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Abstract

In order to better understand American society’s attitude toward male body image, this paper utilizes a semiotic approach. Drawing upon social semiotics as an analytical framework, it examines the articulation of the modern “male body image ideal” in the United States. The current ideal popularly conveyed is one of a lean, muscular physique. The role of the bodybuilding subculture is analyzed alongside types of media discourse (magazines, such as Men’s Health and Muscle and Fitness, and various types of advertisements), which highlight the ideals being disseminated. Furthermore, a study is presented of the dialogue about masculinity and the increasingly pervasive and frequently unrealistic ideal of male body image presented in society at large today. I find that, through the various signifiers discussed, the prevailing ideal propagated is the muscular mesomorph.
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“Man tries to exaggerate what nature has given him”

-Charles Darwin (1809–1882)

Contemporary American society places a high premium on personal appearance. There is a prevailing belief in the image-conscious nature of Western culture that attractiveness is equated with goodness. Research has demonstrated that there are a number of positive qualities associated with being attractive, and that attractive individuals are perceived to lead more fulfilling lives than unattractive individuals (Dion, Berscheid, and Walster 258). Traditional stereotypes have tended to reinforce body image issues related to women’s appearance; thus, this preoccupation with image has historically been thought of as predominantly a women's issue. However, examinations of current magazines and other media suggest that male body image has emerged to hold greater social significance for men in the last fifty years. The changes in contemporary attitudes toward male body image, along with the changes in men’s behaviors regarding their appearance, have prompted scholars in various fields, such as sociology, psychology, and communications, to examine the role of physical image in men’s lives and the semiotic meaning that this entails. Only in the past ten to fifteen years have researchers actually given due attention to bodybuilding and male body image.
By researching the importance of male body image to American males in contemporary society, the role of the bodybuilding subculture in shaping and influencing the corresponding ideal is examined. Highlighting the specific image ideals that are being disseminated through the media (e.g., Figure 1), what their correlating behaviors are, and the cultural implications of this phenomenon, I show that the increasingly unrealistic image presented in society today regarding this facet of masculinity is more pervasive than ever, resulting in both positive and negative effects. In addition, delving into the origins of bodybuilding culture, its role in the shaping of this image is important in regard to definitions of masculinity and their corresponding “ideals."

Researchers have determined that the male body ideal has evolved into a lean and largely muscular physique, also known as a mesomorphic build (Leit, Pope, and Gray 58; Pope et al. 5). I theorize that this specific physique—lean and muscular yet not grossly exaggerated—is the one that constitutes the current ideal in Western culture. This body type is preferred to the endomorphic (fat) or ectomorphic (thin) types (Tucker 986). Within the mesomorphic category, it is the muscular mesomorphic physique that is chosen by the majority of men as the most desirable or ideal body type (Mishkind et al. 546). Preference for this type of body is estimated to develop around the age of seven, intensify through adolescence, and peak in adulthood (Spitzer 545). Characteristics of this body type include well-developed chest and arm muscles, complemented by wide shoulders and a narrow waist (i.e., a V-shaped upper body). Notably, the upper torso is a particularly important aspect of the male body ideal, with a large and muscular chest being most desirable (Horvath 22). Men report higher levels of body satisfaction when their body shape is closest to the muscular mesomorphic ideal (Labre 226). I propose that the relentless imagery disseminated by our culture in the last generation has contributed to this current ideal, and that it has had varying effects on individuals and on society as a whole.

Exhaustive academic research of bodybuilding is only recently being authored. In recent years, however, works by Alan Klein, Susan Bordo, Lynne Luciano, and others have provided extensive theory and analysis of this phenomenon. While this is only a relatively new field of study, the most cited work detailing a comprehensive examination of this subculture and its enormous role in shaping the ideal male body image is Klein’s Little Big Men: Bodybuilding Subculture and Gender Construction (1993.) Considered to be the seminal scholarly work in this field, Klein shows how masculinity of the body in the form of muscularity allows bodybuilders to understand themselves as masculine beings. In other words, by looking manly, bodybuilders can feel manly. This process is reflected by the praise of self-discovery in weightlifting: men test their physical and mental limits (and their masculinity) by testing their strength and how large their muscles can get. A quote from a bodybuilder in Flex magazine articulates this: “I had a love of my task, my self-exploration, my need to meet the challenge of continual improvement” (Sullivan 24). Bodybuilders are perpetually in progressive stages of determining how manly they can be. It is no wonder, then, that the goals of being massive and muscular (and, hence, conspicuously masculine) are so prominent in the ethos of bodybuilding culture. Bodybuilders, whether or not they are aware of it, aspire to images of the muscular hero, thereby reinforcing (or, according to Klein, propping up) their masculine identities. Klein and other scholars show how the bodybuilding subculture (and other influences) developed and nurtured this ideal, and how the media constructed the messages that consequently effected this change in thinking in society.

Modern Western culture is as fascinated with the human body as any previous society or culture. Whether it is the image of the chiseled hero of ancient Greece, the thin rock star of the 1960s, or the beefcake bodybuilder of today, men have sometimes been defined, in nearly all areas of life, largely in terms of their musculature. The major difference being that the current fascination is not with the physiological function of the body, but with the aesthetic. Notions of male body image have been a point of contention among scholars of contemporary popular discourse. Men today are facing a quandary regarding masculine identity. This hinges on Western society’s increasing objectification of the male body, and its corresponding predominant cultural messages regarding masculine physique. I later present different historical examples, which have served to lay the foundation for today’s ideal.

As is illustrated by various historical and cultural differences regarding ideals of attractiveness, its definitions are culturally specific. This thesis focuses on the ideals of male body image in modern Western society. While many societies consider various types of physique to be ideal, societies differ on which body shape and size is more attractive. Historically, various cultures have thought of portly men and women as attractive, because rotundness was viewed as synonymous with social status and wealth. In modern Western cultures, thin body shapes for women, and sleek muscular body shapes for men are generally considered most attractive. Not everyone will agree with the body ideals held up by society, but more often than not, society upholds values that are generally agreed upon by most of its individual citizens (Whitmarsh 21–23).
Also examined here are the relevant signs and the contemporary ideal to which men are exposed through a semiotic system. What are the semiotics of body image and appearance for men, and how does its symbolic meaning affect men’s sense of masculinity and self-concept? This paper posits that, since masculinity is a social and symbolic construct, it can be studied from a semiotic perspective. Drawing upon social semiotics as an analytical framework, this paper examines several differing aspects of male body image, including historical anecdotes, bodybuilding media, and sociological studies. Although it is the case that masculinity is socially determined, it is the conveyance of the ideal body image that serves to assist in the determination of masculinity. This symbolic association between the contemporary muscular male body image and its particular indications of masculinity has been transformed in the last generation into one that has emphasized the lean, muscular body, which originated from bodybuilding culture.

Understanding semiotics is important to observing and analyzing the current male body image issues. In the nineteenth century, Semiotician Charles Peirce defined semiotics as the “quasi-necessary, or formal doctrine of signs.” (Peirce 2: par. 227). Peirce postulated that humans as a species seem to be compelled to make meanings. Distinctively, we make meanings through our creation and interpretation of “signs.” Indeed, “we think only in signs” (Peirce 2: par. 302). This is relevant to the study of male body image, because the iconic representation of a lean, muscular physique, in effect, drives many men to draw meaning in order to emulate what they visually process. The signifiers that convey meaning are the relentless advertising and the social pressure that not only accompany the bodybuilding subculture, but influence mainstream society as well.  

Umberto Eco, an authoritative researcher on the subject, defined semiotics as a process by which a culture produces signs and/or attributes meaning to signs (De Lauretis 167). That “meaning” is construed as semantic value produced through culturally shared codes (De Lauretis 167). This is evident in the study of male body image, because there has been an increasing uniformity in the last quarter century regarding the representation of the corresponding ideal due to the influence of the mass media. This semiotic approach emphasizes how these frequent references to transforming one’s body actually constructs a discourse about male body image, using words, pictures, and metaphors as signs within a complex code that needs to be deciphered. Beneficiaries of the aforementioned “code” include the fashion, advertising, and burgeoning sports supplement industries.

What are the signs relevant to body image in contemporary culture? How do these signs get perpetuated through time? In the book, Of Cigarettes, High Heels, and Other Interesting Things, Marcel Danesi states: “The concern over virtually every aspect of body image, from hairstyle to body shape, is a clear signal that humans invest enormous meaning in the body as personal statement and as a source of self-definition” (61–62). Also in the book, Danesi describes a signifying order as a system of signs that provides constancy and continuity to group life, because it permits members to pass along what they have learned from one generation to the next. The current generation, which has altered the definition of male ideal body image via signifying order, is one that is investigated in this paper. 

In the following excerpt, Danesi explains these icons and their consequences:

The body is perceived to be the physical costume that people wear to accompany the facial “mask” they present to a partner or, more generally, to a social audience. So it, too, must be prepared and decorated for presentation. This view of the body explains why people in the West seem to be preoccupied with "getting into shape”. Notions of attractiveness are learned from media images. The semiotic study of nonverbal codes is a study in how people experience and define themselves through their bodies. The margin of deviation from any idealized thinness model is larger for males than it is for females, but males must additionally strive to develop a muscular look...This hyper-sensitivity to idealized body prototypes is the reason why adolescents then become discontented with their bodily appearance. The semiotician’s concern over the meanings associated with the face and the body is hardly a trivial or theoretical one. The inability to present a socially acceptable body image can have dire consequences for people, leading to the ostracism of individuals from the tribe, to their confinement, or to various forms of marginalization. (62–63)
Arguably, men’s body image influences the way they assess their masculinity. Male bodies are, thus, “read” by the self and others in terms of societal views of masculinity.  Masculinity (particularly, as signified by muscles) is inscribed on the body. In this case, bodybuilding provides a suitable example, illustrating how the acquisition of muscles contributes to one’s identity as a man. 

Dr. Roberto Olivardia, co-author of The Adonis Complex, says that almost all men equate muscularity with masculinity (Batty 1). Most of the 1,000 men that Dr. Oliviardia and two other psychologists surveyed over the past fifteen years said that they would ideally like to have twenty eight pounds more muscle than the average build. Increasingly, depictions of the male body in cartoons, through action figures, and in the general media, have come to propagate and glorify images that emphasize physical appearance as a central criterion for assessing masculine worth. Reasons for this propagation by the media include the lucrative potential of such imagery in the advertising industry. By using psychological motivators, such as increased sexual desirability within a heterosexual context and increased self-esteem, such images have come to perpetuate the male body image ideal. This situation is similar in the way women have faced longstanding societal pressures to aspire to unrealistic expectations of beauty.

Body image is a term that has come to represent the perceptual image or representation that we have of our outward appearance. This would be opposed to an outer image or an objective view of attractiveness (i.e., a rating made by a supposedly unbiased observer). However, the notion of sexual desirability is inherently subjective. This is where the media attempts to influence the direction of these societal attitudes. How important is the concept of body image in society regarding males today and how did it originate?

Historically speaking, as will be explained throughout this analysis, male concerns about appearance have always been an issue. This thesis explains the origins of this notion in contemporary American culture by studying several historical anecdotes. In Western cultures, from ancient Greece to the cult of bodybuilding today, depictions of human or superhuman perfection have traditionally been that of a male physique defined primarily by its conspicuous muscularity. However, the male bodies of ancient civilizations could never have reached today’s exaggerated proportions, as steroids and other sport supplements are a relatively modern phenomenon.

Danesi explains the cultural significance of the historical roots of male body image:

In human affairs, the body has always been an issue of high moral, social, and aesthetic significance. In ancient Greece it was glorified as a source of pleasure, in Rome as the root of moral corruption, and in the Christian Church as both a temple and an enemy of the soul. Since ancient times, Western philosophy has constantly debated the nature of the relation of the body to the soul and the mind. (58)
Although this paper deals with the recently increasing consciousness of male body image in the United States, the power of appearance in human affairs, historically, has always been understood to be great. Both Plato and Aristotle are quoted extensively through various historical texts in this regard. For example, Plato believed that to be beautiful was one of the three wishes of every man, the other two being good health and riches acquired by honest means. Aristotle concurred, conceding “beauty is a greater recommendation than any letter of introduction” (Alam-Dover 1).

An example of how body image was interpreted by ancient civilizations was in the militaristic society of Sparta. After the neighboring Messenians revolted and nearly destroyed Sparta in 640 B.C, Spartan society was transformed into a military city-state. Strength and fitness were paramount attributes admired amongst its citizenry. Should a Spartan fail to meet the male body ideal and become overweight, he was simply exiled (Shell 200). These cultural signifiers illustrated how the human body played a prominent role in defining self in the ancient world, and are among many similar influences in the evolution of our contemporary ideals.

In 1940, Harvard psychologist William Sheldon sought to answer the question of what constituted the male body ideal. Sheldon (1898–1977) was an American psychologist who devoted his life to observing the variety of human bodies and temperaments. He proposed that there were three distinct body types: the chubby endomorph, the muscular mesomorph, and the thinner, slightly built ectomorph (Figure 2) (Luciano 21).
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Numerous studies on this subject show that there are preconceptions by survey respondents as to how each body type is perceived. The mesomorph is linked to adjectives such as “brave” or “healthy;” the ectomorph is “nervous” or “sneaky”. They note significant differences between slender or normal and obese people, with the former two physiques rated as more assertive, as making better supervisors, as being more favorably accepted by colleagues and by supervisors (Klassen et al. 189). Extensive body type research has clearly established what most U.S. citizens already know: in effect, that endomorphic physiques (especially very obese individuals) are the victims of an unfavorable cultural stereotype. The following passage from an article written by Yale researcher Mishkind for the American Behavioral Scientist extensively details some of the social meanings that are derived by individuals by the visual representation of the aforementioned physiques:

Because physical appearance is so important in our culture, we want to ask if the mesomorphic male body is considered the most attractive body type…mesomorphic physiques are considered better looking and more attractive that nonmesomorphic physiques and mesomorphic males do receive numerous social benefits. Studies demonstrate that people assign overwhelmingly positive personality traits to drawings or photographs of mesomorphic males and mostly negative traits to ectomorphic and endomorphic males…For example, Kirkpatrick and Sanders found that the positive traits ascribed to mesomorphs by young adults were best friend, popular, polite, happy, helps others, brave, healthy, smart, and neat. By contrast, the endomorph was characterized by a preponderance of negative traits, including sloppy, dirt, worrisome, tired, stupid, lonely, and lazy. The ectomorph was also described negatively, though not to the extent of the endomorph: quiet, nervous, sneaky, afraid, sad, weak, and sick. These stereotypes exist in both middle and lower classes, in blacks as well as whites. (Mishkind et al. 547–548).

The importance of these social attitudes will be shown to be highly influential in shaping the ideal male body image. This, in conjunction with my research into the bodybuilding subcultures’ model of physical perfection, will illustrate the resulting prototype of what men are expected to ideally look like.
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CHAPTER 2. Sociocultural Effects of the Male Body Image Ideal
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“The pursuit of truth and beauty is a sphere of activity in which we are permitted to remain children all our lives”

—Albert Einstein

As Berger and Luckmann (1967) noted over thirty years ago in their book, The Social Construction of Reality, reality is indeed socially constructed. The media helps to shape this reality, and it is important to note that social reality, including notions of what constitutes an attractive body, is not a given or a fixed construct. This is so in all types of media, including print media and its associated advertisements, as well as television, movies, and new media. Examples of advertised brand names that oftentimes utilize idealized male body images include: Abercrombie and Fitch, Polo Sport, Armani Exchange, and Cool Water cologne (Figure 3). These advertisements use the images as signs, the associative meanings of which not only give the viewer a positive impression of the displayed product, but are also conducive and complementary to the masculine context in which they are situated; thus illustrating Umberto Eco’s claim that the medium and message may be “charged with cultural signification.” (De Lauretis 167). Many examples of the signified messages to which Eco refer are presented throughout this thesis in the forms of logos, cartoons, magazine advertisements, and movies.

In the United States, the recent trend toward increased male musculature has evolved into a new socially constructed reality concerning male body image, which has vast social implications. Americans ideally would like to think of America as a meritocracy. In a fair society, we value people because of what they accomplish, or their character, generosity, or intelligence. However, it has been widely recognized that attractive people inherently have more advantages in society. As compared with unattractive people, attractive people are preferred for hiring and as dating partners, and receive more positive evaluations in terms of task performance. Attractive people are more successful at selling, and are more influential than unattractive people. Finally, in large national surveys, annual salaries reported by people objectively rated as attractive are significantly higher than those of people objectively rated as unattractive (Johnson and Lennon 155.) Dr. Joyce Brothers, in her U.S. magazine column, stated that “if you are attractive, people are much more likely to remember what you are saying. How a person looks, no matter what their age, is always important…physical attractiveness most matters in an initial or one-time encounter” (Maggio 1). Mishkind elaborates further on the influence of the ideal of attractiveness in Western culture:

Teachers treat attractive children more favorably and perceive them as more intelligent than less attractive children…Attractive adults are believed to live happier and more successful lives…By contrast, obese people are stigmatized and punished by adults and children alike…Adults expect obese individuals to have more negative personality traits and lead less happy lives than lean individuals, and negative attitudes are expressed particularly strongly when obese persons are perceived as being personally responsible for their condition. (Mishkind et al., 546)
In an egalitarian society, people would not judge others by their appearances. Acknowledging that appearances play a significant role in daily life is counter to the democratic notion that they are or should be considered superficial, because they are not freely chosen. Yet, at the same time, relying on appearance to guide personal decisions and social interactions is not only natural, it is unavoidable. In order to effectively respond to massive amounts of stimuli in daily life, we sort people and other objects into similar groupings. Because humans are highly visual, we tend to use appearances to guide these judgments (Maggio l). Since “appearances” are subjective and able to be altered in the public consciousness, imagery used in the media can reinforce the notions that bodybuilding culture postulates. One such example, which this culture helps to perpetuate, is that body fat is unattractive and sexually unappealing.
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An infamous example of such visual messages influencing popular judgment is the famous Kennedy-Nixon presidential debate. People listening on the radio thought the fidgety, sweaty and pale Richard Nixon had won. Those watching TV (Figure 4) thought the handsome, tan, and rested John F. Kennedy won (Stossel 1). Such cultural associations graphically illustrate the power of media in shaping societal outlooks on appearance. The meanings that were interpreted by observing each presidential candidate were similar to the ones applicable to Sheldon’s body type study. However, it was the overall outward appearance judged in this instance, not the physical body type. Yet, the influence of television imagery is applicable to contemporary males and their ideal body image.

For example, children watch shows like Baywatch and WWF Raw daily that reinforce these physical ideals. American youth is a primary target of all forms of mass media. Through this heavy consumption of advertisements, sitcoms, music videos, movies, and pictures in magazines, teens develop an idea of how they should look, behave, and think. Shows such as Popular, on the WB network, have allocated one or two specific characters as fat, and they are perpetually mocked for their size.
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Eric Cartman, a character on the animated show South Park, is a notorious example of the derogatory linkage of being overweight and unpopular (Figure 5). The negative associations of Cartman’s overweight body are reminiscent of Sheldon’s findings of endomorph associations as Cartman is often depicted as ill tempered, insensitive, selfish, greedy, obnoxious, lazy, insecure and manipulative. He is portrayed as having a general lack of moral responsibility or social conscience.
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Another example of the negative personality associations linked with endomorphs is the villain “Fat Bastard” (Figure 6), a villain in the movie Austin Powers. Fat Bastard is portrayed as gluttonous, unhygienic, and morally repugnant. His extreme size, one ton, gives Fat Bastard strength, making him a dangerous enemy of Austin Powers. Fat Bastard is noted for his anger, his flatulence, his vulgar demeanor, and an appetite for babies. We can see that the stereotypes that Sheldon discovered in his body type study are graphically reflected today as the identification of the movie audience with such associations are not only easily understood but also seen as very humorous.

These examples demonstrate that the media has created a perfect body image for men and women, and reinforced the acceptability to American youth of the notion that anyone who does not conform to this image is open to criticism and ridicule. The media do not incorporate many different physiques as being acceptable. A growing body of literature indicates that obese or overweight people are discriminated against or stigmatized in a number of areas, including social settings, school, and the workplace (Wang, Brownell, and Wadden1335).
A study of 601 third- to sixth-grade boys and girls examined implicit and explicit attitudes of antifat bias, along with media exposure and demographic variables. The study showed implicit attitudes representative of evident fat bias. Quite consistently, a majority of the sample assigned positive adjectives to the word “thin” and negative adjectives to the word “overweight” (Bissell, Kimberly, and Hays 26). In another study, when asked about images of men on TV, Many of the boys interviewed reported that they admired Schwarzenegger, Van Damme, and sometimes, Mike Tyson (West 1996b, West 2000).
Of course, lessons learned in childhood linger through adulthood. In her book, Looking Good, Lynne Luciano quotes the anthropologist Geoffrey Gorer:

The body has become a palpable symbol of its owner’s relative position in the competition of life…the pressure to look good is no longer put only on women. For the American middle-class man, the body is an icon of personal achievement and an unambiguous statement about where he stands in the competitive game of modern life. (35)
What are the semiotic systems concerning male body image conveyed to the social audience, which are in place in our society, and what expectations do they create? The following anecdote serves to illustrate what happens when men (celebrities who are cultural signs by their very public nature) violate these expectations.

When Robbie Williams quit Take That and went on an alcoholic bender for six months, the tabloids sniggered at his expanding waistline. The cheeky pop star was nicknamed “Blobby Robbie,” while picture captions asked, “Who ate all the pies?” The message was clear: with a six-pack, the singer was somebody; but with a belly, he was just a sad lump of lard. Gladiator star Russell Crowe was nicknamed “The Flabiator” for putting on a few pounds, while Arnold Schwarzenegger’s middle-aged spread got him labeled “The Tuminator”. (Batty 1)
This newer male body standard shows a tendency for a larger musculature, consisting of a developed chest, wide V-shaped back, big biceps etc. This has been the response to such cultural signs in the form of WWF, comic book heroes and even toy action figures.  All of these show how powerfully these semiotic signifiers can be insinuated!

According to Luciano, in 1972, 15% of men were dissatisfied with their appearance; by 1997, that figure had risen to 43%. A total of 38% of men are now dissatisfied with the size of their chests compared with the 34% of women dissatisfied with their breasts. Amazingly, men are now getting pectoral implants! A generation ago, high school boys weren’t the primary consumers of nutritional supplements like protein powders, amino acids, and Creatine etc., as these products didn’t exist. 

The most masculine icons of that era in Hollywood were John Wayne, Gregory Peck, and James Dean. These men are considered puny when compared to the muscled superheroes of the modern screen. This is more apparent because in the 1950s, only 3% of print advertisements showed men undressed. Today, it has risen to more than 35%. While many men believe themselves immune from the effect of such images, they are, unfortunately, taking their toll. The problem is not so much the number of images, but the impossible standard of body type they convey. The majority of men don’t have the genetic makeup to attain the bodies seen in magazines, and, in trying to attain it, they feel frustrated and inadequate. It’s no longer acceptable to simply be in shape; now a man should apparently want to look like Matthew [image: image27.jpg]


McConaughey (Figure 7).
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It wasn’t always so. The manly men of yesteryear, like Humphrey Bogart, James Dean (Figure 8), Cary Grant, and so on, had normal, average physiques. Currently, “The Rock” (former WWF wrestler Dwayne Johnson) and Vin Diesel are two action stars that have evolved from Arnold Schwarzenegger, Sylvester Stallone, and Jean-Claude Van Damne. 

A recent New York Times article explains that, if you were to examine pictures taken at the Woodstock music festival in 1969, males looked quite different from the young men of today. The author was referring not to fashion, but rather to physiques. Guy Trebay writes:

People were much thinner then, especially guys. They had lean torsos and narrow shoulders and scrawny legs…it occurred to me watching “Woodstock” that I’d happened on a piece of evidence documenting a powerful change in the social landscape. You have only to check out MTV’s perennially rerun spring break special to see how radical the evolution in men’s bodies has been. The ages of those on spring break is the same as at Woodstock. Any similarity ends with that. Where the average 20-year-old man at Woodstock had a body that looked fine by most objective standards, that same man today would be judged a pathetic dweeb. The women, too, look different, of course, although not as markedly. Hold a picture of the Woodstock man alongside the MTV guy, and you’ll be shocked by the difference. Where one has a flat stomach, the other possesses an abdominal six-pack with musculature that looks acid-etched. Woodstock guys were all thin in the fashionably groovy scrawny/sexy/semi wasted rock star mode, while the contemporary guy resembles a plastic action figure. (Trebay 1)
“Can you imagine today‘s kids trying to fit into those Woodstock clothes?” asks Lou Schuler (Trebay 1), fitness editor for Men’s Health, a mass-market monthly published by Rodale. Now, with the phenomenally successful Men’s Health and its new teenage spin-off, MH-18, Rodale has become a publisher of what has been labeled as masculinity indoctrination. The surreally god-like cover models provide, as Mr. Schuler says, “the definitive cultural icon of masculinity” (Trebay 1). That icon has a thin waist and wide shoulders. He has “muscles that you can see from 50 feet away,” Mr. Schuler says. Never mind, he adds, that the actual models chosen for Men’s Health covers are members of not only a self-selecting minority, but also one that’s “super genetically gifted.” Few men are physically able to achieve a tiny waist, a washboard stomach, and a massive torso, Mr. Schuler concedes, adding, “It’s not necessarily an unreachable ideal. But it’s an ideal” (Trebay 1).

These iconic representations of what an ideal man is supposed to look like today are ubiquitous. Before we ask how implicit the modern media is in promoting the cultural saturation of such possibly unrealistic or unhealthy ideals, researching pre-bodybuilding male body image ideals can serve as a measure of the current one.  In the next chapter, I examine bodybuilding’s historical role in the metamorphosis in popular consciousness toward today’s ideal.

CHAPTER 3. The Evolution of Male Body Image


Long before the exponential growth of health clubs in the 1970s, American men worried about physical fitness. Antebellum fitness movements recognized the need for exercise, but generally subordinated it to diet and sexual restraint. Bodybuilding emerged in the late nineteenth century, with an emphasis on “muscular Christianity” in the United States (Wiegers 148). This movement, linking physical perfection to spiritual health and morality, originated in England in the early nineteenth century. Emphasizing the need to remain physically and spiritually fit in the advent of the industrial age; it was both a religious and a cultural ideal. Exercise gained new urgency as America struggled with the advent of urbanism and the societal ills of associated sedentary lifestyles. In this way, the sign/signifier relationship was established early on. The early nineteenth-century notions of masculinity suggested that muscularity was next to godliness. Muscles become a sign of virtue, which eventually resulted in the positive attributes (brave, healthy, happy etc.) associated with mesomorphs in Sheldon’s study and continue to be perpetuated currently.

However, during America’s Gilded Age, portly men enjoyed a brief popularity: plump bodies were equated with plump wallets, while thinness, in this age of overindulgence, was associated with poverty. Industrial tycoons were popularly depicted with bulging waistcoats and gold pocket watches stretched across their ample midsections, their girth reflecting their power. There was even a Fat Man’s Club founded in 1866. The concept of corpulent men as a positive model didn’t outlive the nineteenth century, however. In 1903, the Fat Man’s Club dissolved, and William H. Taft, who weighed 355 pounds when he was inaugurated, and endured the humiliation of getting stuck in the White House bathtub, would be the last fat president.

By contrast, President Theodore Roosevelt exalted what he termed “the strenuous life,” urging Americans to shape and strengthen their bodies through physical activity and wholesome living. As a result of his hyper masculine persona, the semiotic relationship between masculinity and physical strength was furthered. American men dabbled in bodybuilding and weight lifting at the turn of the century, but muscular self-improvement had much the same rationale as organized sports: it was seen as a symbolic vehicle of asserting national superiority and the ability to resist foreign aggression. Politics aside, Americans became more image conscious, because of the advent of the cinema.  This was the foremost medium of the early twentieth century and played a major role in transmitting ideals of bodily perfection to ordinary Americans (Luciano 5–8).

Historically, bodybuilding’s representation of masculinity emerged popularly because of celebrity “showman” bodybuilders, and the promoters who assisted them in obtaining notoriety. The display of physical prowess at such events created new models of virility for mass consumption. Weight lifting preceded bodybuilding, and differed from it mainly by emphasizing how much a man could lift, as opposed to how he looked while lifting (e.g., Figure 9). While strongmen were sensationally paraded as freaks, a new celebrity emerged that would serve to alter the signifiers regarding male body image
Aesthetic muscles were scoffed at until the bold Prussian-born Eugen Sandow arrived in America via a vaudeville act and began marketing his magnificent muscularity as the ideal of male perfection. Promoter Oscard Attila, whose music hall act evolved into one as a professional strongman, mentored him. Attila taught his genetically gifted apprentice how to transform his gymnast’s build into a bodybuilder’s physique at his training school in Brussels.  Sandow utilized primitive weight sets to transform his physique, becoming the first modern bodybuilder by virtue of being one of the first identifiable “physique” stars (Anderson 12). Worldwide tours with showman Florenz Ziegfeld, who billed him as “the World’s Most Perfectly Developed Man,” cemented Sandow’s fame as iconic. He only had to show up and let a sell-out audience witness his physique.

Indeed, Sandow’s “embodiment of gorgeous brawn shifted the focus on extraordinary strength to the aesthetics of muscularity” (Wiegers 149). Sandow is credited with creating both a new masculine beauty and a physique business by selling nude photographs of himself displayed in an artistic manner. In this way, his naked image was not considered filthy, but, rather, was popularly looked upon with admiration, as were the statues of the Greek gods upon which he modeled himself.

Sandow’s presentation in conjunction with a cottage industry of magazines, contests, exercise devices, and diets helped him to market his personal brand of masculinity. In 1898, when he started publishing the magazine Physical Culture (later Sandow’s Magazine of Physical Culture), he was one of the most famous men alive. He appeared on countless postcards, often wearing only an imitation fig leaf. Instead of making physical prowess the focus of his show, he emphasized the heroic proportions of his body by posing as a “living” Greek statue. In doing so, he emulated the ancient icons, such as the Greek god, Hercules, by appearing how people imagined Hercules would have looked. His image was rich in the symbolism of “heroism,” because the signifier of his muscular physique was reinforcing the association of muscularity with enhanced masculinity. It is clear that Sandow also understood the value of aligning his image with those of mythology. One such figure was the biblical hero, Sampson, as seen in Figure 10. Naturally, he was shown “pulling down the temple.” The idea behind this was clear. Sandow was trying to show that having strength and muscle was not a “thuggish” or “evil” thing, but, rather, that muscularity was also a noble trait for any man to have. Sandow often referred to the body as a gift that should be developed and cared for. Once a man had a fine physique, he could go on to defend what was right and just in the world, like pulling down barbarian temples.
Cecil B. DeMille, the Academy Award–winning director who was famous in the first half of the twentieth century for the flamboyance and showmanship of his movies, would later make use of this idea. He did so by bringing biblical stories to life, only to show the “debauchery” of sinners in great detail. Today, bodybuilding’s most coveted prize, the Sandow trophy, is given to the top professional bodybuilder in the world after winning the annual Mr. Olympia contest.

The next major figure in the evolution of male body image was a $1,000 prizewinner in a 1921 contest for “The Most Perfectly Developed Man in America.” His name was Angelo Siciliano, an Italian immigrant who achieved fame under the pseudonym “Charles Atlas.” This name change served to perpetuate Greek mythology by conjuring the god Atlas who, during the war of the Titans, stormed Olympus and threatened the Gods. As punishment for this crime, the god Zeus sentenced him to hold up the heavens and bear their weight on his shoulders. Atlas is usually depicted as a strong silent type carrying a globe, as pictured in Figure 11.
Mythologizing an experience he’d had as an adolescent on a Coney Island beach, when a bully had kicked sand in his face, Atlas sold “Dynamic Tension” mail-order courses to generations of boys who wished to confront their own bullies. The ads displayed a huge picture of Atlas who, at the time, was called “the world’s most perfectly developed man.” The larger-than-life Charles Atlas handling the beach bully has never lost its appeal as a masculine icon (Figure 12).

The ad portrayed an early public depiction of the modern cultural phenomenon of the “Adonis Complex” (explained later). It showed, in cartoon form, the famous and apparently true story of how Atlas underwent a metamorphasis from being a ninety-seven-pound weakling to a powerfully built male. This served to reinforce the notions of muscularity with masculinity that Sandow had introduced in the previous generation. The ad stated blatantly, “I manufacture weaklings into MEN!” The symbolic meaning of this line serves to imply that “weaklings” were deficient of manhood. The “weakling” depicted in the ad was an obviously underdeveloped, meek boy whose ribs are visible. Here, the semiotic portrayal of a skinny boy lacking masculinity is signified by the iconic depiction of the “weakling’s” ribs. He is called a “bag of bones” by the bully, and subsequently punched. He then is shown frustrated at being a “skinny scarecrow” and orders Atlas’ training program. His physical transformation occurs, and he looks confidently in the mirror while flexing his newly attained muscles. Later in the cartoon, after Atlas exacts his revenge, he is shown confidently walking away with the pretty girl with a smile on his face. 

This anecdote served to show sexual humiliation in symbolic form by portraying underdeveloped males as sexually undesirable. Studying the Atlas ad, this evolving image of the promoted male body ideal goes beyond merely physical improvement by saying that “…health is the hook, and there are undeniable benefits to exercise, but the subliminal message is that your sex life will improve instantly if you get bigger muscles” (Pope et al. 5).

Subsequent sociological and psychological studies, citing Klein extensively, have expounded on this topic. For example, Bordo suggests that the male body is appropriately “read through the window of its vulnerabilities” in a discussion of how muscles reveal much about the social psyche of men (Bordo 197). In addition, the co-authors of The Adonis Complex contend that men are inundated with images of muscularity, instilling them with insecurity about their own bodies. This repeats the message sent earlier in the century by Charles Atlas and his advertisements. This process results in behaviors designed to deal with their own sense of a deficient masculinity, hence they begin bodybuilding (Pope et al. 200).

In discussing male bodies in Western art, Kenneth Dutton analyzes a number of popular representations of the male body in modern western culture. One such representation involves the cult movie character, Tarzan. While researching this fictional figure, a pattern emerges. Edgar Rice Burroughs’s adventure novel, Tarzan of the Apes, was first published in 1914. In January 1929, the first Tarzan comic strip appeared, and Harold Foster illustrated a slender Tarzan. However, by the time illustrator Burne Hogarth drew him in 1937, Tarzan was depicted as muscular. Dutton characterized Tarzan’s physique as comparable to a bodybuilder, sporting developed arms and an enormous chest (Dutton 254). The cult of the superhero was dramatically coming into fashion. With the cinema becoming more ingrained in Western culture, citizens were enjoying a form of entertainment that easily propagated notions of masculinity to the masses. 

As a result, cinematic Tarzans included Johnny Weissmuller and Buster Crabbe, both champion swimmers who displayed their athletic physiques. Dutton states that this tale has been one of the most ubiquitous in cinema history, with 53 official versions being released (Dutton 30). In each movie, Tarzan depicted what the idealized male physique looked like in the era in which the movie was made. Weissmuller was fairly solid, growing heftier year by year. Miles O’Keefe was a powerfully pectoralled lust object for well-upholstered Bo Derek. The cinematic Tarzan is an invention of Southern California, says Pottinger (30). The Tarzan movie offers us an image rather than substance. The image says, “I have power, I look good, I am superior to lesser mortals.” (Figure 13)

Joe Weider is a legendary bodybuilding entrepreneur who has had a major role in the history of bodybuilding. Along with his brother Ben (who died on October 17th, 2008), their company Weider Health and Fitness, Inc. has become synonymous with bodybuilding. Joe Weider is widely regarded as the “father” of modern bodybuilding, and has “guru-like status [and] it is not something he hides” (Sullivan 24). The Weider brothers have developed a multimillion-dollar enterprise that encompasses the full spectrum of the bodybuilding universe. Weider-branded supplements, contests, exercise equipment, and magazines (including women’s and teen publications like Shape, Muscle and Fitness for Her, and the new MH-18) are products that bear his name and continue the legacy of being agents that disseminate and reinforce semiotic signs that are embedded throughout the brand. His list of protégés, including Arnold Schwarzenegger, Lou Ferrigno, and seven-time Mr. Olympia, Lee Haney, is impressive.

If Weider is “guru,” then Weider’s most famous protégé, Schwarzenegger, is a deity in bodybuilding culture. Schwarzenegger is widely considered to be among the most successful bodybuilders in history. His ascension from amateur Austrian bodybuilder to seven-time Mr. Olympia to Hollywood actor to California governor has helped to fuel bodybuilding’s amazing growth in popularity. He is widely touted as being the person who made bodybuilding, and its associated imagery, popular with the mainstream public. He compared bodybuilding to the sculpting of the human body by famous historical artists (Figure 14), such as the sculpture of the biblical hero David visible in Figure 1. The 1976 award winning film, Pumping Iron, gave the subculture of bodybuilding greater visibility as the film brought bodybuilding into theatres across the world. It documented Schwarzenegger’s sixth consecutive Mr. Olympia victory. This lifestyle and mentality was further showcased on February 29, 1976, when Arnold and other famous bodybuilders were put on display at the famous Whitney Museum in New York City in an exhibit entitled “Articulate Muscle: The Body as Art” that displayed the human body as art (Perine, “Pumping Iron”).

Through the numerous biographies written about Schwarzenegger, his legendary status in bodybuilding history has been continuously reinforced. Some of these biographies are also instructional in nature, especially the enormously popular Arnold: The Education of a Bodybuilder (Schwarzenegger and Hall). Texts such as these are the most common genre, serving as all-encompassing guides about training and nutrition. While these sources also contain information useful to serious bodybuilders, their appeal extends to a more mainstream readership. In this way, the ideal body image is transmitted via bodybuilding lore and its associative imagery introduced to men who are novices to this culture.

It was another book about Schwarzenegger, the Encyclopedia of Modern Bodybuilding that first offered a glimpse into the ideal of bodybuilding. During the course of writing this thesis, I frequently consulted this 800-page-plus comprehensive manual of exercises, nutrition, bodybuilding history, and advice that serves as the authoritative book on this culture. These were later followed by other similar texts, including The Gold Gym’s Encyclopedia of Bodybuilding (Connors) and Joe Weider’s Ultimate Bodybuilding: The Master Blaster’s Principles of Training and Nutrition (Weider and Reynolds). Lay audiences can pick up these and similar books and read about the basic principles and activities of the bodybuilding subculture, in addition to the life stories of some of its famous figures. From a semiotic perspective, these books convey a message that bodybuilding is a practical way to enhance masculinity. They solidify the association between mesomorphs and positive preconceptions associated with that body type, because their images portrayed bodybuilding’s hedonistic beginnings in Venice Beach, California. The tanned competitors radiated youth, good health, and sex appeal. There was no shortage of admiring women shown in the photos, which reflects earlier notions brought about by the Atlas ads of the early century. In the perpetual California sunshine, bodies were exposed, as they had never been on the East Coast, playing a major role in transmitting ideals of bodily perfection to ordinary Americans.

Consider the following anecdote that illustrates the symbiotic relationship that Schwarzenegger and the bodybuilding culture that he helped to promote had in their mutual ascension. Biographer George Butler once recalled a conversation he had in a taxi with the actress Candace Bergen after the wildly successful Whitney exhibition, where Bergen insisted that bodybuilding, and Arnold Schwarzenegger, had peaked in popularity. “I disagree,” Butler replied. “It’s here to stay, and Arnold is going to be the Governor of California one day”, whereupon Bergen, hooting with laughter, sarcastically retorted: “And one day Ronald Reagan will be President!” (Butler 199). This ironically prophetic joke serves to illustrate how far bodybuilding catapulted “Arnold” into the role of a juggernaut mainstream cultural icon. However, the sport of bodybuilding itself remains a subculture, although it continues to influence standards of male body image.

Schwarzenegger has used his bodybuilding experience and its jargon in the political world. Just a few days before Senator John McCain lost the presidential election to Senator Barack Obama, Governor Schwarzenegger ridiculed Obama as he stumped for McCain on the home stretch of the historic U.S. presidential race. Schwarzenegger stole the show at the final stop on McCain’s two-day bus tour of Ohio. After arriving with McCain at the Nationwide Arena Hockey Stadium, Schwarzenegger delighted a raucous crowd of several thousands with some biting barbs about Obama’s policies and physique. Schwarzenegger, who organizes a bodybuilding competition in Columbus every year, said he wanted to invite Obama because "he needs to do something about those skinny legs. I’m going to make him do some squats." He added, "And then we’re going to make him do some biceps curls to beef up those scrawny little arms." He then added his punchline: "But if he could only do something about putting some meat on his ideas" (“Schwarzenegger Mocks Obama”). 

This prompted a response from Obama’s chief strategist, David Axelrod, who suggested it would be interesting to "get Governor Schwarzenegger on the basketball court and see what he can do. Schwarzenegger might not know it,” Axelrod said, “but Senator Obama’s pretty fit.” In fact, Obama has been adamant about working out forty-five minutes a day during the presidential campaign (Finnegan).

CHAPTER 4. The Culture of Bodybuilding

“My motto isn’t to be healthy. It’s to look better naked”

-David Barton, Owner of Manhattan’s trendy David Barton Gym, 1994
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Bodybuilding is a subculture that contains individuals from various backgrounds. What unifies these people is that, through the use of progressively resistant weight training, the bodybuilder gradually gets closer to the physical ideal perpetuated throughout the bodybuilding world (e.g., Figure 15). When done effectively, in conjunction with appropriate nutrition, bodybuilding can enhance a man’s musculature. Bodybuilding, however, still struggles for legitimacy in its current position on the margins of sport. It is considered as “legitimate” as professional wrestling, but has fewer fans (Klein 93). This is because physical prowess is displayed only in the training process, while organized competition is present only at the actual bodybuilding contests. The contests themselves are also merely displays of potential force; movement is deferred, while posing and static contractions of the muscles are highlighted. Time writer Lance Morrow points out that “…muscle bending tends toward stasis, toward posing the body in tableau, a series of Grecian urns…” (84). Hence, Mr. Olympia contenders are more aptly compared with Miss Universe contestants. The competition does not involve an objective measure of any kind, as Olympic weightlifting does, but a highly subjective one, as do beauty pageants.
The dominant sign/signifier relationship successfully espoused within this subculture is accomplished via the ubiquitous literature, imagery, etc. that are visible in gyms. A classic example of semiotic imagery perpetuating the male body image in this way is the logo for Gold’s Gym (Figure 16).

The story of Gold’s Gym is symbiotically linked with the parallel ascendancy of bodybuilding. In 1965, Joe Gold opened a single gym located in Venice, California (“Gold’s Story”). The original slogan for Gold’s Gym was, “A No-Frills Gym for Serious Weightlifters.” However, over the years, they have changed that slogan in order to appeal to a more broad class of consumers. Ric Drasin, who was Arnold Schwarzenegger’s training partner for four years, created the Gold’s logo (Figure 16), a bald-headed weightlifter holding a barbell, in 1973 (Perine, “Gold Goes Bald” 2). Semiotically, this icon of the bald weightlifter signified the same meaning as the slogan.  The man in the logo was a plain power lifter who was so “serious” that the bar bent under the strain of the heavy weight lifted.  

This gym would become the epicenter of the bodybuilding subculture in the United States because of the migration of bodybuilders from around the country to Venice. Later, the sport of bodybuilding was promoted to the public in Pumping Iron. It featured Arnold Schwarzenegger and other famous bodybuilders training at Gold’s Gym. As bodybuilding grew in popularity, so did Gold’s Gym. It has appealed to a mainstream demographic with a variety of classes that appeal to everyone. The logo of the heavily muscled man easily lifting a heavy and thus bending barbell is now internationally known. A major source of revenue is apparel and accessories bearing the Gold’s logo. Since this is the image that men visually internalize when they walk through the doors of this nationwide chain of gyms, the logo serves as the signifier of the bodybuilding ideal.

A gym serves as a setting where the bodybuilding ideal is propagated. Although the National Center for Health Statistics (NCHS) (1999) reported that the percentage of Americans engaging in light to moderate, vigorous, and no activity at all remained roughly the same from 1985 to 1995, more people are weightlifting than ever before (NCHS 1999). While not every male who weight lifts is striving to emulate the anatomical proportions of bodybuilding champions, the desire of changing their body in one way or another is nonetheless there. By 1993, there were approximately 25,000 health clubs in the United States, where almost 25 million people trained their bodies with weights (Dotson 19). Clearly, muscular physiques of varying sizes, reminiscent of heroic notions of masculinity, are in demand. This demand for muscle has been largely credited for the “fitness boom” of the 1980s and 1990s. According to a report from the Sporting Goods Manufacturers Association (SGMA), by 1999, 42.8 million Americans were working out with free weights, including 23.4 million men. The use of resistance machines rose 50% in the 1990s, to 23 million participants (SGMA 2000). This suggests profit as a motivating factor for the perpetuation of the male body image ideal. Regardless of how close to the ideal physique men come, contending with the images of muscularity—the ideal body culture—is something that they all must do. Bordo notes that “…not only do we expect perfection on the bodies of others (just take a gander at some personal ads), we are constantly encouraged to achieve it ourselves, with the help of science and technology and the products and services they make available to us” (Bordo 222). Just as Atlas’ ads in the 1920s used what he termed as his “dynamic tension” muscle building method to encourage underdeveloped males everywhere to rebuild their physique and, consequently, their masculinity, so do the modern-day nutritional supplement ads.

Weightlifting has recently been the most obvious manner in which males hope to improve their body image. Many people engage in regular exercise as a means of body-image management, to enhance body appearance, and to lose or control weight. This study into body image illustrates that people can create a personal identity through manipulation of their bodies. Body shaping is an expression of identity. What are the most common psychological effects accompanied by a bodybuilding regimen? It isn’t always healthy, as steroid use associated with “hardcore” bodybuilding would show to be true.

Bodybuilding is an increasingly popular activity that many men use to enhance their physique. It does not require surgery or medical intervention, although some have used drugs, such as steroids, to achieve the muscular mesomorph ideal with greater ease and speed. The physical effects of steroid use include reduction in body fat percentage, increased strength, and increased fat-free mass (Kulipers, Wijnen, Hartgens, and Willems 455). These physical changes are in congruence with what bodybuilding culture promotes and what its interpretation of male body image has become. Muscle size and strength increase with steroid use and decrease after cessation of the drug (Evans 53). Steroid users report significantly less dissatisfaction with body size when compared with males not using steroids (Brower et al. 370). Positive reinforcement from these perceived benefits of steroid use may be a strong motivator among males to begin or continue use of the substance. There are serious physical and psychological side effects associated with prolonged use of anabolic steroids (Blouin and Goldfield 161). Given the psychological and physical risks associated with steroid use, and the effectiveness of steroids in obtaining increased lean muscle mass, it is imperative to examine the association between steroid use and the desire to be muscular. Risky behaviors such as these dramatically point to an inherently strong desire by some men who devoutly weightlift in order to attain their physical ideal, no matter the danger. Given such risks, it is apparent that the lure of obtaining the physical ideal, which our culture so powerfully sends via iconic messages, is very powerful. 
Klein presents bodybuilders as having been deficient in their masculine identity. Bodybuilding thus becomes a compensatory activity for an insecure ego. Klein states that:

…in fairly short order, it becomes apparent that the formidable bodies are responses to a shaky psyche, that the powerful arms and chests are a bodybuilder’s way of working out a range of personal issues…For men, it is often the use of the body, particularly muscles, that is often relied upon to compensate [for psychological misgivings]. (Klein 3–4) 
He takes this psychoanalytic stance further by stating that, “bodybuilding is, at the very least, a subculture whose [male and female] practitioners suffer from large doses of insecurity; hence, compensation through self-presentation of power to the outside world (174).
In The Perfectible Body: The Western Ideal of Male Physical Development, Dutton studies how the ideal male body has historically evolved from both psychological and sociological perspectives. While discussing the changing bodybuilding norms, he agrees with Klein by suggesting that, undoubtedly, “deep-seated feelings of insecurity” underlie bodybuilders’ excessiveness (Dutton 36). The entire ad campaign of Charles Atlas centered on assuaging the insecurities of adolescent ectomorphs by promising to transform them into confident, powerful, mesomorphic men. For example, in Little Big Men, Alan Klein focuses on adolescent youth, who, he claims, turn to bodybuilding to compensate for some real or perceived physical or intellectual inadequacy. Interestingly, Klein points out that a significant number of the bodybuilders encountered in his study were usually less than 5 foot 10 inches tall, heights which would usually be considered short by today’s Hollywood standards. Other issues raised include low self-esteem and doubts about emerging masculine identity; these also appear to motivate boys to take up bodybuilding. As identity is inextricably linked to notions of masculinity for men, so, too, are male bodies constantly informing and being informed by masculine identities. As Klein notes, one’s identity as a man centers first and foremost on what his body looks and feels like in relation to what society expects of a man:

I would argue that every man determines his sense of self through some sort of response to the biological emblems of masculinity: possessing a penis and male musculature…It matters not how a man resolves this issue, but he must resolve it by coming to terms with societal notions of masculinity that best suits him. (Klein 4)
Other suggested representations include speculation that bodybuilders belong to a culture of narcissism, both in their subculture and the society at large, where factors such as rampant consumerism have produced a new sort of individual that is selfishly egotistical. In a study he conducted on the West Coast, Klein states that bodybuilders possess “comic-book masculinity” (Klein 225). They exhibit this by building their reputation standing before mirrors and panels of older men, narcissistically flexing muscles to see who has the largest. Certainly, Arnold Schwarzenegger is emblematic of such narcissism. As his meteoric rise in popularity attests, he makes the case for the narcissism of power through the power of narcissism. The governor recounted his tale of personal metamorphosis at the 2004 Republican National Convention. He spoke of being a “once scrawny” little boy in postwar Austria, frightened of the bullying “Soviet boot...I was not an action hero back then.” It was through bodybuilding that Schwarzenegger emerged from the “frightened” ectomorph to the “confident” mesomorph, as did Charles Atlas several generations prior (Blumenthal).

Another of Klein’s representations of bodybuilders was that they were part of a culture of body control as part of postmodern society. This mentality sets up the individual to discipline his or her own body, and renders them feeling morally culpable if they fail. This emphasis on morality is reminiscent of the ethos of muscular Christianity and Teddy Roosevelt’s advocating of physical fitness as the masculinity that was morally superior. In this mindset, individuals failing to meet these exalted physical standards were deemed not only to look unattractive, but to be morally deficient, and were censured for their transgression: they let themselves go. This is seen most clearly in relation to getting fat, which, as the earlier discussion of Cartman and similar characters illustrated, attracts great social disapproval. As writers in a Foucaultian tradition have argued, increasingly, the body is becoming read as an indicator of self-control and self-discipline. In this way, fat represents not simply excessive flesh, but an inability to control oneself (Bordo 1993).
Yet another representation by Klein regarding bodybuilding is it being a response to feminism and a symptom of the crisis of masculinity. An examination of the “masculinity crisis” finds that American men seek to regain their dominant status following the American male’s fall from potent contributor to insecure narcissist. In this fashion, bodybuilding magazines serve as a sort of masculinity indoctrination that portrays the surreally godlike cover models, which Klein quotes as, “the definitive cultural icon of masculinity” (245). This was also the one of the findings of Bill Fussell in his particularly insightful book, Muscle: Confessions of an Unlikely Bodybuilder (1992). Fussell, who took up bodybuilding after attending Oxford, made this vast social leap into this subculture, and ethnographically relates many stories, particularly concerning steroid use and homophobia that permeate the bodybuilding world. His immersion in bodybuilding by a need to bolster his masculinity is like those adolescent males who, decades ago, would have answered Charles Atlas ads to commence their own physical transformation.

In addition to these books, many magazines instruct novices and outsiders about what the bodybuilding subculture consists of and, more specifically, how to build the muscles necessary to become a bodybuilder. Although the internet often substitutes for established modes of mass communication, in the bodybuilding world, magazines serve an increasingly important role. This most recent manifestation of the signifiers of male body image, from Sandow through Atlas through Pumping Iron, to magazines such as Men’s Health Today, shows the evolution and the accompanying rise in media saturation of their associated cultural messages. Understanding notions of the male body image ideal in society and the way it is represented in contemporary media is crucial for analysis on bodybuilding’s effects on masculinity.
CHAPTER 5. Media

“When I was born, they looked at me and said: ‘what a good boy, what a smart boy, what a strong boy!’ And when you were born, they looked at you and said: ‘what a good girl, what a smart girl, what a pretty girl!’”

-Lyrics from What A Good Boy, by The Barenaked Ladies

There are many relevant cultural signifiers that work to shape and strengthen societal perceptions. When one studies the semiotics of bodybuilding and its role in shaping male body image and related associations of masculinity, one of the principal agents influencing this ideal is the mass media. In recent history, media critics and feminists alike have been examining the role of the media in creating and reinforcing stereotypical representations of women and femininity. Only recently has research been expanded to consider how the media also constructs and reinforces prevalent ideas about men and masculinity. This chapter addresses those representations of and addresses the role that the media plays in shaping attitudes about male body image.

More consideration, effort, and funding go into advertising than have gone into any other campaign to change social consciousness (Kilbourne 75). Advertising, in all its forms, is constantly informing us. It frames society’s ideals, wants, perceptions, and even values (Berger and Luckmann 10). 

One negative result sometimes associated with the media is the undermining of self-perception and encouraging dissatisfaction with oneself. Although some suggest that advertising simply mirrors society, advertising is responsible for more than simply reflecting cultural attitudes and values. Advertising and culture have a direct and symbiotic relationship. The primary motivation of the display of ideal male body image is to advertise. Advertising, in general, has the power and exposure to create positive effects on our culture, but is often socially irresponsible by exploiting insecurities and weaknesses in order to produce sales. In fact, it was Charles Atlas who pioneered the appeal to the insecure in his advertising. 

An image of a muscular man in an advertisement associates the concepts of dominance and control with the product being sold. Women who appear in such ads are usually depicted in a fawning manner. Examples are shown in Figure 17 from the cover pages of Musclemag Magazine.
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Often, images of physically rugged or muscular male bodies are used to sell more abstract forms of power, such as financial institutions or cars. Walk down any city street in America and you are surrounded by it. Calvin Klein underwear ads on the sides of buses and on billboards, Fitness magazines stacked in any newsstand. Also, there is Arnold Schwarzenegger or Jean Claude Van Damme’s macho presence in the movies. A movie with such powerful themes of masculinity was the 1999 movie Gladiator, starring Russell Crowe. Advertising, with all its many faces, speaks to us constantly, shaping our ideals, desires, perceptions, and even values (Berger and Luckmann 10).
Although all advertisements do not always physically represent the product, they all provide an important iconic representation of what the product should stand for. In this manner, ideal body images are put into the public consciousness, which has been influenced by the values of bodybuilding culture. Analysis of any such advertisement concentrates on the advertisements photographic imagery, and the ways in which this imagery generates the appropriate signified concepts (or emotional overtones), which promote the image of the product. Even some advertisers admit to this: Rance Crain of Advertising Age said, “Great advertising plays the tune rather than just dancing to the tune” (Kilbourne 20). 
Far from being a passive mirror of society, advertising is an effective and pervasive medium of influence and persuasion, and its influence is cumulative, often subtle, and primarily unconscious in its subtext. Advertising performs much the same function in industrial society as myth performed in ancient and primitive societies. It is both creator and perpetuator of the dominant attitudes, values, and ideology of the culture, the social norms and myths by which most people govern their behavior. At the very least, advertising helps to create a climate in which certain attitudes and values flourish and others are not reflected at all (Kilbourne 67). Advertising often sells a great deal more than the products. It sells values, images, and concepts of sexuality, romance, success, and, perhaps most importantly, normalcy. To a great extent, it tells us who we are and who we should be. Advertising promotes a core belief of American culture: that we can transform and re-create ourselves, and transcend our circumstances (Kilbourne 68).

As men’s awareness of the male body ideal, internalization of that ideal, and comparison of their own physiques to that ideal increase, their desire to become muscular also increases. Sociocultural theory stresses the importance of the mass media in portraying idealized images to individuals in society (Thompson et al. 1999). 
These idealized images send important messages to society’s members regarding physical appearance and what is considered attractive, as well as the costs and benefits associated with embodying a specific body shape. Understanding the ideal male body image and the way it is propagated in this type of contemporary media is critical for research on men and their identity shaping through bodybuilding. Although new media, such as the internet, are often replacing more traditional forms of mass communication, magazines still serve a significant function by motivating men to strive for the aforementioned ideal. They have become one of the primary ways in which men and boys educate themselves about becoming a bodybuilder. This chapter highlights such publications and the mechanisms that they utilize in indoctrinating men to romanticize this notion of masculinity and, consequently, replicate a body type that is powerful—the bodybuilding ideal. Bodybuilders become heroes by which readers of these publications internalize a modified representation of the male body image for which they strive. The prominence of muscle in the contemporary ideal physique is explicit, especially in popular muscle magazines (Dotson 118).
The pervasiveness of the ideal of male muscularity being attractive and desirable is shown by research that indicated that 82% of models in popular male-audience magazines were categorized as very muscular (high muscle definition), and 96% of models met criteria for having low body fat (i.e., very lean, no visible body fat) (Labre 223). The muscular mesomorph in these magazines is the type of image that males of all ages consistently see in the media. The magazines, to the reader unfamiliar with the operative semiotic signs, illustrate collections of highly defined muscular men and women, many of them with exaggerated muscle mass and veins protruding throughout their bodies, bodybuilding’s icons are imbedded in the semiotic content of the various types of fitness magazines. 

Arnold Schwarzenegger’s omnipresence is a huge selling point for many of these magazines (Manly 1). In monthly editorials for these magazines, Schwarzenegger serves as the premier spokesman for the sport. He writes as a personal trainer, offering detailed workout regimens. He is a staunch advocate of nutritional supplements, which provide the bulk of the magazines’ advertising revenue. This was a political conflict of interest for Governor Schwarzenegger, because he was poised to earn $5 million over five years in his role as executive editor for the magazines, although he had vetoed a bill that sought to restrict the use of performance-enhancing supplements among high school students. This suggests that, although many magazines have the word “health” in their titles, the cultural messages they disseminate are oftentimes not healthy.
In order to illustrate how magazines perpetuate this ideal, I examined various issues of four popular men’s magazines, which are published by bodybuilding mogul Joe Weider: Men’s Fitness, Men’s Health, Muscle and Fitness, and Flex. They all serve in instructing men how to achieve the ideal physique. The first two magazines, Flex and Muscle and Fitness, are considered to be the more “hardcore” publications. However, these magazines differ in their respective target demographics. Men’s Health and Men’s Fitness are geared towards more mainstream gym enthusiasts as I analyze below.  While all of these magazines differ in the extent of how much muscularity is ideal, it is noteworthy that having muscle is always the central theme. I analyze them in a descending order of lessening intensity.

Flex is a monthly magazine in its eighteenth year of publication numbering 300 pages total, with a newsstand price of $5.99. It has a circulation of over 163,000, including nearly 50,000 subscriptions (Min Media 2000). In terms of target audience, Flex is clearly intended for both serious and aspiring “hardcore” male bodybuilders. Flex is generally not where an individual would initially internalize male body image signs, as it is written for an audience of males already familiar with the semiotic codes regarding bodybuilding. The target demographic is one that is already experienced in bodybuilding. It dispenses advice on advanced training, scientific, nutritional, and supplement information designed to help readers build a competitive bodybuilder’s physique, and numerous photos of famous professional bodybuilders.  

Like most muscle magazines, the content in Flex varies little monthly. The cover usually contains five headlines pertaining to training and nutrition articles found inside. Typically, the two models on the cover include one extremely massive male bodybuilder and a scantily clad female. Typical headlines challenge readers to achieve the physical proportions of these men, who are the most massively muscular of any similar magazine. The images in the media convey powerful messages about embodying a muscular physique. For example, the main headline on the cover of the October 2006 Flex (figure 18) is “MASS BLAST-Workout For Every Bodypart.” This is positioned next to a freakishly massive bodybuilder looking out at the reader. The actual text included in Flex advertisements is similar to editorial content, making it appear more credible. The major difference is that these ads involve supplements almost exclusively. However, they are often displayed as articles (with medical and other scientific references cited), and, unlike other supplement ads in fitness magazines, a high proportion deal with controversial hormonal products, like androstene, growth hormone, etc. It is only logical that these types of ads would be in this sort of magazine, as it is geared for those who may wish to experiment with ways to exceed the limitations of natural training. Thus, the prevalence of these ads implies that this magazine promotes the pursuit of a physical ideal to greater, more risky lengths.

Examining advertisements in several issues of Flex, and investigating the manner in which male physiques were portrayed, three main themes became apparent. The first was that readers lacked power and control unless they were male mesomorphs. This is consistent with the message sent via iconic messages in the last century, from Sandow to Schwarzenneger. The second theme involved the promise of transformation from a feeble, less powerful self to a strong and powerful self. The advertisements suggested that, by using their products and adhering to their bodybuilding techniques, the reader will achieve a mesomorphic shape and a superior self-identity. This echoes the claims made by Atlas eighty years ago.  The third theme equated muscularity with masculinity. The advertisements suggested that, by obtaining a mesomorphic body shape, the reader would have greater power in the social world and dominance over women and other men. The cumulative result of all these messages conveyed is that the male mesomorphic physique is the naturally desired shape and one that is equated with superiority, power, and masculinity (White and Gillett 24).

Muscle and Fitness is also a monthly publication, running approximately 250 pages in length and costing $5.99 per issue. It is the oldest of the Weider publications (since the first issue in 1940, and has a circulation approaching half a million, with over 200,000 subscriptions [Min Media 2000]). Muscle and Fitness has a much broader readership than Flex, but it also targets hardcore bodybuilders.


On the cover of the June 2008 issue (figure 19), a headline blares out: “Start Today! BURN FAT & BUILD MUSCLE.” The semiotic meaning of this headline exemplifies how it appeals to newer gym goers with a mode of signification aimed at someone aspiring to enter this subculture, with a challenge to “start today.”  Underneath that headline is “EAT BETTER, GET BIGGER NOW,!” “Big Guns, Wide Delts,” “Ultimate Growth-8 Testosterone Boosters That Work,” and “Radical Cardio-7 Ways to Lose Pounds Fast.” The key words in these captions convey to the reader that muscular size is a goal to strive for and that fat is undesirable.  Articles are divided into sections on training and nutrition, and include an editorial by Joe Weider himself, a Q&A with Schwarzenegger, scientific nutrition articles by doctors and fitness trainers, and a section on sex. Clearly, the elements of Muscle and Fitness are very similar to Flex, but are tailored more toward novice-to-intermediate bodybuilders and fitness enthusiasts. Advertising in Muscle and Fitness mirrors that in Flex, but there is a greater proportion of meal replacement, energy bar, and other “basic” supplement ads. Not included are prohormones and new, unsubstantiated products used by advanced bodybuilders. Again, text copies editorial headlines, but the physiques in the photos are leaner and look more natural, often discussing other sports aside from bodybuilding.

The market for “mainstream” men’s fitness magazines has also exploded in recent years. These are the magazines that appeal to students, young professionals, and entry-level bodybuilders alike. Two of the most popular such magazines are Men’s Fitness and Men’s Health. These are differentiated from the more “hardcore” magazines by the fact that they are written to appeal to a wider audience. This would include: men using bodybuilding as a tool within a myriad array of sports, and beginners using bodybuilding for health or aesthetic reasons, as opposed to “hardcore” bodybuilders who see it as the primary activity in their life and wish to develop as powerful physique as possible. However, these “mainstream” individuals strive at the same time to attain a muscular body, but to a less extreme degree. Fairly average athletic guys are displayed in the pictorials of these magazines. Typically, they’re men in their early to late 30s, a little over six feet tall, between 175 and 190 pounds, married, with one or two kids (Schuler 111).

In its sixteenth year of publication, Men’s Fitness has a circulation of over a million, including 765,000 subscriptions (Min Media 2000). Each monthly issue costs $3, is 135 pages in length, and contains information for general body fitness (such as cholesterol awareness, cardiovascular health, nutritional fads, etc.), and sports-specific training. This training advice serves to instruct men who want to not only look powerful, but also dominate in numerous sports.

Men in Men’s Fitness are clearly smaller and less muscular than even amateur bodybuilders, but the mesomorphic (leaner yet still muscularly defined) physiques that adorn the pages are indisputable. Monthly covers display a consistently smiling and shirtless man, appearing to be in his late twenties to late thirties, who are photographed facing the camera, from waist up, showcasing a toned, muscular physique. Six headlines that reference training, nutrition, and sex are positioned around him. In the April 2004 issue, headlines include “Melt Fat, Build Muscle, see results in 12 days.  This repeats almost verbatim the headlines of two aforementioned magazines/and under that are a list of captions touting “Hard Abs”, Instant Energy, 45 ways to look great now and How Fit are you?“ (Men’s Fitness April 2004). Articles are divided into features (anything from jogging to hiking equipment) and “Personal Trainer” articles (basic and intermediate-level training and nutrition information). Regular department pages include Q&A columns, fitness news, and “Sports Pages: For Guys Who Would Rather Play Than Watch”. Indeed, the imagery in Men’s Fitness reflects an ideal of athletically built men who are active rather than flexing or simply posing. Often clothed with a tank top and shorts, they still reveal their muscular physique. These models are shown lifting, running, bicycling, or even playing golf. Advertising in Men’s Fitness is more diverse than Flex and Muscle and Fitness, not only promoting supplements and equipment, but often music, grooming products, and apparel. This broadens the appeal for this body image, and consequently lures more males to it. As a result, the message of Men’s Fitness is disseminated to more males than Flex and Muscle and Fitness. The ideal body that is desired by the majority of athletic consumers in urbanized societies resemble the less exaggerated, but still recognizably muscular physiques associated depicted in the advertising for active wear, colognes, and other products of a consumer-oriented society (Dutton 196).

Men’s Health is another magazine that provides men with “Tons of Useful Stuff” to develop their bodies. It also purports to help develop their masculinity by including articles on how to attract women. Linking those types of articles with the corresponding images of muscular men serves to perpetuate the male body image ideal of the mesomorphic man being sexually attractive. The paid circulation of Men’s Health climbed more than six-fold in seven years, from 250,000 in 1990 to more than 1.5 million by 1997 (Min Media 2000), yet another example of how broad the appeal of a muscular male body image is. With its large readership, this magazine is geared toward mainstream males of varying fitness levels. However, what they have in common is the pursuit of health, accompanied by a determined approach to enhance their physique. Most articles are feature stories, but Men’s Health has many regular department pages devoted to various men’s topics. Without doubt, there is a greater breadth of information than Flex, Muscle and Fitness, and Men’s Fitness, and, in the issues I reviewed, there were no photos of professional bodybuilders. In their place were smaller, shirtless men who were not overly massive, but still muscular. This is the true mesomorphic body type in a leaner form. It is only when bodybuilding becomes more intense, both physically and mentally, that males reach the proportions of the “hardcore” publications. Advertising in Men’s Health takes a general male market approach, with products like cereal, hair-loss treatments, mouthwash, apparel, and motorcycles. When men appear in the ads, they are almost always fully clothed; in fact, in many ads, models do not appear at all, women appearing in even fewer. Moreover, rarely do the ads promote supplements, unlike Men’s Fitness, Muscle and Fitness, and Flex. Men are referenced with metaphorical appeals to power, strength, and male autonomy through words and images (Men’s Health February 2000, 50).

As demonstrated by the cover of the July/August issue of Men’s Health magazine (Figure 21), various headlines appeal to the reader’s sense of body image and masculinity. Prominently displayed is a man who epitomizes the perfect image of the muscular mesomorphic ideal, photographed flexing while appearing relaxed. He is not muscularly enormous, but still clearly defined. The model poses shirtless, revealing large chest muscles, small waist and developed arms. The bold type of the dominant caption, contrasting with the white background, blares out, “Lose Your Gut!” This entices males of an endomorphic stature to take action into transforming their physique toward the ideal by slimming their undesirable belly, which the bodybuilding culture and the media at large portray as unattractive. This supports Sheldon’s aforementioned study, in which endomorphs are found to have been associated with negative traits, such as laziness. The next caption lists “Foods That Grow Muscle.” This is a direct appeal to ectomorphs, and purports to show the nutrition required to achieve it. The free poster heralded on the cover tells the reader to “Sculpt your Abs” and claims to be able to show results in ten days. The short time involved in such a claim further motivates readers. A health-related article entitled “Strip Away Stress, 101 fast fixes for men,” appeals to the mainstream male audience. Lastly, the caption on the bottom of the cover, “Sizzling Hot Summer Sex!” is a modern variant of Atlas’ initial ads that links the association with an active mesomorph and sexual desirability, as was Atlas after his transformation. These headlines signal to men that they can also be healthy and strong if they follow the advice in the magazine.

Sports magazines and others with a large male readership are full of ads for muscle-enhancing products, frequently equating muscles with violent power. The publications discussed illustrate how men’s health and fitness magazines, particularly muscle magazines, at various levels and to various audiences, instruct men how to build various levels of the ideal bodybuilding physique. To increasing degrees, muscle is an important and constant aspect of the ideal male physique, prominent and well defined, especially in magazines geared toward those who identify with the bodybuilding subculture. 

Men look to magazines, movies, and music videos for the promise of what they can obtain. One such individual states, "The [body of the] guy on the cover [of Men’s Health Magazine] is what I’m striving for," says high school senior, Alger, sternly as he takes a moment to look down at his muscular arm (Shallek-Klein 1). Most of these magazines didn’t even exist ten or twenty years ago (Pope et al. 31). It seems that the initial depictions of the mesomorphic male body image by Atlas, Sandow, etc. grew in popular acceptance at an accelerated pace during this period. This, in turn, expanded the market for the bodybuilding lifestyle and its corresponding products. As such, the associated magazines grew to serve that market. Given the powerful messages conveyed by magazine images and advertisements regarding the power of muscularity and the superiority and masculinity associated with it (White and Gillett 29), it is not surprising that the male body image is related to focusing on the images in these magazines. Men are exposed daily to these magazines and the muscular images and advertisements inside them and on their covers. They are readily available in drugstores, gas stations, convenience stores, and grocery stores. Fitness facilities provide access to these magazines for their clientele. Although it is not even necessary to purchase the magazines to be exposed to them, men purchase millions of popular male-audience fitness magazines each year in North America (Frederick et al. 2005). 

Magazines, along with popular TV shows and films, like Baywatch, Hercules, Rambo, and Conan, reinforce the notion that masculinity is semiotically embedded by the iconic muscular ideal presented by them. Depictions of men’s bodies, as made explicit by popular media, contribute greatly to collective ideas of manhood. The pressure these images exert on men is great. As Klein contends, “it matters not whether the muscle is venerated, repudiated, or dismissed, men must make peace with these powerful forces one way or another” (4). We should acknowledge that by examining their representations in popular media, the idealized physique is conveyed as the low-fat, high-muscle body. However, the physique of actual males, the “real” culture, does not necessarily reflect the physiques to which they aspire, the “ideal” culture. In fact, numerous medical studies show that people all over the world are more obese and unfit than ever before, including in the United States, where an estimated 55% are overweight or obese, men not excluded. Today, 20% of men are obese, in contrast to 10% in 1960. This is not accurately reflected in the media. The perfect physique is increasingly found less on the average man’s body, who has a 20% chance of being overly fat (Hellmich 2000).

Pumped-up actors and models of films and magazines, primarily those of the health and fitness genre, on the other hand, preserve the ideal body in the media. The men in these images are athletic and muscular—not round and soft. Movie heroes tend to be ideally built males. As Katherine Phillips, co-author of The Adonis Complex, tells USA Today, “Men’s bodies are displayed everywhere, and many are unrealistically muscular and fit” (tad. in Hellmich 2000a). TV ads, mail order catalogues, and Armani Exchange posters assault the senses and sensibilities of teenage boys, beckoning them to attain the ideal (Shallek-Klein 1). A similar example of contemporary advertising in the retail world worth exploring is Abercrombie and Fitch. This kind of media saturation of the social consciousness changes the way young men think. "Everywhere you look, there is a guy in an advertisement with a chick. You never see a guy that is not cut," says junior Yayha Mokhtarzada. "It makes me think that not only is it good to be cut, but when you have a body like that, life is better” (Shallek-Klein 1). The aforementioned images in popular culture saturate it more thoroughly than the initial images disseminated by Atlas and Sandow.

The use of the “ideal male body” as an advertising image by nutritional supplement manufacturers capitalizes on the insecurities of men who believe themselves to be inadequately built, and, as such, are only too eager to embrace it. Especially common in the current advertising market for supplements are the "before" and "after" photos of transformations that are in the nationwide “Body for Life” contest, as shown in Figure 22.

In the two sets of images in Figure 22, the “before” photo shows a male who is not representative of the mesomorphic ideal. Abb Ansley appears to ectomorphic and Charles Damiano appears to be endomorphic. The next photo in each set illustrates the dramatic physical transformation into the mesomorphic ideal. The maintenance of this mesomorphic physique is shown to have been successfully achieved in the third photo of each set. This contest aims to show to “underdeveloped” males (as did Atlas’ ads a century ago) that such transformation is possible. This annual contest is sponsored by EAS, a popular nutritional supplement company, and gives awards based on the greatest physical transformation toward the societal ideal. Men in this contest start fat and flabby, and finish up toned, tanned, and taut. The semiotic significance of these ads is to relay to the viewer an ideal, a new ideal that has not always been necessary, which is supposedly easily attainable. The Body-for-Life Challenge twelve-week healthy living contest is based on the best-selling book Body-for-Life. Participants are encouraged to record their progress with before and after photos. They are also asked to record their inner transformation in a short essay, and are judged on the quality of their outer and inner transformation (“EAS Body For Life”). The appeal of this type of ad is to give credibility to the advertised sports nutrition product as being a vehicle for achieving the muscular mesomorphic ideal.  Certainly, Atlas would have attempted to do the same had he had the media outlets that are available today.

Anthony Ellis (Figure 23) is one of the contest’s most successful past winners. He advertises a muscle-building course on his website by prominently displaying the headline, “Learn How I Gained 32 lbs of Muscle Mass in Just 12 Weeks, Without Steroids! I could never gain weight no matter what I tried!” Included on the website are one of many photos of Anthony attesting to his dramatic transformation. He continues with a little biographical information, stating:

I am not gifted with great genetics, or very athletic. I’m just an average guy who was fed up with being a skinny, 135-pound weakling. Skinny and average, I hated being thin. When I took off my clothes, I was often too embarrassed to even look at myself in the mirror. I was totally ashamed of my body. To try and hide this from friends (who can be very cruel), I always wore baggy clothes and long sleeved shirts. Even in the summer time. I wanted to gain weight so badly that I tried everything I could. I wasted thousands of dollars on every supplement "fad" that promised more muscles and fast results. I joined a gym, and eagerly tried many of the "professional bodybuilder" workout routines in the "Muscle" magazines. I did everything that I was told to do, no matter how unusual it sounded. I worked out 5–7 times per week, 2 hours each day. Day after day, week after week I waited for the muscle gain, but I never gained a pound! I knew that I would never be huge. I just want a body that I could be proud of. Was that too much to ask? Why was this so difficult? I needed to learn how to gain weight. After sifting through all the hype and crappy supplements, I discovered a few all-natural, muscle-gaining techniques that really help skinny people build more mass. Using these simple techniques, I not only gained 32 pounds of muscle in 12 weeks, but I also reduced my body fat from 10% to 7%! (Available at: http://www.fastmusclegain.com).
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The appeal to the masculinity of viewers of this website is reminiscent of those of Charles Atlas ads of the 1920s. Like Atlas’ dismay at being a “97-pound weakling,” Ellis similarly laments about his dislike of his 135-pound frame. In fact, he uses the same word, “weakling,” to categorize his former persona. The symbolic meaning of this adjective serves to imply, as Atlas had, that “weaklings” were not “men.” Here the semiotic meaning of having a deficient masculinity is signified by the sense of shame he conveys at his former muscular build. After discovering his undisclosed (you have to order it) muscle-building secret, he goes on to transform his body and win the “body for life” contest.

Ellis’ tale is a familiar one. Muscular bodies are displayed “in our culture, the hard body is a ‘take no shit body’” (Bordo 57). Being small and “soft” exposes a man as weak and unmanly. During the century between Atlas and Ellis, the bodybuilding revolution and the media have served as catalysts for the perpetuation of this mentality. Bordo proposes that while muscles once signified the primitive brute, and were reserved for cultural representations of manual laborers, pugilists, and slaves, today they have been incorporated into the “civilized” image of men (Bordo 57). Pumping Iron’s theme song tells us “Everybody wants to be a hero/Everybody wants to live forever.” “Everybody” in this case can be thought of as “every body” in that the pumping up of muscles commemorates the strong, immortal, omnipotent heroes and gods of Greece (Holmund 89). Eugene Sandow realized this and marketed himself by displaying his body in a manner similar to the sculptures of ancient Greek gods, just as Angelo Siciliano changed his name to Charles Atlas, invoking the name of the powerful Greek God. These gods and heroes threw lightning bolts, wrestled, fought with little more than swords, and, in Atlas’ case, bore the weight of the earth on their shoulders. Power and aggression were, and continue to be, large parts of their appeal in mythology. By reminding us of powerful heroes and gods, the muscled body translates, into bodily form, the memory of a manly force that is at once violent and impenetrable. Indeed, contemporary images of muscular men reference the notion of masculinity as potently aggressive. 

Images of the new mesomorphic ideal are highly visible in all forms of advertising. In an analysis of 505 commercials, Lin (1998) found that 30.4% of male television models displayed a muscular physique, as opposed to 4.4% and 8.7% of models that displayed underweight or overweight physiques, respectively. Similarly, Kolbe and Albanese (1996) examined characteristics of male models of even more mainstream publications, such as Business Week, Esquire, GQ, Playboy, Rolling Stone, and Sports Illustrated magazines. These magazines are deemed as male audience magazines due to their large percentages of male readers and because the advertisements in these magazines are targeted at male readers. Between 79% and 94.6% of models in 1,158 advertisements embodied a mesomorphic physique. Underweight and overweight models were highly underrepresented in these popular magazines. These studies demonstrated that body types different from the mesomorphic ideal are not as readily depicted as are strong and muscular bodies in advertisements in the media. The finding that looking at pictures and advertisements is related to male body image is important, as previous research has explored the association between magazine exposure and body image, but no study has examined what that exposure has entailed. This result provides some insight into how magazine exposure may be related to the desire to be muscular. When this desire isn’t realized, however, problems can result.

Bodybuilding has been seen as a disorder similar to that of anorexia nervosa. Bodybuilders obsess over a body with which they are never satisfied. Adonis Complex co-authors cite “muscle dysmorphia” (also known as “reverse anorexia” or “bigorexia”), a phenomenon that is rampant in the bodybuilding subculture, and in which men have constant and destructive feelings of being too small and weak (Pope et al. 200). If male athletes feel that they are not lean and muscular enough, and combine that with unhealthy behaviors, such as use of performance-enhancing drugs, it could result in this disorder. This phenomenon emerged as the signified messages equating muscularity with masculinity morphed into one surpassing the natural physical proportions of Sandow and Atlas. The newer ideal evolved and was propagated after bodybuilding emerged from obscurity, causing the advent of the fitness magazine and supplement industries. Hence, one of the destructive effects of the semiotic control over body image by the media at large is seen in the “Adonis Complex.”

CHAPTER 6. The Adonis Complex
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"Everything has beauty, but not everyone sees it."

-Confucius

This disorder suggests that some (primarily adolescent) men are experiencing a level of discontent with their muscularity, as advertising and other media images idealize well-built men. Furthermore, when individuals experience body image dissatisfaction, efforts will be made to improve appearance and become closer to a body image ideal (Mishkind et al. 547). This investment in appearance fuels a multibillion-dollar industry designed to capitalize on men’s body concerns. Not only are there sometimes substantially high financial costs to achieving the male body ideal, there may be emotional and physical costs, as some of these body investment strategies are unhealthy and potentially dangerous (i.e., steroid use or elective surgery). This is the case because our perception of how we present ourselves to others is related to our psychological well being (Schlenker and Leary 647). For example, perceiving that one has failed to portray a desirable physical impression is associated with increased depression and decreased self-esteem. As mentioned previously here, distorted body image has widely been known to affect women and girls, but there is growing awareness of the pressure that men and boys face to appear muscular—the phenomenon of men suffering from a distorted body image is termed the “Adonis Complex” (Pope et al. 206). It is ironic that the body obsessions of men should be named after Adonis, since, by today’s unrealistic standards, the Greek god would be deemed overweight based on his historical depiction (Figure 24); but this is the point. The imagery of the male physique has become more developed and, oftentimes, impossibly muscular.

According to many articles citing Adonis co-author Harrison Pope, one million American men could be described as having body dysmorphic disorder, three million admit to binge eating at least twice a week, and one to three million have used anabolic steroids at one time or another. Another 700,000 men had cosmetic surgery in 1996 alone (Swint 27). These statistics show what dangerous lengths men will go to in order conform to the male body image ideal. Pope estimates that anorexia and bulimia will become more common in males as societal pressure to achieve physical perfection increases. Also citing Klein, other scholars suggest that competitive bodybuilders are required to engage in compulsive behaviors like extreme dieting in order to achieve an ultimately unattainable ideal: “a morphological model that is derived from culturally constructed notions of the male physique: hardness, muscularity, broad shoulders, and narrow hips” (Bolin 382).

Plenty of iconic messages shaping everyday realities are articulated mostly by the visual data that is viewed on TV. The role of advertising in this interpretation of reality is crucial. The target audience’s self-identification with the images being a basic prerequisite for an advertisement’s effectiveness makes advertising one of the most important factors in the building of behavior models and values systems. The way a certain notion is managed at a visual level determines how people will perceive this notion and whether they will identify with it or not.

Popular viewing among males involves the broadcasting of sports, such as football, baseball, and basketball. In these sports, larger-than-life athletes dominate. In addition, in recent years, a great deal of media attention has been devoted to the bodies of WWE wrestlers; there are many television shows devoted to this "sport." Although there are no studies that have evaluated the evolving muscularity trends for men in the big three sports (baseball, football, basketball), it is generally conceded that, especially over the past ten years, participants have increased in muscle mass. Indeed, baseball icon turned pariah, Barry Bonds, as well as Mark McGwire and Sammy Sosa, have a high degree of muscularity and definition. These athletes have taken Creatine, and McGuire furthermore became a poster boy for the more controversial muscle builder, Androstendione (Thompson 1).

McGuire, who finished the season with 70 home runs during the dramatic 1998 home run chase in Major League Baseball, was treated like a hero. He later publicly admitted to using “andro,” which tarnished his reputation because of the increasingly held social belief that this performance enhancer is one for “cheaters.” Sosa, the other major protagonist in this record-breaking season, also underwent the same praise and subsequent societal disapproval. This may seem to suggest that the image of muscularity is not monolithically portrayed in a positive manner. However, it was the perception of “cutting corners” to superior athletic achievement, and not the associated muscularity, that was the reason for these athletes’ fall from grace. Klein asserts that the anxiety surrounding body image in this case was compounded by the anxiety of athletic achievement, which led to temporary but illusory success.

This evolution in size and muscularity in today’s leading male actors creates the pressure by adolescents to take supplements in order to emulate their screen idols. In the last ten to fifteen years, especially, marketers from these industries have been vigorously promoting a lean, muscular male ideal to a society of consumers, many of them impressionable young men, and this has led to a rise in supplement sales. Now, more than ever, men feel that they must live up to the media’s and, therefore, the society’s ideal. This occurs because we have greater media saturation now than any time in history, and people have more opportunity to internalize the signs that are designed to signify what marketers portray as the “norm.” According to the Media Dynamics publication, Media Matters, a typical adult has potential daily exposure to about 600 to 625 ads in any form; 272 of these exposures come from the major, traditional media (TV, radio, magazines, and newspapers) (Media Matters).
Legal supplement use is indeed one way that men can increase size and muscularity. Ida Hatoum and Deborah Belle, researchers from the Department of Psychology at the University of Saskatchewan, found that the prevalence rate for supplement consumption for muscle gain was 30% in a sample of 89 men (402). In a study of Creatine use among men, 48% of participants reported having used the supplement (figure 25) at some point in time to increase size (Williams et al. 29). Creatine users in the study were also more likely to use other performance-enhancing supplements, such as protein and ephedrine. Similar results were found in another study (2001) that examined the three-year prevalence rates of substance use in 334 men that attended commercial fitness facilities. The authors found that 47% of their sample used Creatine. Research with male collegiate athletes has revealed that up to 36% use Creatine as a supplement to build muscle (Jonnalagadda, Rosenbloom, and Skinner 510).

Protein is another commonly used supplement for increasing size and muscularity. Protein supplementation was reported by 61% of the men in the sample by Kanayama et al. (138). Protein consumption has also been found in samples of adolescent males (Fleischer and Read, 1982; Riccardelli and McCabe 2002). Fleischer and Read (1982) found that approximately 36% of adolescent males used protein supplements to build muscle and gain weight. 

Other types of substance use related to increasing size have been noted in the literature. O’Dea and Rawstorne (2001) found that 5% of adolescent males in their study reported using drugs or medications, such as pills or insulin, to increase their mass. Prohormones, synthetic hormones that have a similar chemical structure to anabolic steroids, (2001) found that 18% of their sample disclosed taking prohormones. Williams et al. (2004) found a prevalence rate of 7% for prohormone use in their sample of 148 men. The identification of prohormone use in men is significant, as research has found similar risks with prohormone use as those associated with steroid use (King et al. 1029). 

Supplement use to decrease body fat has also been documented. Kanayama et al. (138) reported a three-year, 26% rate of ephedrine use to decrease body fat among men in fitness facilities. Ephedrine is a substance with a chemical structure similar to amphetamines that acts as a stimulant of the sympathetic nervous system. Physical and psychological difficulties associated with ephedrine use include irritability, sleeplessness, dependence, headache, nausea, tachycardia, vomiting, motor restlessness, and urinary disorders (Physicians Desk Reference 2000). Other research has found that 15% of males report that they consume dietary supplements in order to burn fat (Hatoum and Belle 2004). 

Arnold Schwarzenegger has been honest and outspoken about how integral supplements were to his progress in the 1960s and 1970s, and about how he will climb the barricades in their defense and fight against steroids. In the June issue of Muscle and Fitness, he wrote, "our mission must be to enlighten the uninformed to the differences between the two and ultimately protect the kind of right America’s forefathers wrote into our Constitution: the freedom of choice." (Manly 1). It does smack of hypocrisy that he now publicly disavows the illegal steroids he used to build his physique in his youth, while advocating legal supplements from which he profits.

While supplements are widely available at GNC or Vitamin World stores throughout the country, men with muscle dysmorphia often abuse illicit steroids and suffer from anxiety attacks and mood swings. The authors also warn of the grave dangers of anabolic steroids. Nutritional supplements, however, are a different matter. Researchers are concerned about how these impact men and boys, and have seen an alarming increase in obsessive weight training and the use of anabolic steroids and dietary supplements that promise bigger muscles or more stamina for lifting. The magazines are dominated by advertisements for dietary supplements, like Vitargo-CGL, urging readers to "get huge," "look massive," and "be freaky" (Shallek-Klein 1) These products, and their safety, are a matter of intense debate. Bill Gurley, professor of pharmaceutical sciences at the University of Arkansas for Medical Sciences, has said that there was little definitive research into the effects of the combination of hundreds of ingredients in some of these products. Some products make claims based on "very, very scanty medical evidence," Mr. Gurley added. In addition, he said, some of the latest data show adverse changes in cardiovascular results. "By standing behind these types of products, it cheapens the magazines’ credibility,” Mr. Gurley added (Shallek-Klein 1). This would seem to show a profit motive inherent in the “muscle magazines” that advertise these products successfully by perpetuating the muscular image ideal.
Since our society glorifies the ideal male body as being an athletic, muscular, V-shaped body, it is no surprise that 45% of teenage boys are dissatisfied with their bodies. Bodybuilders who exhibit this form of reverse anorexia strive constantly to gain more lean body mass, but even when successful, they persist in believing that their size is inadequate. Adonis Complex authors first document changes in advertisements, and toys, such as G.I. Joe, to demonstrate how the steroid-hyped male torso became an ideal beyond the capability of most men. They then report on results of a computerized body image test given to male college students that showed dissatisfaction with physical appearance, across cultures, and a tendency to misjudge the physique desirable to the opposite sex.
In The Adonis Complex, a survey of 596 11- to 16-year-olds, suggests that British teenage boys are even more obsessed with their appearance. A third of those surveyed wanted to lose weight, and more than half said they would prefer to be better looking than play better football (the term for soccer in the rest of the world). Nearly a quarter would prefer to be attractive rather than wealthy, and one in eight would consider plastic surgery to improve their looks. Here is another example:

Paul, 18, has been working out at a South London gym for nearly three years. He now lifts 85-pound weights with ease, but admits he used to be picked on for being skinny at school. Muscularity has brought him respect. “Men have to look hard,” he says. “I used to get pushed about. But other guys give me space now and girls like a good body.” (Batty)

 It seems that Paul has personally experienced what the Atlas ads first promised almost a century ago. His identification with a supremely masculine individual is precipitated on his increased muscularity. Also, he combines this self-confidence with his male peers (as is evident by the cessation of his being bullied, as Atlas experienced), with an increased feeling of sexual attractiveness from girls.

Men, too, now feel required to achieve the so-called perfect body. Bigorexia is characterized by excessive weight lifting (oftentimes spending over five hours at the gym), excessive attention to diet (consuming protein shakes on a rigid schedule), excessive time spent "body-checking" (looking in mirrors, CDs, window reflections, etc.), checking body weight excessively (ten to twenty times per day), and, most dangerously, usage of anabolic steroids. Is this extreme obsession with body size a new obsession? Perhaps. As was explained earlier, we have recently been increasingly exposed to half-naked male bodies (i.e., underwear ads for Calvin Klein, shampoo ads with muscular men taking showers, etc.). These ads have a great influence on how men perceive their bodies.

In a study of the media’s effect on male body image, a group of college men viewed advertisements featuring muscular men, while another group viewed neutral advertisements with no partially naked male bodies. The men were then given a body image assessment (while unaware of the purpose of the study). The men exposed to the muscular images showed a significantly greater discrepancy between the body they ideally would want to have and their current body (Leit et. al. 2002). Also noteworthy is that, in these studies, researchers found that many individuals were very unhappy with their lack of muscularity (Thompson 1).

The following anecdote illustrates this phenomenon of the appeal and risks associated with the obsession with bodybuilding:

My first visit to a gym got me hooked. Almost immediately I started to see my body changing, as muscles I never knew popped up everywhere. I seemed to train harder than anybody I knew, but was at a sticking point. I longed for the type of physique you saw in the magazines. Then I heard about steroids: if this was the only way, then I wanted to do it. (The Guardian 1)
Jennifer Carter, a psychologist at the Ohio State University Sports Medicine Center, who works with athletes at the university, conducted a study of 882 athletes there (57% male). “Some male athletes see pictures in men’s fitness magazines of big, extremely muscular men and feel that they don’t measure up” (Carter 2003). This study showed that about 1.1% of male athletes may suffer from this disorder. Carter said that this is one of the first studies to ask male athletes questions that could support such a diagnosis:

“There hasn’t been a lot of research about eating disorders among male athletes, but I think it may be a growing problem,” Carter said. “I don’t have male athletes approaching me to say they have an eating disorder, but I do see athletes who say they are concerned about their body and want to be bigger and more muscular…Sometimes their desire to be more muscular has little to do with improving their athletic performance.” (1)

The survey posed several questions intended to determine men’s body image issues and what they were doing to become more muscular. Results showed the following:

· 9% reported using performance-enhancing drugs or substances, such as Creatine.

· 5% reported avoiding situations where they had to expose their bodies, such as wearing a swimsuit.

· 4% reported being preoccupied by the inadequacy of their body size and have significant distress or impairment as a result.

· 4% reported frequently giving up important activities because of their workout or diet schedule.

However, muscle dysmorphia is not yet recognized as an official psychiatric disorder, mainly because, to date, there has been little research of the issue. It is Carter’s position that more attention needs to be focused on the problem:

 The issue for some men is meeting this ideal of the muscular bodybuilders they see in fitness magazines…One thing we like to discuss with the male athletes is that these bodybuilders may be on steroids and their bodies may be unattainable without chemical assistance. (Carter 2002)

This 2002 work was the second yearly study performed by Carter on athletes at the university. In both years, fewer than 2% had diagnosable eating disorders. Higher numbers showed symptoms that are associated with eating disorders—such as binge eating and purging—but are not severe enough to be listed as a disorder. The good news, Carter said, is that the percentage of athletes showing these symptoms declined from 2001 to 2002, from 15% to 12%.

Indeed, psychological studies have shown that, when their bodies are larger, harder, and more muscular, men’s self-esteem is higher (Luciano 107) This phenomenon occurs when an individual who has mentally processed and accepted the mesomorphic image as ideal fits into those societal expectations. By linking musculature with masculinity, these men perpetuate this ideal culturally. Analyzing studies conducted by Larry Tucker at the Health Department of Auburn University, immediate positive feedback of physique encourages continued effort and improvement,” while improved skill is largely irrelevant for a weightlifter (Horn 16). That is, the reflected masculine form incites renewed effort to better oneself in the image of heroic masculinity. During the 16-week study at Auburn, Tucker measured 240 male college students’ (113 students in a weight-training class, 127 not in weight training) self-concept and other psychological traits. The students in a weight-training class reported considerably improved self-concept after both groups began with similar psychological profiles (Horn 16).

Such empirical data correspond to the motivations that weightlifters usually cite for their initial entry into the sport, which would be a necessity to boost their social weakness that results from physical weakness, pumping up their manhood by pumping up their muscles.   However magazines rebut allegations of glorification and promotion of unrealistic ideals. Not surprisingly, the magazines that provoke condemnation in this context are dismissive of the case presented by The Adonis Complex. “It’s an excuse for a book”, says Simon Geller, editor of Men’s Health. “We didn’t create it, we are not that influential. We just spot trends and cash in on them.” Geller and his counterpart at Men’s Fitness believe in the “aspirational” effect of their magazines, meaning that the images are an ideal to aim towards, rather than to replicate (Pope et. al. 5). By claiming that the effects of their magazine (and all of its associated imagery), are “aspirational,” the bodies presented are objectified as idealized entities. The magazines’ awareness of the increasing acceptance of this ideal as stated by Geller suggests that they linked masculinity to those ideals.

The irony is, while college-aged men may believe that a larger male body is more attractive to the opposite sex, women report desiring a more normal-sized body. In a study of men from three countries (United States, Austria, and France), subjects were shown a spectrum of body images and then asked to choose: (1) The body they felt represented their own body; (2) the body they would ideally like to have; (3) the body of an average man of their age; and (4) the male body they felt was preferred by women. Men from all three countries chose an ideal male body that was about 28 pounds more muscular than their current body composition. They also reported believing women prefer a male body with 30 pounds more muscle than they currently possessed. However, an accompanying study of women indicated that women actually preferred an ordinary male body without added muscle (Pope et al. 20). 
There appears to be a happy medium, however. It is interesting to note that the anthropologist Alan Klein found, in a street corner survey, that 94% of women ranked photographs of bodybuilders as “extremely repulsive” (Pope et al. 73). Most professional bodybuilders today take steroids, which facilitates achievement of a level of muscularity bordering on the freakish, with veins bulging out on every section of their bodies. This shows that it is the muscular mesomorphic ideal, in natural proportions unaided by the use of steroids, which is most appealing to women. This would be the image disseminated by Men’s Fitness and Men’s Health, as opposed to Flex Magazine.

CHAPTER 7. Conclusion
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“There’s more to life than being really, really, really good looking.”

-Zoolander

As is stated in the above quote, body image is really only important in a subjective sense, as there are many issues which face men today. Also graphically illustrated by the photos of Arnold Schwarzenneger in his physical prime and in his current state (Figure 26), is the temporary nature of the idea of “physical perfection.” However, one of the many lessons men learn which is repeatedly reinforced in the business world is that “presentation means everything.” It may sound like a harsh indictment of the superficiality and shallowness of our contemporary society, but the facts are there to support the notion that “your physical costume” plays an increasingly important role in society, even if you are a male.

Through my research, I have seen how males born after Generation X do indeed analyze their appearance. This focus on appearance is not surprising, given the appearance-driven nature of North American culture and the pressure on men to embody the muscular physique (Bordo 21.) Men not only appear to be more cognizant of the importance of their appearance, they are reporting the use of specific strategies to change their bodies. Moreover, this body image investment predicts the desire to be muscular.

After researching this subject matter, I find myself analyzing the marketing of male hygiene products in prime-time commercials. When one becomes cognizant of these images, a realization that they are ubiquitous occurs.  This study helped me to understand this stereotyped ideal of the 21st century male. The overall impression, considering the wealth of various media imagery that I researched, is that the mesomorphic ideal in its leaner or “athletic” form is the male body image disseminated most frequently as the ideal. Although bodybuilding and all the associated culture’s messages were the originators of this culture, the mesomorph is the ideal only to the point that it does not transcend natural physical boundaries and reach (enabled by steroids) a built most associated with “hardcore” bodybuilding. 

Presenting the social ramifications of this ideal male body image, I displayed examples disseminated by the subculture of bodybuilding, which perpetuated the ideal. Analyzing its history, beginning in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, the ideal progressively became more muscular. By studying bodybuilding’s roots in Sandow, Charles Atlas, and the film Pumping Iron, a pattern emerged wherein positive attributes that paralleled Sheldon’s body type findings began to take root in popular culture. From the nearly century-old popularity of Charles Atlas, like muscle-building "courses," to the steroid-addled frames of bodybuilders today, male body image has been an evolving social concept. This culminated in a frequently unobtainable body ideal that prevails among men today.
Illustrating the correlation between the media and its influence on shaping how society views this image showed how it is complicit in the articulation of the male body image ideal as a muscular mesomorph. The media instruct men to recreate this body type, and thus commemorate notions of the violent man on their own bodies. Flex, Muscle and Fitness, Men’s Fitness, and Men’s Health show that men are instructed how to appear powerful (muscular) to varying degrees. The iconic messages sent out through the media help to contribute to this, as was found in all of the previous examples.

By studying the “Adonis Complex” and its effect on men today, primarily adolescents, one can deduce that body obsession is an equal-opportunity menace, and that men who seek physical perfection are in an insidious psychological situation. This emerging condition ensures that the correlation between bodybuilding and “male body image” will only increase. Growing numbers of males are exhibiting compulsive behaviors, chronic depressions, and eating disorders, and are engaging in the use of dangerous steroids and "supplements."
American society needs men (and women) who are intelligently committed to making a better world, not superficially chasing an oftentimes unattainable ideal. While weightlifting is considered an anti-aging, mood enhancing and weight controlling activity, it is the blind pursuit of physical perfection that could pose problems for males of the next generation.  We may be raising a generation of males more emotionally vapid than anything we have ever seen. If we rely on WWE and the Terminator to inspire our ideas of masculinity, then society will only suffer.  
Body image is not a simple construct, and the factors that influence how men feel about their bodies are varied and complex. For this reason, it will be important for research in male body image to expand and explore a broader range of constructs to facilitate greater understanding of this complex issue. The possibility that muscularity is multifaceted (i.e., includes muscularity, leanness) and that muscularity concerns also involve the lower body should also be considered when developing these measures. Additionally, height may be an important component of body image in men.
Examining changes in understanding of male body image over time will be important, as evidence suggests that body image includes both static and dynamic components (Cash et al. 481). Analysis of male body image should be done, acknowledging the dynamic nature of cultures and histories. Each study of body image represents only a fixed moment in the evolution of the bodybuilding subculture and society at large. Men and notions of masculinity as they are today must be differentiated from what they historically have been.
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