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Abstract 

Women, often regarded as the primary caretakers within families and communities, remain at the 

frontline of both ecological and societal crises. As nurturers, workers, and nation-builders, their roles are 

deeply intertwined with the sustainability of everyday life. Yet, throughout history, women have been 

subjected to media portrayals that undermine their agency and reduce their identities to narrowly defined 

stereotypes. Among these, advertising stands out as a powerful cultural force that commodities the 

female body, transforming it into a commercial object and positioning women predominantly as symbols 

of glamour, desire, and consumption. This paper explores how modern advertising constructs women 

within consumer culture, examining the dual impact of such portrayals. On one hand, advertisements 

elevate women as aspirational figures, central to lifestyle branding and the promotion of consumer ideals. 

On the other, they simultaneously perpetuate reductive stereotypes that objectify women and disconnect 

them from their real-world roles as decision-makers, nurturers, and ecological stewards. By adopting an 

eco-feminist lens, the study critically investigates the intersection of gender, ecology, and media 

representation. Advertising not only reshapes cultural perceptions of femininity but also normalizes 

unsustainable patterns of consumption. It highlights the broader implications for social values, consumer 

behaviour, and environmental consciousness in a globalized context. Ultimately, the paper argues that 

challenging the stereotypes of women in advertising is not only a gendered concern but also a pressing 

ecological necessity, with significant consequences for achieving sustainable futures. 

Keywords: Eco-feminism, Gender representation, Advertising stereotypes, Objectification of women, 

Consumer culture, Environmental consciousness. 
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Introduction 

Advertising—defined as a paid, non-personal form of public communication—plays a significant role in 

shaping contemporary culture and influencing both individual behaviors and collective perceptions. As a 

powerful tool of persuasion, it transcends mere product promotion to become a medium through which 

ideologies, values, and social norms are constructed and disseminated. Across a range of platforms—

including television, print, digital, and outdoor media—advertising not only informs consumer decisions 

but also subtly reinforces societal expectations about identity, success, beauty, and gender.  

In this highly competitive, market-driven society, advertisers often deploy strategic, attention-grabbing 

techniques to appeal to target audiences. One pervasive method involves the use of exaggerated, 

idealized, and often stereotypical portrayals of women. Women are frequently depicted as passive, 

decorative, and primarily valued for their physical appearance or sexual appeal—relegated to the role of 

objects of desire rather than agents of change. These portrayals are not incidental; they reflect and 

reinforce long-standing patriarchal norms and cultural narratives that marginalize women's diverse 

realities and contributions. 

Such representations, while commercially effective, have profound implications. They contribute to a 

reductive understanding of womanhood and overlook the multifaceted roles that women play in real 

life—as caretakers, educators, community leaders, and especially as stewards of ecological well-being. 

The media’s tendency to ignore these dimensions of women's lives creates a disconnect between popular 

imagery and actual lived experience. 

This paper aims to explore this disconnect through the lens of eco-feminism—an interdisciplinary 

framework that links the exploitation of nature with the oppression of women. Eco-feminist theory posits 

that the marginalization of women and the degradation of the environment are not separate phenomena 

but are rooted in the same patriarchal ideologies that value domination, control, and commodification 

over care, interdependence, and sustainability. By applying this lens, the paper will critically analyze how 

media representations undermine women's ecological consciousness and leadership, and argue for a more 

empowering, inclusive portrayal that recognizes women's roles in advancing environmental justice and 

social equity. 

Literature Review 

Eco-feminism provides the foundation for understanding the link between gender oppression and 

ecological exploitation. Vandana Shiva (1988) highlights how capitalist patriarchy marginalizes women’s 

ecological knowledge, while Karen Warren (1990) stresses that patriarchal domination manifests both in 

the control of women’s bodies and in the commodification of nature. 

Advertising has long been critiqued for reinforcing gender stereotypes. Goffman (1979) demonstrated 

how women are often portrayed as submissive and decorative, while men are shown as powerful. Later 

works by Kilbourne (1999) and Jhally (2017) argue that advertising normalizes the sexual 

commodification of women. In the Indian context, Munshi (2001) and Mankekar (2015) note that 

fairness creams and household goods are marketed through entrenched patriarchal hierarchies, casting 

women as homemakers or dependent on male validation. 

The psychological impact of such portrayals is significant. Grabe, Ward, and Hyde (2008) found that 

exposure to idealized female bodies increases body dissatisfaction, while Tiggemann and Slater (2014) 

show that social media intensifies these anxieties. Yet, scholars such as Banet-Weiser (2012) observe that 

women also negotiate and resist advertising stereotypes, complicating the narrative of passive 

consumption. 

Eco-feminist perspectives expand this critique by showing how media often feminizes nature—

portraying it as pure, nurturing, or submissive (Gaard, 2011). While “green marketing” claims ecological 

concern, Maclaran (2015) and Cronin (2018) argue that it often romanticizes femininity and fuels further 

consumerism. Globally, campaigns like Dove’s Real Beauty have challenged narrow beauty standards 

(Gill & Elias, 2014), though critics note that empowerment itself becomes commodified. In India, while 

brands such as Fair & Lovely perpetuate colorism (Parameswaran & Cardoza, 2009), others like Bisleri 

and Chakkara Gold promote environmental and social awareness. 
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Overall, literature shows advertising as a site of duality—perpetuating stereotypes and ecological harm 

while also offering potential for empowerment and eco-conscious narratives. 

Eco-Feminism: A Conceptual Framework 

Eco-feminism argues that the oppression of women and the exploitation of nature are deeply 

interconnected and rooted in patriarchal structures. According to philosopher Karen Warren (1990), eco-

feminism is based on four core principles: 

1. There are vital connections between the oppression of nature and the oppression of women.  

2. Understanding these connections is essential to addressing both environmental and gender-based 

issues. 

3. Feminist theory must incorporate an ecological perspective. 

4. Environmental theory must be informed by feminist analysis. 

Eco-feminists contend that the patriarchal mind-set that seeks to dominate women is the same force that 

drives environmental degradation. This perspective is critical when analysing advertising, which often 

objectifies women and disregards the environmental consequences of consumerism. 

The Effects of Advertising on Women 

In a consumer-driven economy, advertising is a key influence on purchasing decisions. By using the 

AIDA model (Attention, Interest, Desire, Action), advertisers craft content designed to evoke emotional 

and psychological responses. Unfortunately, many advertisements exploit women's images to achieve 

these goals, using unrealistic standards of beauty, hyper sexualized imagery, and stereotypical gender 

roles. 

These portrayals can negatively impact women's self-esteem, especially among teenagers and young 

adults. Exposure to idealized female bodies in media is linked to body dissatisfaction, eating disorders, 

and identity issues. While women are depicted as physically appealing, they are often not shown as 

intellectually capable, independent, or ecologically conscious individuals. 

On a broader level, such depictions reinforce the perception of women as passive, dependent, or limited 

to domestic roles, rather than as active agents of change or environmental stewards. This undermines 

both the feminist and ecological ideals that are central to eco-feminist discourse. 

Portrayal of Women in Advertising 

Advertising frequently perpetuates traditional gender stereotypes. Men are shown in positions of power—

owning cars, using technology, leading business ventures—while women are associated with domestic 

tasks or beauty products. For example, products like laundry detergents (Tide, Power) and fairness 

creams (Fair & Lovely, Fairever) are typically marketed to women, while cars (Volkswagen, Tata Nano) 

and cameras (Canon, Nikon) are advertised to men. 

Additionally, women in advertisements are often scantily clad and depicted in submissive or sexually 

suggestive poses, especially in fashion and lifestyle media (e.g., Vogue, Filmfare). In contrast, men in 

similar advertisements are shown as assertive, fully clothed, and in control. 

Examples of objectification include ads for products like Axe deodorant, Slice, or Ultratech cement, 

where women are used as decorative or suggestive elements, unrelated to the product’s function. This not 

only misrepresents reality but also limits women’s visibility to a narrow set of socially constructed roles. 

However, there are exceptions. Brands like Dove, Chakkara Gold, and Bisleri have initiated more 

inclusive campaigns, showcasing women of different body types, skin tones, and occupations. Such 

campaigns challenge conventional portrayals and promote body positivity, environmental awareness, and 

gender equality. 
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Research Methodology (Qualitative) 

This study primarily adopts a qualitative research design to interpret the symbolic and cultural 

significance of women’s representation in advertising from an eco-feminist perspective. The aim is to 

uncover deeper socio-political meanings behind portrayals of women and their relationship to ecological 

discourses. 

Research Design 

The study uses Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA) and Visual Semiotics as the main qualitative tools. 

CDA allows for examining how advertising texts and images reproduce patriarchal and consumerist 

ideologies, while semiotic analysis interprets signs, symbols, and representations of women in relation to 

nature and consumption. 

Data Collection 

Sample: A purposive sample of 3 advertisements (Dove, Chakkara Gold, and Bisleri) 

Selection Criteria: Ads that prominently featured women, especially in connection with beauty, lifestyle, 

household, and eco-friendly product campaigns. 

Rationale for Selecting the Three Advertisements 

The study deliberately selected Dove, Chakkara Gold, and Bisleri advertisements because they stand out 

as exceptions within the larger advertising industry, which is often dominated by stereotypical and 

objectifying portrayals of women. These campaigns were chosen for the following reasons:  

Representation of Alternative Narratives 

While most advertisements reinforce patriarchal beauty norms and gender stereotypes, these three 

campaigns introduce counter-narratives. 

Dove challenges unrealistic beauty standards through its “Real Beauty” campaign. 

Chakkara Gold emphasizes women’s labor and leadership in rural and agricultural settings. 

Bisleri incorporates women as advocates of environmental sustainability. 

Balance Between Global and Local Contexts 

1. Dove represents a global campaign, widely discussed in feminist media studies for its body-

positive discourse. 

2. Chakkara Gold reflects a local Indian context, highlighting rural women’s empowerment and 

ecological engagement. 

3. Bisleri sits at the intersection of consumerism and environmental advocacy, reflecting Indian 

advertising’s attempt to align with sustainability narratives. 

 

Relevance to Eco-Feminist Framework 

All three campaigns align, in different ways, with eco-feminist principles of resisting domination and 

recognizing women’s agency. 

Dove → counters commodification of women’s bodies. 

Chakkara Gold → connects women with ecological labor and stewardship. 

Bisleri → links women with environmental activism and consumer responsibility. 

Comparative Value 

Together, these ads provide a spectrum of inclusivity—from body image and social empowerment to 

ecological symbolism. This variety allows the study to demonstrate how eco-feminist values can be 

integrated differently across global beauty, local agriculture, and sustainability campaigns. 
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Analytical Framework 

The analysis proceeded in three stages: 

Textual and Visual Reading – identifying language, slogans, dress codes, body postures, and use of 

nature symbols. 

Interpretive Coding – classifying portrayals as objectifying, empowering, or ecologically symbolic. 

Eco-Feminist Reflection – linking advertising narratives with eco-feminist principles (e.g., parallels 

between domination of women and exploitation of nature). 

 

Content Analysis of Inclusive Campaigns 

1. Dove – Real Beauty Campaign 

Stage 1: Textual and Visual Reading 

Language & Slogans: “Real Beauty” emphasizes authenticity and inclusivity. 

Dress Codes: Casual, everyday clothing; avoids sexualized attire. 

Body Postures: Women shown smiling, standing confidently, often in group solidarity. 

Nature Symbols: Minimal; focus is on natural skin and diversity rather than ecological imagery. 

Stage 2: Interpretive Coding 

Portrayal Type: Empowering. Women are depicted as self-assured, not as objects of male gaze. 

Stage 3: Eco-Feminist Reflection 

Challenges patriarchal beauty norms that commodity women’s bodies. While less directly linked to 

ecology, it aligns with eco-feminism by resisting domination and celebrating diversity and agency. 

2. Chakkara Gold – Rural Women Empowerment Campaign 

Stage 1: Textual and Visual Reading 

Language & Slogans: Emphasizes dignity of labor and women’s role in rural development. 

Dress Codes: Traditional attire (sarees, work clothes), representing authenticity of rural women. 

Body Postures: Active—working in fields, leading groups, negotiating in markets. 

Nature Symbols: Strong ecological presence—crops, soil, and agricultural landscapes. 

Stage 2: Interpretive Coding 

Portrayal Type: Empowering + Ecologically Symbolic. Women shown as producers, not passive 

dependents. 

Stage 3: Eco-Feminist Reflection 

Resonates with eco-feminist ideals by recognizing women as custodians of land and food security. 

Counters stereotypes of domestic confinement and links women’s empowerment with ecological 

stewardship. 

3. Bisleri – Water Conservation Campaign 

Stage 1: Textual and Visual Reading 

Language & Slogans: “Har Paani Ki Bottle Bisleri Nahin” stresses mindful consumption. 

Dress Codes: Everyday attire, not glamourized; women positioned as relatable citizens. 

Body Postures: Assertive—pointing, speaking, or educating others about water conservation. 

Nature Symbols: Strong presence of water, rivers, and bottles as ecological metaphors. 

Stage 2: Interpretive Coding 

Portrayal Type: Ecologically Symbolic + Empowering. Women are active participants in environmental 

advocacy. 

Stage 3: Eco-Feminist Reflection 

Reflects eco-feminist values by linking women with environmental responsibility. Challenges both 

consumerism and gender passivity, presenting women as agents of ecological consciousness.  

 

Comparative Summary 

Dove → Empowerment (body diversity, self-worth). 

Chakkara Gold → Empowerment + Ecological Symbolism (women as agricultural stewards). 

Bisleri → Ecological Symbolism + Empowerment (women as advocates of sustainable water use).  

Together, these campaigns illustrate how advertising can move beyond objectification to align with eco-

feminist principles of agency, diversity, and ecological harmony. 
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Eco-Feminist Reflections on Advertising 

From an eco-feminist viewpoint, advertising is not merely a commercial tool but a cultural text that 

reflects and reproduces deeper socio-political, gendered, and environmental dynamics. The way women 

are commodified in advertisements closely parallels the exploitation of nature under capitalist patriarchy. 

Just as natural resources are extracted, packaged, and sold for profit, women’s bodies are frequently 

objectified, stripped of their intrinsic value, and transformed into decorative or sexualized commodities to 

fuel consumer desire. In both cases—nature and women—what is vital, complex, and life-sustaining is 

reduced to a marketable object serving patriarchal and capitalist interests. 

Eco-feminism highlights that these patterns are not accidental but systemic. Advertising often glamorizes 

consumption, presenting women as symbols of beauty, purity, or desirability, while simultaneously 

promoting products that contribute to ecological harm. For example, luxury fashion campaigns may 

feature scantily clad women in pristine natural landscapes, yet the industries behind them often exploit 

labour and pollute the environment. Such contradictory portrayals reinforce both gender inequality and 

ecological degradation. 

An eco-feminist approach to advertising therefore calls for a critical restructuring of how women and 

nature are represented. Instead of perpetuating stereotypes that position women as passive objects of 

desire or caretakers bound to domesticity, media and corporations must recognize women as active 

agents of ecological stewardship, leadership, and innovation. 

Conclusion 

Advertising holds significant power in shaping societal values, especially regarding gender and consumer 

behaviour. While it can be a tool for empowerment and social awareness, its current trajectory often 

promotes unrealistic beauty standards, reinforces patriarchal values, and contributes to ecological harm. 

Through the lens of eco-feminism, we recognize that women’s misrepresentation in advertisements is not 

an isolated issue, but part of a broader pattern of exploitation—of both the environment and marginalized 

groups. A shift toward responsible, inclusive, and sustainable advertising is essential. By challenging 

stereotypes and promoting authentic representations, the media can help foster a more equitable and 

ecologically conscious society. 
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