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Abstract  
 

This thesis explores contemporary representations of women and men in the extremely 

successful women´s magazine Cosmopolitan. Initially, it examines the rebranding of 

Cosmopolitan magazine by legendary editor Helen Gurley Brown in the mid-1960s, when 

her new approach to female sexuality positioned the magazine as feminist and 

revolutionary. Further, Brown´s ideas of “sex and the single girl” are described as a 

backdrop for the analysis of how men and women are presented in the magazine today. 

The material used for this discussion consists of twelve consecutive issues of the magazine 

dating from January to December 2016. The magazine is here seen as what Wendy 

Griswold´s names a “cultural object” and placed within the context of “postfeminist 

sensibility”, as defined by Rosalind Gill.  The analysis examines how the magazine´s 

postfeminist discourse places women and men within a rigidly gender-determined context 

and points out how mass media use feminist ideals in marketing. Lastly, the thesis places 

itself within the context of other work on how popular media have become a significant 

factor in shaping our attitudes to men, women and heterosexual relationships.  
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1.  Introduction 
 

1.1 Scope and method  

This thesis argues that, in the early 21st century, popular media represent a significant 

factor in forming and influencing the younger generation´s conception of gender identity. 

The American women's magazine Cosmopolitan, founded in 1886, is a hugely successful 

example of such media. Following the magazine’s revitalization under the editorship of 

Helen Gurley Brown, (editor from 1965 to 1997), its public image was carefully 

constructed as a platform for a progressive, modern attitude to women in general and to 

sexuality in particular. Today, the magazine aims to give women between 18-34 “the latest 

sex tips, celebrity news, dating and relationship help, beauty tutorials, fashion trends, and 

more.” It reaches more than 17 million readers a month, up to 30 million including 

webpages and social media, and publishes 64 editions in 35 different languages. Cultural 

historian Rodger Streitmatter calls the magazine “groundbreaking” and deserving of “a 

place of prominence on the list of media products that fueled the Sexual Revolution.” 

Because of its history and extraordinary popularity, Cosmopolitan stands out in the myriad 

of women's magazines. Thus, it serves as an ideal object for this analysis.1    

 The present analysis focuses on one specific section in the magazine, named the 

“LoveLust!” section. Here, Cosmopolitan presents the reader with advice on sex, dating, 

and relationships. While the section is primarily concerned with female sexuality and the 

feminine gender role, it includes a subsection called “Manthropology: Your Guide to the 

Male Brain,” which is also an object for analysis. This section is predominantly written by 

men, about the male gender. In this thesis, the analysis will first consider Helen Gurley 

Brown´s Sex and the Single Girl ideology and how it has been formative for today´s 

Cosmopolitan magazine, secondly it will examine and discuss representations of women 

in Cosmopolitan, and lastly it will address the male perspective. The analysis will draw on 

the articles in all twelve issues of a recent and representative year: 2016. The twelve 2016 

editions of Cosmopolitan´s “LoveLust!” section constitute the primary source material on 

                                                
1 Rodger Streitmatter, Sex Sells! The Media's Journey From Repression to Obsession (Colorado: Westview 
Press, 2004), 77; “The Cosmo Effect,” Cosmo Media Kit, accessed March 20, 2018, 
http://www.cosmomediakit.com/hotdata/publishers/cosmopoli2521681/categories/Readership_Section.pdf  
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which the discussion of male/female gender representations, and the relationship between 

them, is based.          

 This thesis enquires whether the “fun, fearless female” ideal foregrounded in the 

magazine actually represents the modern, liberated female the magazine wishes to 

communicate to its readership of young women. Furthermore, are the images of modern 

manhood projected in Cosmopolitan representative of a 21st century understanding of the 

male psyche, compatible with the trendsetting and progressive role the magazine has 

appointed for itself? Finally, this thesis investigates whether the gender ideals promoted by 

the magazine actually represent a backlash against key feminist values such as the freedom 

and empowerment of both women and men as a prerequisite for modern-day, equality-

based heterosexual relationships.        

 It is important to note that Cosmopolitan magazine defines its readership as female. 

Consequently, articles which address a female subject are in the majority. However, the 

articles with a female subject exclusively focus on heterosexual women and how they feel 

and act in relation to heterosexual men. The male perspective in these texts is 

predominantly communicated through male journalists, but geared toward a female reader. 

The magazine´s strong focus on the relationship between the female and the male also 

necessitates an examination of the assumed interplay between men and women in order to 

fully address the topic of gender representation in Cosmopolitan magazine. To understand 

how Cosmopolitan functions as a reflection of the culture within which it operates, it is 

relevant to understand how culture is a reflection of society.   

 Sociologist Wendy Griswold proposes a framework for understanding how culture 

is shaped, communicated, and received. This framework is primarily based on how 

individuals interact with “cultural objects.” Cultural objects “refer to shared significance 

embodied in form, i.e., to an expression of social meanings that is tangible or can be put 

into words.”  Griswold explains how cultural objects are manifested in intention, 

reception, comprehension, and explanation. To fully highlight and analyze the significance 

of a cultural object, one has to consider: “the intentions of creative agents, the reception of 

cultural objects over time and space, the comprehension of cultural objects in terms of 

intrinsic and heuristic genres, and the explanation of the characteristics of objects with 
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reference to the social and cultural experience of social groups and categories.”2  

 In this thesis, Cosmopolitan magazine is understood as such a cultural object. 

Thus, it is relevant for this project to highlight the intentions of its creators, how the 

magazine has been received and developed through time, how it proposes characteristics 

belonging to men and women, and how the magazine proposes facts about men and 

women. Griswold´s framework allows different approaches to Cosmopolitan as a cultural 

object. In this research, the focus will be on Cosmopolitan’s postfeminist representation of 

gender - both female and male - in the light of its heritage from the former editor Helen 

Gurley Brown, as well as in the context of modern feminist history and of other scholars´ 

work on gender representation in contemporary popular media.    

 This reading assumes that the content of Cosmopolitan magazine and similar 

popular media is a part of a broader postfeminist media discourse which reflects social 

meaning. Within the context of this thesis, “postfeminism” is defined according to 

sociologist Rosalind Gill´s understanding of it as a “sensibility.” In her book, Gender and 

the Media, she explains how the “postfeminist sensibility” is tied to a number of recurring 

themes in contemporary media culture:  

These include the notion that femininity is a bodily property; the shift from 
objectification to subjectification; the emphasis upon self-surveillance, monitoring 
and discipline; a focus upon individualism, choice and empowerment; the 
dominance of a makeover paradigm; the articulation or entanglement of feminist 
and anti-feminist ideas; a resurgence in ideas of natural sexual difference; a marked 
sexualization of culture; and an emphasis upon consumerism and the 
commodification of difference.3  

With this, Gill merges the three dominant trends which have been up for debate in regard 

to postfeminist media culture. Postfeminism as a term first emerged in the 1980s and has 

been applied and understood in different ways. Gill outlines three dominant ways in which 

postfeminism has been interpreted: as an epistemological break, a historical shift, and as a 

backlash against feminism.        

 Postfeminism as an epistemological break emphasizes debates on difference and 

the inclusion of marginalized groups over debates on equality. The idea of a historical shift 

                                                
2 Wendy Griswold, “A Methodological Framework for the Sociology of Culture Sociological 
Methodology,” Sociological Methodology 17 (1987): 1-35, 4-5, doi: 10.2307/271027 

3 Rosalind Gill, Gender and the Media. (Cambridge: Polity, 2007), 255.  



4 
 

is often merged with the idea of a third wave of feminism, as the period after the height of 

the second wave. This idea fits with the idea of feminism as dependent on generation. 

Thus, the new generation wants their “own” feminism, which is also evident in how the 

emergence of a fourth wave of feminism has been proposed. Lastly, the backlash theory is 

intrinsically connected to feminist authors Susan Faludi´s 1991 success Backlash: The 

Undeclared War on American Women. Here, Faludi documents the ways in which media 

in the 1980s sought to discredit second wave feminist progress. The backlash theory has 

also been connected to “retro-sexism,” a term first coined by sociologist Imelda Whelehan 

in her work Overloaded: Popular Culture and the Future of Feminism. Retro-sexism, 

Whelehan argues, is apparent through media discourse which builds on a reaffirmation of 

traditional gender roles. 4         

 Though Gill agrees that these three understandings of postfeminism are valid, she 

questions whether they are inclusive enough to fully understand “what is new about 

contemporary depictions of women and men.” By this, she argues that there is an apparent 

sense of sexism, though it does, however, not only serve as a backlash but also as “a new 

discursive phenomenon that is closely related to neoliberalism.” This phenomenon is 

closely tied to young men and women´s expression of sexuality. The expression of 

sexuality can be tied to an emphasis on subjectification in postfeminist discourse. 

Philosopher Michel Foucault discusses how power works through subjects, in the sense 

that self-regulatory practices can be a signifier of power. The Foucauldian theory of 

subjects is reminiscent of that of neoliberalism which builds on individualism, 

subjectification, and self-control. Foucault also stresses how modern individuals have 

increasingly become preoccupied with realizing themselves as “subjects of desire.” This 

process of recognition, Foucault argues, has led society to an increased focus on sexuality 

as an important aspect of individual identity.5 

                                                
4 Imelda Whelehan, “Remaking Feminism: or Why is Feminism so Boring?,” Nordic Journal of English 
Studies 9, no. 3 (2010): 155-172, 
http://link.galegroup.com/apps/doc/A351949145/AONE?u=ed_itw&sid=AONE&xid=0b74bc0f; Susan 
Faludi, Backlash: The Undeclared War on American Women. (United States: Crown Publishing Group, 
1991); Gill, Gender and the Media, 250-254; Imelda Whelehan. Overloaded: Popular Culture and the 
Future of Feminism. (London: Women's Press, 2000), 4-11; Angela McRobbie. “Postfeminism and Popular 
Culture,” Feminist Media Studies 4, no. 3 (2004): 255-264, 255, doi: 10.1080/1468077042000309937. 
5 Gill, Gender and the Media, 254.  
Michel Foucault. The Use of Pleasure: Volume 2 of The History of Sexuality, trans. Robert Hurley (New 
York: Vintage Books, 1990), 5; Gill, Gender and the Media, 60-64.  
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1.2 Scholarly context and relevance 

The work on women's magazines went through a shift in the wake of postfeminism and 

the emerging neoliberalist tradition. Gill points to two studies which illustrate the way in 

which women's magazine discourse has changed. The most significant - and arguably one 

of the first - was cultural theorist Angela McRobbie’s study on Jackie magazine in 1977. 

Here, McRobbie argued that traditional role models of femininity, such as that of the 

romantic, husband-seeking young girl, were the dominant discourse in the magazine. This 

study was part of a wave of extensive research in the 1970s and 80s on representations of 

women in magazines. These studies argued that magazines predominantly offered a 

narrow range of stereotypes of what it means to be a woman. However, in the 1990s there 

was a change in how women were depicted in many magazines. A significant study by 

sociologist Dawn H. Currie in 1999 on four Canadian teen magazines (Teen, 17, Young 

and Modern, and Sassy) revealed messages which encouraged the reader to “accept 

herself” and “express your own desires.” This focus on individuality and autonomy was an 

obvious contradiction to McRobbie´s findings in 1977. Even though individuality in these 

magazines was often bound to the woman´s self-enhancement through beauty-products or 

diets, the images of femininity had changed. The locus was no longer that of household 

work or child rearing, but rather on expressions of individuality.6    

 These studies signify an important change in how women's magazines have been 

interpreted. While McRobbie´s study from 1977 depicts femininity as narrowly bound by 

marriage and romance, later studies, such as Currie´s, have described a range of 

individualized versions of femininity in the magazines. This, Gill argues, has led to a 

change of direction in feminist media studies. New, contemporary women's magazines 

offer a range of categories, themes, and topics for women to explore. Because of this, 

feminist media scholars have met challenges when addressing the representations of 

women in magazines.7         

  In the context of postfeminism, of which the 21st century version of Cosmopolitan 

                                                
6  Gill. Gender and the Media, 39; Dawn H. Currie. Girl Talk: Adolescent magazines and their readers. 
(Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1999); quotes in Gill, Gender and the Media, 186; Dawn H. Currie 
“Reading Girlhood: Opportunities for Social Literacy,” in Routledge Companion to Media and Gender, ed. 
Cynthia Carter, Linda Steiner and Lisa McLaughlin. (New York and London: Routledge, 2014), 523-532; 
Angela McRobbie, Jackie: An Ideology of Adolescent Femininity. (Birmingham: University of Birmingham, 
1977)  
7 Gill, Gender and the Media, 184.  
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magazine is an important agent, marketing strategies hooked onto the discourse of 

freedom, choice, and empowerment, all indisputably invoke positive associations. 

However, the reintegration of these traditional “women´s lib” concepts in neoliberalist 

societies has instigated a consumerist approach to feminism which labels the take-up of 

traditionally un-feminist activities as empowering. Pole-dancing, for example, has become 

a popular form of exercise, formerly related to situations in which women were seen as 

victims of exploitation. Popular female singers such as Beyoncé rely heavily on sexualized 

market strategies, wear pornified clothing on stage, and sing sexualized lyrics. The star is 

marketed as an icon of female strength and referred to as a “queen.” Gill labels these 

phenomena “postfeminist media culture.” This culture advocates the free choice to engage 

in activities which have formerly been considered degrading to women, but within a 

postfeminist discourse can signal liberation and empowerment. Since sex is one of areas in 

which women have been the most systematically suppressed, it is not surprising that 

retaking control over individual sexuality and exercising sexual freedom are interpreted as 

signs of liberation. Hence, in female sexual liberation, achieving the sexual liberties men 

had and took for themselves has been seen as empowering in popular culture.8  

 In terms of studies on Cosmopolitan magazine, many have concluded that it is a 

heteronormative magazine geared toward middle-class white women. However, the 

magazine is still considered to be somewhat iconic and often appears as an object for 

analysis. A dominant trend in studies on Cosmopolitan concerns how the magazine 

promotes female sexuality, and whether its approach can be considered feminist.9 

 In 1990, sociologist Kathryn McMahon conducted an extensive study on 

Cosmopolitan headlines spanning from 1976-1988. Here, she explained how the magazine 

text “functions as a fantasy” where women are depicted as powerful because of their 

sexuality. This fantasy, according to McMahon, is an outlet for female revenge. Sex, a 

domain where women have been considered subordinate, here becomes an arena where 

                                                
8 Michelle M. Lazar, “Discover the Power of Femininity!” in Feminist Media Studies 6, 4 (2006): 505-517, 
doi: 10.1080/146807706009900, and Gill, Gender and the Media, 258; Rosalind Gill, 
“Empowerment/Sexism: Figuring Female Sexual Agency in Contemporary Advertising,” Feminism & 
Psychology 18, no. 1 (2008): 35-60, 39, doi: 10.1177/0959353507084950 
9 Kathryn McMahon, “The “Cosmopolitan Ideology and the Management of Desire,” The Journal of Sex 
Research 27, no. 3. (1990): 381-396, http://www.jstor.org/stable/3812809; Michael J. Saraceno, and Rachel 
B. Tambling, “The Sexy Issue: Visual Expressions of Heteronormativity and Gender Identities in 
Cosmopolitan Magazine.” The Qualitative Report 18, (2013): 1-18; David Machin and Joanna Thornborrow, 
“Branding and Discourse: the Case of Cosmopolitan.” Discourse & Society 14, no. 4 (2003): 453-471, 
accessed: 01-24-2018, http://www.jstor.org/stable/42888583.   
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women can exercise power over men. Through this, McMahon also suggests that sex is a 

recurrent and dominant theme in Cosmopolitan magazine. This claim was later supported 

by media experts David Machin and Joanna Thornborrow. In “Branding and Discourse: 

the Case of Cosmopolitan,” they analyze depictions of work and sex in 44 different 

national versions of the magazine to identify the dominant discourse. What they found was 

that, despite the existence of other categories of content, sex remains the central theme of 

the magazine. Furthermore, like McMahon, they emphasize that the Cosmopolitan 

discourse on sex is focused on sexual power-relations, featuring female sexuality as a 

means of power.10          

 Even before Cosmopolitan magazine was relaunched, Betty Friedan published her 

seminal work: The Feminine Mystique (1963.) Here she problematized the way media and 

advertising portrayed women within narrow boundaries, as either props next to expensive 

cars, or as consumers.11 This placed women within a limited, conservative context of 

laundry detergents and beauty-products, a discourse which second wave feminists, such as 

Friedan, criticized sharply in the 1960s and 70s. Later, in 1991, American political author 

and feminist Naomi Wolf addressed how women never get the chance to experience or 

define their own sexualities, because the female body and sexuality was routinely dressed 

down and objectified. Another contemporary critic of sexualized media content is the 

American Psychology Association. In a report from 2007, the Task Force on the 

Sexualization of Girls specifically mention magazines in explaining how the media 

communicate cultural norms, values and expectations, and fuels a culture “infused with 

sexualized representations of girls and women, suggesting that such sexualization is good 

and normal.” Furthermore, the report warns about processes of “self-sexualization,” and 

argues that self-sexualization is learned through validation from society and peers. Thus, if 

sexualized behavior and appearance is rewarded, young girls and women may internalize 

these standards and find individual validation through self-sexualization.12   

 Like many other women's magazines, Cosmopolitan magazine has been criticized 

                                                
10 McMahon, “The Cosmopolitan Ideology”; Machin and Thornborrow, “Branding and Discourse”   
 
12 Jack Demarest and Jeanette Garner, “The Representation of Women's Roles in Women's Magazines over 
the past 30 years,” The Journal of Psychology 126, no. 4 (1992): 357-368;  
Naomi Wolf, The Beauty Myth: How Images of Beauty Are Used Against Women. (New York: William 
Morrow and Company, INC, 1991), 144; Eileen L. Zurbriggen et al., “Report of the APA Task Force on the 
Sexualization of Girls. (Washington DC: American Psychological Association, 2007), 1-65, 2.  
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for presenting predominantly heteronormative ideals in their articles about sex – but race 

also plays a role. The magazine's target audience in the US is white women. This is mainly 

apparent through the magazine´s advertising and choice of cover models. The selection of 

articles from twelve issues included just two cover girls of mixed race and one Latina. 

Only one article addressed black female sexuality: “What We Get Wrong About Black 

Women's Sexuality.” Kathryn McMahon notes already in 1990 that women of color were 

underrepresented in Cosmopolitan magazine. Here, she also finds that “racial and ethnic 

stereotypes are exploited” and that the non-western woman was portrayed as an “exotic 

other.” However, as Cosmopolitan magazine is not intentionally racist, this thesis argues 

that its representations of female sexuality are intended to be universal.13   

 On the one hand, scholars such as Gill, McRobbie, Currie, McMahon, and Machin 

and Thornborrow contend that the promotion of female sexual agency in magazines is 

ultimately anti-feminist. This approach is substantiated through descriptions of how, in 

their texts, female sexuality is presented as a way to exercise control over themselves and 

power over men. However, there are other scholars who question whether sexualized 

magazine content may reflect maturity and feminist progress in Western societies. This is 

exemplified by sociologist David Gauntlett, who explains in Media, Gender and Identity:  

In the magazines for older teenagers and young women, the encouragement of 
women to be sexual actors - even predators - rather than sexual objects or victims, 
reflects a ´feminist´ turning of the tables. Feminists never really suggested that 
having sex with lots of men was a goal in itself, but the rejection of passive 
femininity, and the freedom to openly desire others, is feminist progress.14  

Thus, Gauntlett repudiates the concerns raised by Gill, McRobbie, McMahon, Currie and 

Machin and Thornborrow. If Gauntlett is right, does that mean that celebrating women´s 

freedom to desire and exercise power over men can be considered feminist in the 21st 

century?            

 The analysis of women´s magazines has, not surprisingly, focused on 

representations of women. However, gender studies in the 21st century have become 

increasingly gender inclusive. In that context, sociologist Michael Kimmel asks whether it 

is relevant to morph the study of masculinity and femininity. As women's social and 

                                                
13 Saraceno and Tambling, “The Sexy Issue”, 84; Tamara W. Harris. “What We Get Wrong About Black 
Women's Sexuality,” Cosmopolitan Magazine, March 2016, 147-149; 
McMahon, “The Cosmopolitan Ideology,” 383.  
14 David Gauntlett, Media, Gender and Identity (New York: Routledge, 2008), 216  
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political rights have been strengthened in the Western world through the social movements 

of the 1960s and 70s, we have moved toward a more inclusive and egalitarian society in 

the decades thereafter. Kimmel´s work on masculinity is a part of a major wave of 

research on manhood in the late 1990s and up until today. Susan Faludi contributed to the 

discussion with her book Stiffed, which mapped the struggles of the American male in a 

society which increasingly devalues the patriarchal structures he used to manifest his 

masculinity through. This argument is also central to Kimmel in his Manhood in America. 

Both scholars problematize that manhood is no longer bound to the gender-specific 

achievements such as being the breadwinner or head of the family. Thus, definitions of 

masculinity are brought into a “no-man's-land,” where the most evident way to define 

individual masculinity is through opposition to femininity.15    

 Even though Cosmopolitan magazine defines its readership as female, this thesis 

argues that its portrayal of men as dissimilar to women is a significant object of study and 

must be taken into account if one wishes to fully understand the subtext of postfeminist 

media discourse and how it works in practice. Analyzing female representations of 

sexuality alone would not be sufficient. In the “LoveLust!” section, men are dissected and 

explained to women through a “guide to the male brain.” Manifested in the monthly 

“Manthropology” section, confirming and communicating gender difference is a recurring 

theme in the magazine. If Cosmopolitan magazine claims to be feminist, then its 

representations of men also become relevant. As Kimmel puts it: “feminism also dares to 

expect more from men.” Thus, to work solely on representations of female individual 

participation in the heterosexual relationship would exclude an important element of the 

discourse.16          

 While placing itself in the context of other scholarly work on women's magazines, 

this thesis will, similarly to McRobbie’s approach, not assume that the “LoveLust!”-

section is a reflection of how men and women define each other, and themselves. Rather, 

it will base its understanding of postfeminist discourse as linguist John Fiske defines 

“discourse” - as “a language or system of representation that has developed socially in 

order to make and circulate a coherent set of meanings about an important topic area.” 

This is in line with Griswold's theory that cultural objects have to be analyzed as bearers 

                                                
15 Susan Faludi, Stiffed: The Betrayal of the American Man (New York: HarperCollins Publishers, 1999); 
Michael Kimmel, The Gendered Society (New York: Oxford University Press, 2008), 5-6.  
16 Michael Kimmel. Guyland. (New York: HarperCollins Publishers, 2008): 264.  
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of social meaning. Conclusively, discourse is understood as a social system which reflects 

mainstream ideas, which individuals may internalize.17      

 Although McMahon uses different material from the text used in the present 

analysis, McMahon´s study is based on an approach to Cosmopolitan magazine that is 

similar. Her aim, as in this thesis, was to investigate representations of female sexuality. 

However, since McMahon’s study dates back to 1990, it seems relevant to examine 

whether a change has occurred in how female sexuality is portrayed. Since then, feminism 

has become more gender-inclusive, and this thesis enquires whether this has changed 

media outlook on sexualities, not just female sexuality.      

 The variety of scholarly approaches to gender representations in women's 

magazines over the years indicate that the field is diverse and open to multiple 

understandings and interpretations. Additionally, in the digital age women's magazines are 

increasingly expanding into other media platforms, such as Instagram, Snapchat, and the 

internet, making their content even more accessible. Thus, building on this diverse 

discussion, it is the contention of this thesis that its analysis of the representations of both 

women and men in Cosmopolitan magazine places itself within the mainstream discourse 

on gender representations in media.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
17 John Fiske, Television Culture (New York: Methuen, 1987): 14  
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2. Analysis  

2.1 Rebranding Cosmopolitan magazine  

Today, Cosmopolitan magazine is one of the most-read women's magazines in the world. 

The editors define the magazine as a “bible” for young women. In today's media culture, 

however, Cosmopolitan is no longer unique in terms of explicit sexual content. Even so, it 

has been targeted by associations such as the National Center on Sexual Exploitation 

(NSCE) and the Hearst Corporation’s very own Victoria Hearst for being pornographic. 

These unofficial charges are predominantly based on the imagery and the headlines on the 

covers of the magazines, but they have had significant consequences for it. As late as 

March this year, the Walmart-chain decided to remove Cosmopolitan from their check-out 

aisles, arguably after pressure from the NSCE, and also due to the fact that girls younger 

than eighteen years old read the magazine. It was, however, rather unique when it was 

rebranded as the single-girl guide in 1965.18       

 On Tuesday, March 16, 1965, writer and small-town girl Helen Gurley Brown 

(1922-2012) wrote “First Day at Hearst” in her calendar. Her husband and most influential 

peer, David Brown, had negotiated her contract with the media giant, Hearst 

Communications Inc. Brown, who had gained massive success with her book, Sex and the 

Single Girl, was to become editor-in-chief for Cosmopolitan magazine. Rewind to 1962; 

Brown had made a name for herself by publishing a small book of advice on sex for single 

girls. Two months after its publication, the book reached the New York Times best seller 

list, placing Brown on the throne of success.19      

 The philosophy of female singlehood in Sex and the Single Girl boldly addressed 

the changes in perspective many working-class women were going through in the 

politically turbulent 1960s. Women had traditionally been assigned to a life as 

homemakers or part-time workers, while the labor-sector was a distant homosocial world 

                                                
18 Patrick Truman, “RE: Cosmopolitan´s Distribution of Sexually Exploitive Materials.” January 24, 2017, 
accessed on 11.4.2017, http://endsexualexploitation.org/wp-content/uploads/DD_Cosmo_Notification-
Letter_2017_FINAL.pdf; “Walmart removes Cosmopolitan from checkouts as conservative lobbyists 
celebrate,” The Guardian, March 2018, https://www.theguardian.com/business/2018/mar/28/walmart-
cosmopolitan-checkout-aisles.  
19 Brooke Hauser, Enter Helen. The Invention of Helen Gurley Brown (New York: HarperCollins, 2016), 
135;  
Jennifer Scanlon, “Sensationalist Literature or Expert Advice? Helen Gurley Brown´s Sex and the Single 
Girl in its Publishing Context,” Feminist Media Studies 9, no. 1 (2009): 1-15.  
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of men. Now, women were increasingly acquiring jobs, thus becoming more financially 

independent. The growing financial independence moved women out of the home, and 

provided them with a range of different role models. Cooking and raising children were 

not necessarily the key signifiers of female identity anymore. Helen Gurley Brown bade 

them to identify themselves as sexual beings.      

 To adopt Brown´s philosophy and address single women as sexual beings 

represented a major turnaround for Cosmopolitan in 1965. First published under the title 

The Cosmopolitan in 1886, the magazine originally aimed to appeal to women who 

enjoyed fashion, household decoration, cooking, and guidance in parenting. Media mogul 

William Randolph Hearst bought the magazine in 1905 and led it in a different direction 

content-wise, by publishing investigative articles and short-stories. The magazine was 

already hugely successful, with a peak of sales at 2,000,000 issues during World War II. 

However, as television shows and paperback books became increasingly popular, 

magazine sales went down to just over a million in the mid-1950s. By the time Brown 

entered the position as editor-in-chief, Cosmopolitan magazine was regarded as a sinking 

ship. To give this major position to a woman was, at the time, a rather progressive move 

by Hearst. Furthermore, since Brown was famous for her controversial book about single 

women´s sex-lives, we can assume that the owner wanted a dramatic change in the 

editorial position and the magazine´s public image.20     

 In analyzing Cosmopolitan magazine´s texts, it is crucial to recognize that, starting 

with Brown´s editorship, sex has been the dominant theme in the magazine, and that the 

emphasis on sex must be considered a major factor behind the reformed magazine´s 

success. For Cosmopolitan, a popular mass media publication, it was a brave choice to 

base its dominant discourse on a female viewpoint and to foreground the importance of 

female sexual desire. In fact, to acknowledge the existence of such a phenomenon was an 

extraordinary position to take. In the 1950s and 60s, most writings on the subject of sex 

were marital sex manuals, which presented sex as an activity reserved for married couples, 

an idea the new Cosmopolitan magazine avidly contested. At the time, single women were 

a group whose major concern - according to popular belief - was the project of finding a 

good husband to support them. Cosmopolitan magazine, which shared secrets and 

escapades of both its readers and its journalists, constituted a completely novel, written 

                                                
20 Hauser, Enter Helen (2016), 140.  
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manifestation of the proposition that unmarried women actually had independent, sexual 

desires.21          

 However, in the midst of Cold War fear and the anxiety over American manhood, 

Brown´s philosophy also triggered controversy. The Cold War policy of containment 

brought a wave of postwar domesticity to the US. Despite the fact that more women were 

in the workforce than ever (17% in 1940 versus 32% in 1962), the nuclear family, with a 

loving wife and breadwinning husband, was seen as a prime example of American cultural 

superiority. The effect of this was evident in the marriage statistics, which skyrocketed 

during and after WWI; it then stayed above 70% until the 1970s. Furthermore, the 

marriage age was steadily sinking. For men it reached a historical low in 1959 with a 

median age of 22.5 (in contrast it was 25.9 in 1900), while women´s median age the same 

year was 20.2. In a culture which so obviously emphasized the importance of marriage and 

the nuclear family, spinsters and single women were in danger of being considered 

abnormal. Thus, for Brown to address young, single women, a group which was 

overlooked in this context and time, has in retrospect been seen as revolutionary.22 

 The popular notions on female sexuality at the time were mostly affirmative of 

conventional gender norms and roles. In addition, ignorance of female sexuality was 

widespread. Even though the famous Kinsey Institute report in 1966 asserted that female 

sexual pleasure primarily came from clitoral stimulation, not penile penetration, popular 

belief about sex still adhered to the Freudian theory of the superior “vaginal orgasm.” 

Thus, the interdependence between the clitoris and female sexual pleasure was not widely 

known or recognized. Marital sex manuals reflected these misconceptions. Historian 

Jessamyn Neuhaus highlights the popular perspective on sex through an analysis of sex 

manuals from the 1920s through the 1960s and argues that there was a shift in how 

successful marital sex was presented after World War II. While the manuals from the 

1920s and 30s typically depicted the male as both the seducer and the initiator of sex, the 

1950s manuals introduced concerns for the current status of the sexual lives of Americans. 

These concerns focused primarily on male sexual vulnerability, which was undoubtedly 

                                                
21 McMahon, “The Cosmopolitan Ideology,” 382.  
22 “Table MS-2. Estimated Median Age at First Marriage, by Sex: 1890 to the Present.” U.S. Census Bureau, 
Population Division, Fertility & Family Statistics Branch, 2017, https://www.census.gov/data/tables/time-
series/demo/families/marital.html; Amy R. Peloff. “Unexpected Feminism: How Popular Culture Brought 
Feminism Beyond the Movement,” (doctoral dissertation, University of Washington, 2011): 1-236, 52-55 
https://search-proquest-com.ezproxy.is.ed.ac.uk/docview/888053842?pq-origsite=primo 
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connected to an anxiety over various threats to American manhood after the war. To avoid 

damaging the vulnerable male, the loving wife had to be cautious, by acknowledging that 

her own sexual pleasure was unnecessary.23      

 Even though the sex manuals Neuhaus refers to were published a few years earlier 

than the new Cosmopolitan magazine, she explains that these manuals were considered 

valid definitions of marital sexual success for a long time. With regard to this claim, 

feminist scholars Barbara Ehrenreich, Elizabeth Hess, and Gloria Jacobs explain how, up 

until the early 1970s, the act of sex for a woman could be seen as an expression of 

powerlessness. Her virginity was to be lost on the day she wed, and to give this to her 

husband would be the ultimate gift and sacrifice. Through this act, she surrendered herself 

to his care by taking his name, caring for his home, and bearing his children. In taking 

control over her own sexuality, women repudiated sex as a mere validation of manly 

love.24           

 The new Cosmopolitan magazine´s perspective on sex diverged greatly from the 

old ideals. The emphasis on female sexuality made the publication unique for its time, as 

well as extremely successful. As one reader wrote in the magazine:  

A one-night-stand can never own you, never dominate you, never make demands 
that will interfere with your independence,” the article stated. “Even today, most of 
us chafe under some sort of male domination (a demanding lover, tyrannical boss), 
and the stranger may be the only ‘safe’ man in our lives.25   

Thus, for the new kind of single woman, regaining control over her sexual agency and 

exercising freedom to seek pleasure for herself would seem to represent a bold act of 

female empowerment.         

 This new sense of empowerment was apparently Brown´s primary ambition. She 

hoped that her readers, her girls, would identify with the female ideal and the values she 

projected. In response to the press, she asserted that she aimed the magazine at the girl she 

was twenty years ago (she was forty-three in 1965). Comparing her editorial ways to the 

philosophy of Playboy and her own lifestyle to that of Hugh Hefner, she wanted the 

                                                
23Jessamyn Neuhaus, “The Importance of Being Orgasmic: Sexuality, Gender, and Marital Sex Manuals in 
the United States 1920-1963,” Journal of the History of Sexuality 9, no. 4 (2000): 447; Christine Stansell, 
The Feminist Promise: 1792 to the Present. (The Modern Library: New York. 2010), 252-254; McMahon, 
“The Cosmopolitan Ideology,” 382.  
24 Ehrenreich, Hess and Jacobs. Re-Making Love, (New York: Anchor Press/Doubleday, 1986), 65; Neuhaus, 
“The Importance of Being Orgasmic,” 471-472.  
25 “Brief Encounters” quoted Streitmatter. “Sex Sells!,” (Colorado: Westview Press, 2004), 71.  
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magazine to be an equivalent to Playboy, only designed for women. Hefner himself 

encouraged Brown and introduced her to Playboy-approved writers. As Hefner later 

stated: “Both Playboy and Cosmo defined their readership in a very clear way, and that 

was part of the reason for their success.” Brown actively promoted the young, 

professional, single woman, precisely the type of women she would have as girlfriends, 

something that was reflected in her first editorial for the July issue in 1965, where she 

invited her readers to “Step Into My Parlour.” From the very start, she welcomed her 

young, female readers into the world of Cosmopolitan and spoke to them directly in a 

frank and intimate manner, as an equal and a friend. From that point on, the Cosmopolitan 

readership was defined by a sense of sisterhood, a safe haven for women to share female 

experiences and secrets with each other. True to Brown´s philosophy, these experiences 

and secrets concerned, above all, women´s sexual lives. 26   

 Sociologist Jennifer Scanlon argues that Brown was a pioneer in sex advice for 

women. In her article on Sex and the Single Girl in its publishing context, she explains 

how Brown gave the American single woman a voice. Sex and the Single Girl offered a 

“girl next door” re-telling of a life of love escapades and married men, while also offering 

a how-to be a successful single woman recipe. The narrative was neither authoritarian nor 

demeaning, and Brown was blunt and honest in the description of her own inadequacies. 

She would also emphasize how she was from a small town, and did not attend college, 

also how her family “was, and is, desperately poor and I have always helped support 

them” and how she was an introvert, sometimes cranky, and far from brilliant. 27  

 It is, however, apparent that Brown herself was rather preoccupied with her 

exterior. She often talked about how she was not specifically attractive, and how she had 

awful acne as a young woman. Even in her obituary, in The New York Times, her looks 

were commented on: “She was 90, though parts of her were considerably younger,” 

unsubtly hinting to the fact that Brown boasted about her different surgical procedures.28 

                                                
26 Hauser. Enter Helen, 76; Hugh Hefner quoted in Hauser, Enter Helen, 203.  
27 Scanlon, Jennifer. “Sensationalist Literature or Expert Advice?”, 1-15; Hauser. Enter Helen, 13; Helen 
Gurley Brown, quoted in Gerri Hirshey, Not Pretty Enough: The Unlikely Triumph of Helen Gurley Brown, 
(New York: Sarah Crichton Books, 2016): 194.  
28 Margalit Fox, “Helen Gurley Brown, Who Gave “Single Girl” a Life in Full, Dies at 90,” The New York 
Times, August 2012, https://www.nytimes.com/2012/08/14/business/media/helen-gurley-brown-who-gave-
cosmopolitan-its-purr-is-dead-at-90.html  
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She was also blunt when claiming that it was her responsibility as a woman to do so. As 

she famously stated in an interview:  

You cannot sit around like a cupcake asking other people to come and eat you up 
and discover your great sweetness and charm. You’ve got to make yourself more 
cupcakable all the time so that you’re a better cupcake to be gobbled up.29 

In spite of such assertions, Brown would refer to herself as a “devout feminist.”30  

 Brown's status as a feminist was widely recognized in the 1990s. Feminist authors 

Barbara Ehrenreich, Elizabeth Hess, and Gloria Jacobs contrast Cosmopolitan magazine´s 

content with that of the Ladies’ Home Journal, and explain:  

Brown was way ahead of her time; the skirt-suited, full-time career woman, for 
example, would not emerge as a feminine role model until well into the seventies. 
(...) Her book Sex and the Single Girl was a best-seller at a time when “feminism” 
did not even exist in the American political vocabulary, and when most middle-
class women could imagine few options other than marriage and full-time 
motherhood.31 

Brown´s ideal woman, the “Cosmo-girl,” appeared to be the ultimate opposition to the role 

models of wife and mother. Media professors David Machin and Joanna Thornborrow 

argue that a community is constructed around the “modern Cosmo-girl,” the “fun, fearless 

female,” who is promoted globally as an independent, fun, and sexy feminine ideal.32 

Cosmopolitan post-Brown has kept the same writing style, foregrounding the fun, fearless 

legacy. As of 2017, Michele Promaulayko is editor-in-chief, but the articles selected and 

studied in this thesis were published while Joanna Coles held the position. Coles also 

addressed the magazine's readers in a personal tone, positioning herself as their intimate 

friend. This is exemplified in her January 2016 editorial:  

When I look back at all the good choices that led me to where I (happily) am 
today. They seem sort of obvious. Of course, I should have taken that job, moved 
countries, agreed to speak at that event, or set up a meeting that made me feel sick 
with anxiety beforehand but turned out so well.33 

                                                
29 Helen Gurley Brown quoted in Ephron, Nora. The Most of Nora Ephron. (London: The Random House 
Group, 2014), 11. 
30 Helen Gurley Brown quoted in Emanuella Grinberg, “Helen Gurley Brown´s Complicated Feminist 
Legacy,” CNN, August 19, 2012, accessed March 27, 2018, https://edition.cnn.com/2012/08/17/living/helen-
gurley-brown-legacy/index.html  
31 Ehrenreich, Hess and Jacobs, Re-making Love, 57.  
32 Machin and Thornborrow, “Branding and Discourse,” 458.     
33  Joanna Coles, “From the Editor: The Power of Yes.” Cosmopolitan Magazine, January, (2016): 12 
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As editor, Coles did also argue that Cosmopolitan was indeed feminist. In an interview 

with Politico upon receiving “Editor of the Year” award during Adweek Hot Capitale 

Gala, where she claimed from stage that she usually spent her Monday nights trying out 

new sex positions, Coles stated how Cosmopolitan magazine was “deeply feminist.” 

Furthermore, she added: “I´m very disappointed that what I think of as classic, mainstream 

feminism has been hijacked by the campuses across America and made to feel too self-

referential and really not that relevant to women who actually need to fight for their rights 

at the moment.” Thus, it seems as though Coles selected her own kind of feminism for 

Cosmopolitan magazine just as, one might argue, Helen Gurley Brown did.34    

 As in Brown´s time, there is still a fictional ideal, a “fun, fearless female,” the 

ultimate Cosmo-Girl. She is also detectable in Hearst Corporation´s description of their 

magazine as: “a bible for fun, fearless females that reaches more than 17 million readers a 

month.” In today's magazines there is a regular interview with a “fun, fearless female” of 

the month and an annual “Fun, Fearless female” award is given during Cosmopolitan's 

“Ultimate Women of the Year” event. They also host a “Fun, Fearless Life” conference. A 

spinoff from this, namely the “Fun, Fearless Money Conference,” emerged in 2016.35 

 In summary, the rhetoric in Cosmopolitan magazine is based on the core values of 

freedom, power, and fun. These are embodied in the “fun, fearless, female.” Cosmopolitan 

magazine's ideal woman should supposedly be “fun” and “fearless” simultaneously, in 

every aspect of her life. The overuse of fun and fearless throughout the magazine employs 

a rhetoric which emphasizes women's autonomy and individual agency. Key feminist 

values such as independence and freedom are thus acknowledged as pre-acquired, and 

women are now free to live by them and do as they please. The magazine´s strong 

projection of a liberated ideal and the implication that the readership´s sexual skills need 

be perfected lead to somewhat of a double message. In combination with the sense of 

community in the magazine, the reader is repeatedly exposed to ideals, while being 

addressed as naive and in need of knowledge.36 

                                                
34 Peter Sterne, “Joanna Coles: ´Cosmopolitan´ is a ´deeply feminist’ magazine,” Politico, March 2013, 
accessed February 21, 2018. https://www.politico.com/media/story/2013/12/joanna-coles-cosmopolitan-is-a-
deeply-feminist-magazine-001372  
35 Hearst Corporations, “Cosmopolitan,” accessed March 3, 2018, 
https://www.hearst.com/magazines/cosmopolitan  
36  Machin and Thornborrow, “Branding and Discourse,” 461-462. 
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2.2 Representations of Women  

The present sub-chapter will examine the representations of women in the “LoveLust!” 

section. It will focus on how Cosmopolitan magazine projects a popular culture version of 

female empowerment. Initially, the sub-chapter will address the way in which sex is 

portrayed as empowering. Secondly, it will explore how woman´s sexual pleasure in this 

context is dependent on male desire.        

 As the previous section showed, Cosmopolitan anno 1965 was a unique product 

designed for young, single women, something which led to the magazine´s massive 

success. However, there is a significant difference in the women's magazine market today 

compared to the 1960s. Today, a whole range of different magazines have the same target 

group as Cosmopolitan. In addition, the internet has led to an explosion of various sources 

of sex-advice, available everywhere. Thus, the magazine exists within the ranks of the 

ever-present and numerous representations of sex in American media, representations 

which play a significant part in shaping culture and how we interpret sex and sexual 

relations.37 We casually read about sex in advice columns in newspapers or magazines, we 

feast our eyes on it in movie theaters, pornography, and TV-shows, we include it in our 

lunch time chatter and, together, all these affect how we behave in our own bedroom. 

Essentially, one encounters imagery or discourse concerning sex in one form or another 

more or less constantly. Multiple channels convey different perspectives and opinions on 

what “good sex” is. In addition, many of us also actively seek out advice or information 

relevant to our own sexual lives. Forums, online doctors, magazines, blogs, and others 

offer “expert” advice, which is frequently not based on medical expertise or actual facts. 

On the contrary, the advice offered is often based mainly on personal experience. 38 

 Today, Cosmopolitan magazine is no longer seen as a publisher of radical content, 

but rather as a gender-specific text. However, as explained in the introduction, 

postfeminist discourse is marked by how mass media is used to convey a range of feminist 

messages, both in terms of political debate, advertising, social media and, in this case, 

                                                
37 Chris Pappas, “Sex, sells, but what else does it do? The American porn industry” in New Sexuality Studies, 
ed. Steven Seidman, Nancy L. Fischer and Chet Meeks. (Routledge: London and New York, 2011), 320-
327; Karen Boyle, “On the “Sexualization of Culture” in The Routledge Companion to Media and Gender 
ed. Cynthia Carter, Linda Steiner and Lisa McLaughlin. (Routledge: London and New York. 2014), 259-
268.  
38 Joshua Gamson “Popular Culture Constructs Sexuality” in Introducing the New Sexuality Studies ed. 
Steven Seidman, Nancy Fischer and Chet Meeks, (Routledge: New York. 2011), 28. 
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women's magazines. With the expansion of mass media, feminism has become more 

accessible and present in media discourse. Gill addresses this in her book Gender and the 

Media. Central to Gill´s argument is how messages from the mass media actually have 

become the popular and most used version of feminism. Feminist discourses in the 21st 

century seem to have entered a new, broader arena. Thus, feminism has, to a large extent, 

become part of the rhetoric in mainstream media, instead of being expressed through 

independent, radical voices.39       

 The editorial style in Cosmopolitan builds on a popular feminist rhetoric in which 

everyone is a Cosmo-girl who shares her intimate secrets. The magazine communicates a 

sense of friendship between the reader and the article author. As McMahon notes, the 

“author assumes a tone of intimacy with the reader” and, by offering friendly advice, gains 

the authority to present that reader with “facts” about sex. This kind of highly personal 

advice was the key to the success for editor Helen Gurley Brown´s first book, Sex and the 

Single Girl, in a time where traditional marital sex manuals were the only available 

literature on sexual education. In Cosmopolitan magazine, the confessional and personal 

tone is merged with pseudo-scientific knowledge about female anatomy. The experts 

quoted often come with PhD-credentials and a reference to their latest book. Thus, the 

article authors are sex-experts who have consulted with specialists to provide the reader 

with the latest info on sex, exclusively served to the secret-sharing Cosmopolitan 

community.40            

 In the Cosmopolitan community there is always an emphasis on how the reader 

chooses to have the best sex because she deserves to. The reader is constantly invited to 

have “sexier” and “hotter” sex, and to follow “naughty tips” – in other words, she is 

encouraged to perform and exercise her sexual agency. This is evident through a strong 

emphasis on the pronoun “you,” as in: “Love Secrets THAT CHANGE EVERYTHING. 

Your Life, Only Hotter,” “THE SEX SECRET FOR EASY O´S!!!!!!!!!!!,” “Make Vanilla 

Sex Hotter: Go Ahead, Be Basic In Bed, Here's Why The Hottest Sex You´ll Ever Have 

Might Also Be the Simplest,” “HAVE SEXIER SEX!! Naughty Tips To Get You 

There...Whether You Just Met or Have Been Together Forever,” “How to turn Yourself 

On,” and “SEX TIPS SO HOT YOU´LL GET TURNED ON JUST BY READING 

                                                
39 Gill, Gender and the Media, 40.  
40  Scanlon, “Sensationalist Literature or Expert Advice?,” 1-15; McMahon, “The Cosmopolitan Ideology,” 
390.  
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THEM.”41           

 The great emphasis placed on the importance of individual sexual agency in 

Cosmopolitan magazine simultaneously seems to reflect the values of neoliberalism. Many 

feminist scholars have placed neoliberalism at the epicenter of how feminism is 

communicated in media today, most evidently through the foregrounding of individual 

choice. A central example is Angela McRobbie, who touches on the element of choice in 

some of her work on postfeminism. She states: “Choice is surely, within a lifestyle culture, 

a modality of constraint.”42 Furthermore, she argues that a lifestyle culture such as ours 

fosters individuals who are bound by popular culture discourse. In Cosmopolitan 

magazine, the neoliberalist tradition is evident through the way the female actively takes 

what she deserves, namely the sexual pleasure described under the heading “How To Turn 

Yourself On.” The reader is encouraged to perform certain actions to “connect to their 

erotic selves.” The article author, Esther Perel, warns that “reports estimate more than 40 

percent of American women have sexual dysfunction, most commonly, low desire.” There 

is, however, no source tied to this rather devastating statistic. To awaken her erotic self, 

the reader can “break your routine,” “go dancing,” “read an erotic novel that unleashes 

your imagination” or try “aerial yoga.” Perel’s gospel puts an emphasis on developing 

one´s individual sexuality through a range of activities which could enhance the reader's 

sexual self.43           

 The Cosmopolitan advice emphasizes how women have the right to be pleased, 

while simultaneously projecting a cute, girly “tongue-in-cheek” approach to sex. In “THE 

SEX SECRET FOR EASY O´S!!!!!!!!!!!” the “O” refers to “orgasm,” an abbreviated 

version of the word which Cosmopolitan magazine use liberally, possibly because orgasm 

seems too literary and does not fit with the fun and playful attitude to sex. The article 

                                                
41  “Love Secrets THAT CHANGE EVERYTHING. Your Life, Only Hotter.”  Cosmopolitan Magazine, 
May, (2016): 188-191; “THE SEX SECRET FOR EASY O´S!!!!!!!!!!!” Cosmopolitan Magazine, October, 
(2016): 138-140; Emily C. Johnson, “Try This Second Date Secret to Find True Love.” Cosmopolitan 
Magazine, December (2016): 114-120; Amy R. Spiegel. “Make Vanilla Sex Hotter: Go Ahead, Be Basic In 
Bed, Here's Why The Hottest Sex You´ll Ever Have Might Also Be the Simplest.” Cosmopolitan Magazine, 
June (2016): 111-113; Jill Hamilton, “HAVE SEXIER SEX!! Naughty Tips To Get You There..Whether 
You Just Met or Have Been Together Forever.” Cosmopolitan Magazine December, (2016): 118-120; Julie 
Vadnal, “SEX TIPS SO HOT YOU´LL GET TURNED ON JUST BY READING THEM” Cosmopolitan 
Magazine, February (2016): 117-121.  
42 McRobbie, “Post-‐‑feminism and popular culture,” 255-264, 261. 
43 “How to Turn Yourself On” Cosmopolitan Magazine, September (2016): 180.  
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author explains how a group of 22 testers of a range of different sex-toys have enjoyed 

“way too many Os to count” and encourages the reader to do the same:  

Whether you are looking to make your sex with bae even hotter or want to have 
more fun flying solo, here's what our Cosmo testers - a very lucky group if we do 
say so ourselves - decided are the toys that deserve the distinction of Best in O!44 

Throughout the readers´ written feedback on the toys, there is an emphasis on a fun and 

playful attitude to the gadgets. The playful attitude is signaled through the use of “O” as 

well as “Best in O” which is a reference to dog shows where the best specimen is awarded 

“Best in Show.” References to men are given throughout the article: “Is this what a beej 

feels like for a dude? We finally get it!” and “How to Mix Sex Toys and Boys.” One tester 

gives feedback on the “Adam and Eve G-Bunny Slim” and states how it “hits all the spots 

I wish a guy would without me having to coach him.” Not only can the toys function as a 

male-substitute, they can also be the reader´s best friend: “it's basically my BFF, and we 

will be going all sorts of places together.” (“BFF” here refers to “Best Friend Forever.”) 

The playful attitude to sex seems girly and fun, turning the article into an apparently 

hyper-feminine account of its subject. All of the sex toys are pink or purple, and the article 

comes with a sex toy maze which determines what sex toy would be your favorite based 

on your “signature beauty look,” “brunch cocktail,” and “ideal first date.” It is difficult to 

imagine a men's magazine reader commenting on how he would bring a sex toy 

everywhere and treat it like his best friend. Here, women are invited to define themselves 

through their sex toys and the number of orgasms they reach by using them; thus reducing 

pleasure to numbers and sexual technicalities.45       

 The emphasis on sexual technicalities is also tied to postfeminism. As Gill notes in 

her article on empowerment as sexism:  

In the post-Cosmopolitan (magazine) west, heroines must no longer embody 
virginity but are required to be skilled in a variety of sexual behaviors and 
practices. The performance of confident sexual agency, I would suggest, is central 
to this new disciplinary technology of sexiness.46 

To acquire sexual capital is portrayed as empowering, consequently, every woman should 

enhance and advance her sexual capital. In her 1990 study, McMahon states that 

                                                
44 “THE SEX SECRET FOR EASY O´S!!!!!!!!!!!” Cosmopolitan Magazine, October, (2016): 132.  
45 “THE SEX SECRET FOR EASY O´S!!!!!!!!!!!” Cosmopolitan Magazine, October, (2016): 135.  
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“sexuality, as a set of codes, represents relations of power within the text.” Here, she refers 

to women´s power over men. However, there seems to have been a development in how 

this power is yielded, while McMahon´s findings reflects that sex as power is a signal of 

revenge over men. In Cosmopolitan magazine anno 2016, sexual capital is individual 

empowerment. Women are empowered by mastering their sexuality. This is evident 

through the emphasis on how women deserve sexual pleasure, while simultaneously being 

encouraged to routinely advance and perfect their sexual skills; not to please men, but to 

please themselves. This is not presented as a matter of force; rather, Cosmopolitan 

presents it as individual choice. Women in the twenty-first century choose to become 

independent, desiring sexual subjects not because they have to, but because they can.47   

 These articles present a paradigmatic female sexual ideal which echoes the 

argument Gill makes in Gender and the Media. Her analysis of gender representations in 

magazines emphasizes how postfeminist discourse often depicts women as pleasure-

craving and active, sexually desiring subjects. Gill contrasts this to how sexualized 

representations of women in media previously used to objectify them and present them as 

objects for the male gaze. Now, however, the object has become the subject which thrives 

on her sexual autonomy. Women embrace this concept, Gill argues, because it is presented 

as liberating to control domains where women traditionally have been objectified or 

suppressed. The “new” woman presented is postfeminist and uses her sexual skill and 

knowledge as an empowering fashion accessory. Such a representation of female sexuality 

is, however, never stated explicitly in Cosmopolitan. It is, however, communicated 

through a subtext of assumed liberation through the emphasis on control and choice. By 

being in control of her desire, as well as her lovers, the female becomes the initiator and 

the one in control of the sex act. This element of control is not forced upon her; rather, it is 

chosen, because control over her desire is presented as empowering. Through taking 

control, she will get the empowering orgasm.     

 Empowerment through control in the sex act is what Gill refers to as a 

“resexualization” of women. With this, she harks back to the tradition of women as objects 

used for men's sexual pleasure. Within that historical context, taking control of one ´s 

sexuality must signify empowerment.48  In the former section, it was explained how Helen 

                                                
47 McMahon, “The Cosmopolitan Ideology,” 385.  
48  Gill, Gender and the Media, (2007): 249-258;  
Gill, “From sexual objectification to sexual subjectification,” 100–106.     
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Gurley Brown revitalized Cosmopolitan magazine to promote female sexual agency in a 

time where this could be considered feminist. Today, Cosmopolitan magazine portrays 

female sexuality as active and subjective, but in need of being improved and perfected. 

However, this didactic approach is not communicated straightforwardly; rather, it is 

expressed in a playful, “tongue-in-cheek” manner, which emphasizes how the reader 

should choose to master sexual technicalities, because she is a fun fearless person who 

naturally deserves pleasure. The rest of the section will turn to the presentation of sexual 

adventurousness and male desire.         

 The female’s entitlement to sexual pleasure is a central theme in Cosmopolitan 

magazine; however, the male often plays a significant part in how the female ideal is 

depicted. In her work on feminist discourse, linguist Michelle Lazar suggests that popular 

postfeminism typically emphasizes that power relations between men and women have 

become reversed in the 21st century. In contrast to the bashful young wives of the marital 

manuals from the 1950s and 60s, the postfeminist women can, through their “sexual 

prowess, wield power and control over men.”49 This was also evident in McMahon’s 

study, where she emphasizes that sex is depicted as a power tool in the heterosexual 

relationship.           

 Feminist author Naomi Wolf argued as early as the 1990s that sexual trends in the 

mid-1970s contributed to an expansion of the sexual marketplace which led to a multitude 

of possibilities when it came to sex and the definition of what successful sex should be 

like. With the expansion of popular culture, and it’s uptake of sex, individual sexuality 

was no longer defined by individuals themselves. Rather, the sexual marketplace was 

steadfastly offering accessories and advice on how to perfect one´s sexuality. Brown and 

Cosmopolitan magazine were very much a part of this.50      

 Wolf asserts that female sexuality had yet to be explored by women themselves in 

1970s, and explains how the advertising industry, pornography, and media did it for them. 

She emphasizes that these commercially oriented portrayals of women are constructed to 

serve and suit a consumer culture where women are more valuable as consumers if they 

doubt their self-worth. Thus, as mass media evolved in the 1970s and 80s it became a 

strong factor of influence in defining the boundaries and nature of female sexuality, far 
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stronger than women themselves. This is, according to Wolf, first and foremost 

determined through the way women are taught to be sexual beings, not through their own 

desire, but their desire to be desired. She describes how “beauty pornography” constructs 

a female ideal women define themselves by which, according to Wolf, was predominantly 

an image from male sexual fantasies.51       

 Female desire to be desired is reinforced by the imagery of pornography. Today, 

pornography is known to be one of the most significant sources of information in the 

sexual education of adolescents. The representations of women in pornography have 

triggered a rather heated debate, primarily because pornography is based predominantly on 

stereotypical male fantasies, not female ones. As Kimmel explains it: “pornography also 

exaggerates the masculinization of sex.” However, in relating the theme to postfeminist 

discourse, McRobbie raises concerns about how it has become popular to be “porn chic.” 

Porn chic refers to women who communicate how they are active sexual subjects by 

means of expression previously associated with the porn industry. Similar to how pole-

dancing has been redefined as a fun workout regime, porn chic is associated with girls 

who desire boys and are not afraid to show it. McRobbie exemplifies this, describing how 

girls wear t-shirts announcing: “Pay To Touch” or “Future Porn Star.” In pornographic 

films, the girls have never-ending desire, and their desire is fueled by male co-actors who 

want sex. By reclaiming a desire reminiscent of that in porn, girls can gain power and 

control.52           

 This kind of female control over men is recognizable in Cosmopolitan magazine as 

well. Headlines such as: “How to give direction without an ego bruising,” “Coach Him to 

glory: So he doesn't quite know his way around your field yet? Help him win MVP,” and 

“Help Him Help You!” clearly project how the female is now supposed to be the 

knowledgeable party in the sex act. “MVP” refers to the football terminology “Most 

Valuable Player.” Primarily, control over the male is achieved once the woman is in full 

control over her own body. She has to “coach,” “help,” and “direct” him to give her 

pleasure. When it comes to sex, the fun, fearless female knows how to take control over 

both her own sexual pleasure by using the male to reach orgasm, and be considerate in 

building his sexual ego so that he reaches the status “MVP” or “glory.” By this, she 
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contradicts the popular notion of the male as the promiscuous and sexually knowledgeable 

party in the sex act.         

 Cosmopolitan magazine thus portrays the male/female relationship as unbalanced. 

The female may be in control of the male, but in exercising this control, she is granting 

him pleasure as well. Simultaneously, she is encouraged to avoid any “ego bruising,” 

implicitly saying that her control of her own sexuality could damage his ego, while it is 

also necessary to “coach him to glory” to win “MVP.”53 In other words, the female is 

required not only to control her own sexuality but she must make sure, in the process, that 

her partner does not feel disempowered by her empowerment. This nurturing attitude is 

also supported by one of Cosmopolitan’s experts: “Encourage, don't discourage,” says 

sexologist Susan Block. “Guide him subtly with moans and a ´That's amazing!´ when he 

gets it right! Also, adjust your hips for a new angle, or use your fingers as a guide. Most 

guys love a few clues as to what gets you off.” Through her erotic education, the female is 

now getting what she wants, but she has to arrive at it through subtle guiding, 

encouragement, moaning, and helping her partner. All of these are “girly” features, which 

seem to turn the lover on. The apparent fact that he has not acquired the skills to please 

her, is not depicted as a problem, nor as something she might simply tell him. She, as in 

“the reader,” is instead told to “coach” and “guide” because he would love to see her do 

so, and by following her guidance he could win. This responsibility for the quality of the 

sexual interaction obviously rests with the female.54     

 However, the leadership and control the female should possess are not only 

manifested through her responsibility for the technicalities of the sex act; she is also to 

exercise “sexual frontierism.” Sexual frontierism implies that the woman dares to engage 

in adventurous and unconventional sexual activities which are reminiscent of mainstream 

porn.55 These activities are presented as her wish, to fulfill her sexual fantasies. Sexual 

frontierism is exemplified in the January 2016 issue of Cosmopolitan. The article 

“Destination Orgasm!” by Anna Breslaw, focuses on how to “get it on while you´re on the 

go,” or more specifically the ways which you can initiate sex or masturbation in different 

locations. Having sex on board a plane is an example of sexual frontierism. The “mile high 
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club” is a reference to the sort of “high” one would get 

from an orgasm, with the ambiguousness in the meaning 

of high, as you are miles high in the sky. It implicates 

sexual adventurousness - a key quality of the fun, fearless 

female. Here, the author cheekily asks whether you are 

“ballsy enough,” as sex in public places is actually 

illegal. “Ballsy” is a reference to the male genital organs, 

typically associating them with courage and will. The 

metaphor indicates that the woman herself is not 

courageous enough; she has to be “ballsy” - that is, more 

like a man -  reinforcing the idea that sex - and especially courageous free sex – belongs in 

the male sphere. Even so, she is portrayed as the initiator of the sex - with a 

complimentary “Mile-High Manual” cartoon to go with it (see figure on the right). Here, 

the reader is given a detailed recipe of how to have sex in airplane toilets: “Have him cup 

your breast with one hand and grip your waist with the other for balance. Or he could glide 

that hand to your clit to make you feel like you are floating on air.” The woman in the 

cartoon is portrayed having her skirt on, and she is pictured in what Wolf describes as 

beauty pornography: “The perfected woman lies prone, pressing down her pelvis. Her 

back arches her mouth is open, her eyes shut, her nipples erect; there is a fine spray of 

moisture over her golden skin.” Wolf refers to this image as a typical female depiction of 

pleasure. In the “Mile-High-Manual,” we see her with mouth half-way open, eyes closed, 

and leaning backwards, while the lover shushes her gently.56    

 This also applies to another example from the January issue, in which the woman 

is cupping her partner´s testicles on board a train or using the clever trick of having a 

vibrator bristle head for her electric toothbrush.57 On board the plane, the woman is 

actually engaging in sex, and seemingly having a pleasurable experience. Other articles 

encourage the reader to elicit desire in her partner before a date: “Send Body Shots” 

advises her to: “build anticipation by texting him pics - start with your feet in a pair of 

sexy heels, then work your way up. It's crazy how a flash of your knee will have him 

counting down the seconds till he sees you.” The striving for male desire is also 
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manifested in the following examples: “Sexting at any Skill Level (...) Text Him Your 

Game Plan: Like your humming the national anthem with him in your mouth,” and “Make 

a Pass: While you´re carbo-loading at Olive Garden, hand him your panties under the 

table. He´ll sprint to sign the check.”58       

 The scenarios mentioned above could easily have been scenes in a mainstream 

pornographic movie. While the last example mostly seems like a rather precarious 

proposition, it is downright disturbing to imagine a young magazine reader humming “the 

Star-Spangled Banner” while performing oral sex. The performance of oral sex may in 

itself place the woman in a submissive position but performing the act while humming 

seems both uncomfortable and non-pleasurable. In the restaurant example, the woman is 

first seen as doing something naughty, namely eating carbs. To top this, she is encouraged 

to hand her lover her underwear under the table. The smell and feeling of used underwear 

is considered a fetish, usually exclusively for men. Imagine it the other way around: the 

woman receiving the lover’s used boxer shorts under the table at a restaurant. Handing 

him her underwear indicates her wearing of feminine clothing such as a skirt or a dress, 

clothing which is considered feminine. In addition, the scenario implies her wearing classy 

underwear, worthy of passing over. A similar example is presented in the February issue, 

with the text: ´I won't be wearing these tonight´: What you are texting him at 3 P.M, along 

with a picture of your fave lacy thong.” The fun-loving female passes her lover her 

underwear below the table, and because of this, he cannot wait to get her into bed. The 

male stereotype is also evident: The man immediately wants sex after receiving the used 

underwear, so he runs to pay the bill, an obviously male responsibility in the magazine 

world.59           

 Women's sexual experimentation, then, ultimately turns into something that is 

performed for the benefit of men. The confidence required to perform such stunts is often 

presented in relation to the “fact” that men love confident women, such as in: “How to 

Mix Sex Toys and Boys: (...) the more confident you are with a toy, the more you´ll enjoy 

it” which echoes Perel’s encouragement in “How To Turn Yourself On”: “Confidence is 

the biggest turn-on, and self-criticism is the biggest desire killer. It's especially true for 

women.” Here, male enjoyment is triggered by the woman´s confidence. It is also 
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emphasized how the lover may not be “obsessed with the idea.” Because of this, the 

woman is advised to tread lightly, arguably because using a toy may injure the lover’s 

confidence in him pleasing the woman. The woman is advised – as she was in the manuals 

of 70 years ago - to take precautions not to hurt the lover.60     

 In spite of the didactics and admonishments, there is a playful attitude to the 

articles in Cosmopolitan magazine. Even though women are depicted as embodied desire, 

there is an apparent emphasis on having fun. This discourse of playfulness is a challenge 

to interpret. Is the fun, fearless female simply presenting playful fantasies? Or is the writer 

inviting the reader to truly feel and behave sexy, because woman's desire has in fact been 

reduced to being desired by men? Taking into account the years in which there have been 

major inequalities between men and women, it is argued here that the latter is the case. 

Furthermore, considering how sexualized imagery of women has been steadily increasing, 

the porn-industry is expanding and the #metoo campaign of 2017 has been a topic of 

heated debate in nearly every Western country, the idea that female desire is a reflection of 

male desire appears to be wishful thinking. It is difficult to believe that the female 

magazine reader really longs to perform hand jobs on board trains, simply because her 

desire is a reflection of her lovers. Thus, the fun, fearless ideal who has a “totally fun 

approach to her life,” and, most importantly, lives in “true Cosmo style,” as the best 

version of herself, seems perfectly unachievable. Rather, she appears to choose to be 

confident, fun and fearless, because this is the uncomplicated female ideal the man is 

assumed to want. Rather than being empowering, such presentations of women seem 

reminiscent of mainstream porn, a world in which the woman is always “up for it.” Her 

desire is not based on love or mutual respect between sexual partners, it is simply a 

reflection of male sexual fantasies as projected by the porn industry.    

 In Western media, the neoliberalist approach, as previously mentioned, 

foregrounds individual freedom and choice to consume, concepts that are frequently 

exploited by corporations as a marketing strategy. Such strategies use a rhetoric which 

emphasizes the importance of enhancing the self, in order to become a better person 

through the product advertised.  In discussing our attitudes to sex, Machin and 

Thornborrow argue that these have become an important signifier of lifestyle. Lifestyle 
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choices are often regulated and inspired by trends and popular culture. They label 

Cosmopolitan magazine as a communicator of popular culture, and continue to emphasize 

that the dominating discourse in Cosmopolitan places sex as a core value and a signifier of 

lifestyle.61 This echoes Foucault's argument concerning how modern society´s social 

constructions of sexuality are internalized by people, ultimately leading them to view 

individual sexuality as the “truth” of their being. At the same time, Foucault explains how 

representations of sex are everywhere, but at the same time continuously exposed as 

secret.62 

 

2.3 Representations of Men  

This chapter will explore the representations of men and masculinity as a discourse in the 

“Manthropology” section of Cosmopolitan magazine. Primarily, it will present examples 

from the “Manthropology” section and argue that it places men and the definition of 

masculinity firmly within the discourse of their sexuality. In his book Manhood in 

America, Michael Kimmel proposes that stereotypical masculinity seems to evolve around 

the thought that: “Men are always seeking sex, ready for sex, wanting sex.” Secondly, the 

chapter will elaborate on these findings in the context of Kimmel´s idea of the “Guyland.” 

This stereotype is connected to a strong sense of confidence and security, not only 

manifested by a strong physique, but also through the masculine mind.63 In this discourse, 

“guys” sexuality is seen in opposition to female sexuality. The “guys” are motivated by 

“scoring girls” to prove their manhood, while at the same time they are in constant 

opposition to anything even remotely feminine. How does this discourse work within the 

Cosmopolitan ideology? This will mainly be shown by the way the “Manthropology” 

section projects representations of the male as a hypermasculine, libidinous companion to 

the fun, fearless female.          

 The male perspective is exemplified through Cosmopolitan magazine´s “guide to 

the male brain” - the sub-section in “LoveLust!” called “Manthropology.” Structurally, the 
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subsection is similar to that of the rest of the magazine: multiple subheadings with 

different font size and article length. There is also an “Ask Him Anything” column; that 

particular feature will not be subject to analysis here. In contrast to the first part of the 

“LoveLust!” section, “Manthropology” articles are predominantly written by male 

journalists, and the content serves, as the headline states, as a guide to the male brain. 

Similar to other journalist-advisors in the “LoveLust!”section, the article writers use titles 

such as “dating-expert” or “relationship-advisor.” In addition, there is an occasional quote 

from an expert within (for example) psychology, which adds credibility to  the articles. In 

indicating that women need a guide to the male brain, Cosmopolitan clearly suggests that 

women and men are inherently different. Thus, the “Manthropology” article writers are 

presented as having the expertise needed to guide women in their understanding of men. 

 The “Manthropology” section can be divided into three topics: “Sex, Dating and 

Relationships,” “Food and travel,” and “Why do Men?” Without exception, the articles in 

all three categories explain to women how men think and act, in order to help the female 

reader understand the guys. The last category “Why do Men?” focuses specifically on the 

areas in which men are different from women. Of the 47 articles analyzed, two did not fit 

within either of the three categories. These were: “What he really thinks about your hair” 

and “You Think He's Hot?” In line with Cosmopolitan’s emphasis on sexual relations, a 

total of 28 of the articles fell under the category of “Sex, Dating and Relationships.” The 

theoretical underpinnings of these articles, although scant, seem without exception to be 

inspired by the Darwinist school of thought concerning masculinity. 64  

 Sociobiological theories based on Darwin´s theory of evolution became popular in 

the wake of the feminist movement. Proponents of such ideas commonly argue, for 

example, that all men share a primal urge to be sexually promiscuous. Kimmel, who 

specializes in gender studies, problematizes this outlook on male sexuality in his book 

Manhood in America: A Cultural History. Here, he explains how masculine gender 

identity in our society has evolved. Central to this evolvement has been how “masculinity” 

replaced “manhood,” which was seen as an opposition to childhood. “Masculinity,” he 

argues, became the signifier of male gender identity, in stark opposition to “femininity.” 

Kimmel places this shift by the turn of the twentieth century. Later, in the 1950s, when 
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men´s magazines became popular, the male body and its primal qualities and urges were 

placed at the center of masculinity. A powerful male physique signified fiery 

competitiveness toward other males, as well as the dream of multiple conquests. As 

mentioned, this idea of masculinity has been linked to Darwin's evolutionist theory, and 

proposes that men have a primal urge to fertilize as many women as possible, due to their 

biological drive to spread their genes. A strong physique is thus required, to fight off other 

males and to boast genes worthy of the very best female(s). Kimmel connects this line of 

thought to the evolvement of a “male sex-role identity” which bases itself on a supposed 

biological “truth” which completely ignores the importance of manly individuality.65 

 In “Manthropology”, male sexuality is similarly motivated by his competition with 

other men.  In articles by “dating-pros” Matthew Hussey and Emily C. Johnson, readers 

are given advice on how to “keep things hot” under titles like: “Exactly What He Wants 

From A Relationship,” “4 Ways to Make Him A better Partner,” and “5 Ways to Keep 

Lust Alive.” While Hussey admits that: “yes, they (men) do have hearts,” Johnson warns 

women about sexual predictability in relationships. As an antidote, the reader is 

encouraged to go out with her boyfriend, so that he can witness the extent to other men 

actually find her attractive. The article serves as an example on how sex is presented as an 

arena for competition and status amongst men. The male wants to know that nobody his 

lover has ever been with before has ever done sex better than him, because his desire is 

rooted in how sexually skillful he is compared to other men. Through showing off the 

gorgeous female trophy he has won, his sexual prowess is made evident. Consequently, 

male sexual desire and activity are not defined through his communication or interaction 

with his female partner, but rather through how he is seen and evaluated by other men. 

Furthermore, his sexual status is heightened by the avoidance of sexual predictability, thus 

he shares his female partner´s fear of “going vanilla.” 66     

 In the world of “Manthropology” it is important for a man that his woman desires 

him and him only, because a beautiful woman by his side increases his masculine value. 

Since masculinity is affirmed through “scoring,” she is a validation of his masculinity and 

proof of his superiority over the men who did not get her. Matthew Hussey advises the 
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female reader to help build up the male sexual ego. This is exemplified in articles such as: 

“Play With Him in Unexpected Moments” and “Let Him Know that Nobody does it 

Better.” In the latter article, Hussey adds that men also need to feel desired to enjoy sex. 

This adds, interestingly, a sense of vulnerability to the magazine´s otherwise 

hypermasculine representation of men, similar to that of Neuhaus martial sex manuals 

from the 1950s. The female has to be considerate. However, to tell her lover that “nobody 

does it better” also seems to hark back to the fact that she has to let him know that nobody 

has pleased her like this before. In the articles, it is emphasized that men like to “show off” 

their girlfriends, presumably because there is some value in having a beautiful girlfriend. 

The female in this context is then more of a prop to his sexual ego.67   

 Furthermore, the “Sex, Dating and Relationships” category of articles is 

predominantly a presentation of technicalities and skills of dating with the purpose of 

manipulating the man to commit. In the described process of decoding, translating, and 

reading the man she relates to, the female reader´s sole goal is to make him commit to her. 

To make a man commit, according to Cosmopolitan, the woman needs to be 

knowledgeable of men´s innate fear of commitment. Thus, the “Manthropology” offers 

advice to women on how to tread cautiously in their quest for his commitment. In “4 Ways 

to Get Him to Fall Hard For You,” Hussey “shares his favorite ways to get your guy all 

googly-eyed.”68 Here, the reader is instructed to be joyful, to take notice of the man´s best 

qualities, to subtly touch him, and to always let him take part in decisions. All these seem 

to represent good relationship behaviors. However, they are placed in a context where the 

sole motivation is to exhibit them in order to avoid arousing his fear and to make him “fall 

hard for you.” After complimenting his best qualities, you can cash in as you “Watch him 

drool,” or touch him to make him feel “an instant connection” or even bestow him with the 

“satisfying sense that he could fulfill your wishes.” To trick or manipulate the man into 

wanting to fulfill the woman´s wishes seems to be the primary motif in the process of 

making him commit. The tricks and strategies promoted in these articles are obviously far 

from reflective of feminist values. Rather, the dating-expert emphasizes how men are 

easily tricked into loving you, if only you are skillful enough to play them right. If 

stimulated rightly, the male, biologically programmed brain can be manipulated to such 
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lengths that he becomes “eager to impress you even more.” You can even drive “him to 

please you” or use his name in a text message, because it makes “him more inclined to 

write back.”69           

 According to this discourse, men are easily manipulated whenever there is a 

possibility for sex. In the former section, it was examined how the representations of 

women in the magazine emphasize her choice to be sexually adventurous and empowered. 

Paradoxically, in “Manthropology” her sole aim is to manipulate men into being with her 

over time. Kimmel ties this to evolutionary psychological ideas in his The Gendered 

Society. In this line of thought, women had to go through considerate selection rounds to 

figure out who would be allowed to fertilize their eggs. When “giving away” sex, they 

would possibly sacrifice nine months of pregnancy and a year or so of gestation. Because 

of this, they needed to be extremely cautious in choosing their mate. However, Kimmel 

repudiates this idea because it is grounded in a hypothesis based on studies which interpret 

“evidence that is selective and conforms to preconceived ideas.” In other words, he 

accuses Darwinist psychological theories of being based on cultural bias.70  

 Because men are such a stark contrast to women, “Manthropology” writers 

categorize and label them in order for women to figure out which specimen might be the 

best partner material. The male article authors claim the authority to present “facts” about 

men, similar to how the female journalists have the authority to present “facts” about 

women. With an emphasis on the nature-given differences between the two sexes, the 

writers present advice for women to understand how and why men, as a group, act in their 

relations to women. For the most part, men are objects to decode, often stated explicitly, 

such as in “Decode His Texts,” “Decode His Dating Profile Cliché,” or “Decode His Dude 

Squad.” “Decode His Texts” presents four “typical” texts from men, with translation. To 

“Decode” in this context means to provide the women with a kind of dictionary for 

translating male texts. While the original texts here seem rather straightforward, the 

translations are quite different: “Let's cook dinner tonight,” translated to “I just lost $400 

betting on the NBA,” while “I picked up some wine,” is translated to “Sex, please.” 

Lastly, “Ha, that's crazy,” is translated to “I didn't read your paragraph long text,” and 

“....,” to “I was gonna say something awesome but dropped my phone in the toilet.”  

                                                
69 Matthew Hussey, “4 Online Dating Opening Lines He Can't Resist,” Cosmopolitan Magazine, April, 
(2016): 147.  
70 Kimmel, Guyland, 25.  



34 
 

 The same pattern of translating phrases is repeated in “Decode His Dating Profile 

Cliché” as well, where typical dating profile texts are translated, such as: “Looking for an 

adventure” is “He's really looking for a manic pixie dream girl. Proceed only if you feel 

like going on a bunch of zany dates...and being his short-term muse.” The latter example, 

“Decode His Dude Squad,” states that “Every group of guys has these five types. Here's 

who is BF material.” These translations confirm the previously mentioned stereotypical 

descriptions of how men are. In Guyland, Kimmel explains how sports and sex are of 

central importance to the guys, making up the very substance they build their identity 

around. The “Manthropology” section of Cosmopolitan magazine certainly affirms these 

features.71            

 Furthermore, men are divided into groups: “The Leading Man”; the “captain of the 

man-ship”;  “The Liability,” who lures “the crew out on a Monday”;  “The Sensible Soul,” 

who “goes home early”; “The Bro-tein Shaker,” “whose life is sports and “fancy-ass 

beers”; and “The Aspiring Asari,” who “keeps the squad light and loose.” There is no 

explicit mention of who is more likely to make a boyfriend; however, maturity, or the 

absence of it, is frequently addressed. “The Liability” is described as slightly alcoholic, 

and the reader is warned that “if he doesn´t grow up, he may get ghosted by his bros.” 

“The Sensible Soul” is “A safe bet and a good dude who´ll make an excellent dad one 

day.” The groups, except for “The Sensible Soul,” are reminiscent of Kimmel's description 

of “guys.” Guys are often college-aged in an “eternal boyhood.” They are frequently 

immature, consume a lot of alcohol, cannot commit to either girlfriends or jobs, and they 

are not seen as being ambitious. These groups certainly appear to be clichéd 

simplifications of what it means to be a man in the 21st century. In addition, they are 

boldly presented as types “every group of guys” have. In summary, the men described in 

the “Manthropology” section seem utterly infantilized. Of five types, only two sticks out 

as nearly normal, namely “The Leading Man” who is “effortlessly charismatic” and “The 

Sensible Soul.” The commitment-oriented woman is thus left with two types, the very 

masculine captain or the one who will be a great father.     

 There is no room here for complexity or nuances; the male as portrayed in 

Cosmopolitan remains utterly one-dimensional. The one-dimensionality of men is 
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presented as the truth about men as a gender. The article writers place themselves within 

the mind of any guy; there is no differentiation between men - they are a uniform group 

with shared values which underline their guyness. This style of writing is also typical in 

other men's magazines. A 2010 study of five top-selling men's interest magazines 

indicated that the dominant discourse in the selected magazines placed sex as a top priority 

in men's lives. Furthermore, sex was presented as a domain in which the quantity of sexual 

partners and sex acts were celebrated and served as evidence for “what it means to be a 

man.”72           

 Thus, from the article authors´ perspective on men in “Manthropology”, it seems as 

though the human male is a one-dimensional creature, imprisoned by his innate drive to 

prove his masculinity. This is most apparent in the way he avoids commitment. While 

women are presented as active in seeking a committed partner, men are either portrayed as 

passive or aversive in the relational decision-making. In “Man Math,” journalist Jason 

Marcus explains how men do “emotional arithmetic.” Marcus proposes three scenarios for 

what happens “in the mind of a guy” when he is: “Debating Leaving You at His Place,” 

“Thinking of Moving in Together,” and when he is invited to “Be Your Plus One at a 

Wedding.” When leaving his partner in his apartment, men will think that the woman will 

go through his things, but maybe clean a little; when moving in together his fear will be 

about seeing his partner with her “retainer in.” However, an upside will probably be 

acquiring “better furniture” in the process. In conclusion, relationships do seem to be an 

option for men, but they are the woman's responsibility to initiate.73    

 In the former section, it was explained how women through the mass media 

postfeminist discourse are encouraged to become sexual desiring subjects reminiscent of 

the sex-hungry creatures of pornography in order to be desirable to men. In the 

“Manthropology” section, women learn how to decode men in order to gain the prize a 

relationship. The female magazine reader seems to have a broad range of responsibilities 

when it comes to her relations with men, whether in sex, dating, or relationships. Helen 

Gurley Brown emphasized how women had the responsibility of making themselves 

“cupcakeable.” In postfeminist Cosmopolitan discourse, however, this is no longer 

primarily about looks. The modern-day female “cupcake” must also be a desiring 
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individual who has acquired not only a range of sexual techniques, but also the strategies 

and skills to manipulate men.        

 The way in which masculinity is in opposition to femininity is evident when it 

comes to the “Food and Travel” section as well.  Men are projected here as simple beings, 

who drink beer, think about sex, and watch football. In the seven articles which form the 

category “Food and travel,” these aspects of manhood are explained in order for the 

woman to understand the qualities that are unique for men. Men´s dissimilarity to women 

is for the most part depicted through simple facts and lists; in addition, they are routinely 

compared to women.         

 Men's magazines thrive around the notion of men as a group, and this homosocial 

world of men is an obvious parallel to how Cosmopolitan magazine presents women as a 

homogenous sisterhood. Typical female activities are consequently presented as 

something men dislike and are in opposition to. Such as in “Why do Guys Hate Brunch?” 

where the male journalists problematize a food-trend “brunch” which is a crossover of 

“breakfast” and “lunch.” The writer, Peter Martin, explains how “Brunch may seem like a 

fun social opportunity, but to a guy, it's an extraneous meal, added to a day that was 

already satisfied with three-plus a beer-and-wings snack.” In addition, brunch is presented 

as a meal which is exclusive to women, and if men join you, it is because he is meeting 

your friends, not his own. Shopping is also an aspect of manly life which manifests gender 

stereotypes. Men shopping alone are described as having two thoughts in their heads: “I 

need a shirt. Where can I find one?” and “Pants. I hope this store sells pants.” Men 

shopping with women are criticized for their choice of clothing and urged to buy what 

their girlfriends approve of. The female is in charge of the shopping activity, which is 

apparent through phrases such as: “Are you saying that people actually buy new 

undershirts?, “ “What do you mean by “No fedoras under any circumstances?,” and “But 

these are formal sweatpants?” Martin seems to suggest that his girlfriend is similar to a 

mother-figure. In contrast, the man seems childlike.74       

 In her work on “New Ladism,” Gill explains the British “version” of the “guys”: 

the “New Lad.” The New Lad is characterized by: “playfulness, flight from responsibility, 

detached and uninhibited pleasure-seeking and the consumption of women's bodies.” Gill 
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proposes that the New Lad is born out of the postfeminist culture, thus she explains that he 

can be understood as a discourse. She proposes that the discourse in which the New Lad 

appears can be interpreted as a backlash against feminism:  

From this perspective the figure of the new lad, constructed around knowingly 
misogynist and predatory attitudes to women, represents a refusal to acknowledge 
the changes in gender relations produced by feminism, and an attack upon it. (...) 
He represents, then, a defensive assertion of masculinity, male power and men's 
rights against feminist challenges.75 

Gill lists men's lifestyle magazines as one of the three key contributors to the construction 

of the New Lad. Furthermore, she ties the development of the New Lad to evolutionary 

psychology. One of the most widely read contributors to this field is John Gray in his book 

Men are From Mars, Women are From Venus, where he specifically argues that sex is one 

of the domains where women and men are most dissimilar, due to supposedly innate 

psychological differences. Thus, the New Lad, as the Guys, seems to be a product of 

popular culture´s branding of types of men. However, the men in Manthropology seem 

harmless, and certainly not labeled as crude misogynists. They “Collect Dumb Shit,” 

“Obsess Over Protein,” wait “forever” to book a travel and give terrible gifts, while the 

women in their lives moderate their childish choices with a significant dose of irony and 

adult humor.76         

 Sociologist David Gauntlett argues that such portrayals of men simply offer them a 

way to cope with their own denial of emotional involvement. He explains how: “The 

discourse of stereotypical masculinity (in men's magazines) is then a cover up for the more 

heart-to-heart articles, so that men can continue being in somewhat denial of their 

emotional lives, and cover under irony.” Furthermore, he adds that irony is often applied, 

but not with the purpose of being ironic. Rather, it is present to “indicate an awareness that 

they are using terms which are uncertain, not necessarily ´true´, and open to challenge.” In 

summary, Gauntlett argues that irony is a strategy to protect masculinity in situations 

where it is threatened by feminization. While Gauntlett and Gill discuss the New Lad 
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features based on representations of men in men's magazines, “Manthropology” is all 

about explaining to women what men think about women and women's “issues.” Since the 

female in this context is assumed to be commitment-oriented and motherly, the situations 

and scenarios in “Manthropology” reflect this. In “Manthropology,” men seem to feel the 

need to protect their masculinity in situations such as shopping with their girlfriends or 

taking any “big (okay, let's say small) step with you.” Such an argument underlines the 

stereotypical notion that masculinity equals fear of commitment, not solely because 

masculinity is promiscuity, but also because relationships are portrayed as situations 

where men often feel the need to protect their masculinity from their girlfriend’s 

femininity.77           

 Contrasting attitudes toward commitment seem to be the most prominent inherent 

difference between men and women in “Manthropology.” In his elaboration on guys and 

commitment, Kimmel explains how young men in “Guyland” feel like commitment is the 

end of their life. When marriage happens, their time as guys is over. With this Kimmel 

touches upon an important element of the neoliberalist tradition which is evident in 

postfeminism: the idea of self-realization. Before entering a committed relationship an 

individual has to have attained the status of a fulfilled individual who has done his share of 

casual “hooking up.” This is not only true for guys, Kimmel adds; young women today 

also want to postpone marriage and focus on themselves. However, he adds:  

Even if guys are having sex in order to assuage an understandable insecurity, they 
are nonetheless using women. And even if women are themselves conscious sexual 
agents, there remains an undeniable aspect of capitulation in much of their 
behavior.78 

Here, Kimmel refers to the very grounded belief that sex for guys is “scoring”  and getting 

something, while for women it represents giving something away. This verifies the pre-

feminist, traditional sexual double standard. Again, this view of gender differences is 

inherently connected to evolutionary psychology and the “fact” that men strive to fertilize 

as many eggs as possible, while women give themselves and their fertility over to the man. 

 In “Manthropology”, the male subject shares the same playful attitude to sex as the 

fun, fearless female. Furthermore, as in the sex manuals of the 1950s and 60s, the penis 
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seems to be the epicenter for many stereotypically masculine traits projected in the 

section´s articles. The final category “Why Do Men?” is predominantly focused on how 

men do certain things only because they have a penis. Again, male sexuality is presented 

as uncontrollable, but depicted in a humorous way with an ironic approach. The November 

2016 issue illustrates this take on male sexuality, where the whole Manthropology section 

is dedicated to advice and information about the male genitalia, referred to as “heads of 

state,” and members of an “Erectoral College,” an obvious nod to the powerful Electoral 

College. In this special edition, a group of men explain cases of “NARBS,” an acronym 

for “No Apparent Reason Boners,” or unexpected erections. Journalist Matthew Kessler 

define these as follows:  

We´re prone to them (NARBS) when our minds wander - say, when we find 
ourselves in quiet, sterile, fluorescent places, like libraries, classrooms, and offices, 
where there isn't much noise or visuals to distract us from what´s always lingering 
in the back of our brains. (Sex, obviously.)79  

In addition to Kessler´s witty explanation, an urologist claims that: “Normally, the brain is 

wired to suppress men´s underlying hypersexuality so they stay appropriate.” If this is 

true, it seems as though male promiscuity is controllable to a certain degree, as men´s 

brains are wired to suppress their primal sexual instinct. Still, the unruly male sexual drive 

could be the reason for many curious patterns unique to men, such as randomly sending 

pictures of their genitals to women. In “Manthropology” such behavior is claimed to occur 

as a natural consequence of being sexually aroused. Even though the journalist 

acknowledges the “fact” that a “dick, out of context, isn't appealing,” he argues that “most 

dudes derive lots of self-worth from how their dick appears and satisfies, nothing beats 

positive feedback. It's even worth risking rejection for. So thank you, and...sorry.” Here, 

Kessler argues that women have to overlook men´s lack of sexual boundaries, simply 

because they are men. Thus, it seems as if the section advocates a “boys will be boys” 

attitude and the idea that male sexuality itself is somewhat an excuse for bad behavior. 80

 A similarly rooted pattern of behavior is mentioned in an article on 

“manspreading.” “Manspreading” refers to the way in which some men spread their legs 

wide while they sit. For the most part, “manspreading” is an issue on board public 
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transport during busy hours, because sitting wide-legged on a full bus is inconsiderate and 

unnecessary. Even though the article author, Geoffrey Gagnon, acknowledges that, “We 

don't have to manspread,” he argues that the propensity is in their genes. Gagnon claims, 

“Since our chest-puffing caveman days, we've demonstrated dominance by taking up 

space. Those dudes fought lions on the savanna; were battling crowds on trains-and our 

jackass impulses kick in.” Presumably, Gagnon is fully aware of the fact that very few of 

the world´s men in any era of history actually fought lions on the savanna, but to write that 

in their cavemen days men fought deer would arguably not have the same hypermasculine 

effect. Crowded trains seem to awaken men´s innate “jackass impulses” which in turn 

influence their general sense of politeness. However, as men, they just cannot help it. 

Recently, through the international #metoo campaign, men´s responsibility for their own 

behavior toward women, as well as the responsibility for controlling impulses, have been 

thoroughly exposed and discussed. A number of male leaders have supported the 

movement and, in the American and European debates, it has been emphasized that the 

majority of men do not engage in crude sexual behavior. However, judging from reactions 

in other countries such as Russia, the propensity to excuse male sexual crudeness with 

biology appears to be alive and well in the discourse on gender internationally.81  

 In the Cosmopolitan-world, men's sexuality seems to be intrinsic to their inherent 

fear of commitment. Such sex-centeredness is often considered to be a preordained and 

natural instinct which, as explained, is predominantly considered to be a male biological 

quality. Both Gill and Kimmel stress how sexuality today is no longer understood mainly 

through the sex-act itself, but rather as a set of cultural norms which assign certain features 

exclusively to either sex. For men, these features are often argued to originate in his 

production of the hormone testosterone, which provides him with the robust and 

promiscuous male sex drive. This biological “truth” is frequently promoted in the context 

of historical and cultural norms which place sex and aggression at the core of masculinity. 

These features are often described as “natural,” and preordained, because reproduction is 

seen as a biological instinct. The idea that human nature and behavior is governed by the 

Darwinist principle “survival of the fittest,” seems to ignore the fact that men are not 

driven by their “testosterone-features” alone.82      
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 Even modern, educated man, it seems, is helpless in trying to suppress his sexual 

arousal, and unable to refrain from sending pictures of his penis. Nor can he avoid 

unexpected erections in office-spaces, libraries, or classrooms. In addition, he is afraid of 

commitment, and a set of seductive skills, technicalities and manipulation is necessary for 

a woman to tie him down in marriage and childrearing. In “Manthropology” stereotypical 

features of male sexuality are presented and reinforced as a universal male gender identity, 

uniform to all men. This corresponds to the ideology of many men's magazines, which 

reflect the New Lad attitude which continues to depict men as victims of a proposed 

uncontrollable, hypersexual instinct. This notion of male sexuality inherently puts female 

sexuality at a disadvantage. Woman is presented as a commitment-oriented mother figure, 

while man is a hypersexual, childish lad who avoids commitment. Simultaneously, this 

downplays the feminine qualities of the male psyche. If male sexuality is reduced to pure 

instinct, which he can barely keep under control, other qualities of the male psyche, 

including emotional and caring traits, are dismissed and perceived as less masculine.  
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3. Conclusion  

This thesis set out to examine whether the “fun, fearless female” ideal invented by 

Cosmopolitan magazine reflects the truly liberated female the magazine aims to 

communicate with. Furthermore, it sought to explore whether the portrayals of the male in 

the magazine are representative of modern manhood. As described in the introduction, 

Cosmopolitan is an extremely popular magazine which reaches millions of readers every 

month. With a strong emphasis on sex, dating, and relationship advice, the magazine 

claims to possess specific knowledge of these topics. This key aspect of the magazine is in 

accordance with Helen Gurley Brown´s intentions for her 1965 editorial project, a project 

which has formed the foundations of today´s Cosmopolitan.    

 The 21st century version of Cosmopolitan magazine communicates ideas and 

values which could possibly be interpreted as a reflection of modern gender 

representations and the magazine´s particular interpretation of feminism, with a strong 

focus on sexuality. As noted in the theory, the significance of a cultural object is partly 

defined by the intention of the creator. Further, Cosmopolitan provides content intended to 

be a reflection of their readers´ interests, and the article authors are, arguably, not 

intentionally supporting gender stereotypes or promoting anti-feminist ideas. As 

mentioned above, present-day gender roles have become more fluid and individually 

defined, while the concept of feminism has evolved and now exists within a broad range 

of interpretations. Thus, Cosmopolitan and its “LoveLust!” section might be seen to 

represent a single voice in a mass media choir, responding subjectively and genuinely to 

such changes.           

 However, this thesis contends that the intentions of Cosmopolitan have not truly 

been altered or adjusted since the time of Brown. The editor wanted her magazine to 

promote women as single, sexual beings. Even though the societal context has changed 

considerably, the magazine continues to provide young women with advice and content on 

the same topics, based on exactly the same values. However, since the time of Brown, 

feminism has effectuated considerable change and also gone through significant changes 

of its own. Today, gaining control over individual sexual agency is no longer a primary 

feminist project. The current mass media are filled with over-sexualized representations of 

women, clearly reflecting a culture in which women are no longer projected as sweet, 
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passive housewives and mothers, but rather have become sexual subjects who thrive on 

men´s desire. In summary, the final result of the rebranded Cosmopolitan is today a 

communicator of ideas which reflects Gill´s definition of a postfeminist “sensibility” in 

media.           

 Women in the “LoveLust!” section embody typical second wave feminist ideas, 

such as freedom, choice, and empowerment. These ideas are manifested in the ideal of the 

“fun, fearless female.” However, this particular female´s brand of liberation comes with 

the burden of a range of responsibilities for, among other things, the technicalities of sex. 

According to the magazine, she has to fight for her right to orgasm last, stop using the 

biggest excuse made for men, awaken his force and light his saber, light his candle, blow 

his mind, learn relationship resolutions to dump and keep, and, to top it all off, learn by 

heart the one line that´ll make him commit. When the fun, fearless one has been in a 

relationship for some time, she must proceed to develop new sex tricks, make her sex life 

hotter, make her “vanilla” sex hotter, learn how to mix sex toys and boys, ace her orals, 

and have gold medal sex to cross the finish line together with her partner. Most 

importantly, she must learn how to turn herself on and always remember that she deserves 

better sex. Consequently, the female sexuality portrayed in Cosmopolitan exists within a 

tight web of responsibilities and duties. In this respect, paradoxically, it has much in 

common with that of the good wife in the marital sex manuals from the 1950s and 60s. 

The female sexuality is, once again, deconstructed and analyzed. However, the activities 

of this new female are no longer presented as favoring the male´s sexual pleasure; on the 

contrary, female pleasure is presented as extremely important, although dependent on the 

male´s desire for her. Historically, our whole sexual vocabulary has been developed based 

on male sexual preference, because both male and female sexuality have traditionally been 

defined by men. Thus, female sexuality is reduced to an expert performance to which a 

woman had better arrive well-prepared.        

 Men in the “Manthropology” section, on the other hand, are described as blinded 

by biology. They are guys and bros who are programmed to avoid commitment, have 

unexpected erections, send women pictures of their genitals, “manspread” because they 

used to hunt lions and hate to shop, all just because they are guys. Further, guys are 

presented as biologically programmed to avoid anything which resembles femininity. This 

is the curse of the Guyland. The image of manhood, in sum, appears in every way as 
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limiting and oppressive to men as the traditional images of womanhood once were to 

women. Furthermore, in the eyes of “Manthropology” males, women are their complete 

opposites.           

 The depictions of both the male and female contain obvious contradictions: While 

women are sexual subjects, their pleasure is dependent on them being desired by men and 

they need to slave hard to acquire a range of technical sexual skills in order to have sexual 

power and be free. This is, of course, where Cosmopolitan and its expert advice comes 

into the picture. The magazine´s commercial strategy is clearly built on female insecurity 

and the readership´s indefinite need for advice, which comes at a price. On the other hand, 

while when men are depicted as active subjects, they are simultaneously slaves to biology 

and thus infantilized. Furthermore, seen through the Cosmo guys´ eyes, the sexy, well-

prepared women they are supposed to desire and conquer appear to be nerve-wracked, 

commitment-oriented creatures who, although supposedly liberated, spend their time 

endlessly trying to decode men. Paradoxically, in what is presented as the most 

progressive and modern of magazines, the gender stereotypes applied to both men and 

women appear even more limiting and reductionist than those the second wave feminism 

and the social movements of the 1960s and 70s set out to free us from.  

 While Helen Gurley Brown once represented radical ideas and was deserving of 

her feminist crown, today one might ask whether the world and values of Cosmopolitan 

magazine have stood still while the rest of the world has changed. As mentioned, recent 

feminist thought has developed into a far more gender-inclusive discourse. Furthermore, 

since the passing of the millennium, ideas of gender in the Western world have expanded, 

as homosexuality, bisexuality, and transsexuality have become visible and accepted. Inside 

Cosmopolitan, however, editors and writers insist on holding on to the rigid idea of gender 

polarity, and go to great lengths in examining, explaining, and educating us about our 

enormous differences. Based on a year´s reading of the sections examined in this thesis, 

one might conclude that balanced relationships and emotional bonds between the two 

sexes that make up most of humankind must be next to impossible. However, in real life, 

outside the community of the Cosmopolitan microcosm, women and men actually work 

together, have discussions on various subjects, live in the same houses, form friendships, 

are in lasting relationships, rear children, watch the same television shows, and read the 

same newspapers.           
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 In conclusion, it appears as if the once radical Cosmopolitan magazine in the 21st 

century no longer represents the liberated female ideal it was once a pioneer in promoting, 

nor does the magazine represent modern manhood.  
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