Gender Targeting in Magazine Ads for Motorola Mobiles
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I was reading the May 2002 issue of Men´s Health, a magazine I could only describe as the point of reference for the modern urban confidence-lacking man who wants to make the most out of his heterosexual existence by comparing himself with the perfect prototype of the contemporary narcissistic male. Flicking though the pages of this publication one can find articles on healthy life style, fitness, wealth, social habits, sport, sex, and fashion. A lot of fashion, as the reader has to deal with the more than sixty pages of printed ads from clothing to perfume and accessories, purposely placed in between the hundred and seventy pages of the May copy. I do tend to look at these ads with more or less attention following my personal interest in fashion, but if I had to recall any of them I could not even be able to remember which brand this or that ad advertised. However, seven months after reading the magazine one of those ads came straight into my mind when I came across the task of writing this essay. The ad came on two separate pages –not the traditional double page spread ad though- which means the reader had to see the same product two consecutive times yet with a different visual packaging each time. This is a common advertising practice explained by Rothschild as a media plan from the companies to maintain the freshness of their product showing ‘continuity across messages to aid consumer learning’ (Rothschild 1987:180). In his own words, The ads were presenting the newest mobile phone from Motorola. In the first page the phone was held by a woman, with the words OBEYMEMOTO written across the picture. In the second page, a man was holding the same phone, yet this time the message read NOTNOWMOTO. In this essay I will attempt to compare and contrast both ads through the semiotic deconstruction of their form and content, in order to observe what is the major discourse behind them in relation to the context where they were found. 
I shall refer to both ads as texts, beginning with a separate reading of each one of them and a further discussion of both ads in conjunction, observing issues of gender representation, cultural identity and the importance of context for the study of signs/texts in the field of advertising.

These two ads belong to a series of plates designed to advertise the new generation of Motorola mobiles (See Appendix). Each one of them portrays a picture of a single individual (except one that shows a group of three) representing a facet of the use of mobile phones in a social domain. Furthermore, each image is reinforced by a one word statement, made of at least two other words and the suffix  MOTO as the catch name of the brand, a persuasive strategy to fix the name of the brand into the aimed target audience. This use of language made me think of Newspeak, the dystopic language invented by George Orwell in his novel Nineteen Eighty-four, in which people were to spoke with ‘short clipped words of unmistakable meaning which could be uttered rapidly and which roused the minimum of echoes in the speaker's mind’ (URL http://www.mega.nu:8080/ampp/1984.html#2). The meaning of each ad depends on these words, which just by themselves represent innovation –the language of mobile phones, shortening words to fit them into text messages- and the new image of the company plus a direct appeal to a specific target audience in terms of gender, social class, sexual preference, social practices, and cultural identity. As I see it, the idea behind this advertising campaign is that there is a Motorola mobile/ad to cater for the needs of every given individual. Following is a description of two of those ads which I believe to be aimed at women and men respectively, and that I shall bring together to observe differences and similarities to analyse the distinct messages that can be read in each one of them under a semiotic reading with special regard to issues of gender and power.

OBEYMEMOTO
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The first ad portrays a young woman wearing a black suit and tie and holding the new v60 Motorola mobile phone up in front of her face. The woman looks at the phone with a defiant yet authoritative expression. The catchword OBEYMEMOTO appears written on big white bold letters across the ad.  Then a small scale picture next to the woman shows the same phone she is holding with the word ‘Calling’ displayed on the screen. This is accompanied by a few details of the handset –metal shell, tri-band, 64 ring tones, GPRS, internal and external display- and the URL of the Motorola UK website. On the top right side of the ad, just on top of the ‘Calling’ phone, there is a stylised Motorola logo with the company’s motto underneath, ‘Intelligence everywhere’.

NOTNOWMOTO
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The ad shows a young man holding a v60 Motorola mobile phone in a way that only he can see the display. In fact, he is turned in such a way that he is facing the audience while only his eyes are set on the phone. He wears silver grey trousers, white shirt and a black tie. Across the ad there is the NOTNOWMOTO message, written in big bold letters. A small scale picture next to the man shows the v60 phone he is holding with the word ‘Zoe Calling’ displayed on the screen. Next to it there are the details of the handset –metal shell, tri-band, 64 ring tones, GPRS, internal and external display- and the UK based Motorola website address. On the top right side of the ad and just above the picture of the phone, there is a Motorola logo with the company’s motto underneath, ‘Intelligence everywhere’.

The OBEYMEMOTO ad could be read from two different perspectives, one more obvious than the other. The first reading would be through the observation of the representational aspects of the ad. What does the woman represent? The suit is a formal sign that viewers easily associate with a higher range of person. She is wearing the stereotypical dark corporate uniform of the urban businessman and she is in a pose that denotes attitude, temperament and that could be described as authoritative. She is clearly looking at her phone over the shoulder, a gaze that in most social groups is understood as a sign of superiority. It is understood then that she is giving that superior look to whoever person is on the other side of the phone line; she might be giving orders, or responding to a subordinate.  In short, the woman in figure 1 has been remodeled by the ad producer to embody a number of elements that Hall perceives as ‘power’ under the actual social and ideological codes. Such power, as both Gramsci, and Foucault put it, ‘involves knowledge, representation, ideas, cultural leadership and authority, as well as economic constraint and physical coercion’(Hall 1997:261). With her outfit, pose and facial expression the woman on the image is embracing all those elements, symbolising a dominant power figure, a theory that is clearly reinforced by the piece of text that crosses the picture and the idolization of the mobile phone as the culmination of her supremacy. However, it could be argued that this woman is not as powerful as she tries to look. On a further reading of the image it could be said that this is just another example of the always oppressing male superiority acting upon the inferiority of the female gender. She is dressed as a man, yet she is not a man. She is a perfidious woman who dares wearing a suit, with her lips burning in red lipstick and her long hair done in a bun. The image can be understood as yet another materialization of the ‘submissive woman’ male fantasy so often found in advertising. This woman would not necessarily be giving orders and be taking them instead. As Vestergaard and Schrøder assert ‘Today’s woman as portrayed by advertising is quite active. In most cases, however, her activity consists in transforming herself into a passive object awaiting the man’s initiative’ (Vestergaard & Schrøder 1985:82) This woman’s facial expression could be taken as her disgust for having to obey instructions from a strange entity coming from an object that could also be taken as a phallic symbol. And in this case, the word OBEYMEMOTO stamped on top of her would perfectly be the final message to confirm that, in the context where the picture was found, the male viewer is dealing with an insolent woman who needs discipline and that the product advertised can be a form of inflicting domination in some way or another.

The NOTNOWMOTO is bold in its meaning and does not leave much room for discussion or intertextual readings. The ad portrays a young man doubting whether he should answer his phone or not. He has the power to chose between different options and he is in control of the situation. The man’s physical appearance is the main visual target of the reader. He is young, well built, with a healthy look and yet he is not so amazingly attractive as to make a man jealous. As a matter of fact, it could be said that he represents the next door neighbor or simply the common average man. His masculinity is clearly displayed in his facial features. His tie implies that he moves within a formal uptight environment, but the fact of him not wearing a jacket and his silver colored trousers emphasises his youth, independence and a certain degree of glamour –an adjective that can only be a applied to a man who matches his trousers with the color of his mobile phone. As a whole, the ad gives the feeling of coolness, if such a word could be used in the field of semiotics. The association of the product with the physical qualities of this man is focus of the spectator’s attention. And in regard to his appearance there is a strange aspect of the picture that is worth mentioning and which is the disproportion of the model’s left hand. It appears clearly bigger in relation to the rest of the man’s body and even though this is almost unappreciable at a quick glance, his big right well-groomed hand could be taken as a sign of autonomy, satisfaction in life and power to accomplish. The right hand, as the basic human tool which lets us grasping, possessing and manipulating objects, takes a relevant position in the ad denoting security, control and the ability to achieve goods in a material world. Furthermore, the fact that he is taken from a vertical angle –from below the reader’s gaze- follows the assumption that that a low camera angle ‘can make someone appear more powerful’ (Messaris 1997:34). To complete the discourse of the picture, the motto NOTNOWMOTO clearly reflects the freedom and power to decide of this young man. He has the capability to shut up his interlocutor by just pressing the appropriate key of his mobile phone. His Motorola gives him the authority to be in control of his social relations and maintaining his integrity as a man in a modern world in which communications can be stopped even before the sender of the message, who in this case is called Zoe, has reached the receiver.

IDONTWANTO’OBEYOUNOWMOTO

In conclusion, as these two semiotic descriptions of both texts have brought up there are very different issues working in each one of them as separate entities Finding the main discourse of these two ads is as simple as adding their both mottos together. The receivers of each ad, either male or female, identify with their visual signs and texts yet very much in debt to the context where they function. The explanation for this paradigmatic or meaning shift of an ad is that ‘discourse is the text and context together’ (Cook 1992:4). For instance, the OBEYMEMOTO ad could perfectly work by itself in a women’s magazine addressing the issues of female power in a social context where men are the dominant gender. However, in that same context there would be no place for the second ad for it would surely diminish the discourse of the first one. On the other hand, and in the context of a men´s magazine both ads could work one without the other as they both reinforce the ideology of men as a superior beings in the way that the first pleases the sexual fantasies of those who like being dominated by lascivious women and those who like to be in control of them. In any case, the product always prevails over the meaning of these two ads. The mobile phone is not to be taken as a paradigmatic sign in these images as it gives full meaning to their message. This is because communication is the key issue in these two ads, and even though they are design to work in different levels of discourse addressing different receivers (male, female) it can also be said that they very much depend on the context where are found.
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Appendix.

The HELLOMOTO campaign launched by Motorola.

I found these pictures displayed as a gallery at the Motorola Hungary Website, the only place where I could find them available as single plates. Interestingly enough, the NOTNOWMOTO ad I used in my essay was not there, which led me to the assumption that it was expressly made for British printed media targeting young male readers. As a matter of fact, the equivalent one found hereby portrays a much older man in a more masculine pose with his genitalia right on the centre of the picture, an image which would have offered a wider angle of discussion if contrasted with the OBEYMEMOTO ad. However, this also makes me think that the male ad I focused on allows for further readings in other printed contexts –as for instance it could possibly had been found in a gay magazine with a different semiotic meaning from that I based my work on. Another objective reading on the mottos of each ad would have brought very interesting semiotic analyses, since all of them work independently from the image they belong to, giving information about each product and addressing individual issues of identity without implicating further visual decodifications in a unique example of intertextuality.
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