to satisfy the feminist movement were still more concerned with 

physical appearance than gender equality (Demarest, 1992): 
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The media it seems may be described as either an agent of social control that reinforces traditional 

sex roles, a mirror of society that reflects current attitudes and opinions about women’s roles or a 

sluggish agent of social change. However, even if we accept the argument that established 

women’s magazines have served to inform about and sometimes promote social change, these 

magazines, like most other media, tend to be conservative and to maintain traditional social norms. 

Women’s magazines seem to be sensitive to changes in society, but they are also show to change, 

perhaps because of their own economic constraints (Demarest, 1992). 

 

  Women’s magazines have been obsessed with the construction of stereotyped roles of 

women such as a housekeeper, mother, cook and lover (Ferguson, 1983). However magazines 

are apparently more reflecting of the changing image of women than the other media, and the 

fact that women of the 1990’s spend more time working and taking care of themselves 

individually and not as regards to their role in the family, than their predecessors did. “Tuchman 

concluded that magazines marketed explicitly for women have also been responsive to change 

although the image they offer of women’s role is still limiting” (Demarest, 1992, p. 358). To fit 

the workingwomen’s image, new types of portrayals surfaced from the women's magazines: 

young liberated from housework, fashionable, and often financially independent women (Frith, 

2008; Glasser, 1997; Patel, 2011). Most women’s magazines “don't accurately reflect the 

multiple dimensions of identity in women's lives. Elle, however, connects with its readers” 

(Patel, 2011, p. 6): the women fighting to find a workplace, female sexuality, motherhood, 

physical appearance, entrepreneurship and an ever-elusive work-life balance. In 2005, Li and 

Hung identified four specific images of the contemporary Chinese woman in magazines: 

The nurturer, strong woman, flower vase, and urban sophisticate. While each image incorporates 

features of the homogenized global consumer culture and features reminiscent of traditional 

Chinese cultural values, (…) the urban sophisticate is the most popular feminine image magazine 

advertising. Indeed, 53% of the ads in fashion/lifestyle magazines featured this image. Whereas 

51% of non-Asian presenters portrayed the urban sophisticate, there was a spread among the 

images portrayed by Asian models (34% flower vase, 33% urban sophisticate, 10% cultured 



 

 

 

22 

nurturer, and 21% strong women). The urban sophisticate stood out among the four images as the 

one that carries the most foreign characteristics (Hung, 2006). 

 

 In a more complete research as it includes more characteristics of women found in 

magazines, Ashmore, Englis and Solomon (1994) found evidences of eight distinct types of 

beauty involving different "looks properties": the Classic Beauty, Feminine, Sensual, Exotic, 

Cute, the Girl-Next-Door, Sex Kitten, and Trendy woman. For Ashmore et al. (1994), “models 

coded into the first four categories (Classic Beauty, Feminine, Sensual, and Exotic) share many 

characteristics, yet each beauty type is somewhat distinct”. For example, these 4 models appear 

calm, comfortable, intelligent and at ease, “in addition, they also appear elegant without having 

to be dressed in fancy clothes” and look directly at the camera although classic beauties and 

feminine are two categories that fit more the stereotyped role of women while exotic models are 

often shown as sexually subordinated. A more detailed description of each type of beauty is 

given in Appendix 3. 

When international women’s magazines expanded across national borders, they portray 

fantasy feminism, emphasizing the images of women as glamorous, individualistic, and 

hedonistic (Agacinski, 1998; Chase, 2007). This also paved way for the development of new eras 

of study and news covering in the media. “In a 1997 special issue on "Woman Power" published 

in ELLE China, Hu Hui-ming” indicated that if Chinese women were to accentuate their 

femininity, it would “provide a better vision for the future” since “woman power is flexible 

enough to be strong and tender at the same time” (Yang, 2007, p. 371). Johansson (2001) found 

that images used for covers changed from the revolutionary representations under Mao, to 

enticing and beautiful young women, contributing to the creation of a new form of 

commercialized feminine identity. For him, this change in women’s representation undermines 

the revolutionary neutral gender discourse for a globalized capitalist commercial culture. Indeed, 
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a 1982 survey by Kineta Hung, Yiyan Li and Russell Belk showed that about 25% women 

magazines had ‘pin-up girls’ posing on their covers (2005).  

Furthermore, some French women magazines such as 20ans, Madame Figaro, Marie 

Claire and ELLE still convey a very stereotypical and frivolous portrayal of women: French 

women are assumed to have lots of sexual partners, especially during the summer vacations, 

during which one can read many articles and quizzes on sex and seduction. In the sixties and 

seventies in France, ELLE, Marie Claire and the feminine press were, following Simone de 

Beauvoir’s The Second Sex, advocating for women’s emancipation, contraception and all other 

rights that used to be tabooed. Nowadays, women’s magazines lead us to believe that if we do 

not seduce, if we are overweighed or not considered pretty, it is through our own fault. A second 

stereotype is that women can only be happy if they have money to shop or go to the spa. In 

shorts women can buy themselves out of all their complexes. A good improvement from its 

creation is that in ELLE, economical, cultural differences between French women seem to have 

vanished. Working women, managers, unemployed women or idols are presented the same way. 

This shows the emergence of a double image: woman defined exclusively by her role of wife and 

mother vs. the sexually liberated woman. Vogue and Votre Beaute reduce women's liberation to 

sexual freedom (objectisation), while Marie-Claire also introduces the major feminist themes of 

female sexuality and employment. Magazines have thus evolved into a format, which combines 

the representation of traditional femininity with images reflecting the new female consciousness.  

In China nowadays, popular movie star Zhang Ziyi, TV celebrity Yang Lan, supermodel 

Pei Pei, in shorts idols from movies, fashion, art and sports and many other areas now 

“demonstrate the true interpretation of the confident and beautiful women from ELLE fashion” (

劉老爺, 2008). After 20 years, ELLE China “is more characteristic of the times, more in line 

with modern metropolitan women's pursuit” (劉老爺, 2008). Even the words standing for the 
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name ELLE (“Elegance, Love, Luxury and Energy (dynamic)”) are “a perfect echo of modern 

China female characteristics” (劉老爺, 2008).  

 

Globalization, Fashion and Influence on the Construction of Women’s Image 

  “Aesthetic codes are harder to define simply because they are more varied, more loosely 

defined and change so rapidly” (Fiske, 2011, p. 76). Cross-cultural studies show that media 

portrayals of women are influenced by socio-cultural factors such as fashion, lifestyles and 

tastes. “In a cultural environment characterized by rapid changes and fragmentation, consumers 

adapt by reconfiguring their self-identities as their social conceptions are shaped and reshaped by 

competing cultural forces”(Hung et al., 2005). For instance, in countries such as China, the 

emancipation of women seems to “offer exceptionally positive images of women and (their) 

contribution to economic and social development” (Hung et al., 2005). In France however, 

feminists heavily criticize the contradiction between women’s agency in real life and its lack of 

representation within the media. “Sweeping changes in mass communications, emergence of new 

social movements, intensification of cultural experiences, and strident voices of minority groups 

have contributed to altered perceptions of self and collective identities” (Lee, 1997, p. 126). In 

fact, the crisis of Western identity “has emboldened the Asian voice to speak on behalf of many 

specific identities that do not necessarily correspond to those emerging in the new social 

movements in the West” (Lee, 1997, p. 130). “As one of the realization of change in the social, 

economic and cultural development, magazines in China are influenced by the process of 

globalization” (Li, 2008, p. 61), women’s magazines content and advertising are also becoming 

global, as more and more foreign brands own magazines in China.  

 We could then assume that the development of Asian and western feminine images are 

linked, although Lee believes that “Asian identities emerging from the chrysalis of Western 
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despair are trying to appropriate some of it for moulding their own particularities” (Lee, 1997, p. 

130). While some authors regret that it would lead to cultural loss, others “suggest that it instead 

provokes a reinvigoration of local culture” (Hung, 2005). “The construction of a Western Other 

should be seen as a negotiation between the local site and global capitalism, as global capital 

penetrates the local” (Yang, 2007, p. 376). “Such international women's magazines engaged with 

issues such as women's independence, individuality and their search for romantic love and 

lifestyle; all of which, the magazines suggested, can be obtained through consumption 

particularly consumption of Western goods” (Yang, 2007, p. 365). Globalization has, often been 

seen in a pessimistic light, as the destruction of local cultural identities, “victims of the 

accelerating encroachment of a homogenized, westernized, consumer culture” (Tomlinson, 1999, 

p. 269). Tomlinson believes on the contrary, “that globalization, far from destroying it, has been 

perhaps the most significant force in creating and proliferating cultural identity” (Tomlinson, 

1999, p. 270). In fact, according to Robertson and Lechner, “Globalization is the process by 

which the world is being made into a single place with systematic properties” (Robertson, 1985, 

p. 103). Due to the expansion of the capitalist economy and the diffusion of technologies and 

advertising, there is an increased interaction between nation and state, foreign cultures and 

lifestyle (Stevenson, 1996).  

 Images create racial, cultural and gender stereotypes that influence the perception of an 

individual. Ashmore, Englis and Solomon even demonstrated that “although researchers have 

conceptualized beauty as one-dimensional, modern-day cultural definitions of beauty are 

multidimensional” (1994, p. 1). For them, “attractive people portrayed in advertising affect 

consumers' global perceptions of their own facial attractiveness” (1994, p. 2), which explain why 

people try to attain a certain ideal by buying and following those magazines.  

 “While globalization erodes the market for local firms, consumer demand for global 
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brands, or even the adoption of global popular culture, has only a small influence on fundamental 

cultural components such as beliefs and norms” (Hung, 2007, p. 1035). Rather that globalizing 

norms and culture, it is assumed that readers import and transform ideals of beauty to fit their 

own cultural norms. This would lead to interpret otherness and exoticism in a local environment. 

Readers can then aspire, identify with or reject these images. And since the West is a source of 

admiration to China, when the country opened up under Deng Xiaoping’s reforms, 

“globalization, in the Chinese context, is associated with modernization” (Hung, 2007, p. 1036). 

Ideals types are conceptualized “based on observations of reality that are designed to make a 

comparison possible” (Rogers, 1983, p. 263).  

Each culture has a set of general beliefs about what constitutes femininity and beauty. Likewise, 

beauty is a construct that varies from culture to culture and changes over time. Whereas porcelain 

skin is valued in China, scarification of the skin is a beauty process in parts of Africa. Thus, the 

particular set of physical characteristics perceived as beautiful and desirable can vary across 

cultures and time periods. Advertisements offer us a unique opportunity to study the construction 

of beauty in a culture because advertisers are notorious for promoting a “beauty ideal” or, 

presenting “the exemplary female prototype (Frith, 2005). 

 

For example, Lin and Yeh discovered that “when the media successfully magnified symbolic 

images of feminine celebrities in ways which can arouse the widespread adoption of a certain 

look, marketing practitioners can then concentrate on promoting series of products related to a 

certain celebrity” (2007, p. 5). “The distribution or dispersion of symbolic feminism in ads is 

generally calculated based on the contemporary woman’s specific behaviours and ideals”, that 

are created by advertisers thanks to a country’s cultural context (Lin & Yeh, 2007, p.2). The 

French most often decide to portray empowering and glamorous women, like in the most famous 

Chanel Number 5 (created by Miss Coco Chanel as a mysterious and indefinable scent, a 

"woman's perfume that smells like a woman'') magazines and television’s advertisement 
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(Appendix 1C) and, “as the increase of Chinese representation in Western media” in the 1980s, 

social changes and consumerism led to a new depiction of women in Chinese media, highly 

influenced by Western culture (Lin & Yeh, 2007). China’s market opening up to the west, “made 

it possible for international women’s magazine to come to China, accordingly changing the 

market of women’s magazine and the image of women in media in China” (Yang, 2007, p. 364).  

 As famous brands shown on the covers of foreign fashion magazines come from different 

cultures, it is undeniable that globalization also happens through fashion and clothing. “Ideally, 

for advertising messages to be resonant with a target audience, marketing theory holds that ads 

would need to reflect the social norms and cultural values of a given society” (Frith et al., 2005, 

p. 59). If the situation were ideal, advertisement would be created by a particular society and 

consumed by members of the same society. However, since many advertisements showing in 

women’s magazines are created abroad, “the forms of representation of women can take a 

globalized or transnational look” (Frith et al., 2005, p.59). Furthermore, in their study, Katherine 

Frith and Yang Feng stress, “Beauty is a construct that varies from culture to culture and changes 

over time” (2008, p. 2). The authors suggest that a process of globalization can be linked to 

potentially adaptive preferences for physical attractiveness. “Globalization is about class, 

race/ethnic, and gender relations: it is political and cultural, as well as economic” (Acker, 2004, 

p. 2) 

With the development of the global mass media and the global ubiquity of certain worldwide 

brand commodities, chic and sexy representations of contemporary womanhood exist in 

abundance on the market and saturate Chinese society as never before. The globalization of 

consumer culture offers an invitation to urban youths to fantasize about the affluent life that the 

wealth of Western society has created (Lu, 2010). 

 

  “Modern' and 'Chinese' are two diverse yet interconnected themes in the official 
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construction of femininity” (Hung et al., 2007, p. 1038). Hung, Belk and Li also identified 

images of the flower vase and the urban sophisticate, “associated with Western consumerist 

cultural values such as luxury, youth, modernity, sexuality, and vitality” (2007, p. 1039). “To 

ascertain perceptions of women’s beauty and beauty types used in advertising, Ashmore et al. 

(1994) assembled a set of photographs of models and presented them to a sample of U.S. fashion 

magazine editors who were instructed to sort the models into piles based on similarity of looks. 

The results yielded relatively distinct beauty types: Classic, Feminine, Sensual, Exotic, Cute, 

Girl-Next-Door, Sex Kitten, and Trendy. To understand how women are represented in different 

cultures, this study will adapt those types of beauty and look properties. 

 Although ads with oriental models and settings have been increasing slightly in more 

recent issues of ELLE China, the image of the modern woman tends to be primarily “Western” 

(Frith et al., 2005). “Many of the Western advertising conventions and poses for women were 

being transferred cross-culturally in conjunction with concepts like “professionalism” by 

Western multinational advertising agencies” (Frith et al., 2005, p. 3). In fact, western women 

were pictured as more “sensual and willing” as they are in France (2005, p. 3). In 2000, Zhang 

Ziyi was to become the first “Chinese face” on ELLE covers outside of China. And as of 2008, 

she posed six times in total on abroad ELLE covers, becoming the most popular Chinese cover 

girl. More than just the magazine, Zhang Ziyi “has helped countless Chinese women in the 

process of growth of self-beauty, unique self-confidence, courage, optimism and tolerance of 

bearings” (劉老爺, 2008). As China’s globalization accelerated in the 2000s as a result of the 

wide adoption of new media and technologies and China’s economic growth, it would be of 

significance for us to find out how this process is having an impact on women’s magazines in 

China and on women’s images. ELLE France and China serve as the venue for a systematized 

scrutiny of the changes that have been taking place in the 21st Century. This shall be addressed in 
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greater details in the following chapter. 

 

Fashion as a Communication System of Women’s Images 

“Fashion, as represented in fashion magazines, has several diverse and contradictory 

social agendas” (Crane, 1999, p. 545). Indeed, “Women are portrayed as empowered and 

androgynous, capable of achieving goals and managing others” (Crane, 1999, p. 545). They wear 

business suits or other masculine attire. “A third agenda is to present women as creators of 

“heterogeneous and contradictory” identities when experimenting with clothes and products” 

(Crane, 1999, p. 545). Fashion magazines choose what type of woman and fashion to show and 

construct therewith an ideal of how women are supposed to look like nowadays. For example, 

“the sexualized oriental woman for whom the Qipao was a symbol, as seen through the eyes of 

Western men, can be contrasted to the oriental woman as elegant, sophisticated, and feminine in 

the eyes of Western women” (Chan, 2000, p. 307). For the older generation, this Qipao seemed 

suitable clothing, for the youngsters however, 

 It had come to represent ‘Chineseness’, which in turn symbolized ‘tradition’, ‘backwardness’ and 

even ‘dullness’. In contrast, Western fashion, the miniskirt in particular, was seen by the older 

generation as crude, inappropriate and downright ugly. Chinese and Western dress as depicted in 

the mass media also demonstrated the changing meanings associated with women’s dress. The rise 

and fall of the Qipao as women’s national dress illustrates the persistent forces of patriarchy in 

denying women a place in signifying the nation (Chan, 2000).  

 

“Fashion is a significant expression of cultural identity”. But what sort of identity does the Qipao 

“represent for the affluent younger generation of Chinese who choose it in preference to the 

European fashions or American sportswear brands with which it competes?” (Tomlinson, 1999, 

p. 276) It cannot be only the expression of a Chineseness in reaction to westernization only. 

“Indeed, after the disastrous experiment in cultural engineering symbolized in the so-called ‘Mao 
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Jacket’ uniform of the Cultural Revolution, it might seem that China has simply lost confidence 

in a symbolically ‘traditional’ dress code” (Tomlinson, 1999, p. 276).  

But at some level below the mere appeal of fashion, they are surely expressing a form of 

Chineseness that contrasts with the drab, dominant ‘People’s Republic’ version, and the cultural 

hegemony under which their parents lived. Globalization here does not so much directly 

challenge, as promote, new and complex versions of national identity (Tomlinson, 1999). 

 

 After World War II, however, fashion elsewhere was not a national issue anymore. Thanks 

to the women’s movement, and women entering the job market, magazines, which always 

portrayed women as housewife and subordinated, became in danger to see the liberated women 

develop their own fashion ideal. Vogue was first to introduce the “nude look” which on the one 

hand showed women’s liberation from restrictions of fashion but on the other hand a direful, new 

relation to their bodies (Wolf, 1990). Following was the unisex fashion that helped women in 

their emancipation quest for equity (Sen, 1999). Warren argued that “‘up-dated’ models of 

women, while representing surface changes in appearance or activity, continue to operate within 

the same economic context... the idea of liberation has itself become one of the most effective 

advertising motifs” (Warren, 1978, pp. 169-170). “Cultural theorists of fashion tend to describe it 

as a vehicle of democracy, a champion of individuality, and a celebration of the transformative 

powers of agency” (Chan, 2000, p. 303). But to understand why people choose to dress in one 

way rather than another, it is the subjective meanings attached to forms and styles of dress rather 

than their social or economic consequences that need to be understood (Chan, 2000). “According 

to Hofstede (1997), in Confucian cultures, femininity is associated with virtue and modesty. The 

script for femininity is written into a culture and is transmitted over time through family, peers, 

teachers, and the media” (Frith, 2006, p. 155).  

 “When scholars address the issue of womanhood in the Communist revolution (1921-1949) 
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and under the Maoist regime (1949-1976), they generally attend to such dimensions as political 

vocation, family, and work” (Ip, 2003) and forget all about appearances. “Confronting the 

commercialized version of the new woman, the New Life movement defined a real "New Age 

Woman" as one who, in addition to demonstrating traditional virtues, was able to resist the lure 

of fashion” (Edwards, 2000, pp. 133-134). “In addition, they also criticized fashionable women 

as a group that lacked dignity, for they presented themselves as "toys" for others to enjoy” 

(Edwards, 2000, p. 133) while revolutionary women, by embracing genderless appearances, also 

embraced other responsibilities. Indeed, “the Party made it clear that whenever necessary, CCP 

members should sacrifice personal concerns, including relationships, fame, power, and the like” 

(Ip, 2003, p. 341). And “the Communists' perennial fight against women's concern about 

appearance can certainly be seen as part of the required sacrifice of the personal” (Ip, 2003, p. 

341). Chinese women’s magazines seem however to point to the futile efforts of the CCP. 

If fashion were only about buying pretty clothes, advertising, media effect and other 

researches would be pointless. Fashion is about modernity. As Christopher Breward explains, 

“the twentieth century has often been characterized as the age of “mass”. “Mass consumption”, 

“mass production” and “mass media” have been said to be the defining characteristics of 

Western society since 1900” (Breward, 1995). “Fashion magazines do in spite of all critique and 

their often accused “triviality” represent something very important, which is in fact the female 

mass culture” (Wolf, 1990, p. 69). But they also communicate and influence the “Beauty Myth” 

which tells women what to look like if they want to fit in the current ideal of beauty and style. It 

is “the primary guide for orientation and source of identification” (Wolf, 1990, p. 72). Malcolm 

Barnard discusses how clothes can be seen as cultural and communicative phenomena. “It 

enables individuals to construct an identity by means of communication” (Barnard, 2002, p. 26). 

According to Barnard, a fashion garment or outfit can even stand for a whole way of life but 
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since fashion changes ever so often, Barnard prefers to view fashion as a “social interaction 

through messages” (Barnard, 2002, p. 27).  

Women’s magazines have moved from the didactic to the hallucinatory. Originally their purpose 

was informational, but what we see today in both popular journalism and advertising is the mirage 

of a way of being, and what we engage in is no longer only the relatively simple process of direct 

imitation, but the less conscious one of identification (Wilson, 1985, p. 157). 

 

Fashion is a means of expressing taste, personality and especially lifestyle, as every individual 

freely chooses their lifestyle. “The term “lifestyle” applies to wider choices, behaviours, attitudes 

and beliefs and is not only about fancy jobs and conspicuous consumption” (Gauntlett, 2002, p. 

102), women can decide their identity alone as they are no longer restrained by the social orders 

“based firmly in tradition and providing individuals with (more or less) clearly defined roles” 

(Gauntlett, 2002, p. 96). “In this context, fashion plays a crucial role when it comes to 

constructing an identity and living a certain lifestyle” (Gauntlett, 2002, p. 103). These lifestyle 

choices (focused on career, or centred on party, sport, romance, adventure and so on) link us to 

groups of like- minded people who are “like us”. Brings us back to group belonging. It is no 

question that the media do play a crucial role in propagating modern lifestyles. “Hence, these 

mediated lifestyle patterns serve as a source of information, orientation, identification and 

imitation” (Gauntlett, 2002, p. 103). In the end, thanks to women’s magazines and following 

their French counterparts, “Chinese women consumers are undergoing cultural adaptations and 

are relying more heavily on tastes, styles, and fashions to mark their new identities” (Hung, 

2006, p. 8).  

Magazines communicate certain role models which women can identify themselves with. 

Moreover, the fashions represented in these magazines do not only reflect an already existing sex 

and gender identity, but that they are a “part of the process by which attitudes to and images of 

both men and women are created and reproduced (Rouse, 1989, p. 108). 
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 As fashion changes quickly, Barnard (2002) prefers to view fashion as communication, 

thus as a “social interaction through messages”, as John Fiske defines the act of communication 

in general (2011). Clothes make statements, which is why one has to go deeper when 

investigating fashion as a social discourse. Usually the concept of discourse is associated with 

language and texts and the production of knowledge through it. Foucault, however, gave it a 

different meaning by stating that “since all social practices entail meaning, and meanings shape 

and influence what we do – our conduct – all practices have a discursive aspect”.  

 

Fashion can represent national and cultural traditions, conformity and backwardness or 

taste, modernity, change and empowerment. It is because of those deeper meanings that the 

researcher wishes to analyse fashion as a means of communication, social affiliation and group 

belonging, by analysing the feminine images on ELLE covers through 8 different types of 

beauty. Through first a content and then a semiotic analysis to look deeper in the cultural context 

of the two countries under study and link it to the pictures, the thesis intends to look at the 

changes in the representation of women as shown on the covers of ELLE magazine at the 

beginning of the 21st century (the independent working girl or housewife for example, or a 

double image) and the differences between the representation of women in China and France. 

The researcher intends to find out what meaning is conveyed in women’s representation both in 

France and China, if there is a relationship between such images and the socio-political and 

cultural context of the countries as explained in the literature review, the impact of globalization 

on national identities (as globalization is said to either destroy cultural identities or, on the 

contrary, nurture them), the modernization of women’s role in the society and if ELLE magazine 

reflects this new reality or is a mere simulacrum of it and the problem of race. To that end, the 

researcher stipulates the following hypotheses: 
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H1: Caucasian models will be used more often than models of other ethnic groups on the covers 

of ELLE magazine whether in France or in China. 

H2: Caucasian models will be projected more often in the modern beauty types (Sensual and 

Trendy type) than Asian models, whereas Asian models will be depicted more frequently in 

traditional beauty type (Classic beauty type, cute) than their Caucasian counterparts. 

H3: Despite the globalization of media, the images of women in ELLE magazine covers are 

localized, i.e., ELLE France would use more French models and French society related cover 

themes while ELLE China would use more Chinese models and cover themes. 

H4:  There is a change in the representation of women in the magazine ELLE both in China and 

France in the past decade. 

H5: The cultural values and race represented by the woman posing as cover model correspond to 

the feminine images represented in specific issues of ELLE both in France and China. 

H6: The representation of women on the covers of ELLE magazine fits the evolution of women’s 

role in the society in France and China. 
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Chapter 3 

Methodology 
 

 This thesis sets out to understand the different images of women in contemporary urban 

China and France as they are represented in ELLE magazine. It will use content and semiotic 

analysis to answer the research questions and test the hypotheses.  

“Content analysis has the advantage of yielding quantifiable information that enables strong 

inferences beyond the information yielded by a sample” (Bell, 2002). Using content analysis as a 

preliminary method of study will enable us to distinguish the types of feminine images that are 

represented in the French and Chinese editions. “Semiotic analysis has the advantage of enabling 

a richer analysis by focusing on the objective formal relationships, which to some degree account 

for differences in what, and how, images mean” (Bell, 2002). Semiotics will be useful in linking 

the representation of those images to the sociological and cultural contexts of the countries. As 

for the analysis of main (written in the biggest format with bold letters) title and the one that 

accompanies the cover picture if it is not the same (usually about the woman that poses in the 

photo since the woman is the representation of the ‘type’ of woman an issue wants to advertise), 

John Fiske believes that giving a “context simply makes the pictures easier to decode, especially 

at first quick glance” (Fiske, 2011, p. 15). Magazines are “representational media (…) that use 

cultural and aesthetic conventions to create a ‘text’ of some sorts” (Fiske, 2011, p. 16).  

This chapter will detail the background of ELLE in France and in China and how the covers are 

chosen for analysis. Methods for content analysis and semiotic analysis will also be presented. 

 

The Choice of ELLE Magazine for Analysis 

“The choice of ELLE as the source of the definitions and images of female identity and 
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the exigencies of the feminine role is not a random one” (Weiner, 1999, p. 2). The researcher has 

chosen to study ELLE magazine because it is among the top-selling Western-style women’s 

magazines of the world and the first to be exported to China. Furthermore, its circulation in 

China and in France – respectively of 1,288,200 copies claimed (estimate) for 2012 in China and 

409,526 in 2011 for France – is higher than its direct French competitor Marie Claire 

(circulation of 800,000 claimed copies in China in 2012 and 481,743 in France in 2011) (Elle 

China Mediapack, 2012; Elle France Mediapack, 2012), which is also present in both countries 

but aiming at a less diversified readership (older in France but younger in China). This 

consideration has also motivated the choice of ELLE. Besides, France is generally regarded as 

the country that establishes the rules of fashion, using a French magazine instead of either Vogue 

or Cosmopolitan (these two American magazines are also high-selling in China), for analysis is 

justified. Also, contrary to Vogue, which only features couture fashion, ELLE portrays couture as 

well as elegant street fashion. 

In fact, ELLE is the only Western fashion magazine available on the streets of Shanghai and 

Beijing. Anyone who can afford our magazine is someone our advertisers want to reach," said Luo 

Zhaotian, director of Elle's China edition. Mr. Luo also goes so far as to say that his magazine has 

singlehandedly improved women's taste in clothing in China's largest cities (Faison, 1996).  

 

The choice of China’s urban areas is because it represents the country where, although 

already quite evolved economically, women’s status there is still changing rapidly. Furthermore, 

with China’s infatuation with all that is European and luxury, the research is going to show if 

there are actual reflections in the construction and representation of feminine image in ELLE 

magazine.  

Created in France in 1945 – and imported in China in 1988 – by Helen Lazareff of 

Hachette Filipacchi, ELLE is, undoubtedly, the largest fashion magazine in the world with 43 
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editions on six continents throughout the world and more than 21 million readers. A sale of 6.6 

million copies worldwide every month makes ELLE the world’s largest fashion magazine (Elle 

France Mediapack, 2012). “Nearly half the women in the industrialized world are familiar with 

ELLE magazine, and more than one in five have read an issue in the past six months” (Elle 2007, 

p. 5). “Triumphant Catalogue. ELLE does not so much reflect fashion as decree it” (Andersen, 

1964, p. 3). “(It) is an amazing insider’s style guide with a worldly outlook, which provides both 

leisurely convenience and an addictive high-end inspiration to boot” (Chase, 2007, p. 3). “As the 

extension of one woman's confident taste, ELLE sails enlarged its influence steadily since 1945” 

(Andersen, 1964, p. 5).  

The readers of ELLE magazine are highly educated urban women, (the average age is 

estimated at 29 years old (Elle China Mediapack, 2012)) who aspire to high quality life and dare 

to show their distinctive style. They are “curious about everything, conscious of the world they 

live in and want to take an active part in it (originally in French in the text1). She is a dynamic 

consumer who listens to her needs” (Appel, 1998, p. 51). At the same time, readers are high 

consumption customers, independent both in the economy and society but not from the 

bourgeoisie. ELLE is, in fact, the symbol of mass consumption, and the renewal of families 

(Boltz, 2011; Chase, 2007).  

Internationally known for marketing French style to young women, ELLE was in fact 

very different in its early years. “From 1945 to the late 1950s, it projected the image of a reader 

who was at the time uniquely modern. She was a mother, a citizen and a working woman, whose 

wide-ranging expertise in `making do' during the occupation carried over to her home in the 

post-war years” (Weiner, 1999, p. 395). For the first time, a women's magazine displayed the 

                                                
1 “Curieuse de tout, consciente de l'univers qui l'entoure, dans laquelle elle veut être actrice active [...] elle est une 

consommatrice dynamique qui écoute ses envies, accordant une grande importance à la marque”. 
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fantasy of `having it all', a fulfilling career and a family life (Weiner, 1999). After the war, 

women were in need of everything and wanted to feel pretty, elegant and frivolous (Boltz, 2011). 

Fashion is for women, a way to emancipate themselves as ELLE readers usually work and take 

care of their family at the same time. The magazine formula is actually quite simple: not too 

media, not too fashion, it is a committed magazine (Boltz, 2011). Furthermore, its constant 

ideological position can be resumed to the 3S policy: "Sexy, Spirited and Stylish" (Andersen, 

1964; Elle China Mediapack, 2012). 

Elle's messages regarding women's roles in post-war reconstruction are indeed continuous with the 

new regimes own equivocality. In the rhetoric of the Fourth Republic, as well as in the pages of 

Elle magazine, women were called upon to be, variously, wives, mothers, homemakers, 

professionals and citizens. Women might be able to `have it all' in the glossy pages of Elle and the 

platforms of Fourth Republic politicians, but these various components of femininity as they were 

lived in post-war France were fraught with contradiction (Weiner, 1999).  

 

“Since Elle first entered the Chinese magazine market in 1988, the number of international 

women’s magazine titles has risen dramatically and today there are about 45 international titles 

available in China” (Frith, 2008, p. 1), most of them being Mandarin edition of titles from 

Europe or the USA. In December 2011, the Chinese edition of the magazine, among others, was 

taken over by the cooperate Hearst Magazines China. The brand has since then developed into a 

bi-monthly magazine, coming out on the 5th and 20th of each month since February 2012. An 

aspect of this thesis also concerns the independence of the magazine. Since it belongs to a 

globalized brand, we wonder if ELLE has a fixed image within the company whatever the 

country. To this aspect, it is important to mention that the first cover shot in China happened a 

year and a half ago, as all covers used to be shot either in France, the USA or the UK before and 

then sent to the other countries where the brand existed, China included. Furthermore, China is in 

fact the only country of the brand to have launched the magazine ELLE MEN (in February 2011), 
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which further shows its autonomy.  

Why urban women? The thesis is going to focus on identifying the female images 

represented in ELLE magazine in China and France. When discussing the representation of 

women’s fashion and identity, it is best to focus on urban women, as they are the ones with 

higher incomes and can afford to buy fashion magazines regularly. Furthermore, urban women 

have by definition, better access to and higher interest in ELLE magazine and what it stands for. 

The distinction between rural and urban women in France might be blurred in contemporary 

society but there still are many differences between them in China. Furthermore, according to a 

study by the magazine itself, 72% of ELLE readers in China have at least a college degree, 23% 

occupy managerial and above positions and 85% live in Beijing, Shanghai or Guangzhou (Elle 

China Mediapack, 2012). It has also been observed that urban women may better predict the 

social or cultural changes that are to take place in the future. Thus, studying ELLE, a magazine 

for urban women, can help us understand the changes that are unfolding in metropolitan areas of 

contemporary China and France.  

 

Sampling 

For the purpose of the study, all covers figuring at least one woman (some had only a 

man) will constitute the total population for analysis. The sample under study consists of 

selecting 66 covers for each country by first selecting the issues of February, April, June, 

August, October and December (every even months as both the French and Chinese editions of 

the magazines have been created in October) for the Chinese edition of ELLE every year over the 

11 years under study, since it is a monthly magazine. Since ELLE magazine is published the 10th 

of each month in China, and since the same amount of pictures makes it easier and more efficient 

to compare the French and Chinese editions of ELLE magazine, the corresponding magazine in 
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the French edition of ELLE (since ELLE France is published weekly) is the one published the 

second week of the month. This issue will then be selected to represent the whole month in 

France. Again, a sample was created using the magazines of the second week of February, April, 

June, August, October and December of the French edition every year from 2000 to 2010, which 

brings the total sample to 132 covers.  

An analysis over a decade time span is long enough for an evident change of fashion style and 

identity to occur. This number of covers also seems enough to analyse the changes in the images 

of women in France and China over the past 11 years. Furthermore, a comparative study of the 

covers will allow the researcher to see if those images are globalized or localized, which race of 

models is most often portrayed, as well as which type of beauty is represented most. Finally, 

those images will be regrouped in the different beauty types for the semiotic analysis of each, to 

see if and how they relate to the cultural values of the two countries under study during the first 

decade of the 21st century. In short, we will see if ELLE magazine is a representation of the 

reality for women in those countries or a mere simulacrum of it, what are the stereotypical 

expectations linked to each type and if they appear on the covers of ELLE magazine.  

The thesis chose to only analyse the covers of the selected magazines editions because 

the cover is what first attracts the reader and also introduces the contents within the issue of the 

magazine. A magazine cover is thus the face of the magazine. As such, the cover works like an 

advertisement of ELLE and its content and is the first and biggest influence on the buyers’ 

decision. The measurements include the themes of the cover stories and the title that refers to the 

model posing on the cover (if they are not the same) that are highlighted (using bold font) on the 

cover, as well as cultural values reflected by the covers. “Barthes uses the term anchorage (or 

denomination if the title only has a descriptive meaning) to describe the function of words used 

as captions for photographs. Words help fix the floating chain of signified in such a way as to 
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counter the terror of uncertain signs” (Fiske, 2011, p. 104). In addition to the technical aspects of 

the covers (pose of the model, facial expression, clothes, accessories, facial make-up, story 

titles…), the research will also measure the cover models’ nationality and ethnicity, age 

category, occupation, and appearance as image is constructed through nationality, race and 

personal and cultural development. Those measurements will enable the researcher to put the 

images in one of the 8 categories previously discovered by Ashmore et al (Classic Beauty, Cute, 

Exotic, Feminine, Girl-next-Door, Sensual, Sex Kitten and Trendy) and thus answer some of the 

research questions and hypotheses, before proceeding to the semiotic analysis.  

 

Content Analysis 

 For Wimmer and Dominick (2006), content analysis can aid in comparing media content to 

the real world. In this case, content analysis allows us to examine the portrayal of women across 

cultures (Wimmer, 2006), by providing a general impression of the representation of women in 

ELLE. The researcher will look at what types of women are represented within the decade and 

the changes that occurred. This will lead to discover what images seem more typical in the 

Chinese and French ELLE magazine, and regroup them by using the 8 beauty types of women in 

the media, as identified by Ashmore and his associates: the classic beauty and feminine for the 

slightly older women; sensual, exotic and sex-kitten or even cute, girl-next-door for the more 

casual and trendy for the provocatively original women. Siew, Ching, and Tan (2001) conducted 

a content analysis of 5 years’ Singaporean women’s magazines and noted that these categories 

are reliable in an Asian context. The classic beauty type could have posed some problems to the 

researcher as it used to characterize Aryan characteristics (blond hair, blue eyes, white skin), but 

fashion experts currently agree that it is not the only possible definition of this type of image. 

Classic beauty emphasizes a traditional look (Ashmore, et al., 1996). It is noteworthy that Siew, 
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Ching and Tan (2001) “found that, one category, Exotic, was irrelevant (in Asian magazine) as it 

was defined as non-Caucasian. In retrospect, (this concept) might very well be the Caucasian 

woman who displays her body in ways a Chinese model could or would not” (Frith et al., 2005).   

 The content analysis will determine how often the models’ different races, occupation and 

beauty types are represented and relate them to each other. Due to the magazines’ different 

amounts of fashion images, as ELLE China is monthly and ELLE France weekly, this will show 

more accurately the actual content and the frequency distribution of the different beauty types in 

the two countries, making the comparison easier between them.   

 To compare the covers across time can show trends and changes and a certain style of 

representation that is typical for ELLE magazine. It is interesting to see if this style is the same in 

France and China, two countries with very different cultures. Thus, the content analysis is used 

as a technique to select the covers for in-depth semiotic analysis and relate those covers to the 

wider context of the two countries. 

 

Coding for Analysis  

 The model. Apart from their races (Asian, Caucasian, Africans...) and age category, the 

models can be different in many other ways: the portrayed model occupation can range from 

decorative (that is to say, the woman posing on the cover of the magazine is not pictured with 

any recognisable occupation – “just looking pretty” with no identified role), occupational 

(athletics, business/work, arts/entertainment and Politics, which are all recognisable and coded 

by looking at the model outfit and accessories, the background décor of the cover or if she is a 

famous politician, athlete, businesswoman or actress/model/singer placed in that role) and family 

role (women shown as homemaker, with indoors background and accessories, children or a man 

posing with her).  
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The woman posing as cover model’s facial expressions and body posture will also be analysed. 

Facial expressions and gestures “may indicate either general emotional arousal or specific 

emotional states” (Fiske, 2011, p. 65). Furthermore, “friendliness, hostility, superiority or 

inferiority can all be indicated by posture” (Fiske, 2011). The model’s physical traits (eyes, hair, 

skin, proportions…) will also be taken under study. In Introduction to Communication Studies, 

John Fiske separated appearances codes in two distinct categories: “those aspects under 

voluntary control – hair, clothes – skin – bodily paint and adornment – and those less 

controllable – height, weight, etc. Appearance is used to send messages about personality, social 

status and particularly conformity” (Fiske, 2011, p. 65). All those characteristics of the models 

will be analysed by the researcher in the content analysis to determine which beauty type they 

belong to. The model’s complexion will be coded on whether her tan is natural due to her race or 

if it is an obvious suntan. As for the model’s body proportions, skinny refers to having the 

model’s bone structure apparent, slim to having no distinctive curves but with no bone structure 

apparent, athletic is being used when the model’s muscles are apparent, while curvy refers to 

having distinctive curves such as breasts while still being slim, e.g., a flat stomach and thin legs. 

Fashion styles (clothes, make up). The fashion style is a key component for determining 

the type of beauty. In this part the style of clothing will be coded. We will observe the facial 

make up and hairstyle of the models. Fiske has observed that, “dressing in the morning is 

encoding a message. The code of dress usually works, however, by indexical codes. I indicate 

my social position by the way I dress. My choice of tie can also connote my mood” (Fiske, 2011, 

p. 73). 

This thesis looks at the actual style of clothing into delimited categories such as: cool/casual, 

conservative/traditional, office attire, smart, sexy/seductive, nudity. Those categories will then 

help determining which beauty type the cover model belongs to and if she is dressed accordingly 
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to that type. 

 Colour. We know what colour ‘means’. Red is for danger or stop, green for hope or go. 

However, in China, Red, the national political and cultural colour, signifies ideological 

correctness or allegiance, happiness, celebration and good luck (Maita, 2010). For example, the 

“Red cheongsam (Qipao) is a woman's dress with distinctive Chinese features and enjoys a 

growing popularity in world of fashion” (Maita, 2010). In most parts of Europe black is for 

mourning, though in northern parts of Portugal, and perhaps elsewhere in Europe as well, brides 

wear black gowns for their wedding day. In China and other parts of East Asia white is the 

colour of mourning (Maita, 2010); in most of Europe it is the colour of purity, worn by the bride 

at her wedding. Contrasts like these shake our confidence in the security of meaning of colour 

and colour terms. On the one hand the connection of meaning and colour seems obvious, natural 

nearly; on the other hand it seems idiosyncratic, unpredictable and anarchic. Barnard (2002) for 

example considers colours as conventional and commonly known fashion and identity signs: 

“The association of pink with femininity and blue with masculinity was made in 19th century 

France”. However, this most obvious sign of gender and sexual identity can be misleading a “in 

the 18th century however, a pink silk suit was regarded as appropriate attire for a gentleman” 

(Barnard, 2002, p. 113). The colours of the cover and clothes worn by the model will be coded 

and analysed in the semiotic analysis, to see if the colours reflect the cultural values of the 

country and beauty type of the cover. 

 Cover themes. The titles’ themes can be indexed into: international and domestic events, 

traditional customs and culture, career development, self development, fashion beauty, home life, 

children, women's issues. The cover cultural values can range from collectivism, patriotism, 

peace, traditions, knowledge, equality, status, success, family, beauty, Respect, love child and so 

on. The cultural values of the cover are reflected by the model, and the bold title, “anchorage”. 
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The analysis of the cover themes will be done in the semiotic analysis. 

 The coding sheet for the analysis is enclosed in Appendix 2. The content analysis will, to 

sum up, be used to find out what images of women are presented in ELLE France and China, and 

how many times they are presented. 

The test of reliability of the coding system for the content analysis has been done on 24 covers of 

ELLE Magazine (12 for France and 12 for China) by the researcher and four employees of ELLE 

magazine, two from France and two from China to agree on the measurement of the variables. 

 

Semiotic Analysis 

 Semiology or semiotic analysis has become fairly popular within feminist media studies 

because of its ability to dig below the first level of analysis. Semiotics can be applied to anything 

that has meaning within a culture. Using the previously analysed 8 types of models (classic 

beauty; feminine; sensual; exotic; cute; girl-next-door; sex kitten and trendy images of women), 

the researcher will conduct a semiotic analysis of the images of women in ELLE France and 

China. For that, it will analyse 28 cover pictures more deeply (the cover model, anchorage, 

colours, etc) and relate those covers to the general context of the two countries under study, 

France and China. Criteria for selection of these covers are explained page 70. 

Semiology seeks to understand the meaning that lies beneath an image, which explains its 

popularity for analysing how meaning is created in advertisement. In this comparison between 

the French and Chinese editions of ELLE, semiotic analysis will be needed to analyse gender 

stereotype; the presentation of modern women (subordinated; independent; sexual object…); the 

role of race; and what image of women do the different beauty types portray in both countries... 

It will also pay attention to the captions and article titles as “more subjective measurements 

include the themes of the cover stories and cultural values reflected by the covers”. In fact, 
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pictures and slogans go along together without any possibility to know which should have the 

most importance even if the eye is first attracted to the visuals (Brown, 1973). In other words, the 

semiotic analysis will help us discover how the covers of ELLE magazine work as a 

communication system and what kind of representation of women they offer, while connecting 

the pictures to a wider social and cultural context, that will be relevant to see if the images are 

reflecting the reality of French and Chinese women or not.  

 Denotation and Connotation. According to Roland Barthes, Stuart Hall and Denis 

McQuail, a picture and the corresponding text can be divided into two levels, the denotative (the 

obvious meaning of an image) and the connotative (the underlying meaning of images) that refer 

to the cultural values of the reader. Denotation is the “first order of signification because it 

describes the relationship within a sign between the signifier (physical aspect) and the signified 

(mental concept)” (McQuail, 2000, p. 313) of an image. Connotation on another hand is like the 

language of fashion, as it reads its codes, or in other words, the second order of signification. “It 

describes the interaction that occurs when the sign meets the feelings or emotions of the users 

and values of their culture” (Fiske, 2011, p. 81). Those are the culturally associated meanings to 

the image. Indeed, Roland Barthes explained that “we know in fact that an image inevitably 

involves several levels of perception, and that the reader of images has at his disposal a certain 

amount of freedom in his choice of the level” (Barthes, 1990, p. 13) of analysis. For Saussure, 

the sign is “a physical object with a meaning; or, to use his terms, as sign consisted of a signifier 

(the sign image as we perceive it) and a signified (mental concept to which it refers” (Fiske, 

2011, p. 41)). According to Hall, Saussure and Barthes, fashion can be seen as a means of 

communication in the way that clothes function as signifiers since a particular type or 

combination of clothing can be associated with certain concepts, like “elegance”, “formality”, 

“casualness”, or “romance”. The “correct” reading of these concepts is called the “signified” 
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(Hall, 1997). Only those who share the same “fashion code” will interpret the signs in the same 

way (Hall, 1997). Barthes argues that the same clothing can have different meanings, depending 

on how it is worn and in what situation or combination. “Our clothes are a syntagm of choices 

from the paradigms of hats, ties, shirts, jackets, trousers, socks, etc. for instance, a black bow-tie 

with a tailed coat and a white wing collar would mean a waiter” (Fiske, 2011, p. 56). How things 

are represented depends therefore a lot on what culture they are produced and consumed in. As 

Stuart Hall states “things don’t mean”, we rather have to construct the meaning by using 

representational systems like concepts and signs which we have learned and internalised (Hall, 

1997, p. 15). These interpretations and ways we perceive clothes and fashion are partly dictated 

by fashion magazines and by our cultural and social habits and aesthetical norms. 

When Chanel chose the French star Catherine Deneuve to give their perfume an image of a 

particular king of sophisticated traditional French chic, she became a sign in a system. And the 

meaning of Catherine Deneuve as a sign was determined by other beautiful stars as signs that she 

was not. She was not Susan Hampshire (too English); she was not Twiggy (too young, trendy, 

changeably fashionable); she was not Brigitte Bardot (too unsophisticatedly sexy). Meaning is 

therefore better defined by the relationships of one sign to another than by the relationship of a 

sign to an external reality (Fiske, 2011, p. 43). 

 

 Barthes argues that the orders of signification all combined produce myths or cultural 

ideology - which has been named the third order of signification and influences the second level 

of signification (Fiske, 2011). Ideology or myth “works by naturalizing and universalizing 

meanings and values which were in fact socially constructed” and is the “smooth reproduction of 

existing social [...] relations” (Fiske, 2011). The function of myth is “to naturalize the cultural - 

in other words, to make dominant cultural and historical values, attitudes and beliefs seem 

entirely ‘natural’, ‘normal’, self-evident, timeless, obvious ‘common-sense’ - and thus objective 

and ‘true’ reflections of ‘the way things are’” (Barthes, 1990). “The changing role of women in 
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society and the changing structure of the family mean that these myths are finding their position 

of dominance (and therefore their status as natural) under challenge so the producers of the mass 

media are having to find ways of triggering off new gender myths which have had to develop in 

order to accommodate the career woman, the single parent” (Fiske, 2011, p. 85). “For Barthes 

myth is class-based: its meanings are constructed by and for the socially dominant, but they are 

accepted by the subordinate, even if they go against their interests, because they have been 

naturalized” (Fiske, 2011, p. 125). Theorizing by these scholars shall form the basis and guide 

for analyzing the annotations and connotations of the selected covers. 
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Chapter 4 

Findings 
 

 The results of the content and semiotic analysis are presented in the following nine tables 

to show the differences and similarities of the evolution of the images of women on the covers of 

the magazines ELLE France and ELLE China. The analysis was made on a-5 year basis to better 

show this evolution within the decade. As it became clear when doing the inter-coder reliability 

pre-analysis that as each issue of the magazine was centralized around a precise theme, doing a 

1, 2 or 3 years’ time series interval comparison would not be enough to have a sufficient 

diversity of content (as all the beauty types would not have been represented in such a short time 

interval) which is why the researcher chose to analyse the covers of ELLE based on a 5 years’ 

time series interval comparison to compare the covers of France and China. Of the 6 hypotheses 

formulated in this thesis, 3 are supported and another 3 are partially supported by the data.  

 

Content Analysis 

 1. Racial representation and its meaning.  

 The first part of the analysis of the portrayal of women in ELLE magazine refers to the race 

of the cover model to see if ELLE magazine both in France and China is in keeping with the 

reality of the population of both countries and why.  

Hypothesis 1 stipulated that Caucasian models will be used more often than models of other 

ethnic groups on the covers of ELLE magazine whether in France or in China. We can see that it 

is indeed the case in France since 86.11% of the models presents on the covers of ELLE France 

from 2000 to 2005 are Caucasian and that all covers from 2006 to 2010 are featuring Caucasian 

models. However, we discover that Caucasian models account for 55.17% of the covers of ELLE 
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China from 2000 to 2005 (Asians represent 34.48%, Latinos 6.90% and mix-race models 

3.45%), but only represent 29.73% of the covers from 2006 to 2010 whereas Asian models 

account for 62.16%. Thus, hypothesis 1 is only supported for the first 6 years being studied. 

It is rejected for the second half of the decade since 62.16% of the cover models of ELLE 

China are Asian. 

Table 1: Race, of ELLE cover models from 2000 to 2010 
Race ELLE France 

2000-2005 

n= 36 (100%)  

ELLE France 

2006-2010 

n=30 (100%) 

ELLE China 

2000-2005 

n=36 (100%) 

ELLE China 

2006-2010 

n=30 (100%) 

African     

Asian   34.48% 62.16% 

Arab 2.77%    

Caucasian 86.11% 100% 55.17% 29.73% 

Latino 5.56%  6.90%  

Mix 5.56%  3.45% 8.11% 

           N total= 132 

  

 But, when we look at the representation of the racial minorities of the population of the two 

countries, ELLE magazine cannot be said to be fully in keeping with reality. Indeed, if from 2000 

to 2005, ELLE France covers featured 2.77% Arabs, 5.56% Latinos and 5.56% mix-race women 

respectively; it did not feature any Asian and African women at all. Even worse, from 2006 to 

2010, none of the different races present in France are represented since 100% of the models on 

the covers are Caucasian. In her studies, Hermes stated that since “Black women and Asian 

women are hardly ever models for women’s magazines, none of them felt that women’s 

magazines […] were therefore not for them” (Hermes, 1995, p. 189).  

Ever since the colonies and probably even before that, African art, style and women have been a 

source of eroticism and exoticism in France. But, after decades of immigration and some hard to 
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die stereotypes, Africans in the 21st century France also refer to unemployment, illegal 

immigration, debt, violence, robbery and crimes, as, crimes committed by Africans and Arabs 

are widely publicized in the French news. Signs of negrophilia are still very much alive in France 

and this might be an explanation as to the absence of any African and Arabic model on the cover 

of ELLE magazine in France from 2006 to 2010 (Arabic in France are linked to the same social 

myth, and to terrorism), as, “black don’t sell”. This is often the case because Black women and 

images of them do not seem to sell magazines to the majority population of White women 

(Hermes, 1995). In fact, the only way for Africans to sell in French advertising is to present them 

as exotic and/or savage, which causes an over-sexualisation of the African female image as it is 

the case in the august 2000 edition of the magazine, featuring Maria Nevskaya  (picture 4 

in Appendix 5). In addition, as from 2000 to 2005, ELLE magazine pictures one Arabic model, 

we discover that her presentation is also very carefully planned to appeal to the Caucasian 

readers. Indeed, the cover model of February 2003, Ines Sastre is smiling, friendly, cute, with 

very nice facial features, an innocent look and very feminine and classy dress  (picture 19 

in Appendix 5). This portrays the choice of the ELLE french editorial team to present an Arabic 

female that is smiling at the camera, gentle and not threatening, but most importantly, that is not 

wearing any veil, burqa or niqab, to soothe the general opinion on the arabic population and try 

to limit xenophobia. Indeed, at this time, social uprisal in France was strong against and in favor 

of the arabic immigrants population, that the ex French President (at the time minister) Nicolas 

Sarkozy called “racaille”2. Violences in the suburbs were organised by the Arabic communoties 

and Al Qaida was threatening France of terrorist attacks since the French government voted and 
                                                
2 « racaille », in French means « scum », « rascal ». 
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implemented the law on religious signs at school and public places, meant to protect the Muslims 

women from the domination of men and liberate them from the obligation to wear a veil. This 

law had been heavily debated in France since the 1990s and has been since then, re-enforced by 

the law on the total interdiction of the veil in France, implemented the 11th of April 2011. In the 

first decade of the 21st century, no Asian female image is being featured on ELLE magazine in 

France as no African female is on the covers of ELLE China.  

 Finally, the researcher found that the use of western models on the covers of ELLE China 

can have several implications among those are the following three. The first one can refer to 

globalisation in the sense that the heavy use of Caucasian and western models in the first part of 

the decade transforms into using Asian models that are fully westernized in their chosen lifestyle 

as some are Hollywood movie stars (subtle globalization, Asian in the appearance but western 

lifestyle). The second refers to social myths and the dreams and inspirations of the young urban 

Chinese women, who think westerners’ lifestyle is better. And finally, the use of Caucasian 

models can be explained by Cultural Imperialism, like a drive for modernization of the magazine 

and the Chinese women’s image thrust upon by the west. 

  

 2. Clothing types, make-up and accessories: representational differences and 

similarities. 

 Categorizing the style of clothing into delimited style helps the researcher analyse what 

kind of women is portrayed in ELLE magazine, as it is an important step in determining the 

different types of beauty represented in ELLE both in France and China.  
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Table 2: Clothing types, of ELLE cover models from 2000 to 2010 
Clothing Type ELLE France 

2000-2005 

n= 36 

ELLE France 

2006-2010 

n= 30 

ELLE China 

2000-2005 

n= 36 

ELLE China 

2006-2010 

n= 30 

Cool/casual 41.67% 60% 34.48% 18.92% 

Conservative/Traditional 2.78% 13.33% 13.79% 5.41% 

Nudity  3.33%  2.70% 

Office attire/Work 2.78%  3.45% 10.81% 

Sexy/Seductive 22.22% 6.67% 10.34% 8.11% 

Smart/Glamour 11.11% 6.67% 27.59% 51.35% 

Sports     

Swimsuit 13.88% 6.67% 3.45% 2.70% 

Do not Know 5.56% 3.33% 6.90%  

             N total=132 

 

This table shows that throughout the decade, ELLE France is concerned about showing an 

accessible kind of women by featuring a majority of casually attired women (41.67% from 2000 

to 2005 and 60% from 2006 to 2010). A person every girl can relate to, as she is not dressed in 

overly expensive clothes or only limited to an activity. We can however note that there seems to 

be a radical shift of the other types of clothing as the amount of women wearing a sexy outfit has 

shrunken from 22.22% to 6.67%, women wearing a swimsuit also went from 13.88% to 6.67% 

while we see a return to a more mature, traditional look, from 2.78% to 13.33%. Also 

noteworthy, the office attire (2.78% from 2000 to 2005) seems to have been replaced by nudity 

(3.33% from 2006 to 2010), which was non-existent in the first half of the decade.  

The results for the Chinese edition of the magazine show a bigger and very different evolution 

since the most popular style from 2000 to 2005, casual (34.48%), is transferred to smart 

(51.35%) from 2006 to 2010, which could be explained by the growing thirst of young Chinese 

women for fashion, luxury and status that the magazine is trying to fit (ELLE women are 
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stylish). ELLE China is also taking an opposite stand from ELLE France since the conservative 

style lessen from 13.79% to 5.41% whereas the office attire grows from 3.45% from 2000 to 

2005 to 10.81% from 2006 to 2010. Although ELLE China follows the same trend as ELLE 

France as regards to the amount of nudity (2.70%) that seems to appear in 2006 and the lessening 

of sexy attire, on a somewhat smaller scale, from 10.34% to 8.11%. The trends can be explained 

by the fact that as globalization goes on, French and Chinese women feel more liberated and 

discover a new relationship to their body and nudity that cannot only be summarized to sexuality 

or the objectisation of women but more as a marketing tool for expression. This fact, would also 

explain the diminution of sexy or seductive attire in both editions of the magazine. 

 

Body proportions and weight. Although feminine magazines have been accused of 

giving an unhealthy image of women by picturing underweighted models, we can see that it is 

not the case of ELLE magazine. In fact, in the Chinese edition, although 27.27% of the cover 

models are skinny, 34.84% are slim, 6.06% athletic and 12.12% are curvy. It is necessary to 

remember that, on average, Asian women are thinner than other women. Most importantly, 

19.70% of the cover models do not show any body proportion, as, in the Chinese culture, facial 

beauty is the most important. As for the covers of ELLE France 27.27% of the models are 

skinny, 50% are slim, 1.52% athletic, 16.67% are curvy and the proportions of 4.55% of the 

models are not known (ELLE women are sexy). ELLE France is even going on step further than 

any other magazine as in August 2005, it portrayed Kelly Scott, on the cover of a special issue 

“Celebrate the curves” dedicated to curvy and fat women and their own beauty .  
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Age of the models. The age of the models on the cover of ELLE magazine seems to 

correspond to the age median of its readership in both countries as it is composed of 43.90% of 

women between 25 and 35 years old and 30.75% between 35 and 45 years old in China. In 

France, 42.22% of the models are between 25 and 35 years old and 19.72% between 35 and 45 

(22.78% are between 18 and 25 years old and 13.89% between 45 and 55). We note that from 

2006 onwards, the women who pose on the covers of ELLE France appear older, which 

corresponds to the aging of its readership.   

 

Complexion of the models. As the Chinese ideal of beauty is to have a white face, we 

can see that 54.54% models on the covers of ELLE China have a pale complexion. Furthermore, 

we can see a return to traditional ideals of beauty as 37.84% of the models have a very white 

complexion from 2006 to 2010 while only 10.35% had from 2000 to 2005. In France however, 

the ideal type of beauty is to be tanned, sign of health, as being too pale refers to being sick. The 

study shows that 21.39% are very white, 42.5% are pale and only 33.33% models are tanned 

which an in fact reflect the reality of women who are now working independent agents and 

therefore, might not have the time to get a tan.  

Finally, still in the goal of presenting women that the readers can identify with, especially 

in China as women wear less make-up on a daily basis than in France, the magazine covers try to 

present women as natural as possible. For example, throughout the decade, 22.72% covers of the 

Chinese edition show women with a make-up so light that they appear natural, 33.33% of them 

wear a light make-up, 19.70% have an obvious make-up on their eyes and 24.24% models are 

wearing a heavy make-up on their faces.  

As for the French edition, 37.88% covers show women with a make-up so light that they 

appear natural, 40.91% of them wear a light make-up, 9.09% have an obvious make-up on their 
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eyes, 4.55% on their lips and 7.58% models are wearing a heavy make-up on their faces.  

An important effort of ELLE France to be noticed is  (picture 56 in Appendix 5) 

the portrayal of internationally famous European celebrities, like Eva Herzigova (36 years old), 

Monica Bellucci (44) and Sophie Marceau (42), without makeup or Photo shopping or 

retouching of any kind in April 2009 in its special edition “stars sans fards”3 to show that women 

can embrace their natural self whatever their age and still be beautiful.  

 

Jewels and accessories. Because the cover of the magazine is not really a place for 

advertising products in particular, the editors wish to insist on the type of feminine representation 

(that can be easily identifiable to) and themes that are presented within the magazine.  

Table 3: Jewels and accessories of ELLE cover models from 2000 to 2010 
Jewels and accessories ELLE China 

2000-05 
ELLE China 
2006-10 

ELLE France 
2000-05 

ELLE France 
2006-10 

Necklace 10.34% 18.92% 11.11% 13.33% 
Earrings 13.79% 8.11% 11.11% 13.33% 
Bracelets  13.51% 5.56% 6.67% 
No Jewelleries 75.86% 70.27% 72.22% 66.67% 
N= 132 (100%)     
Coat 10.34% 18.92% 13.89% 6.67% 
Scarf/Tie 10.34% 8.11% 2.78% 3.33% 
Hat/Sunglasses 10.34% 10.81% 8.33% 6.67% 
Bag 3.45%    
Belt  2.70% 5.56% 3.33% 
Other   11.11% 3.33% 
No accessories 65.52% 67.57% 58.33% 76.67% 
N= 132 (100%)     

 

To this end, 75.86% women on the covers of ELLE China from 2000 to 2005 are not 

wearing any jewellery and 65.52% do not have any accessories. From 2006 to 2010 70.27% of 

the models on the covers of ELLE China are not wearing any jewels and 67.57% have no 

                                                
3 « Stars without make up; no fakeness » 
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accessories. In the French magazine, from 2000 to 2005, 72.22% do not have any jewels and 

66.67% from 2006 to 2010. From 2000 to 2005, 58.33% models do not have any accessories. In 

the second part of the decade, 76.67% have no accessories.  

When looking at the frequency distribution of various pieces of jewellery, we discover that 

models are wearing more of them in the second part of the decade both in France and in China 

than in the first, which corresponds to the fashion trends of the years 2008 to 2010 in Europe. 

 

3. Ritualization of subordination, portrayed model occupation and empowerment. 

   As Goffman (1979) indicated that smiles can be a signal that “nothing agonistic is 

intended or invited, that the meaning of other’s act has been understood and found acceptable, 

that, indeed, the other is approved and appreciated”, thus the researcher will use Goffman’s 

findings that smiles “seem more the offering of an inferior than a superior” (p.48), and the said 

smile could be a symbol of the subordination of the woman posing on the covers of ELLE in 

France and China, symbolising a woman than is neither emancipated nor empowered in her own 

society.  

In the Chinese edition of ELLE, we discover that from 2000 to 2005, 27.59% of the models are 

smiling, 6.90% are laughing and 65.52% are not showing any emotion. In the second part of the 

decade, 32.43% models are smiling, 10.81% are laughing and 56.76% are not showing any 

expression. We can see that ELLE magazine chose to portray women as not being too soft or 

gentle, they are not subordinated, which is also the case for the French edition. Indeed, in the 

French ELLE, 44.44% of the models are smiling in the first half of the decade, 2.78% are 

laughing and 52.78% are neutral. Finally, from 2006 to 2010, 33.33% of the models were 

smiling and 66.67% are neutral. We note that the number of women not showing any emotions is 

rising in the French version of the magazine while it is decreasing in the Chinese one. 
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 When analysing the models, it is necessary to analyse where they direct their gaze as it is 

often found in advertisement that women who advert their gaze seem to be more fragile, 

objectified and dependent of protection. While women who look directly at the camera seem 

more engaged in the situation they are put in, they do not have any License withdrawal 

(Goffman, 1979). In this study, we discover that from 2000 to 2005 89.66% models of the Asian 

edition of the magazine are looking straight at the camera, 3.45% are looking down and 6.90% 

are looking up to it. From 2006 to 2010, 81.08% models are looking at the camera, 8.11% are 

looking away, 2.70% are looking down and 8.11% are looking up to the camera.  

In the French edition, we can see that from 2000 to 2005, 75% women are looking at the camera, 

8.33% are looking away and 11.11% are looking up to the camera. In the second part of the 

decade, 70% of the models are looking at the camera, 10% are looking away, 6.67% are looking 

down and finally, 13.33% are looking up to the camera. ELLE magazine portrays proud, self-

confident women, with very little licence withdrawal in both countries (ELLE women are 

spirited).  

 Another classic stereotype of subordination of women found by Goffman (1979) is in the 

position of her body. For example, standing up and crossing arms on her torso is a sign that the 

model is in control. Therefore, a standing, sitting or lying position of the cover model is a 

manifestation of her superiority, calmness or acceptance of her submission. In the Chinese 

edition of the magazine, we see that from 2000 to 2005, 3.45% of the models are in motion, 

3.45% are lying down while 6.90% are sitting down, 20.69% are standing and finally, on 65.52% 

of the cover pictures, it was impossible for the researcher to see the model’s position. From 2006 

to 2010, 56.76% are standing, 16.22% sitting, 2.70% lying down, and the position of 24.32% 

models are not known. Going on to the analysis of ELLE in France, we can see that from 2000 to 

2005, 16.67% models are in motion, 25% are standing, 22.22% sitting, 13.89% are lying down 
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and the position of 22.22% models is not known. In the second part of the decade, 23.33% are in 

motion, 40% of the models are standing, 30% sitting, 3.33% lying down and we do not know the 

position of 3.33% of the models. Therefore, we can conclude that there is no ritualization of 

subordination of women in any of the edition of ELLE magazine.  

 Another way of stereotyping women on the covers of a magazine is by the portrayed 

occupation of the cover models. The following table will help the researcher determine if ELLE 

(both in France and China) is following the stereotypical trend of representing women’s role in 

the society or if it is fighting it.  

 Table 4: Occupation of ELLE cover models from 2000 to 2010 
Occupation ELLE France  

2000-2005 

n= 36 

ELLE France 

2006-2010 

n=30  

ELLE China 

2000-2005 

n=36 

ELLE China 

2006-2010 

n=30 

Arts/Entertainment   3.45%  

Athletics     

Business/Work 2.78%  3.45% 13.51% 

Decorative 91.66% 90% 93.10% 78.38% 

Housewife/Mother 5.56% 6.67%  8.11% 

Politics  3.33%   

             N= 132 

 

 The first observation to be made is that ELLE magazine is mostly portraying its cover 

models in decorative roles (91.66% for France form 2000 to 2005 and 90% from 2006 to 2010; 

93.10% for China from 2000 to 2005 and 78.38% from 2006 to 2010). A portrayed decorative 

role, on the cover of ELLE means that the model is not being pictured in any recognizable 

occupation, she is “just looking pretty”. This portrayal of women as a decorative object is one of 

the most profitable portrayal for women’s fashion magazines, as it can help advertisers sell 

products to female consumers which explains its major use in ELLE, and other feminine 
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magazines. Although we notice that this portrayal is decreasing more rapidly in China than in 

France during the decade, which suppose that even if ELLE China pictures more housewives 

than France in the second part of the decade, the magazine is still picturing more empowered 

women as less are placed in a decorative role in profit of an occupational one. 

Contrary to some authors’ expectations, in terms of occupational roles of the models on the 

covers of ELLE magazine, more businesswomen are represented in the Chinese edition (3.45% 

to 13.51%) than the in French one, which actually decreased from a little 2.78% to none. As 

Chinese women are getting more and more anxious to exist outside of the stereotypical 

wife/daughter web, the magazine is portraying empowered financially independent women to 

meet that need. On another hand, the Chinese ELLE went from not picturing any 

housewife/mother role for women (which further show the wish of the magazine to picture 

Chinese women as empowered and financially independent) to that role occupying 8.11% of the 

covers from 2006 to 2010, which is higher that the French amount (5.56% from 2000 to 2005 

and 6.67% from 2006 to 2010). This is further enhanced by the absence of representation of any 

female politician in the Chinese edition of the magazine (as fashion magazines in China and 

ELLE especially avoid talking about politics so as not to be censored) while it represents 3.33% 

of the covers of ELLE France from 2006 to 2010.  

  

 A number of differences, as well as similarities can be recognised between the covers of 

ELLE China and ELLE France within the past decade. The women posing on them are 

characterized looking neutral and straight at the camera, as empowered (see table 4 for accounted 

evidence) women who are not subordinated. In the French edition, the fashion style is more and 

more casual whereas the Chinese models are wearing smarter outfits. Both however, are still 

presenting women in a decorative role although this stereotype is declining more rapidly on the 
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covers of ELLE China.  

 

  4. Image of women in ELLE: beauty types and race. 

 Finally, based on the previous analysis, the researcher classified the models on the cover of 

ELLE magazine in France and China of the first decade of the 21st century into eight different 

types of beauty. The following tables show the results of the occurrences of these types on the 

covers of ELLE magazine both in France and China, and the beauty types classified by race in 

the magazine.  

 Table 5: Beauty types of ELLE cover models from 2000 to 2010 
Beauty Type ELLE France 

2000-2005 

n = 36 

ELLE France 

2006-2010 

n= 30  

ELLE China 

2000-2005 

n= 36 

ELLE China 

2006-2010 

n= 30 

Classic Beauty 11.11% 20% 13.79% 10.81% 

Cute 13.89% 23.33% 13.79% 2.70% 

Exotic 2.78%    5.41% 

Feminine 25% 30%  17.24% 21.62% 

Girl next door 13.89% 3.33% 6.90% 2.70% 

Sensual 11.11%  17.24% 18.92% 

Sex Kitten 16.66%  13.33% 6.90% 5.41% 

Trendy 5.56% 10% 24.14% 32.43% 

            N total =132 

 

 The study discovered that, although the image of the French women on ELLE magazine 

has changed over the decade, (the numbers of sensual, 11.11%, and exotic women, 2.78%, from 

2000 to 2005 have been reported to the cute, which went from 13.89% to 23.33% and classic 

beauty, which also went up from 11.11% to 20%) the main representation of women on the 

covers of ELLE France is as feminine as it went from 25% to 30%.  

However, we see the opposite phenomenon on the covers of ELLE China as, throughout the 
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decade, women are less and less pictured as cute (from 13.79% to 2.70% in the second part of 

the decade), classic beauty (from 13.79% to 10.81%) or girl next door (from 6.90% to 2.70%) 

but more and more as sensual (the sensual beauty type gained 1.68% from the first part to the 

second part of the decade), feminine (from 17.24% to 21.62%) and especially trendy (from 

24.14% to 32.43%), as the Chinese women are more than ever thrown in a world of fashion, 

glamour, cosmetics and consumption.  

The researcher then proceeds to identify the beauty types by races in each magazine, as it is part 

of the process of analysis to see if the representation of women in ELLE magazine fits the 

evolution of women in France and China. Indeed, in the representation of women in magazines, 

racial representation in different beauty types is actually an issue of power as those presented in 

the more modern ones will be seen as more “empowered” by the readers, which also reveals a lot 

about the ideology of the countries of publication. We have already seen for example that the 

women on the Chinese covers of the magazine are more empowered by being pictured in more 

occupational roles. 
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Table 6: Beauty types, by race of ELLE China cover models from 2000 to 20104 
Beauty Type Asian Latino Caucasian Mix 

C. Beauty 00-05 6.90%  6.90%  

C. Beauty 06-10 8.10%  2.71%  

Cute 00-05 6.90%  6.90%  

Cute 06-10 2.70%    

Exotic 00-05     

Exotic 06-10 5.41%    

Feminine 00-05 10.34%  6.90%  

Feminine 06-10 13.52%  8.10%  

Girl N.Door 00-05 3.45%  3.45%  

Girl N.Door 06-10   2.71%  

Sensual 00-05 3.45% 6.90% 3.45% 3.45% 

Sensual 06-10 2.71%  8.10% 8.10% 

Sex Kitten 00-05   6.90%  

Sex Kitten 06-10 2.71%  2.71%  

Trendy 00-05 3.45%  20.69%  

Trendy 06-10 27.02%  5.41%  

               N= 66 

  

 In her study, Katherine Frith found that although ads with oriental models and oriental 

settings have been increasing slightly in more recent issues of ELLE China, the image of the 

modern woman tends to be primarily “Western” (Frith et al., 2005). The results of this study 

show that her findings are only partially true. Indeed, although the classic beauty (7.5% of 

Asians against 4.805% of Caucasians), feminine (11.93% of Asians and 7.5% of Caucasians), 

cute (4.80% of Asians and 3.45% of Caucasians) and exotic types (5.41% of Asians models from 

                                                
4The results of table 6 and 7 are presented on 200% (100% from 2000 to 2005 and 100% from 2006 to 2010) as the 

analysis is separated in two times fives years throughout the whole study to better analyze the evolution of the 

images of women. 
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2006 to 2010 and no other models before that) portray more Asian models than Caucasians and 

the sensual beauty type has more Caucasian (more precisely, 5.775% of Caucasians as well as 

Mix race models, 3.45% of Latinos and only 3.08% of Asian models, which are the least 

sensual), we discover that, from 2006 onwards, there is a change in the representation of Asian 

females.  

In fact, sex kittens models, who were solely Caucasians in the first part of the decade (6.90% 

from 2000 to 2005) are as much represented by Asians than by Caucasians (2.71% for each race 

from 2006 to 2010), and more Asian women are now portrayed as trendy (3.45% from 2000 to 

2005 and 27.02% from 2006 to 2010) than Caucasians (20.96%from 2000 to 2005 and 5.41% 

from 2006 onwards). Asian women are represented in ELLE China as being more aware of their 

power of seduction – although they aren’t too many women presented as sex kitten so that sexy 

and seduction is not only assimilated to being objectified – and trendier than in the past but also 

than the Caucasians, which in fact corresponds to its 3S policy (Sexy, Stylish and Spirited) and 

the new image of independence and self-confidence they want to give to Chinese women.  
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Table 7: Beauty types, by race of ELLE France cover models from 2000 to 2010 
Beauty type Asian Caucasian Latino Mix Arab 

C.Beauty 00-05  11.11%    

C.Beauty 06-10  20%    

Cute 00-05  11.11%   2.78% 

Cute 06-10  23.33%    

Exotic 00-05    2.78%  

Exotic 06-10      

Feminine 00-05  22.22%  2.78%  

Feminine 06-10  30%    

G.N.Door 00-05  11.11%  2.78%   

G.N.Door 06-10  3.33%    

Sensual 00-05  8.33% 2.78%   

Sensual 06-10      

S.Kitten 00-05  16.66%    

S.Kitten 06-10  13.33%    

Trendy 00-05  5.56%    

Trendy 06-10  10%    

               N= 66 

 

 The first observation that can be made about this table is that no Asian women are being 

pictured on the covers of ELLE magazine in France, thus not classified into any beauty type. 

Secondly, the exotic type is only represented by mix race women (2.78% from 2000 to 2005), 

which in fact is in keeping with the precise definition of the exotic type, as it refers to “models 

who are not Caucasian” but what is more interesting is that there seems to be no exotic women 

represented in the second part of the decade as if all women were integrated as French. This 

disappearance is in fact, directly linked to the fact that there are no other races than Caucasians 

featured on the covers of the magazine from 2006 to 2010. The only representation of Arabs, is 

as cute (2.78% of the cover models from 2000 to 2005), which, as explained above, can be an 
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editorial choice from ELLE France to present Arab women veil- and burqa-free and portray them 

as the contrary of a threat. The classic beauty (15.55% of the cover models from 2000 to 2010), 

Sex kitten (15%) and trendy (7.78%) beauty types are represented only by Caucasians on the 

covers of ELLE magazine in France. But above all, Caucasian models in ELLE France are 

portrayed as feminine (26.11%). As for the sensual type, it is represented by Caucasians (8.33% 

of the covers from 2000 to 2005) and Latinos (2.78%); who also account for 2.78% of the girl-

next-door. This division of the Latino models corresponds to the stereotypes of Latinos in France 

who are seen as either glamorous in a Penelope Cruz or J-Lo fashion, or as the cool, financially 

struggling, single mother like the character she played in the movie “Maid in Manhattan”. 

 Hypothesis 2 states that Caucasian models will be projected more often in the modern 

beauty types (Sensual and Trendy type) than Asian models, whereas Asian models will be 

depicted more frequently in traditional beauty type (Classic beauty type, cute) than their 

Caucasian counter-parts. The results of this analysis show that since that there are no Asian 

models on the covers of the French edition of the magazine, and since Caucasian models are the 

only ones presented in the trendy type and more numerous in the sensual beauty type, the 

hypothesis is supported for ELLE France. The case of ELLE China is a little more complex as 

more Caucasians are depicted in modern types from 2000 to 2005 but, although there are more 

Caucasians than Asians portrayed in the sensual beauty type from 2006 to 2010, we see that 

more Asians personify the trendy type as the ratio is nearly reversed (3.45% to 27.02% while the 

Caucasians accounted for 20.96% to 5.41%). Therefore, Hypothesis 2 is only partially 

supported.  

 

5. Cover themes of ELLE magazine, localization or globalization. 

So far, as suggested by Hypothesis 6, we can see that ELLE magazine is trying to fit with the 



 

 

 

67 

reality of its readers both in France and China as we discovered many differences in the 

representation of women in both editions of the magazine, which implies that they are localized 

as proposed by Hypothesis 3.  

In Appendix 6, are provided 3 covers of the magazine ELLE which were published, among 

others, in both France and China. Those covers, although they are using the same models, do not 

always have the same anchorage, or the same cover themes. For example, the 2006 cover that 

was published a few weeks apart in France and China featuring Keira Knightley titles “Astrology 

2006, the Lucky year” and “Detox, the diet that changes everything” on the French cover while 

the Chinese one titles “浪漫冬日” and “200+ Cheap and Chic”. The cover featuring Lisa Seiffert 

titles “fashion, beauty, get some colours” 5 and “They wear it or reject it, French Muslims 

women speak about the veil” in France while its Chinese equivalent is more concerned about 

domesticity as it chose as main anchorage: “跑藤一个恋家甜心 Staying at home in style”. 

Finally, the cover featuring Scarlett Johansson that was previously analysed, titles “春光乍见All 

about love” in China and  “special beauty, be irresistible” in France. Therefore, we see that the 

cover themes and anchorages are far from being globalized, even when the same covers are used 

in both countries, which confirm Hypothesis 3 and will be developed in the semiotic analysis.  

                                                
5 The French title is actually a play on the words that cannot be exactly translated in English as, « prenez des 

couleurs » means « Wear some colours » as well as « get a tan » in French.  
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Table 8: Themes OF ELLE covers in France and China from 2000 to 2010. 
Cover themes ELLE France 

2000-2005 
n= 36 

ELLE France 
2005-2010 
n= 30 

ELLE China 
2000-2005 
n= 36 

ELLE China 
2005-2010 
n= 30 

Collectivism     
Money   1.69%  
Patriotism   5.08% 5.88% 
Seasons 8.20% 1.72% 11.86% 5.88% 
Tradition     
Education     
Equality  1.72%   
Humanitarian, charity  1.72%   
Travel 1.64% 1.72%  3.53% 
Health, fitness 1.64% 8.62% 3.39% 3.53% 
Beauty 8.20% 3.46% 6.78% 7.06% 
Weight, diet 3.28% 8.62%   
Fashion, jewels 24.59% 29.31% 30.51% 22.34% 
Social status    2.35% 
Success 1.64%   4.71% 
Love, relationship 11.47% 5.17% 8.48% 9.42% 
Sex 4.92% 6.90%  4.71% 
Family 3.28% 1.72% 3.39% 3.53% 
Respect     
Entertainment, party 4.92% 8.62% 15.26% 9.42% 
Work   3.39% 3.53% 
Women’s issues 9.83% 5.17% 8.48%  2.35% 
Self-discovery 9.83% 1.72% 1.69% 8.23% 
Ecology 1.64% 3.46%  3.53% 
Religion  1.72%   
Society 3.28% 3.46%   
Politics 1.64% 5.17%   

N total = 132 

 

The big majority of subjects about fashion in both editions are not surprising as it is a 

fashion magazine. On the covers of ELLE China, we see that the cover themes become more 

varied from 2006 onwards, with deeper subjects than fashion and entertainment, like love, 

success, ecology and work. As previously said in the literature review, women who work more 

become better emancipated agents to build a strong nation, which explains the augmentation of 

patriotic subjects. ELLE France however, has a different editorial line. Indeed, the magazine was 

already concerned with subjects like ecology, women’s issues, charity and self-discovery but ads 

politics, religion, society and equality to the already larger panel of cover themes. Although the 
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women posing on the covers are less provocatively presented in the second part of the decade, 

ELLE France still titles a lot on sex and weight loss, but compensate this demeaning aspect for 

women by offering a lot of subjects on natural beauty, health and fitness. The bigger difference 

that can be observed between the two editions of ELLE is that the French edition of the magazine 

does not have any anchorage on work and the number of subjects about fashion and 

entertainment is actually rising (while it is decreasing in the Chinese edition) which suppose that 

ELLE China’s editorial line is still maturing, while ELLE France’s, published for a much longer 

time, is trying to get its youth back, perhaps to appeal to younger readers.  

Therefore, we can see that the cover themes of ELLE magazine are localized both in China, 

more patriotic and more set on advertising women’s emancipation, and France, more 

focused on society and women’s issues.  

 

The results yielded by the content analysis show that there is a change in the representation 

of women in the magazine ELLE both in France and China. The changes are, in fact, as 

consequent in each country as, the classification of the race of the cover models showed that the 

big majority of Caucasians models on the cover of ELLE China from 2000 to 2005 has been 

replaced by Asians while the second part of the decade introduces, in France a look that is only 

Caucasian. The clothing types advertised in France are more and more casual and the models 

more natural (which is an interesting position for a fashion magazine!), whereas the Chinese 

models are classier and are given less a decorative role than at the beginning of the decade or 

even their French counter part. Finally, we discover that, the beauty types that are mostly 

represented in the Chinese edition of ELLE magazine (Trendy, Feminine and Sensual throughout 

the decade, while the cute type rank also high from 2000 to 2005) did not change as much as the 

ones in the French edition, which went from Feminine, sex Kitten and Cute/Girl-next-door from 
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2000 to 2005 to Feminine, Cute and Classic beauty from 2006 to 2010, with the total 

disappearance of the sensual beauty type. Therefore, Hypothesis 4 is supported; there is a 

change in the representation of women in the magazine ELLE both in China and France in 

the past decade. 

To better understand these changes and go further in the comparison of the two editions 

of the magazine, the researcher will then proceed to the semiotic analysis of 28 cover pictures of 

ELLE magazine.   

 

Semiotic Analysis  

As semiotic analysis goes deeper in the study of the covers, 28 are analysed. Indeed, the 

researcher will proceed to the analysis of 16 covers (2 for each beauty type, one for each half of 

the decade) in each country, which brings us to a total of 32 covers. However, we discovered in 

the content analysis that out of all the beauty types, the exotic one and sensual one were not 

represented throughout the whole decade. The exotic beauty type is in fact absent in France from 

2006 to 2010 and in the first half of the decade in China, while the sensual beauty type 

disappeared in France from 2006 onwards thus making a comparison for the second half of the 

decade between France and China impossible. Therefore, 28 covers are analysed, as the exotic 

and sensual beauty type only have one cover to represent the whole country’s issues of the 

decade. 

The covers were selected randomly by two employees of the magazine ELLE China and 

two of ELLE France (four people in total), on the basis of selecting 2 covers per countries for 

each beauty type after the covers had been put in the correct beauty type thanks to the content 

analysis. The first cover was to be selected from the total sample of covers from 2000 to 2005, 

while the second from 2006 to 2010 so that each cover would represent one half of the decade. 
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This semiotic analysis includes a more detailed analysis of the selected covers, the 

women posing on them, her race, cultural values, the cover anchorage and the beauty type that is 

represented and relate these to the country events at the time of publication of the issue. 

The covers analyzed in the semiotic analysis are provided by beauty type in Appendix 6. 

 

1. Exotic. 

1.1 France – Maria Nevskaya, cover of August 2000 

As we previously saw in the content analysis, this cover stigmatizes the black race by 

rendering it out of norms, ethnic looking and sexually attractive. The model is lightly touching 

her thigh and in a bended position, which, according to Goffman (1976), refers to the feminine 

touch, a tool employed for female subordination in advertising. Maria is also pictured wearing 

tribal-like jewelleries and animal print underwear, echoed with her frizzy hair. All those visual 

clues denote the wildness and untamed nature of Africa. The black cover is a psychological 

reminder of the race of the model and creates a contrast with the Bright colours of her clothes 

and jewels, reminders of the precious stones and “bloody diamonds” that are found in Africa, 

while the cover title – 100% torrid (« torride », in French can also be translate as scorching hot) 

connotes to the weather of the African continent, and has sexual innuendo. Indeed, Africa, in the 

French minds, refers to a very hot country where you can spend holidays partying in luxurious 

resorts but also refers to male domination over women, and African tribes with half-naked, 

sexually attractive women. 

Surprisingly, we discover that the woman on the cover of this issue, Maria Nevskaya, is a 

Russian model, finalist of Elite Model Look Russia in 1998, which launched her career. The 

choice of ELLE to feature her, shows an editorial wish to have someone the readers can relate to 

more easily than with a Hollywood actress but also their wish to picture a Caucasian (she has 
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blue eyes and brown/light hair) posing as a mix-raced African woman. Although it makes the 

cover even more exotic by putting its model in a situation she would not normally be in, it cannot 

be considered as a good representation of the black population in France. While the France-

Africa summit happened in Yaoundé in January that year and many conflicts and crisis happened 

in French speaking African countries (France old colonies), leading to a tense climate in France 

between the immigrant African population and the rest, ELLE magazine chose to advertise the 

side of the African culture that appeals to the French people, by reducing it to its most basic 

stereotypes (exotic, savage, sexy, enticing) so as to erase the negative stereotypes many Africans 

suffer from in France (scary, barbarian, lazy, dirty/smelly) by objectifying the cover model. It is 

nevertheless necessary to note that this issue seems to not reflect on the events and societal 

situation of France or its black population at the time, probably because, if not stereotyped, 

“black don’t sell”. Therefore, ELLE is purposely presenting an objectified woman to appeal to its 

readers. Furthermore, we discover that ELLE France, not only is not fighting against the racist 

social myths that exist in France, but is in fact enforcing them to continue appealing to their 

readers as 12 years later, in January 2012, Michelle Obama sued ELLE magazine in France for 

racism because of an article published on her that suggested that “black Americans were 

adopting white fashion with an ethnic twist under the influence of the über-chic Barack and 

Michelle Obama” (Morris, 2012).  

1.2 China – Yu Nan, June 2010 

Yu Nan is lying on the grass, on some flowers and leaves, with a very green background 

that denotes ecology and nature. The model is in the foetal position, symbolizing a child, 

powerless and in need of protection, and which also symbolises the Earth, that needs to be 

protected from men. It reminds us that the love we need to have for the planet should be as pure 

as the love we have for a child. The serious sad expression on her face refers to the gravity of the 
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situation. Furthermore, the anchorage of the picture, as follows, “愛地球, 余男 and 12 

supermodels (ecology is thus a collective action) are the true interpretation of the children of the 

earth”, also reminds the reader that, if men need to protect the Earth, it is also because the Earth 

is protecting men, acting like a mother. Her being naked has no indecency, as it refers to birth 

and nature, indeed, the fact that Yu Nan is covered in mud (the colour is earthy, so it refers to 

nature and the environment) further link that birth to nature, like through protecting the 

environment, the cover model can give birth to a new self, which is why this issue is also about 

women self-discovery. Since Yu Nan, an actress who played in more than 17 movies with an 

international reputation, and a “confident smile” (Li, 2010) is portrayed in a very unusual way 

for a Chinese model, and in full nudity, while never being known for her engagement in any 

environmental causes, the beauty type is exotic. We discover that, although the cover is nude, the 

exotic beauty type in China is not overly sexualized while the French one, who is only partially 

nude, is. 

Nudity on the Chinese covers of the magazine is used as an artistic tool to show 

engagement. Indeed, it is the only cover of ELLE China to present a fully nude model and only 2 

other covers picture models are wearing a swimsuit. In his interview done by the researcher in 

April 2012, Weiming Cao, Managing director of Hachette Filipacchi medias in China from 1998 

to March 2007, declared that although there was no particular sensor on nudity in the magazine, 

it was because ELLE China was always presenting nudity as classy and discreet and not 

provocative or as a marketing tool. On the French covers for example, out of our sample, 4 

models are partially nude (their chest is barely covered by their hands or body posture) and 7 are 

wearing a swimsuit, while many others are dressed provocatively. 

ELLE taking a stand for ecology in China happens at the right time as the country is 

becoming more aware of the big environmental problems they, along with the rest of the world, 
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face. Since the middle of the first decade of the 21st century, China has been working in 

cooperation with other countries after a few environmental major disasters in the past years. Also 

China was to host international negotiations on environment and climate for the 1st time in 

October 2010. However, we see that although ELLE China is following the development of the 

Chinese society in that particular aspect at least, it is still a new topic as ecology is approached as 

exotic in 2010 while it already was assimilated to the Girl next-Door beauty type in 2009 in 

France.  

 

2. Sex Kitten. 

2.1 France – Eva Green, December 2003 

Eva Green is portrayed as a blue-eyed redhead, wearing heavy make-up. Her curly slick 

hair and red lingerie denote sexiness and softness. She is smiling to the camera in a seductive, 

open manner, symbolizing that she has nothing to hide. Her smile, looking sideway and 

uncomfortable body position with arms and bust thrust upwards while her hands grasp the 

curtains behind her are all visual cues of subordination, which have her catalogued in the sex 

kitten beauty type. The colours on the cover of this issue are bright, feminine and contrast with 

each other (red, fuchsia, yellow) while the ambiance, colours and position of the model remind 

the reader of the Moulin Rouge in which Eva could be a prostitute while the curtain behind her 

could lead to a private room. At that time, Eva Green’s first movie, “The Dreamers” had just 

come out and has extensive full nude frontal scene and graphic sex scenes. Eva Green then 

personifies the sex kitten beauty type. However, we can see that although she is international and 

a good personification of the sex kitten, and, as one of the titles said, “Steals the limelight”, she 

does not fit with the cover theme as the second main title is about Religion and women’s 

(human’s) rights, as it states “Women’s rights and Islamic veil: our shout out to Jacques Chirac”. 
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Therefore, the cover model is in contradiction with the values vehiculated inside this issue of 

ELLE, as not only is she not wearing the veil, she is sexually attractive and provocative. Thus, by 

using this cover, the issue of women’s rights and the veils stands out more, which could be a tool 

employed by ELLE to visually shock the readers to get more attention to the problem they rise in 

this issue. A big difference that is noticeable between the two sex kitten beauty types is that the 

French covers has bright colours and its model is depicted as “irresistible”, while ELLE China’s 

sex kitten, is “all about love” and with pastel colours.  

 2.2 China – Unknown model, June 2000 

 This woman portrays perfectly the sex kitten beauty type, as she is a Caucasian portrayed 

in a sexual position that is highly unusual on the cover of a Chinese magazine. The fact that we 

are not told her name on the cover renders her ordinary, as if she embodies all Caucasian women. 

The woman takes most of the cover space, although her name is not mentioned, which put 

further emphasis on the beauty type she embodies. The cover titles refer to the season of fun, 

summer, “快乐艳阳天 Sun & Fun” and presents a story on Julia Roberts, “朱莉娅 罗伯茨: 一笑

值千” who is not pictured on the cover. The fact that those titles do not refer to any societal issue 

is not problematic here, as the sex kitten beauty type does not portray a modern, cultivated or 

engaged in the country’s activities woman. 

 The model is tanned, she is not naked but only covered in a towel with her hair and skin 

still wet which suppose that she is not dressed underneath. He hair is curled and blond, and her 

upper body is thrust upwards in a provocative manner, as is the way she looks directly at the 

camera from an upper position. The apparently urban background and colours of the cover are 

blurred, which help the reader focus on the woman as if she was stealing all attention and 

enhance the unusualness of the position, to be pictured wet and with nothing but a towel outside. 
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2.3 France – Melanie Thierry, August 2006 

This second cover titles “be erotic, advices for a sensual summer” and “Fashion, the sexy 

panoply of Melanie Thierry”, the 30-year-old French actress and model who poses on this cover.  

Melanie is presented in a sitting position, with her head titled to the side so that she does not look 

at the camera from a direct angle, which all denote her subordination. She is half naked, as a 

black lacy bra only covers her upper-body, and her breasts hidden by her arms, her hair is curled 

and loosely tied in a ponytail. She wears big hoops earrings that refer to softness and sensuality 

and a heavy make-up made of red lipstick on her lips that are pushed forward and smudged black 

eyeliner. Finally, the background colours, yellow and red refer to summer as does her tan and the 

cover anchorage, which, combined with the beauty type explains why there is no societal issue 

connotation on this cover. 

2.4 China – Scarlett Johansson, February 2007 

This cover model is wearing very little clothing, sitting down, with her arms pressed 

against body to make cleavage more apparent, her legs are brought back up and she is looking up 

to the camera in expectation, like it is a man, whom she depends on for her happiness. Scarlett 

Johansson is white, blonde and with blue eyes, the perfect stereotype of the beautiful objectified 

Caucasian. The colours of the covers are pastel pink, grey and baby blue, which denote the cover 

themes and the time period of the issue as Valentine’s day is in February and the title, “春光乍見 

All about love” refers to it. She is not wearing any jewels, has very natural make-up on and her 

hair is undone, as if she had just gotten out of bed. Her smile is seductive but when combined 

with her position and the direction of her look, submissive. Scarlett Johansson is a good 

personification of the sex kitten beauty type as she is a famous actress and singer, well known for 

her looks but not for her intelligence or intellectual roles. Indeed, ELLE magazine calls her an 

international sex symbol (性感新偶像). 
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As some authors have found that women’s portrayals in advertisement tend to strengthen 

the stereotypes that we previously found in society, we would assume that Caucasian models are 

portrayed in ELLE China with greater sexuality, being more objectified than Asian models which 

is the case as the content analysis previously revealed that, all of the models of the sex kitten 

beauty type in ELLE China are Caucasian from 2000 to 2005 (6.90% of the cover models). 

However, with the rise of Chinese women’s magazines in the country, those images have 

influenced the magazines editors’ perception of beauty to apply them to Chinese models. Thus, 

we see that there is an equal number of Asians and Caucasians (2.71% for both) portrayed as sex 

kittens on the covers of ELLE China in the second half of the decade. Furthermore, it is 

noteworthy that the choice of a Caucasian model for the February 2007 issue could be related to 

the fact that, as Chinese women are become more and more independent, and more focused on 

having a career instead of getting a husband or having children, Chinese women want to see this 

new image of themselves reflected in magazines. Having a Caucasian model posing as 

subordinated help them boost their self-confidence in that sense, as they would feel less pressure 

from the society if even a Hollywood actress is portrayed as willing to put herself in a vulnerable 

position for love. 

  

3. Girl-Next-Door. 

3.1 France – Marion Cottillard, February 2009 

Marion Cottillard, symbol of the French grace, charm and beauty in Hollywood since her 

Edith Piaf award winning role and very famous in France since her role in “Love me if you dare” 

is also well-known for her modesty, down-to-earth character which makes her a role model for 

every French women, therefore, it is only logical that she personifies the Girl-next-door beauty 

type. Furthermore, she is also very famous for her active campaigning for environmental 
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protection for years in France and is said to have been brought up in respect to others and the 

planet, which is the reason why ELLE magazine decided to make her chief editor of this special 

100% recyclable “green” issue of the French magazine (Marion Cotillard : une actrice engagée 

pour la planète, 2009). Because this issue’s cover beauty type is the girl next door, and to show 

her simplicity and engagement to save the planet (one does not need to wear a ball-gown to 

promote ecology), Marion is wearing casual clothing, very little make up and her hair is loosely 

tied up. As the girl-next door is young, active and outdoorsy, we can see that she is in a field, 

carrying vegetables in her apron, as if she had just taken them out from the ground herself. 

Because ecology and environment are a big issue for our century, the French cover model, like 

the Chinese one, has a grave look and the cover colours are earthy, even the red of her apron 

seems washed-out, as if it had been used many times next to the one of the titles. Those titles, 

refer to ecology and women’s well-being as they are: “What if we lived differently: 60 pages to 

change our habits, love the earth and ourselves” and “Marion Cottillard, editor in chief, her life 

in green”. 

3.2 China – Lin Zhiling, December 2006 

Lin Zhiling, young Taiwanese famous model and actress, referred to as "The First Face 

of Taiwan" by some Taiwanese media and elected "Most Influential Charity Icon" (she received 

the Charity Star Award in 2009) is posing in a casual demeanour, with her hands in her pockets. 

She is wearing a red trench coat, which denotes the Christmas season and suggests her being 

outdoors. Her curly hair is pulled up in a messy bun, and Lin is looking straight at the camera 

from above (her standing position gives her power over it) with no jewels or apparent make-up.  

The cover anchorage: “一颗愛家的心” and “魔幻圣诞 Christmas Magic” connote the problem 

of many Chinese women who, because of work or their studies are not able to visit home often or 

go back for the holidays as they often do not have the money to spare. By portraying a 
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Taiwanese actress “missing her family” for Christmas on the cover of a Chinese magazine, one 

might also wonder if ELLE did not try to subtly speak about the rift between Taiwan and China.  

3.3 France – Carolyn Murphy, April 2004 

The biggest different with cute beauty type is that girl next door is not helpless. Indeed, 

she is active and outdoorsy, which is why Carolyn Murphy, an American model and actress is 

perfectly embodying this beauty type. She is outside, wearing blue jeans, a white shirt and a hat 

on her blond curly hair with no apparent make-up, walking without looking at the camera. Her 

hands are in the back pockets of her jeans and she has a light tan, while some tropical trees can 

be seen at a distance, which, combined with the hat suggest that she is on holidays.  

The cover titles are all about empowerment as “Become the psychologist” and “Learn 

hunting, all your street classes” all hints at different ways for women to be truly independent and 

especially not depending on men.  

3.4 China – Zhang Ziyi, April 2000 

The issue cover is very plain; there is no background apart from a close-up on the model. 

This enables the readers to focus on Zhang Ziyi, one of the most famous international Chinese 

actresses, who has won many awards. Zhang is looking straight at the camera (no avoidance or 

ritualization of subordination) as if she is very confident in herself (no awkwardness), she wears 

a light make up, has long curly untied hair which all denote youth and natural state. Furthermore, 

she was only 21 years old when the issue was published. Her style is also very casual as she is 

pictured with a blank top. As the girl-next-door type is young and outdoorsy, the cover model’s 

hair has movement, as if she was standing in a light breeze, which suggests her being outside. 

She is also active, as suggested by the cover titles (春天印象 / 跳舞跳到电影里), which refers 

to Zhang Ziyi winning the National Youth Dance championship at 15 and beginning appearing in 

television commercials in Hong Kong before she played in any movie. The colours on this 
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issue’s cover are classic: white, blue, black and red, they fit with the theme and Zhang Ziyi’s 

portrayal as China’s pride. 

But as she is one of ELLE China’s most used face, probably the most often one, we can 

see that she also portrays, from example, the cute type of beauty on the June 2004 cover of the 

magazine and the classic beauty in December 2010, in shorts, she stands as a role model for 

every Chinese woman and thus a symbol of ELLE values and a good personification of the 

beauty types they want to advertise. She is also a spokesperson for “Care for Children,” a foster-

home program in China.  

 We discover that in both French and Chinese editions of ELLE magazine, the Girl-next-

door is personified by an actress who is actively engaged in humanitarian causes (children care, 

environmental protection), which make her appear less glamorous, more concerned with the 

troubles of regular women and very accessible.  

 

4. Cute. 

4.1 France – Vanessa Paradis, August 2008 

Vanessa is wearing a flowery short dress and is sitting on top of a convertible, which 

seems to be in motion based on the movement of her dress and hair which would imply going 

towards a holiday destination. Her hair is long and curly, she is sitting in an awkward position as 

if she had just risen, with her left hand supporting her, and the sun is shining. All these give an 

impression of youth (also due to her apparent youth) and fun. The anchorage – “Love, Barbecue 

and RockN’Roll, Vanessa Paradis’ dream life” and “Vegetables and fruits, the easy detox” fits 

the cute beauty type and summer type of issue as it connotes materialistic and vocational subjects 

that appeal to the youth and so does the identity of the model. Indeed, Although Vanessa Paradis 

is an internationally known singer, actress and model born in 1972, married to internationally 
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famous Johnny Depp for years, for the French, she will always be the 11 years old cute girl who 

first appeared on national television in 1981 and had her first number 1 hit at 14 years old. The 

main colours blue and yellow, denotes the time of publication of the issue as it refers to the 

yellow of the sun or beach’s sand and the blue stands for a clear sky or the sea. 

4.2 China – Li Bingbing, August 2010 

Li Bingbing, a Chinese actress and singer who has won many awards is being featured on 

this cover as she recently played in the movie Detective Dee and the Mystery of the Phantom 

Flame. She appears in a blurred urban décor, in motion, with her body only half turned to 

towards the camera and her arms still in movement as if the picture was a snapshot.  

She is wearing a short flowery dress with lots of volumes, make up on her eyes and lips 

and discreet earrings and necklace, her hair is pulled up in a messy bun and she is smiling, as if 

happy to be dolled up and where she is. The cover colours are pastel purple, beige and pink, 

which refer to the tenderness of the woman’s character. Li is portrayed walking in a blurred 

urban environment, and is embracing her surroundings with her open arms and the circular shape 

of her dress which can symbolize her being a tourist, as the cover anchorage “李冰冰完美狂人” 

and “欲望旅行 Eat pray sex” suppose. The cover themes refer to travel and being free of worry 

and responsibilities, truly enjoying oneself, which is very appealing to contemporary urban 

Chinese women, caught in between the double burden of work and family.  

Li Bingbing also is a UNEP Goodwill Ambassador and Ambassador of the Korean 

Culture in China. 

4.3 France – Ines Sastre, February 2003 

As previously explained in the content analysis, this cover was published in France at a 

time of social uprising and high racism against the Arabic population because of the veil 

problem. We also established that in this issue, ELLE France tried to limit any feeling of 
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xenophobia by presenting an unthreatening Arabic woman who is not wearing a veil. Indeed, 

Ines Sastre, a Spanish with Arabic origins actress and model and UNICEF ambassador is 

pictured smiling in an open manner, arms raised up awkwardly, her head is tilted to the side as 

she looks at the camera in a indirect angle with wind in her short straight hair and has a very light 

make up on. She is wearing a classy and feminine back tight dress with a pink bow that hides her 

cleavage. Ines had two of her movies coming out early 2003; Io No and Volpone, which explains 

her being featured on the cover of the magazine whose anchorage, although not related to the 

actual events at the time in France, still refer to women’s issues: “Couples, 10 truths on feminine 

pleasure” and general health issues with the second cover title on being on Breast Cancer.  

4.4 China – Zhang Ziyi, June 2004 

On this cover, Zhang Ziyi also wears a flowery casual dress, with a very young 

appearance, a full, innocent smile on her lips and her arms raised up in an awkward position as if 

she was still moving when the picture was taken. All those visual cues denote the cute beauty 

type. The colours of the cover are green, yellow and brown, which refer to summer, as do her tan 

and the first cover title 夏日精灵. The second title, 我的温柔你会懂, connotes the beauty type, 

as being gentle is a typical character trait of being 可爱 while making sure that the Chinese 

women can easily identify with Zhang Ziyi thanks to the reader’s interpellation in the title. 

However, we know that ELLE has been trying to change its image and become less stereotyped, 

as women in China want their portrayal to be more mature, independent and fit their new image. 

Using Zhang Ziyi, an international star, to personify the cute beauty type works in that sense as 

she “demonstrates the true interpretation of the confident and beautiful women from ELLE 

fashion” (劉老爺, 2008) while still being gentle and cute. She therefore embodies the modern 

and traditional ideals of the Chinese women.  

 



 

 

 

83 

5. Sensual. 

5.1 France – Penelope Cruz – February 2005 

Wearing a revealing tight black top, hair long and undone, black smoky eyes, Penelope is 

looking straight at the camera and taking most of the cover space while only being shot from the 

chest up. Her face even overlaps the name of the magazine, which shows that for the editors, the 

woman on the cover and what image she portrays is more important than getting recognition for 

their brand which is already famous anyway. Since her relative size is so important and she 

appears so self-confident, Penelope Cruz is being classified into the sensual beauty type instead 

of the sex kitten. Furthermore, Penelope Cruz portrays the sensual and beautiful Latino (from 

2000 to 2005, 2.78% of ELLE France covers have Latinos portray the sensual beauty type) with a 

fabulous career (her movie, Sahara had just been released before this issue of the magazine). She 

was the first Spanish actress ever to receive an Academy Award and to receive a star at the 

Hollywood Walk of Fame while also being a model for Mango, Ralph Lauren and L’Oreal. Cruz 

is also well known for her engagement in many charities, which shows a pattern of the actresses 

portrayed on the covers of the French edition of ELLE. The colours of the cover also denote the 

sensual beauty type as Black and White, accessorized with a brighter tone like the fuchsia of the 

titles gives a sexy yet elegant feeling. The titles refer to the power of women, as the first one 

“Chinese Astrology: with the rooster year, anything is possible!” (As the Chinese New Year just 

passed and its celebration is becoming more and more popular in France, as is the Chinese 

culture, the fact that ELLE magazine decides to educate women about the Chinese traditions 

shows that it is following the trends) explains to women that everything can happen, as they are 

in control. This feeling is re-enforced by the second title, “Penelope Cruz, model for one day” as 

the actress had agreed to be the face of Giorgio Armani’s collection for the magazine that implies 

that any women could be a “one day model” or empowered by reading ELLE magazine.  
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5.2 China – Jenifer Lopez – August 2002 

This cover was used in France with the anchorage “tested for you, 7 minutes to fall in 

love” which bears very little link with the sensual beauty type and the personality of Jennifer 

Lopez. The Chinese version, however, exploits both her identity and presentation to the fullest 

with the title “性感得优雅”which defines perfectly the sensual beauty type. On the cover, J.Lo is 

presented wearing an open collar dark shirt with stripes (dark blue and white are elegant colours) 

and a tie that hides her cleavage. She has big hoops earrings and a light make-up and long curly 

hair let loose. She is looking straight at the camera, smiling and standing up while her hands are 

loosely placed in the back pockets of her dark jeans. Her casual attitude and work outfit exults 

self-confidence in her appeal and the model clearly likes being herself. Jennifer Lopez 

symbolises the sensual beauty type from her international reputation as an actress, 

businesswoman, dancer and recording artist and especially her role in the 2002 movie Maid in 

Manhattan, a modern Cinderella tale in which she plays a hotel maid who transforms into a 

sensual and glamorous upper class woman. Furthermore, she is from Latin descent, and from 

2000 to 2005, the highest percentage of the sensual beauty type models are Latinos (6.90%, 

which actually stands for the total number of Latinos present on the covers of ELLE China) 

although it completely disappears from 2006 onwards to be replaced by Caucasian and Mix-race 

models. One possible explanation could be that, as China opens more and more to the western 

culture and advertisement, they discover new faces and idols to get inspiration from, thus leading 

the Caucasian and mix race models to be less overly-sexualized and exotic, and become more 

sensual than sex kitten as they are integrated in the Chinese perception of beauty while the 

Latinos models disappear from the sensual beauty type because of their heavy immigration to 

China.  
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6. Classic Beauty. 

6.1 France – Catherine Deneuve – December 2004 

The Chanel number 5 icon, signatory of the manifesto of the 343 sluts6 and goddess of 

the French cinema (that played in more than 100 movie) corresponds to the ideal aging beauty. 

Blond, with Nordic features but older than the average cover models, Catherine Deneuve 

portrays the “well-dressed French older women, with a great posture and beautifully made-up” 

(Morrison, 2010). Indeed, it is said that, “in France, women might forget everything else as they 

age, but never their sense of style” (Morrison, 2010). She is gracefully sitting with poise, looking 

straight at the camera with sadness, which is explained by the title “I am not a monument, the 

star tells us about the fragile woman”. The cover colours are red, black and golden, visual 

reminders of an awards ceremony, to which her smart attire also refers to, as well as the glamour 

of the movie stars’ life. 

Furthermore, Catherine Deneuve is widely engaged in very many humanitarian causes 

like Amnesty International, The climate Project, Children Action, Children of Africa, Handicap 

International, Romanian Orphans, Reporters without Borders and Voice of Women for 

Democracy, to name a few. In 1994, Deneuve was appointed UNESCO Goodwill Ambassador. 

Having her on the cover when ELLE magazine is announcing the launch of its foundation is thus 

natural. 

The second title, also refers to charity as, just like its cover model, ELLE magazine is 

announcing its engagement (“birth of the ELLE Foundation, why we engage ourselves”) for “the 

true embodiment of women at the forefront of a constantly changing world” (The ELLE 

fondation, 2004) inspired by the magazine’s principles to “support the development, 

                                                
6 Published by the nouvel observateur, a french magazine, 343 famous women recognized having practice illegal 

abortion in the fight for women’s rights in France.  
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emancipation and role of women in society” which finds an ideal personification in the person of 

Catherine Deneuve. 

The Lagardère Active Group, together with its flagship ELLE magazine, has embodied feminine values in 

France for 60 years. Today, printed in 39 foreign countries worldwide, it can no longer merely witness 

without responding to world changes. In 2004, for the first time ever in France, a media group created a 

foundation: the ELLE Foundation, which allows today a real and active contribution towards women’s 

emancipation. The ELLE Foundation supports projects run by Non-Governmental Organisations to promote 

the emancipation of women by encouraging the enrolment of girls in school, the training of teachers, the 

education of women and their integration into society. It may also support the development of information 

sources (newspapers and radio stations) to promote the advancement of women (The ELLE fondation, 

2004).  

 

 6.2 China – Madonna, February 2001 

 Posing on a blue coloured cover, with a black top and discreet necklace, Madonna is not 

facing the camera completely. Her blond hair, bleu eyes, Nordic features, light make up and sad 

expression and the fact that she is older than most cover models put her naturally in the Classic 

Beauty type. Being an American singer, songwriter, actress, dancer and entrepreneur, Madonna 

is recognized as the world’s top-selling female recording artist of all time. Therefore, having a 

worldwide star, in the midst of her fifth concert tour (which ended in April 2001) confess her 

fragility as the cover anchorage introduces, 我狂野是因为我害怕, is the perfect opportunity for 

the magazine to talk about women’s issues and self-discovery.  

 6.3 France – Sophie Marceau, April 2009 

 On the cover of that special issue Stars without make up, Sophie Marceau, international 

French actress, who won many awards and the name of Sex Symbol is being portrayed in her 

natural state. Older than the average models, Sophie is resting on a grey wall, raising her arms up 

with her hands in tight fists, as if she was reluctantly surrendering to someone. She is wearing a 

black jumper and blue jeans, with no accessories or jewels and most importantly no make up at 
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all. Her hair is short and not styled in any way and she is looking straight at the camera. All of 

these visual cues connote the fight of women in France to accept themselves and appear in a 

completely natural state after a certain age because of the society’s pressure on their image.  

 Indeed, this special issue focuses on self-discovery and acceptance and getting the older 

readership of ELLE to realise that they can be truly beautiful being themselves, with no aesthetic 

surgery or Botox, which explains the lack of other subjects on any cultural or societal events 

unravelling in France at the time which is usually accompanying the Classic Beauty type. 

6.4 China – Gong Li, October 2006  

 Older than the average cover models, dressed in a smart attire but with no accessories or 

jewelleries and little make-up, Gong Li is looking straight at the camera from an upper position, 

which confers her power over it, especially since we do not know if she is in a standing or sitting 

position. The cover colours are in pastel tones, classy but remarkable, in the image of the cover 

model, elected China’s most beautiful woman in 2006. But there is another side of her than sheer 

beauty as the Singaporean born Chinese actress is also into charity work (we can then assume 

that it is a characteristic of the classic beauty type to represent charity since this trait is common 

to the cover models of the type in both countries) as she was nominated Goodwill Ambassador of 

Food and Agriculture Organization of the UN in 2000. However, none of the cover main titles 

denote this as they focus on fashion and cinema. The first one, “璀璨成年礼 18 years of style 

and glamour” refers to the 18th anniversary edition of the magazine, which was first published in 

October 1988 and reminds us that ELLE magazine is foremost a magazine about fashion and 

celebrities, at least in China, which also explains some of the covers themes lack of relevance to 

societal issues in China. Having a star as international and glamorous as Gong Li pose on the 

cover for that occasion is justified especially since her new movie had just came out, as the 

second title “巩俐&张艺谋，十年之后” illustrates. This title also refers to the fact that Gong Li 
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was in fact discovered by China’s famed film director Zhang Yimou (he is credited in helping 

her bring the Chinese cinema to Europe and the United States) and worked with him on many 

movies, winning awards for her performance in them until 1995, when the movie “To live” was 

banned in China. The 2006 movie, “the Curse of the Golden Flower” is their first collaboration 

in 10 years because of the Chinese government censorship. Thus, we can assume that by 

choosing this title, ELLE magazine makes a subtle innuendo at the power of the government in 

China without provoking the censors themselves.  

 

7. Feminine. 

7.1 France – Heidi Klum – February 2008 

The background of this issue’s cover is blurred to let the reader focus on the couple 

embracing. Both Heidi Klum and Seal are wearing white clothes to symbolize their harmony and 

total agreement, but also so that their skin colour is more noticeable. Indeed, it is the only cover 

with a true African race model, and the fact that it is a man, embracing a white woman, has a lot 

of importance. In addition to lowering herself physically (sitting/lying down or head bent down), 

when a woman is being embraced by a man, who inhibits her movement, or leaning against a 

man’s shoulder or holding on to his arm for support, she is also the symbol of what Goffman’s 

study referred to as Ritualization of subordination. On close examination of the covers of ELLE 

magazine both in France and China, we see that it is the case on every cover of both countries 

that feature a man and a woman together. This, in fact, is related to the stereotyped portrayal of 

women as subordinated to men in advertising, to fit with the desirable image of women in a 

patriarchal world. However, since ELLE magazine is dedicated to women, we can wonder why it 

does not take a bigger stand for women’s emancipation and independence on those precise 

covers. One explanation is that, as ELLE is trying to fit the real social condition of women in the 
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countries it is published in, it is in fact those countries (and here France and China) that are still 

too patriarchal and only giving women a subordinated role. Indeed, Seal is placed as Heidi’s 

protector, bigger and taller than her; therefore, his relative size is also more important, portraying 

a more important role in the society. But, it is remarkable that Seal is in fact, averting his eyes to 

the camera by looking down while Heidi is looking straight at it and standing in the first plan of 

the cover. This graphic choice from ELLE magazine gives a part of the power back to her, who 

stands for all women, and symbolizes that, in love and relationship matters at least, men and 

women are equally powerful, whatever their races. This notion is further given by the titles of the 

cover, “Mistakes made their love stronger, the beautiful story of Seal and Heidi Klum” and 

“Surprising, the secrets of the couples that made it”. What is surprising for the French society is, 

first of all, a couple made of a Caucasian female and another racial minority male, since it 

usually is the other way around. Secondly, Heidi, a Victoria’s secret model, was pregnant with 

her ex-fiancé’s daughter when they met (in 2004) and the singer, Seal, adopted the said daughter 

five years later. Having a man accept into his life children that are not his is rare in France as 

most second marriage come from the man being divorced. The second anchorage concerns 

another picture on the cover, the smaller, bottom left hand corner portrait of Carla Bruni-

Sarkozy, casually dressed in a wool sweater with her hair undone, black sunglasses on her nose 

and wind in her hair. She is portrayed as the anti-politician, a very accessible and average woman 

while she is a millionaire singer who married the French President only 10 days before this 

edition was out. The title, “Carla first Lady, all our advices to rock the Elysee7” is thus about 

France’s most burning national news event of the time, but presented in a way that will appeal to 

all women in France that the first Lady represents.   

 
                                                
7 The Elysee is the French Presidential Palace. 
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 7.2 China – PeiPei – August 2008 

As the Olympics games were starting in Beijing, the first cover title is naturally “北京加

油！” as a national encouragement to the country and its champions, which also introduces the 

many Beijing Olympics articles in this edition. The second title refers to the promotion of 

Beijing, as many tourists will be there for the Olympics game: 惊艳北京. 美食, 艺术, 夜生活. 

The editors want to show that Beijing is “breathtaking” and so is the cover model. It is, however, 

the first cover that does not feature any title about the woman posing on it, implying that this 

time, the other cover subjects are more important which is why the researcher will also not go 

too deeply in the analysis of the model identity. The international model and China’s new face, 

PeiPei is pictured as an ideal of beauty, not accessorized to put her apparel on the first plan. She 

has a very classic look but at the same time, there is an impression of domesticity given by her 

large smile and her leaning towards the camera, which create proximity with the reader. The 

general impression of this cover is one of happiness and pride, empowerment and warmness. Her 

heavy make up refers to the fact that the Olympics in Beijing are a cause of celebration in China.  

As she is a model, PeiPei is very thin, which fits with the Chinese ideals of beauty. She 

also looks straight at the camera, which implies her power and confidence. Since she is wearing a 

Qipao, symbol of the traditions, she embodies patriotism. Although PeiPei is not older than the 

average cover models, she fits in the ideal of natural Chinese beauty and gives out a traditional 

feeling on this cover. The white cover background serves as a visual tool to emphasize the bright 

colours (orange, black, gold but interestingly not red, the Chinese national colour, to which, the 

researcher assumes that it is part of modernising the Chinese traditional national women’s outfit) 

of the stylish and very modernized traditional Chinese attire and the symbol of the Olympics, on 

the bottom right hand corner of the picture, that the ELLE China graphic design team designed 

especially. All these serves as visual cues to connote the dynamism of China’s modernisation 
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and the proud and bright summer that is happening in China during the Olympics. 

As it has been said in the literature review, to remain local, women’s fashion magazines 

filter, mix, and match content in ways that it is modern and western while also remaining within 

Chinese cultural parameters. In that case, a successful international Chinese supermodel posing 

on the cover of an international magazine in a Qipao (implies the respect of the cultural traditions 

and national identity) that has been visibly modernized to fit in the current trends is the symbol 

of those Chinese and western values mixed together. Furthermore, as “Fashion is a significant 

expression of cultural identity” we can see that the Qipao is not only an expression of 

chineseness in reaction to westernization as it has been modified according to fit western trends, 

but more the expression of a national identity that goes in pair with globalization, this cover is 

the perfect example of how ELLE China is trying to fit the evolution of the image of Chinese 

women. In fact, "being beautiful" in China implies having not only the facial appearance and 

body form that emphasizes a woman’s sexual features, but it also embodies an "inner" quality of 

softness and chastity that makes a beautiful Chinese woman more restrained and subdued than 

her Western counterpart” (Hung et al., 2007) Admits all these images of women, we can see that 

being modern, fashionable and themselves, free of outside influences is the ideal of Chinese 

women who have embraced consumerism. “Thus, it appears that Chinese women are trying to 

break the ink between modernity and Westernization by infusing modernity with Chineseness, 

such as collective morality and determination” (Croll, 1995). 

7.3 France – Estelle Lefebure, August 2001 

Sitting on a white sand beach with bamboos, the French actress and model Estelle 

Lefebure (She was one of the top fashion models in the 1980s and 1990s) appears naked under a 

large black V-neck long tee shirt. Her long blond hair is untied and she looks straight at the 

camera with a sad expression on her face. Her uncovered legs are crossed and brought back up 
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against her body as a protection and to hide her apparent cleavage. Estelle looks fragile and 

domestic, she embodies the hurt women as this feeling is reinforced by the main anchorage “the 

hidden force of Estelle”, referring to her divorce from French singer David Halliday in 2000, 

which was widely publicized in France. Estelle stands as a model to many older French women 

who finds themselves divorcee when past 40 years old. The second cover title, “read the future in 

stones” is lighter and corresponds to the kind of subject a women’s magazine offers during the 

summer in France.  

7.4 China – Catherine Zeta-Jones, February 2003 

Shot with a white background, Catherine Zeta Jones, a mix Caucasian Welsh and Latino 

actress is wearing a white and green top with sparkles (Hollywood glamour) matched by discreet 

sparkling earrings. Her long brown hair is undone, which gives her a softer and more domestic 

feeling than the classic beauty type and her body turned half way towards the camera. Her very 

light make up and simple attire contrast with the cover titles “狂舞莱坞 Hollywood Glamour 

Issue” and “Catherine Zeta Jones 性感辣妈”. Having recently given birth and received an 

Academy Awards for Best Supporting Actress, a BAFTA Award for Best Actress in a 

Supporting Role, and two Screen Actors Guild Awards, Catherine, in 2003, represents the 

woman who can have it all, a family and successful career, which is very important for Chinese 

women who continuously look to reconciliate their double lives.  

 

8. Trendy. 

8.1 France – Melanie Laurent – December 2010 

The key characteristics of the trendy beauty type women include, in a first type, current 

and faddish clothes with oversized accessories, with a challenging attitude. Melanie Laurent is 

wearing velvet black pants and a little jacket that are both categorized as past trends clothes, 
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however, the black colour of the pants and tee-shirt, the many large bracelets, and the fact that 

the jacket is studded (nails are adorning it on many parts, which was very fashionable in 2010) 

and golden brings the whole back to the latest trend. Melanie is looking straight at the camera, 

with her hand positioned on her waist in a challenging posture. As is the way she lives her life, as 

she started being an actress, singer and then director thanks to her challengingly going up to 

Gerard Depardieu, an international French actor, and has appeared in 20 movies between 1999 

and 2009, for which she was nominated for many awards and won some. In 2010, she was asked 

to act as the opening and clothing hostess of the 2011 Cannes Film Festival, which is what the 

golden colour of the jacket can refer to, along with one of the main titles: “Melanie Laurent, 

Golden Girl, it is her year”. The other main cover title refers to the time of publication of the 

issue, as the editor proposes “50 gifts ideas for less than 50 Euros” for Christmas. 

8.2 China – Fan Bingbing – June 2009 

The other type of Trendy beauty type appears ethnically non-white in a provocative as 

well as tousled and sexy pose. On this cover, Fan Bingbing wears heavy make-up, and large 

diamond rings and necklace. Her top is made of black lace, her chin is raised up and eyes half-

closed and her skin is porcelain-like. She embodies the sexy, provocatively beautiful woman 

who has it all. The blur of the background and red lipstick and nail paints are all visual tools to 

help the viewer focus on the model and her jewels, symbol of luxury. The cover’s anchorage, “

珍愛 Precious”, refers to the diamond jewels, which can be seen as a reference to the Lord of the 

Ring movie, in which the Ring stood for the symbol of power and men’s greediness and 

possessivity. It also refers to the superficial side of women and the saying “diamonds are girls 

best friends”, thus suggesting that a diamond is a woman’s most precious possession. Fan 

Bingbing is objectified through her position, her red kissable lips and the many jewels she wears. 

As a spokesperson for several commercial brands, renowned actress, producer and singer, she 
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personifies the trendy beauty type and ranked 10th in Forbes China celebrity 100 in 2010.  

 8.3 France – Nataliya Gotsiy, October 2005 

 Nataliya is an Ukranian fashion model recently discovered in 2004 but already at the 

centre of some polemics.  

She appears looking straight at the camera, with a tan and no apparent make-up while 

wearing a white in a large trench coat that hides her body – Very soon, Gotsiy became a target of 

the model’s underweight controversy in Europe, and their influence on women's body image, as 

she was appearing on runways showing a prominent ribcage and bony back – and oversized 

white sunglasses on her head, which contrasts with the season of this issue of ELLE. The cover 

anchorage is light and focusing on beauty and fashion: “Beauty, 10 items tested for you” and 

“The most beautiful coats”, as it is normal for the trendy beauty type. 

 8.4 China – Hilary Swank, April 2005 

  In an “I don’t give a damn” provocative attitude, the cover model is wearing white shorts 

and an open white vest, with golden stripes. She is wearing a heavy make up on her face and her 

hair is in movement, long and straight, as if the picture was taken in a studio, which is further, 

supposed by the white plain background of the picture. He mouth is half open and she has a hand 

on her hip, in a provocative posture. Hilary Swank is an American Actress who won many 

awards such as the Academy Award for Best Actress in 2004 for the movie Million Dollar Baby. 

The cover themes of the trendy beauty type are, once more, about fashion and entertainment.  

 

 Media images of women in a society are closely related to the shaping of the political, 

economic, and cultural factors of such society. Therefore, any analysis of the image of women in 

the media should be based on country-specific circumstances, to consider the economic, political 

and cultural conditions. If femininity did not develop in the same direction in France and China, 
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or thanks to the same events, it can be assumed that differences will appear in its representation. 

To determine if the covers of ELLE magazine fit the evolution of the role of women in both 

countries and if the cover themes and woman chosen to pose on the cover and portray a specific 

beauty type are well adapted to the societal issues of the countries at the time of publication, the 

researcher provides the following two recapitulation to summarize the semiotic analysis of ELLE 

covers.  
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Table 9: ELLE France covers and societal cultural issues 

Beauty Type Cover Theme Model Race Link with societal issues/ culture 

Classic Beauty 
Humanitarian, woman’s 
issues Catherine Deneuve 

Caucasian YES. Classic Beauties would belong to 
the part of society of older rich 
housewives who spend a lot of time on 
charity. 

Classic Beauty Travel, beauty, self-discovery Sophie Marceau 

Caucasian YES. This issue is a special issue to 
promote natural beauty and self-
acceptance to ELLE’s older readership 

Cute 
Summer, weight, love, life, 
fun, holidays Vanessa Paradis 

Caucasian YES. The cute beauty type does not 
really need to have a link to societal 
issues or culture apart from general 
trivia.   

Cute Sex, health, women’s issues Ines Sastre 

Mix race  
Arabic/ 
Latino 

NO the model fits the beauty type. 
BUT the beauty type and cover themes 
don’t match. 

Exotic 
Travel, summer, culture, 
women’s issues Maria Nevskaya 

Caucasian NO because it is all about Africa but 
without any link to immigration in 
France or the many crisis in Africa and 
the model is Russian. 

Feminine 
Love, politics, women’s 
issues Heidi Klum 

Caucasian 
YES 

Feminine 
Women’s issues, divorce, 
astrology Estelle Lefebure 

Caucasian 
YES 

Girl-next-door Environment Marion Cottillard Caucasian YES 
Girl-next-door Empowerment, independence Carolyn Murphy Caucasian YES 

Sensual 
Fashion, astrology, women’s 
issues Penelope Cruz 

Latino NO because although Penelope Cruz is 
perfect to portray the sensual beauty 
type there is no link to any social issues 
on the cover, and the sensual beauty 
type should have some, as it portrays as 
classy, educated and intelligent woman.  

Sex Kitten 

Human rights, religion, 
society, women’s issues, 
cinema Eva Green 

Caucasian NO the model fits the beauty type. The 
cover theme fits what happens in the 
country BUT the beauty type and cover 
themes don’t match. 

Sex Kitten Season, sex, fashion Melanie Thierry 

Caucasian YES This beauty type does not really 
need to have a link to societal issues or 
culture apart from general trivia. 

Trendy Fashion, presents Melanie Laurent 

Caucasian YES. The beauty type refers to fashion 
itself, as ELLE is a fashion magazine, it 
does not need to have any link with 
societal issues.  

Trendy Fashion, Beauty, health Nataliya Gotsiy Caucasian YES.  
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Table 10: ELLE China covers and societal cultural issues  

Beauty Type Cover Theme Model Race Link with societal issues/ culture 

Classic Beauty Fashion, cinema Gong Li 
Asian 
Singaporean 

NO because there is no mention of any 
societal issue. 

Classic Beauty 
Season, self-discovery, 
women’s issues Madonna 

Caucasian NO because there is no mention of any 
societal issue apart from women’s issues 
which are individualistic and not 
collectivistic 

Cute Holidays, summer, love  Zhang Ziyi Asian – Han YES   

Cute Summer, travel, fun/sex Li Bingbing 

Asian – Mix 
Korean/ 
Chinese 

YES This beauty type does not really 
need to have a link to societal issues or 
culture apart from general trivia. 

Exotic 
Self-discovery, 
environment, collectivism Yu Nan 

Asian – Han 
YES 

Feminine 
Patriotism/ National pride, 
collectivism, Olympics PeiPei 

Asian – Hui YES. Although the cover model does not 
fit the themes (the editors could have 
chosen a Chinese female athlete for 
example), the cover anchorage is all 
about the Beijing Olympics and the death 
of Yves Saint Laurent, the two major 
events of the month of publication. 

Feminine 
Motherhood, beauty, 
entertainment  

Catherine Zeta 
Jones 

Mix 
Caucasian/ 
Latino YES 

Girl-next-door Cinema, dance, fashion Zhang Ziyi 

Asian – Han NO because there is no mention of any 
societal issue. In opposition to the cute 
and sex kitten beauty type, the girl next 
door should be more representative of the 
country’s culture. 

Girl-next-door 
Family, season, societal 
issues Lin Zhiling 

Asian – 
Taiwanese YES 

Sensual Fashion Jennifer Lopez 

Latino NO although the portrayal of Jennifer 
Lopez as a chic and sexy businesswoman 
can be linked to workingwomen in 
China, there is no reference to any social 
issues. 

Sex Kitten Love, beauty, happiness 
Scarlett 
Johansson 

Caucasian YES This beauty type does not really 
need to have a link to societal issues or 
culture apart from general trivia. 

Sex Kitten Season, fun, entertainment 
Unknown 
Identity 

Caucasian 
YES  

Trendy Jewellery, fashion Fan Bingbing Asian – Han YES 
Trendy Entertainment, fashion Hilary Swank Caucasian YES 
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Hypothesis 5 proposes that the choice of the cultural values and race represented by the 

woman posing as cover model correspond to the feminine images represented in specific issues 

of ELLE both in France and China. In fact, the woman/model’s role, and fame is as much an 

advertisement of the quality of the ELLE brand than it is the representation of the idealized 

image of themselves women want to see in the magazine. 

Although we have demonstrated that the covers of ELLE magazine are localized in 

France and China, the first observation that can be made is that both editions are not representing 

the whole population as per the choice of its cover models. However, ELLE magazine, in France 

targets especially Caucasian wealthy women (Hermes, 1995) and the under-representation of 

racial minorities is in fact a cultural aspect of the French media. Furthermore, the cover themes 

still include topics on women’s condition and racial/religious rights of all women (the problem of 

the veil for Muslims is very latent in France and on the covers of ELLE). As for ELLE China, we 

see that Caucasian embody the sex kitten beauty type, as westerners are more sexually 

objectified in China as well as Classic Beauty, while a Latino model portrays the sensual beauty 

type and the Asian models are pictured as Cute and Girl Next Door but also Trendy. The lack of 

link between the cover model and beauty type, and the country’s social issues and culture is 

explained by the fact that ELLE magazine, in China, does not refer to personal lives but focuses 

rather on fashion and celebrities lifestyles. Furthermore, the researcher did not expect to see all 

minorities represented evenly on the covers of ELLE China and we see that some actually are 

although a lot of the women posing as cover models are in fact Hollywood movie stars (such as 

Gong Li and Zhang Ziyi) who have long internalized the western way of life although they still 

look Asians. 

Therefore we see that the covers of ELLE China are still trying to respect the Confucian 

culture while still being subtly globalized in presenting Asian women that stand for the dream of 
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a better, higher, western-like lifestyle. Indeed, “the forms of representation of women can take a 

globalized or transnational look” (Frith et al., 2005, p.59).  

Hypothesis 5 is partially supported, the cultural values and race represented by the 

woman posing as cover model correspond mostly to the feminine images represented in 

specific issues of ELLE both in France and China. 

As ELLE China stands for the symbol of tensions of women’s image in a country going 

through a period of social and economic transition in which women must literally reinvent their 

image (which is why Chinese actresses and their image are still playing a key role in helping 

Chinese women emancipation) and ELLE France is more and more concerned about portraying 

ordinary women with a destiny, accompanied by anchorages about women’s issues, human’s 

rights and societal problems, we can conclude that ELLE magazine fits the evolution of the 

role and image of women in both countries although it is by no means an exact copy of the 

two societies (since ELLE France, for example is only presenting Caucasian women on its 

covers from 2006 onwards). 
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Chapter 5 

Discussion and Conclusion 
 

 The purpose of this thesis was to explore what image of women is presented on the covers 

of ELLE China and France in the 21st Century and the effect of globalization and social changes 

on the portrayal of women’s images in the two magazines. A combined semiotic and content 

analysis was carried out on a decade’s time to compare and contrast the differences in cultural 

values and appeals imbedded in the two countries’ editions of the magazine in the 21st century. 

To that end, the researcher formulated 6 hypotheses, 3 of which were supported, while the 3 

others were found to be only partially true.  

 The first and second hypotheses suggested that Caucasian models will be used more often 

than models of other ethnic groups on the covers of ELLE magazine whether in France or in 

China and will be projected more often in the modern beauty types (Sensual and Trendy type) 

than Asian models, whereas Asian models will be depicted more frequently in traditional beauty 

type (Classic beauty type, cute) than their Caucasian counterparts. The thesis has demonstrated 

that those are only partially verified, as it is not the case in the Chinese edition of ELLE.  

Hypothesis 3 stipulates that despite the globalization of media, the images of the women in ELLE 

magazine covers are localized, and was supported. As was Hypothesis 4, which suggested that, 

there is a change in the representation of women in the magazine ELLE both in China and France 

in the past decade. Hypothesis 5 was only partially supported as it was discovered that not all the 

cultural values and race represented by the woman posing as cover model correspond to the 

feminine images represented in specific issues of ELLE both in France and China. And finally, 

Hypothesis 6, which stipulates that the representation of women on the covers of ELLE magazine 

fits the evolution of women’s role in the society in France and China, was confirmed. The failure 
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to support completely three hypotheses is not that disturbing as those show that there are 

differences between the two editions of the magazine. 

 As presented in the findings of the thesis, the researcher discovered that there is a change 

in the representation (especially in the race, portrayed occupation and clothing types of the 

women posing as cover models which lead to a change of beauty type) of feminine image in 

ELLE France and China throughout the first decade of the 21st century and that these changes 

are equally noticeable although concern different aspects of the representation of women. 

Furthermore, the analysis has shown that these changes lead to growing differences in the 

representation of women on the covers of ELLE France and China, despite the 21st century 

being an era of globalization of the media.  

In fact, many authors have declared that globalization of the media would lead to cultural loss 

while others defended that, on the contrary, globalization contributes to the reinvigoration of the 

local culture as readers can import and transform ideals of beauty to fit their own cultural norms. 

It cannot be denied that the development of the feminine image in ELLE China and France is 

linked because of globalization, as the covers published in both countries illustrate. But 

“globalization is about class, race/ethnic, and gender relations: it is political and cultural, as well 

as economic” (Acker, 2004, p. 2). When political and social changes started in China, brought 

along by the opening of its borders, some authors believed that it would result in the 

westernization of Chinese preferences for physical attractiveness as the youth would take the 

western countries as example (in theory, the opening of China’s frontiers to the west would lead 

to cultural imperialism from those countries) for the construction of their beauty ideals. 

However, we can see that this is not the case in ELLE magazine. Indeed, the superior number 

of Asian models over non-Asians, and especially the growing numbers of Asian models 

portrayed as sexually attractive and in modern beauty types, on the covers of ELLE China 
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from 2006 onwards shows that the cultural appeals of the country’s image of woman is re-

becoming local (as it was westernized in the first half of the decade), as the magazine is set on 

giving local examples for Chinese women to follow, to help them become more self-confident 

and nationalistic and get rid of what could be described as a western cultural imperialism, in 

which the ideal beauty types were portrayed by Caucasian models on the Chinese covers of 

ELLE. Although those local examples are in fact Hollywood movie stars, who, while looking 

Asian, also stand for the inspiration and glamour of a certain western way of life. ELLE France, 

on the other hand advertises the French way of life on its covers, even when picturing 

Hollywood movie stars. 

ELLE China also portrays some women from racial minorities (like the supermodel 

Peipei, wearing a modernized Qipao), which further enhance its national feeling. In the same 

idea, the French edition of the magazine is mainly representing Caucasians women, or represents 

other race minorities by taking into account the stereotypes and recent cultural events into 

account. Therefore we can see that the cover themes of ELLE magazine are localized both 

in China - more patriotic and set on advertising women’s emancipation - and in France, 

more focused on society and women’s issues.  

As regards the portrayed model occupation, ELLE China is more in keeping with the 

reality of the country than the French edition of the magazine. Indeed, only 2.78% of the covers 

of ELLE France feature women as working agents from 2000 to 2005 and none from 2006 

onwards while their representation have grown in the Chinese magazine from 3.45% to 13.51%. 

This augmentation is more in keeping with the social reality of urban women. In fact, in France, 

the employment rate of women reached 60% in 2007, with a progression rate from 2000 to 2007 

higher than for men (Gottely-Fayet, 2009). As far as ELLE readers are concerned in France, 63% 

of them are in fact working (Elle France Mediapack, 2012). The magazine, however, presents an 
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augmentation of the portrayal of women as housewives/mother from 5.56% to 6.67%. Chinese 

urban women have understood that working is the key to their emancipation. In 2010, 47% of the 

head of enterprises were women. Their situation at work is actually better than some other 

countries as 8 out of 10 enterprises have women in managerial jobs against 5 out of 10 in Europe 

and 23% of the magazine readers have a managerial or above occupation (Elle China Mediapack, 

2012).  

While love, beauty and happiness and diet, being slim still appear as an end on the covers 

of ELLE France, with a lot of the cover themes referring to women’s issues in their everyday 

lives (which explains the small number of working women and the increasing number of 

housewives as portrayed model occupation), ELLE China, on the contrary, advocates for a new 

image of patriotic working independent women with more sexual freedom but balances it with a 

lot of its anchorage subjects being on romance and love. In sum, the images of Chinese women 

in ELLE have been largely influenced by the socio-economic changes, and stand as an 

inspirational model that gives many choices of lifestyle for independent Chinese women who 

manage to have it all.  

Because their status is evolving and their jobs are offering them better future possibilities, 

Chinese women are determined to have their new status reflected in their image. Indeed, fashion 

works as a communication tool as a Qipao can represent respect of traditional customs. Being 

trendy is then a way for women to show that they have access to a more elevated status and 

independent life through work as the Chinese women wish to be fashionable modern urban 

women who are no longer referred to as the “iron maiden”, wearing Mao’s jacket and without 

make-up but rather pictured as having a career and participating in the social life of the country 

while the casual clothing style of the models on the French covers of ELLE represents their 

natural femininity.  
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But, women’s changed role from traditional housewife, iron maiden, to modern 

workingwoman does not remove them out of the “stereotyped” role. Indeed, the most 

predominant stereotype in international women’s magazines is that women are featured in 

decorative roles. Although the number of women portrayed in a decorative role is decreasing 

more visibly in China than in France on the covers of ELLE magazine, the Chinese cover themes 

refer more often to Fashion and beauty, the role of women as fashionable consumers where 

youth and good looks are emphasized, and traditional virtuous wives/good mothers who are 

defined by love and the men in their lives (of all the covers that portray a man and a woman 

together, the covers of ELLE China are the ones that subordinate the female model the most). 

This, however, might not be a stereotypical representation of women as, when applied to China, 

it shows in fact how ELLE magazine is in keeping with the Confucian values of women and the 

Party’s line of conduct as regards to their role as, according to the Party, working leads women 

to consumption which in turn leads them to become fully independent and decisional agents. 

Because of this, we can see that ELLE China is walking a thin line between presenting images of 

trendy liberated working women that “hold up half the sky” and more traditional ones, and trying 

to mix them together to develop a more local image of the modern Chinese woman whose 

Confucian values are still important. The high number of decorative role of women on the covers 

of ELLE France cannot, however, be explained by Confucianism. On the contrary, it portrays a 

stereotyped vision of women that they are foremost concerned about female domesticity, beauty 

and consumption. We can nevertheless foresee a different direction in the future of the French 

magazine as this number is decreasing (albeit slowly) while less actresses and models are 

pictured on the covers of ELLE France in favour of more “ordinary women” like politicians and 

the cover themes of the pictures are becoming more and more engaged with human rights and 

societal issues.  
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 Not only are the portrayed model occupations different in the French and Chinese editions 

of the magazine, so are the clothing types of the models (China has more smart fashion styles 

while France keeps it casual) and the beauty types for women to refer to on the covers of ELLE 

China are majorly trendy while the French are feminine. In fact, as Longo et al (1992) 

suggested, in the Beauty match-up hypothesis, 

 Successful models like Christie Brinkley, Brooke Shields, Iman, and Paulina are all highly 

attractive. Despite being blessed with extreme beauty, however, they also are more different than 

similar in terms of physical features and qualities personified (e.g., demure, exotic, sexy, elegant). 

These dramatic differences, in turn, imply variation in the appropriateness of models that embody 

different looks for modelling/ endorsing different products or services with diverse brand images. 

Simple "good looks" may be necessary, but not sufficient, to fully communicate a product's 

precise image. Identifying nuances among beautiful people may be crucial to positioning strategies 

and for clarifying the specific lifestyle and/or aesthetic symbolism communicated by an expressive 

product (Solomon, 1992). 

 

Women on the covers of ELLE France are becoming less libertine or sexually objectified while 

the cover models get older and wear less make-up. The lure of stars and glamour may not be as 

appealing to the women in ELLE France anymore because they have been used to it for many 

decades. The covers of ELLE France are thus more feminine as women have long found their 

identity as feminine yet independent agents; they are ordinary women who do not need to 

overdue their image to know that they are special. In China however, western fashion magazines 

were useful to introduce information about international celebrities to satisfy local readers’ 

curiosity as China first opened up its frontiers and encourage local women to pursue similar 

physically beautiful looks and lifestyle. On the other hand, ELLE magazine is now filled with 

Asian sources and models, which has a greater impact on local women’s aesthetics towards 

fashion while helping sustain the political, economic, and cultural aspect of the country. ELLE 

China is more and more working as a mirror of the society of the country.  
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Weiming Cao, Managing director of the Chinese ELLE edition from 1998 to 2007, further 

emphasised the differences between the two magazines in his interview done by the researcher in 

April 2012 in Shanghai, by stating that, since the two countries of publication are different, the 

two magazines could only be as well. For him, ELLE China touches more materialistic things 

like fashion, beauty and products, while ELLE France is more generalized as it also includes 

subjects on women’s problems, women’s condition and human rights and society problems 

which explains why, as shown in the findings, some covers themes do not have any link with 

the cultural, society or political events of the country at the time of publication. Although 

ELLE China is starting to be a bit more engaged (with the protection of the environment for 

example as ecology is a collective and State matter in China), Weiming Cao believes that, if the 

magazine does not go deeper in these subjects and if information about relevant socio-economic 

issues is largely lacking, it is also because the Confucian tradition and collective culture of China 

does not let much space to exposing women’s private life and problems to the public, while it is 

the case in France, which is more individualistic. The Chinese market might thus not be ready for 

a magazine that reveals too much although this fact could change in the near future as the 

Chinese society is becoming more and more individualistic as the Party is becoming less 

omnipresent in the people’s private life.  

As Weiming Cao said in his interview, we discover that if the Chinese models are more and 

more trendy, empowered and sensual, it can be based on the fact that the fashion magazine 

market has not totally matured yet, leading the women to be still looking for their true image as 

they are thrown in a world of luxury and consumption and being represented on the covers of the 

magazine by famous Chinese actresses, singers and supermodels while this tendency is 

decreasing in France. On the cover of ELLE China at least, women can acquire a higher status 

and develop a modern femininity with distinctive Chinese characteristics (although those 
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characteristics are still in evolution) through consumption while the subjects on ELLE France 

covers are more substantial and engaged in causes and the image of the French women on the 

covers of ELLE magazine appears more stable.  

Therefore, we can conclude that ELLE serves as a venue for weaving local and global values 

together and create an image of the French and Chinese modern women. Globalization is then 

used to create local images of ideal women in each country.  

 It should be also noted that the reflection of social reality does not mean an exact copy of 

reality. For example, the researcher is aware that these images only correspond to a minority of 

the Chinese women, the urban wealthy, attracted to glamorous and trendy lifestyles, ones who 

are actually the readers of ELLE magazine in China, and not the whole feminine population. As a 

result, the image of Chinese women shown by the covers is by no means an exact reflection 

of Chinese women in real life but more of a distorted mirror. Furthermore, we discovered 

that ELLE magazine is trying to reverse the culturally made myths and stereotypes in both 

countries that French women are overly sexualized and trendy while the Chinese women are cute 

especially by picturing empowered international models and actresses as cute in China and 

presenting ordinary women that are neither over-sexualized nor too trendy despite having a 

“destiny” in France. 

 

CONCLUSION 
 

French philosopher Simone de Beauvoir wrote “One is not born a woman, one becomes 

one”. But the construction of women’s image has always been based on local values of culture, 

race, class and hierarchies. Thus, the local social understandings of what it is to be a woman is 

always created in accordance with the society transformations. Since fashion magazines are 
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inspired by the reality of women’s status, and ELLE more especially as it “connects with its 

readers” (Patel, 2011, p. 6), the roles of Chinese and French models and their beauty types have 

been depicted in different ways in the magazine. Indeed, the strongest images of the French 

women over the decade are of feminine, cute and classic beauty Caucasians while the images of 

women on the covers of ELLE China were submitted to the bigger changes to finally present 

trendy, feminine and sensual Asians.  

ELLE magazine in both France and China represents reality by highlighting certain 

elements over others and picking different ideologies and myths as their central themes. The 

researcher showed ELLE China’s efforts of breaking cultural ideologies and patterns by 

introducing new typically Chinese female ideals (who, for many of them, have completely 

integrated westerns habits and lifestyle as they are Hollywood movies stars) and presenting new 

trendy and empowered looks for bolder working independent women to fit the evolution of the 

society. The Chinese women shown on the covers are young, proud, modern and trendy in 

opposition to Confucian ideals and Mao’s era or the stereotypical perception of the western 

countries that Chinese women are cute. On another hand, the women on the French covers of 

ELLE are presented as more natural and feminine, like ordinary women with a wonderful 

destiny. Those portrayals of women show that they are no longer restrained by the social orders 

“based firmly in tradition” that provides “individuals with (more or less) clearly defined roles” 

(Gauntlett, 2002, p. 96). “In this context, fashion plays a crucial role when it comes to 

constructing an identity and living a certain lifestyle” (Gauntlett, 2002, p. 103). These lifestyle 

choices are presented on the covers of ELLE magazine in the 21st century as a choice by women 

for women as we find that ELLE magazine, contrary to what have been said by previous 

researchers, does not reflect and promote images of women which encourage them to conform to 

the script of femininity that was prescribed by the established male-dominated socio-economic 
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system. Domesticity and subordination are not advertised (at least domesticity is compensated by 

other aspects) as the essence of the role of women in the Chinese and French societies as the 

women are shown as trying to find a balance between work, female sexuality, physical 

appearance and love or relationships. Furthermore, in ELLE, economical, cultural differences 

between French women seem to have vanished. Working women, managers, unemployed 

women, housewives or idols are presented the same way. Although the magazine holds a unique 

position in both the French and Chinese market, combining the qualities of an international brand 

and expertise of local editorial teams, we can see that the only way in which French and Chinese 

women are similarly represented and globalized, is in the sense that the magazine is trying to 

combine on its covers a female sexuality and working awareness with a traditional and domestic 

femininity, as a reflection of the ambivalence of the two societies and women status in them.  

We have seen how fashion can work as a tool of communication and medium to express 

status, role, culture, norms and values as well as a certain way of life. Moreover, we have seen 

how ELLE magazine both in France and china represent reality by highlighting certain elements 

over others and picking different ideologies and myths as their central themes. As Goffman 

discovered in his study, this thesis also demonstrated that the Chinese edition of ELLE magazine 

presents a pseudo reality of women that is better than the real, as it gives a better representation 

of women’s races and is more inspirational since it portrays more working women and celebrities 

than its French counterpart, more concerned with portraying ordinary Caucasian women, easier 

for the readers to identity with. This presentation of women has social and political explanations, 

as we discovered that since the CCP wanted women to be more emancipated, the Party actually 

gave women the law and means to do it and had the media work toward that goal while the 

French women always had to fight against their government policies and the French media to 

become independent agents.  
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An interesting fact that we discovered is that we find a very similar image of women on 

the covers of ELLE China from 2000 to 2010 than the one Chinese feminists and women 

historians of the May 4th period advocated: a new modern woman who is educated, employed 

and independent (Hershatter, 2004) although it is now more feminine and trendy and less 

concerned with public life (although still very patriotic). We can then conclude that the changes 

in the image of Chinese women are soon to come full cycle.  

 Finally, as Hermes found that women’s magazines appear “overwhelmingly heterosexual 

in orientation and predominantly white in colour” (Hermes, 1995, p. 9), we can see that fashion 

and heterosexual romance still appear as the main themes of ELLE magazine covers although the 

treatment of various themes such as employment, women’s rights, ecology etc is rising. But most 

importantly, ELLE addresses women with a very positive message, encouraging them to play 

with their femininity, to feel free to experiment with their own style and to enjoy life as well as 

build their self-esteem, or in 3 words, to be “sexy”, “stylish” and “spirited”. 

 

 

The researcher proceeded to do the semiotic analysis based on a random selection of 28 

covers. In another study, it would be interesting to create a sample of covers to be analysed based 

on selecting those which hold a deeper underlying meaning as regards to the culture or events 

happening in the two different locations of publication of the magazine. 
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APPPENDIX 1: 
Women in ads and posters in France and China 

 
APPENDIX 1A: French women and home appliances publicity of the 1960s 

                     

The washing machine liberates you – 1960          Save storage space with Philips fridge – 1960 

 

Moline kitchen appliances 1961 – a gift every woman wishes’ to receive 

 

APPENDIX 1B: Chinese revolutionary posters – 1960-70s 

 

« For revolution, implement birth control »  - 1974 
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  Chinese revolutionary posters – 1970s                        People’s Pictorial (Renmin Huabao) 1971 

 

APPENDIX 1C: A few international advertisements of Chanel Number 5 

Coco Chanel, 1937 

 In 1954, Marilyn Monroe gave Chanel No 5 Marilyn Monroe its biggest advertisement saying 

that « in bed she wore only “some drops of Chanel N°5”.  
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 Catherine Deneuve, 1976 

   Nicole Kidman, 2004-2008. 

  Audrey Tautou, 2008-present 

From: ELLE.com, Coco Nuts: The Women of Chanel No. 5 

http://www.elle.com/Beauty/Beauty-Spotlight/Coco-Nuts-The-Women-of-Chanel-No.-5 
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APPENDIX 2:  

Coding sheet 
 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 

Country France China 

Issue  

Model 

Race Asian Caucasian African Latino Mix Arab   DNK 

Role Arts/entertainment Politics Business Sports Family Decorative    

Age category 18 – 25 25 – 35 35 – 45 45 - 55 55 +    DNK 

Complexion Very white Pale Tanned Very Tanned  

Hair colour Blond Mix Brown Black  Red    DNK 

Hair style Short Long  Tied up Curly Straight    DNK 

Expression Smiling Crying Laughing Neutral     DNK 

Eye Contact Camera Away Down Up to the 

camera 

     

Body 

position 

In motion Standing Sitting Lying     DNK 

Proportion Skinny Slim  Athletic Curvy Fat    DNK 

Clothing 

Style Cool/casual Conservative/tradition Work Smart/glamour Sexy Nudity Swimsuit  DNK 

Torso 

exposure 

Neckline Upper chest Brest area Midriff area Waist Hips area None  DNK 

Arms 

exposure 

Cap Upper arms Elbow Forearm Wrist None   DNK 

Legs 

exposure 

Thigh Knee Calf Ankle     DNK 
 

Jewellery Necklace Bracelet Earrings Brooch None    DNK 

Accessories Coat/overall Scarf/ tie Gloves Hat/sunglasses Watch Bag Belt None DNK 

Colours  

Make Up Obvious eyes 

only 

Obvious lips only Obvious make up Light 

make up 

Natural 

Settings 

Colours  

Type  

Cover 

anchorage 
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APPENDIX 3: 

Solomon, Ashmore, and Englis (1994) 8 types of models developed and adapted in 

Katherine Frith’s research 

!"#$%%&'()"%*+&,史靄琍) 99461019 

-.&

&

Then, we will take a look at the hairstyle of the models. Three main types can be observed: 

long, short and tied up (respectively numbered1, 2, 3) 

- Type 

After making the previous observations, we should be able to decide which type the model 

belongs to. Height types have been determined in previous studies and are detailed in the 

following coding sheet: 

 

  
From: Ashmore, Englis, & Solomon. (1994). Beauty before the eyes of beholders: the cultural 

encoding of beauty types in magazine advertising and music television. Journal of 
Advertising, 23(2), 15.  
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APPENDIX 4: 

Covers of ELLE China analysed 

1-6  

7-12  

13- 18  

19-24  

25-30  

31-36  
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37-42  

43-48  

49-54  

55-60  

61-66   
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APPENDIX 5:  

Covers of ELLE France analysed 

1－6  

7-12  

13-18  

19-24  

25-30  
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31-36  

37-42  

43-48  

49-54  

55-60  

61-66  
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APPENDIX 6: 

Covers used in semiotic analysis 

 

Covers used for semiotic Analysis by beauty type 

Exotic 

  June 2010  August 2000                                 

  

Sex Kitten     

  February 2007  `December 2003  June 2000  August 2006 

 

Girl-next-door 

 April 2000  February 2009  December 2006  April 2004 
 

Cute 

June 2004 August 2008  August 2010  February 2003 
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Sensual 

 August 2002  February 2005 

 

Classic Beauty  

 October 2006  December 2004  February 2001  April 2009 

 

Feminine        

August 2008  August 2001  February 2003  February 2008  

 

 Trendy 

 June 2009  December 2010  April 2005  October 2005 

 

 

Sample of the covers used in both the Chinese and French edition 

              


