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Feminine Stereotypes in publicity: perfect beauty and natural 
beauty. Analysis of the LUX and DOVE campaigns. 

 
 

1. Introduction 

 

Women have been and are thee main characters in publicity campaigns of the 20th 
and 21st centuries1. The overwhelming feminine representation, easily facilitated by 
the mass media, constitutes a significant forum which allows for the captivation of 
the meaning of beauty breathed in global culture. The underlying2  message that is 
brought forth in numerous publicity campaigns is the care of one’s beauty 
understood however, as perfection from the physical stance.  
 
In this investigation we seek to bring about and deepen in the stereotype of women 
that is propagated in the advertising of soap for personal use. Specifically we shall 
analyze: 
 

• Ten LUX commercials publicized in graphic media. We consider the choice 
representative, seeing as how since 1930 the company UNILEVER has 
promoted its LUX products associating them with movie stars and television 
personas. Due to its extension, not only in time (more than 70 years in the 
market) but also in space (the propagation extends throughout numerous 
countries) this campaign has become a publicity icon: professionally 
successful women in the cinematographic and television scope, suggesting 
reasons as to the benefits of using LUX soaps.  

 
• Nine graphic and two audiovisual pieces that are part of DOVE soap 

campaign, which began in 2005 and is known world wide as Real Beauty 
Campaign.3  

 
The hypothesis we sustain is that in the 21st century we could begin to live a 
paradigm change in the stereotype of women that is reflected in advertising. Our 
suggestion is that we go from a “woman=perfect physical beauty” symmetry 
(overwhelming in the 20th century) to a binomial concept that may be summed up 
as “woman=natural beauty”.  
 

                                                             
1 JHALLY, S. Advertising, Gender and Sex: What's Wrong With a Little Objectification? Available at: 

<http://www.sutjhally.com/articles/whatswrongwithalit/> [Consulted on 10/17/2009]. Throughout the essay, 
Sut JHALLY stresses the “woman-object” role used in publicity. He states: “Erving Goffman in his book 
Gender Advertisements [1979] (…) shows us that in advertising the best way to understand the male/female 
relation is to compare it to the parent/child relation in which men take on the roles of parents while women 
behave as children normally would be expected to. In advertising women are treated largely as children.” 
2 GRANDI, R. La mujer en la publicidad, at “Texto y contexto en los medios de comunicación”, Barcelona, 
Bosch, 1995. 
3 “Dove’s Campaign for Real Beauty is a global effort that is intended to serve as a starting point for societal 
change and act as a catalyst for widening the definition and discussion of beauty”. Available at: 
<www.unileverusa.com> [Consulted on 10/10/2009]. 
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2. Situations implicated in the analysis 
 
Since the beginning of the 20th Century when graphic publicity in newspapers and 
magazines began to flourish, the enticement of the target, “women”, entails two 
parts: feminine beauty means physical perfection. This image or idea that has been 
accepted within the professional publicity scope with an unchanging force 
(character) and thus transmitted with equal strength in its message’s to society, is 
what is commonly called a stereotype.  
 
Stereotype or Collective Representations are central to Émile Durkheim's 
search for the sources of social solidarity. What would be the most adequate 
definition of these concepts? The ideas, beliefs, and values elaborated by a 
collectivity and that are not reducible to individual constituents. These 
representations are richer than individual activities. They come to be autonomous 
of the group from which they emerged. Collective representations help to order and 
make sense of the world, but they also express, symbolize, and interpret social 
relationships. Collective representations inhibit and stimulate social action. Their 
force or authority comes from their being within all of us and yet external to the 
individual4. 
 
The message that underlies publicity directed to women is: beauty is a necessity; 
beauty can only be obtained be the use of these products; we recommend these 
products just for you. 
 

3. Methodological Design 
 
King and Verba sustain that in the Social Science’s there is an equal inferential logic 
between two style’s of investigation: quantitative and qualitative. In this exposé we 
shall apply a qualitative look, though the Discourse Analysis, with the intention of 
making a descriptive inference5 as to the ideal of beauty propagated in bath soap 
publicities. We do not intend to make a thorough analysis of the pieces chosen; 
rather point out what is most relevant in each campaign.  

 
This investigation is not representative6, as it only analyses’ two campaigns. That is 
exactly why a generalization is not possible. However, the two campaigns chosen 
have been around at least twenty countries in all forms: television, radio, 
newspaper, internet, billboards. Both messages have received enough exposure 
thus stating that they are in fact, mass campaigns. Written copies in English have 
been obtained in this opportunity, however it is of our knowledge that they have 
been translated into various languages (Japanese, Spanish, Australian English, and 
Arabic, amongst others).  
 
Verification of the Hypothesis 

                                                             
4 Gac. Sanit. vol.20 no.4, Barcelona July/Aug. 2006. [www.scielosp.org] 
5 KING, G. R. O. KEOHANE y S. VERBA, El diseño de la investigación social, Alianza Editorial, Madrid 
1999.  
6 KISH, L. Diseño estadístico para la investigación, Siglo XXI Editores, 1995. 
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With the a posteriori analysis of the information obtained, keeping in mind that we 
cannot generalize, we may answer the following question: is there any recent sign 
of change or rather is there a continuing retroaction in the women=”perfect” 
physical beauty stereotype that is accepted in the advertising scope (and thus in all 
of society)? 
  
We believe that the hypothesis will be confirmed the more we analyze the 
stereotypes surrounding women in publicity pieces of the 20th and 21st centuries. 
The confirmation will allow the possibility of provoking a change of paradigm in the 
portrayal of women in publicity. 
 
4. Everything is a sign in publicity 
 
According to Lotman and Uspenski7, every culture has an image of itself and in 
consequence, develops and acts according to it. The content (in this case 
advertising) express’s the image that a culture has of itself. Hence, culture’s 
constantly make their own auto-reference by means of wording and image.  
 

It is thus an adequate analogy to affirm that as art in each era, publicity pieces 
permit a reconstruction of a culture’s history and traits8. In the process of 
manifesting and attaining this auto-reference, the values that historical figures 
desire and achieve, are gradually shown immersed in coordinates of space and 
time. The advertising image presents artistic features and crystallizes an aspiring 
image of beauty (it entices its audience in a desire to achieve this). That is why we 
believe that through the analysis of publicity campaigns known world wide, we will 
be in a more adequate position to analyze the model of beauty that is impregnated 
in modern contemporary culture.  
 
Naturally, art and publicity do differentiate from each other. Art is a language that 
we might call centripetal seeing as how it tends to be a means in it of itself, 
whereas, and following the same line of thought, publicity would be a centrifugal 
language where the finality is not in the plastic image, rather the commercial effect 
that that same plastic image produces.9 
 
When in presence of a work of art, the spectator contemplates and either feels 
identified or not with the idea brought forth by the artist. Publicity on the other 

                                                             
7 LOTMAN, I. M. & USPENSKI, B. A. (1975) as cited in VILARNOVO, A. & SANCHEZ, F. “Publicidad 
Sub Specie Semiosis”, in Discursos, tipos de texto y comunicación (sel.), EUNSA, Pamplona, 1992. 
8 PÉREZ GÁULT, J. C. “La publicidad como arte y el arte como Publicidad”, in Arte Individuo y Sociedad, 

N°.10, Servicio de Publicaciones, Universidad Complutense, Madrid, 1998. Juan Carlos PÉREZ GÁULT 
points out that “from an orthodox perspective, both publicity and art walk different paths. However, if we add 
the weight of History, our perception may change substantially. As the years go by, publicity images lose their 
function and cease claiming, because their demand is already obsolete, so they become images with an 
exclusively iconic function. This way, they stand at the same level altogether with artistic images; therefore, 
they can be analyzed together.” 
9 Ídem. 
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hand, awakens in the individual not contemplation but rather emulation whose 
purpose is the sale of the product.  
 
In addition to the aforementioned, publicity acts not only as a simple manifestation 
of the way the world is viewed at a given time, but also generates values, develops 
and proposes an auto-reference for the environment by which it is surrounded.  
 
Cultural Signs 
 
Publicity text present an articulation of a double nature: a primary modelizing 

system: constructed in accordance to a linguistic know-how and the secondary 
modelizing system10 which is a vision of the world materialized in the unity of 
sense. Hence, it entails a drill, a fiction of reality. The world presented by 
advertising can me considered autonomous, however, in contrast with literature, it 
is necessarily attached to an object of this world: the thing, in it of itself, is the 
publicity’s reason of being.  
 
It is said that publicity is a secondary modelizing system since the projection of a 
culture’s values according to the model that it has of itself, is at the same time, a 
manifestation and proposition of values and social projection. These values are 
transmitted by a series of poetic and rhetorical actions whose end-mean is the sale 
of a product and to simultaneously feed-back a culture’s model.    
 
From a semiotic point of view, adverting is extremely interesting due to: 
 
• The variety of elements that constitute it: spoken or written text; corporal 

expression of the characters therein represented (combination of  natural 
semiotics with culture); scenography; music or inarticulate sounds (in 
audiovisual pieces). 

  
• The constant overwhelming of signs: in advertising, everything is a sign. 

Speech’s are linguistic signs; images represent objects; sounds represent 
different realities; the announced product represents a value or a series of 
values (effectiveness, prestige, triumph, youth). Within the high caliber publicity 
insignia, we are interested in signaling out the presence of stereotypes: those 
sociably recognizable models such as: common mental images that represent an 
elderly woman, a house wife, a yuppie, a beautiful woman, etc. These models 
are bred according to the social imaging shared by a community of individuals.  

 
• The given global meaning: the consideration of publicity as a unity of sense, 

establishes a relation between a product from the real world and a spectrum of 
values perceived as such in a certain society. It entices the individual targeted 
by a deal that can be summed up as: “buy the product-get the value 
(happiness)”. 

 
                                                             
10 LOTMAN, I. M. (1975: 59-95) as cited by VILARNOVO, A. & SANCHEZ, F. “Acción y discurso de 
acción”, in Discursos, tipos de texto y comunicación (sel.), EUNSA, Pamplona, 1992. 
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The texts from both pieces not only show the values of the auto-reference, but they 
generalize them, they “massify” them. The power of advertising lies in the 
phenomenon of identifying a product of the real world (in this case, soap) with a 
series of values represented in the product (beauty, eternal youth, and freshness). 
 
We add to these ideas a concept within culture known as “treasure of signs”11. Its 
content includes language, images portrayed in narratives, icons, gestures that hint 
towards values, metaphors and symbols, and these become “treasure worthy” 
because a social group gives the aforementioned values, sense and the need for 
preservation.  
 
 
 
Imitation of an action12 
 
As we have seen, cultural context is key in order to grasp the message of any text 
that may be presented. Publicities cannot be understood by an audience without 
referral to real actions and a way of caring them out. That is the motive as to why it 
may be stated that they are an imitation-representation of human actions. In 
Poetics, Aristotle mentions three traits of the represented action:  

 
- The Unity: Only an action that is one and whole may be comprised of other 

actions, hence what is important is that the sense of unity not be lost. There 
is cohesion between the parts and the whole. In the situation we are 
analyzing the unity semantically represented, is given by the model of beauty 
that is suggested. 

 
- The Entirety: introduction, center and outcome. 

 
- The Magnitude: the passing from happiness to unhappiness13 or vice versa. 

 
5. Two publicity campaigns, two types of women 

 
a. Bath Soap LUX 

Context and historical development14 
 
• The name Lux means ‘light’ in Latin, however it was chosen for its play on 

the word ‘luxury’.  
 

                                                             
11 CHIRIGUINI, María Cristina (Comp.), Apertura a la Antropología, alteridad, cultura y naturaleza humana. 

Proyecto Editorial, Buenos Aires, 2004. 
12 VILARNOVO, A. & SANCHEZ, F. “Publicidad Sub Specie Semiosis”, in Discursos, tipos de texto y 

comunicación, EUNSA, Pamplona, 1992. 
13 ARISTOTLE, Poethics, 1451ª11-15, as cited in Ídem, p. 125.  
14 ECO, U. “El lector modelo”, in Lector in fabula, Editorial Lumen, Barcelona, 1993. In conjunction with 
other authors, Umberto ECO points out that, in order to effectively understand the true meaning of a given 
message, it is necessary that its cultural context be thoroughly analyzed. 



Adela Lo Celso 
adelocelso@gmail.com 

6 

 

• The campaign was launched in the 1930’s in association to famous women, 
at the same time as the boom of sound theater. Back then, Hollywood was 
the most important stage for entertainment and glamour of the time. 
 

• Since the 1930s, over 400 of the world’s most stunning and famous women 
have been associated with Lux advertisements. Some examples: Marilyn 
Monroe, Joan Crawford, Brigitte Bardot, Demi Moore, Ava Gardner, Natalie 
Wood and, most recently, Catherine Zeta-Jones. They have all been part of 
the Lux glamour story.  
 

• The publicity cuts show the following women as lead: Olivia de Havillan, Kim 
Novak, Debbie Reynolds, Greer Garson, Lana Turner, Loretta Young, Judy 
Garland, Sally Eilers, Zeenat Aman y Prema Narayan.  
 

• In its commercials, LUX transmitted a fiction of a successful life based solely 
on the premise of being a television or movie actress. (In the 80’s women 
that worked in these fields were incorporated).  

 
• In 2004, the actress Sarah Jessica Parker was featured in the Lux 'Brings out 

the Star in You’ advertising campaign. Far from representing a turn in the 
essence of the message, it sought merely to fortify the idea that in order to 
obtain success in life it is necessary to be a Hollywood actress.  Life is not 
about out doing oneself, but rather assimilating to a fictional character, 
surrounded by glamour and the perfect woman. The emphasis on happiness 
comes from the outside, even though the in you is stressed.  

 
• LUX ravishes on having on of the most lasting slogans in the history of 

publicity: “9 out of 10 screen stars use it to protect loveliness”.  
 
• The presence and signature of an actress is used to reinforce the guaranteed 

outcome of the treatment. An example is: “Soft skin is always irresistibly 
attractive. I have been using LUX to conserve my Being a star is tough on a 
girls complexion, that’s why I use fragrant LUX Supreme, it’s rich creamy 
lather with the gentle touch of beauty cream gives me a smooth, young 
complexion. Keeps me soft to the touch, and that’s important…isn’t it?”. 

 
The stereotype that is put forth and portrayed throughout 400 publicity spots with 
Hollywood and television actresses is that of the perfect woman. (Perfection is 
meant in sense of possessing the maximum amount of a certain type of quality. In 
this case, the aspect that is being sought out is the exaltation of sensual beauty).   
 

b. Bath Soap DOVE 
 

Context 
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2004: After a study titled “The real truth about beauty: a world-wide report” DOVE 
launched into the market their campaign True Beauty. The objective of the 
investigation, based on a study of 3500 women in 10 countries, was to obtain a 
perspective as to how women define beauty; their satisfaction rate and the impact 
on their well-being15.  
 
Some of their conclusions:  
 

Did you know? 
British girls suffer the lowest self esteem in the world, after Japan.  Almost 
¾ (74%) of girls aged 8 – 12 are so dissatisfied with their bodies that they 
would like to change something about their appearance.  
 
The Dove team is committed to help girls build positive self-esteem and a 
healthy body image, with a goal of reaching 5 million girls worldwide by 
2010. 

 
The Publicity Campaign 
 
The definition of campaign that is propagated by DOVE on their website reflects the 
intent of their proposition: 
    

In a world of hype and stereotypes, the Dove brand provides a refreshing 
alternative for women who recognize that beauty isn’t simply about how you 
look. Making a genuine difference. Dove is committed to widening the 
definition of beauty for women because we believe real beauty comes in all 
ages, shapes and sizes.16 

 

A turn in the concept of beauty? 
 
Herein we mention some significant actions that may accentuate a shift to a 
healthier visual aesthetic: 
 

• The ever stronger link between mass media and the spread of eating 
disorders17. In light of this matter, there is a need to act in a corporative 
sense in order to stop the spread of eating disorders amongst teenagers.  

 
• Now a day’s movie or television stars are no longer the object of imitation 

amongst the youth, rather models that appear on the runways of 

                                                             
15 The essay entitled “The Truth about beauty: a world wide report” was conducted by the market-analysis 
StrategyOne firm, with the colaboration of Dr. Nancy Etcoff, the Aesthetic and Wellness Program of Harvard 
University/Massachusetts General Hospital, and Dr. Susie Orbach from London School of Economics. 
Available at: http://www.porlabellezareal.com/uploadedfiles/es_/Estudio_Global_Dove.pdf 
16 www.campaignforrealbeauty.com 
17 CARRILLO DURÁN, M.V., La influencia de la publicidad, entre otros factores sociales, en los trastornos 

de la conducta alimentaria: anorexia y bulimia nerviosas, doctoral thesis published by the Complutense 
University of Madrid, Spain, 2001. 
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International fashion seem to be. In conjunction with this fact, the news of 
death of models due to extreme thinness (and anorexia) has increased the 
debate on the significance of beauty today and the social impact that it 
implies18.  

 

• The international repercussions of the new city regulations in Cibeles 
(Madrid). Any model who does not reach a healthy body mass index (say 56 
kg for a height of 1.75 meters) will not be allowed to walk the runway19. 

It is perhaps of the essence to bring into light two recent events that have occurred 
in the past few months: 

• One catwalk shown at London fashion week has caused a stir in the 
industry by using women with curves.  

• From the beginning of 2010, Brigitte, Germany's most-read women's 
magazine, informed that it will portray real women on their covers.20 

 

6. An Overview of Comparisons21 
 
Detail        LUX campaign        DOVE campaign 

Character Actress’s during their 
Glory days  

Women that are not 
famous 

Corporal Expression Glamorous Attitude Conversational attitude 
Written Statement “9 out of 10 screen stars 

use it to protect 
loveliness”. 

Join the beauty debate. 
/ Get involved in the 
campaign for Real 
Beauty. / Believe in your 
own unique beauty. 

Reason for buying: a 
transition from an 
unhappy state to a 
happy state is suggested 
to be caused by the use 
of this product. 

Buy this product in order 
to look like a movie star.  

Dove created self-
esteem workshops. And 
you support our efforts 
every time you buy 
Dove. 

                                                             
18 An especially dramatic case was the anorexia-caused death of Ana Carolina Reston on November 15, 2006. 
She was a 21-year old Brazilian top model working for Ford and Elite fashion agencies. She was 
internationally famous, and even got to do some photographs for Giorgio Armani. Available at: 
www.news.bbc.co.uk. [Consulted on 10/18/2009]. 
19 LO CELSO, A. & DURAN BALLEN, A., Focus on Fashion, Real women wear size 46 - and smile, October 
2006. Available at: www.mercatornet.com [Consulted on: 10/18/2009]. 
20 www.news.bbc.co.uk [Consulted on: 10/18/2009]. 
21 Both publicity campaigns were separated in time by more than seven decades. Therefore, the obvious 
differences of design style between them—for instance, the LUX campaign’s text predominance as opposed to 
Dove’s image predominance—, which are due to circumstantial preferences of each time, are not mentioned 
nor dealt with in this essay.  



Adela Lo Celso 
adelocelso@gmail.com 

9 

 

Social Concepts due 

to this product 

Luxury – Money – Fame 
– Sophistication 

Natural – Simplicity – 
Freshness – Maturity 

STEREOTYPE Ideal Woman (=perfect) 
 

Real Woman (= every 
day) 

 

Both LUX and DOVE are registered trademarks of the multinational company 
UNILEVER, founded in 1930 due to the merger of Margarine Unie (Holland) with the 
soap manufacturer’s Lever Brothers (United Kingdom).  

7. Conclusion  

Culture is an ever changing phenomenon, an “auto-reference in movement”, and 
this which acts at the same time representing the auto-reference, in fact goes far 
and beyond it. We have been through merely nine years of the 21st century, hence 
too soon to consider and uphold that there has been a change in the paradigm 
upheld in the 20th century. However, stating that there are signs that could present 
themselves as a change in a new conception of feminine beauty, would not be 
erroneous.  
 
Today it seems we are faced with a society that asks itself…why does the symbolic 
representation of women not include most of the women who are in fact the targets 
of products that are advertized. Why do more women not appear fulfilling their day 
to day roles? 
 
DOVE’s campaign on the binomial personal beauty-self-esteem has had an 
international impact, not only an added value to their brand, but also in the 
promotion of a deeper anthropological identity. The stereotype of a successful 
woman is not given so much by the obtainment of the glamour of a famous life, but 
rather by knowing and respecting oneself as is. This approximation can 
revolutionize the concept of feminine beauty. 
 
It would not be surprising that this outlook extend to other products on the market, 
and with time, the concept of feminine beauty turn towards a healthier aesthetic 
and in accordance to people’s day to day.  
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Both videos are available at www.campaignforrealbeauty.com 

This video, titled Evolution (Created 

by Ogilvy & Mather) demonstrates 

how the image of a woman is warped 

into a publicity shoot in such a 

manner that it is completely different 

from her real self. 

The final phrase is impacting: “No 

wonder our perception of beauty 

distorted.” 


