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ix

This book was inspired by Erving Goffman’s dramaturgical analysis of print adver-
tising, Gender Advertisements (1976). Following Goffman’s lead, I pay close attention
to facial expression, posture, and gesture in my hermeneutical analysis of advertising.
This book incorporates interdisciplinary analyses—postmodernism, sociology, dra-
maturgy, feminist theory, ethnic studies, and the anthropology of visual communica-
tion. Cultural and gender images in advertising are intricately linked to social
arrangements and the power structure.

In this third edition, I have tried to increase my sensitivity to the harmful effects of me-
dia images on individuals. At approximately 7:00 AM, on Monday, April 16th, 2007, on
the campus of Virginia Tech in Blacksburg, Virginia, twenty-three-year-old Cho Seung-
Hui, a South Korean-born permanent United States resident and English major at the uni-
versity shoots and kills two students at West Ambler Johnston Hall residence. About two
hours later, on the second floor of Norris Hall, he goes from class to class, shooting in-
discriminately and killing 30 more before taking his own life with a single shot to the tem-
ple. Cho had fired enough shots to wound his 32 victims more than 100 times. Between
the shootings, Cho went to the post office and mailed NBC News a large package that
included photographs of himself and videos. The package was checked in at 9:01 AM.

The shootings have inevitably reopened debates about gun policy, mental health pol-
icy, and, generally, violence in American life. But I would like to focus on various televi-
sion news programs’ decision to air photos and video clips of Cho. NBC News defended
its decision to release video and pictures of Cho because it provided access to the killer’s
mind—right in between the two shootings. After the airing, several family members and
friends of the victims said they were upset by the images and that they felt like they were
reliving the nightmare. In protest, some canceled interviews with NBC.

NBC aired choice pieces of the “multimedia manifesto,” which included a 23-page
written statement, 28 video clips and 43 photos. Soon other networks followed suit. Im-
ages from the package showed a vocal, animated Cho, who classmates and suite-mates
described as silent and empty of expression, wielding guns, a knife, and a hammer and
alluding to the massacre.

In the videos, Cho referred to other students as “rich brats” whose “debaucheries . . .
weren’t enough to fill your hedonistic needs.” Cho added, “You have vandalized my
heart, raped my soul, and torched my conscience.” He blamed others and refused to ac-
cept responsibility for the mass killings: “You had a hundred billion chances and ways
to have avoided today. But you decided to spill my blood.”

The images of Cho are unsettling: head nearly shaved, black baseball cap turned back-
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wards, a black T-shirt, tan vest and black gloves. He posed with a knife to his throat, a
gun in each hand or one pointed straight at the camera. The sound of his voice, seldom
heard when he was alive, was marked with anger and defiance. In response to the ex-
press concerns raised, Fox News discontinued airing the footage; other networks began
to severely limit its use.

I propose a compromise for these types of issues—minimal airing of such emotionally
charged and controversial images. Excessive coverage to garner higher viewer ratings is
professionally unethical. Moreover, CNN sometimes presented photos of the killer that
habitually changed to an electronic pulse. This type of presentation sensationalized and
glamorized Cho. Nevertheless, a minimum amount of airing could have been justified.
The manifesto was newsworthy and the public does have a right to know. The text, pho-
tos, and videos provide access into the killer’s mind, including the important motivation
for the shootings. Information and knowledge could be used to prevent future tragedies.

Lets examine another example of the harmful effects of media images.
In particular, researchers have found that pervasive and inescapable media images of

sexed-up girls and women posing as adolescents can cause psychological and even phys-
ical harm to adolescents and young women. A Skechers shoe ad, for example, features pop
singer Christina Aguilera dressed in a short skirt as a schoolgirl in pigtails, with her shirt
unbuttoned while licking a lollipop. This issue is discussed more fully in chapter 3.

Apparently, the sexual objectification of men in advertising has caught up the sex-
ual objectification of women in advertising (see figures P.1 and P.2). These ads include
headless and legless men with chiseled muscles, washboard abs, and ripped hairless
torsos, male nudity, and men with flawless features and other sexually alluring yet de-
meaning positions.
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It is now clear that body image is not just an issue for women. Advertising and other
media images can have adverse effects on male self-esteem and sexual well-being also.
Moreover, such sexually objectified images of men have been linked to dangerous eating
disorders in men. This is also examined in greater detail in chapter 3.

The sexual objectification of women, men, and even children is apparently escalating
(see figure P.3). This figure displays two separate ads on the side of a double bus. What
is particularly interesting is that the
visuals in the two unrelated ads are
so similar. Both pose a woman as a
sexual object in a reclined position,
submissive, and resting on her el-
bow. Both ads exemplify Erving
Goffman’s concept, ritualization of
subordination (chapter 2), and my
concept, provocateur (chapter 3).
The ad on the left is for Svedka
Vodka, the one on the right for Fi-
lene’s Basement, a women’s bou-
tique. Reflecting a growing wave of
public concern about the impact of
highly sexed imagery, the Distilled
Spirits Council of the United States has repeatedly sanctioned Svedka for flouting the
trade group’s code against depicting “graphic or gratuitous nudity,” “sexually lewd or
indecent images or language,” and degrading “the image, form or status of women.”

My rationale for writing this book is to critique postmodern social arrangements based
on gender, race, and ethnicity. The ads chosen are those that are the hardest hitting and
most timely in contemporary society. The book ends with both a macro and a micro plan
of attack against such social arrangements. This includes policy implications for adver-
tising and a practical guide to combating symbolic racism at the individual level. This
third edition also features an increase in international ads.

Media violence encourages such hatred and violence in real life. Violent and sexual
movies and television programs continue to be profitable because of a sharp increase in
global markets. Sexually explicit and violent programs allow programmers to sell films
on the global market because sex and violence need no translations, no subtlety of plot
and character development, and no deep understanding of a foreign culture.

I would like to acknowledge the people who helped me with some of the ideas presented
in Provocateur, as well as those who contributed to the production of many illustrations. As
mentioned above, the late Erving Goffman first steered me toward a dramaturgical analy-
sis of advertising through his book Gender Advertisements. Dean Birkenkamp, former vice
president and executive editor at Rowman & Littlefield, discerned the possibility of a broad
readership for my ideas and writings. Stjepan Mestrovic, Postmodernism and Social Fu-
tures series editor and professor of sociology at Texas A&M University, provided con-
structive criticism, encouragement, and ideas to develop some of the themes presented in
the first edition. Joseph W. Scott, professor of sociology and American ethnic studies, Uni-
versity of Washington, contributed some of the early advertisements that display stratified
race relations and racial stereotypes. Laura and Mike Foley assisted with computer graph-
ics. Finally, many former students contributed ideas or advertisements found in this book.
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Reality is never experienced directly but always through the cultural categories made
available by a society.

—Stuart Hall 

The concept representation is one of the primary ideas in cultural studies. Much is at
stake in the discourse and skirmishes over ethnic and gender stereotyping in mass me-
dia. The cultural sphere of meaning is a central part of human social life. It is also a
continuous course of confrontation and contention.

The primary objective of this book is to advance postmodern analysis by examining:

1. A semiotics of advertising as social life—deconstructing, decoding, and decipher-
ing that which is manifest or on the surface. Ad deconstruction is the analysis of
advertising in such a way as to reinterpret implied meanings as symbolic rituals
of postmodern societies. The present work centers on developing tools to under-
stand, critique, and resolve the ubiquitous advertising images that bombard our
everyday life. I attempt to provide theoretical analysis at the cutting edge of mass
media and multiculturalism. In doing so, I hope to contribute to the production
of critical and enlightened readers who engage knowledgeably and vigilantly with
the representations of cultural life. Critical reflection on media representations de-
prives the industry of its undisputed power.

2. Major issues of postmodern sociological theory that seem to be crucial to the em-
pirical investigation of commercial advertising and consumerism, specifically,
gender, ethnicity, culture, and language. Like Erving Goffman (1976), I am inter-
ested in the appearance of events and of material and nonmaterial objects. This
necessitates determining and positing underlying structures of social stratification
or examining power relations. I prefer a hermeneutic, dramaturgical approach that
is grounded in larger structural parameters.

3. Conceptual questions connected to the representation of marginalized groups in
advertising (women, blacks, Latinos, Asians, Native Americans, and gays and les-
bians). Representations of such marginalized groups may be contrasted with the
dominant producers of mainstream culture—a set of white, male, upper-middle-
to upper-class, heterosexual ideologies. Target advertising correctly assumes that,
despite their relative powerlessness, even these marginalized groups have a lot

1

Representations, Multiculturalism, and Mass Media



of money to spend. Moreover, they have developed the fastest-growing national
rates of disposable income. (This is discussed further in chapter 5.)

4. Methodological approaches to a critical, hermeneutic analysis of advertising. I
offer a systematic methodology for a sociology of advertising:

a. Borrowing from the dramaturgy of Goffman (1976) and the human zoology
(1986, 1996) and visual anthropology (1977; Morris et al. 1979) of Desmond Mor-
ris, deconstruct nonverbal behavior or body language, including a focus on fa-
cial expression, body posture, and both intended and unintentional gestures.

b. Using marketing analysis, examine the placement and target audience of the
advertisement in relation to the product or service.

c. Render artistic composition analysis. Art includes “any graphics, photography,
film, or video that offers visual information to a receiver” (O’Guinn, Allen, and
Semenik 1998, 275). In postmodern image-oriented ads, the visual component
is the main method for conveying meaning.

d. Using a critical, structural interpretation, deconstruct the ad as a product of sta-
tus display and consumer culture. Provide narrative or “tell the story” to which
the advertisement alludes. This includes a chronological deconstruction of
events leading up to and following the frame frozen in the print advertisement.

e. Decode copy—”the verbal or written part of a message” (O’Guinn, Allen, and
Semenik 1998, 275). Copy includes headlines, subheads, and all verbal or writ-
ten descriptions intended to communicate a message to the consumer. In terms
of linguistic analysis, evoke the implied or assumed message of the advertise-
ment and distinguish it from its actual or literal meaning.

This model deciphers advertising in two different ways. First, of course, is the manifest
function of advertising to persuade the consumer to purchase a particular brand of prod-
uct or service. More important, the study of cultural objects, such as advertising, provides
a pivotal and privileged entry to culture. Advertising is one of the most powerful mech-
anisms through which members of a society assimilate their cultural heritage and cul-
tural ideologies of domination. Ideology refers to images, concepts, and premises that
provide the frameworks through which we represent, interpret, understand, and try to
understand some point of view of social life (Hall 1981). Ideologies synthesize ostensi-
bly diverse elements into a distinctive set of meanings. For example, the depiction of eth-
nic relations to members of a society via advertising subtly colors understanding of status
arrangements, social boundaries, and power. The transformation of cultural ideologies
is a collective process, albeit often unconscious, not the result of individual conscious-
ness or volition. Ideologies are often latent or unrecognized; they are taken for granted
as real, commonsense, or natural. The structure of ethnic, gender, and class inequality is
justified as being profoundly destined by nature.

Advertising

Has there ever been an institution so reviled as modern advertising, so hectored, so
blamed for the ills of society?
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Yet has there ever been an institution so responsible for conveying . . . the most al-
luring, the most sensitive, and the most filled with human yearning?

—James B. Twitchell, Adcult USA

Advertising. It’s not a bad word, but it has often been viewed as a bad thing. Here’s a
sampling of what some well-known writers have penned about advertising. Herman
Wouk: “Advertising blasts everything that is good and beautiful in this land with a hor-
rid spreading mildew.” F. Scott Fitzgerald: “Advertising’s contribution to humanity is
exactly minus zero.” And, finally, Sinclair Lewis: “Advertising is the cheapest way of
selling goods, particularly if the goods are worthless.”

Advertising has been credited with improving the quality of life for Americans,
boosting the economy, and encouraging competition (Woods 1995). Yet it has also 
been blamed for subliminally urging people to purchase products and services that 
they do not need or even want, constructing false expectations, and adulterating
language.

Advertising may be defined as “a paid, mass-mediated attempt to persuade”
(O’Guinn, Allen, and Semenik 1998, 577). An advertisement is “a specific message that
an organization has placed to persuade an audience” (577). Or more simply, an adver-
tisement is a message that has been called to the attention of a public audience, especially by
paid announcement.

The study of consumer behavior became recognized as a science in the late 1940s
(Woods 1995). Since then, an impressive body of literature on target marketing, demo-
graphics, and social segmentation has emerged. The marketing research on ethnic sub-
cultures is less impressive. Motivational research (i.e., the latent reasons why people buy
particular brands of goods and services) developed in the 1950s, while greater in-depth
psychological research developed in the 1960s (Woods 1995).

During the early years of consumer research, ethnic consumers were all but ignored.
Instead, researchers were trying to tap into the “average American”—a label not applied
to ethnic minority populations. Even while ethnic minority populations grew at a record
pace, marketing researchers continued to overlook them. Now consumer research has in-
dicated that blacks respond differently to advertising than whites (Hunter and Associ-
ates 1991).

Advertising, more than art, literature, or editorials, allows us to track our sociologi-
cal history: the rise and fall of fads, crazes, and social movements; political issues of the
times; changing interests and tastes in clothes, entertainment, vices, and food; and
scenes of social life as they were lived. The only institution comparable in scope and mag-
nitude was the Roman Catholic Church of the early Renaissance (Twitchell 1996, 229). Ad-
vertising is a powerful social force that commands the public’s attention to, and faith in,
a particular style of consciousness and consumption.

“The culture of consumption has replaced the culture of contrition” (Twitchell 1996,
230). Like Christianity, advertising afflicts the comfortable and comforts the afflicted. Ad-
vertising has become so absorbed by society that it has become the dominant culture. The
culture of consumption was not always so pervasive. In the agrarian-based society that
predated an economic system established on industry, other institutions such as family,
community, ethnicity, and religion were the dominant mediators and creators of cultural
forms (Jhally 1990). Their control dissolved in the shift first to industrial society and then
to consumer society.
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Branding

Branding—the process of differentiation—is at the core of advertising. What distinguishes
similar products is not ingredients but packaging and brand names. Most shampoos, for
example, are made by two or three manufacturers (Vinikas 1992). The major thrust of ad-
vertising is to remind shoppers to seek out and purchase a particular brand. Branding
seeks to nullify or compensate for the fact that products are otherwise fundamentally in-
terchangeable. Tests have shown that consumers cannot distinguish their own brand of
soap, beer, cigarette, water, cola, shampoo, gasoline from others. In a sense, advertising
is like holding up two identical photographs and persuading you that they are different—
in fact, that one is better than the other.

Brand extension is introducing goods by adding the familiarity of a proven brand.
Branding and brand extension have permitted discount retail outlets to “cannibalize the
value of cooperative advertising” (Twitchell 1996, 251). These stores do little, if any, brand
advertising (everyone already knows and can recall the brand products); rather, what lit-
tle advertising they do is focused on claims to provide brand products at the lowest
prices. They make their profits by buying and selling in large volumes.

Spending on Advertising

Advertising deconstruction is not trivial. Advertising is now a $180-billion-per-year in-
dustry (Moreno 1997, 57). Television commercials often cost as much as $264,000 to pro-
duce (Jhally 1988). Advertising spending in 1950 was approximately $6.5 billion; by 1970,
$40 billion; by 1980, $56 billion (Kellner 1988). Advertising expenditures nearly doubled
from 1980 to 1986, suggesting a shocking development of advertising during the 1980s.
All revenues for television and radio programming come from advertising. Eighty per-
cent of newspaper and half of magazine revenues come from advertising (Jhally 1990).

Advertising has colonized professional sports. Corporations spend almost $2.3 billion
annually on sporting events (Twitchell 1996). (It’s no wonder that they insist on dress-
ing the athletes!) The average adult consumer is bombarded with at least 500 advertis-
ing messages daily (Bovee and Arens 1989). Other estimates are 1,500 (Kilbourne 1989),
3,000 (Landler et al. 1991), and 3,600 ads a day (Jhally 1990). This makes advertising per-
haps the most powerful educational source in society. In fact, we spend more money on
advertising (at least 2 percent of our gross national product, according to the Association
of National Advertisers [1988, 4]) than on public education (Kellner 1988).

In 1997, former NBA basketball superstar Michael Jordan of the Chicago Bulls was the
best-paid and most recognizable product endorser in professional sports. He made ap-
proximately $40 million. Jordan was recognizable to 35.8 percent of the sampled indi-
viduals. That same year, Tiger Woods was the second-most-recognizable product pusher
in professional sports; he earned about $20 million from endorsements. The 1997 Masters
champion was recognized as a sports endorser by 8 percent of people surveyed by tele-
phone over an eleven-week period, according to data compiled by Stamford, Connecti-
cut-based Sponsorship Research International and the Sports Marketing Letter. By 2004,
the incomes of some of the most recognizable professional athletes came primarily from
endorsements rather than salary or winnings. Tiger Woods had $6 million in winnings
and made $70 million from endorsements, Andre Agassi had $2.5 million in winnings and
made $24.5 million from endorsements, and Lebron James had a salary of $4 million and
made $35 million from endorsements.
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The cost of a thirty-second commercial during the 2007 Super Bowl was $1.6 million.
(In 1967, the cost was $42,000.) Moreover, numerous corporations opine it is no longer
enough to simply market their wares and services on television’s most watched event.
People in more than 42.6 million homes watched the exciting Super Bowl in 2002, ac-
cording to Nielsen Media Research. A typical two-month pre-Super Bowl public-relations
project can cost advertisers about $150,000 to $200,000, in addition to the cost of com-
mercial airtime (Vranica and O’Connell 2003). This tells us that advertising is very seri-
ous business. Although the amount of money is astounding, Super Bowl commercials are
cost effective for reaching the estimated 140 million to 800 million viewers worldwide,
many of whom watch only to preview the new commercials.

The advertising industry almost exclusively underwrites the mass media in the
United States. “Newspapers obtain about 75 percent of their revenues from advertisers,
general-circulation magazines about 50 percent, and broadcasters almost 100 percent”
(Herman 1990, 70). It is clear that advertising is the economic lifeblood of the media (Kil-
bourne 1989). Companies that purchase advertising space and time affect to varying de-
grees the ideological content of all media forms (Dines and Humez 1995).

Corporate profits began to plunge in the early 1990s, and with the dive in profits came
a decrease in advertising spending (Woods 1995). In 1991, network ad spending fell more
than 7 percent over 1990 figures (Television Bureau of Advertising, in Woods 1995). News-
paper ad spending dropped by the same amount during the same period (Newspaper Ad-
vertising Bureau, in Woods 1995), and magazine ad budgets fell 5 percent (Landler et al.
1991, 67). Advertising may never again experience the boom that it enjoyed in the 1970s
and 1980s, when revenues grew faster than the overall economy.

There are numerous reasons for the precipitous decline in advertising spending. Con-
sumers are exposed to so many ads that they are conditioned to attend selectively to some
ads while ignoring others. Consumers are remembering fewer ads. In one longitudinal
study, viewer retention of ads dropped from 64 percent to 48 percent in four years (Landler
et al. 1991).

Modernism and Postmodernism

Advertising doesn’t mirror how people are acting but how they are dreaming.
—Jerry Goodis, advertising executive 

Modernism has been characterized by an ideology that promotes control over nature and
society, an illusion of rational order, the notion that constant change is inevitable and must
be positively embraced, and increasing division and fragmentation. Modernism is di-
alectical, even paradoxical: unity versus disunity, standardization versus diversity, and
centralization versus decentralization (Rojek 1995, 101). The essence of modernism is es-
cape, disorder, restlessness, perpetual change, division, and uncertainty.

Some aspects of modernism are apparent in postmodernism: transition, fragmentation,
circulation, instability, and discontinuity. Postmodernism may be either affirmative, sig-
naling social responsibility and ethical open-mindedness (Bauman 1993), or nihilistic, bea-
coning primitive culture (Baudrillard 1988) or pathos and destruction (Jameson 1991).
While modernism tries to impose rational control over the social and physical world, the
proliferation of simulated environments (see Baudrillard 1988) indicates the accentuated
appearance of fantasy and false elements in postmodern culture. Authenticity and mean-
ing have vanished.
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Bakhtin (1984) suggests temporary liberation from prevailing “truth” and established
order and suspension of all hierarchical rank, privileges, norms, and prohibitions; dogmas
and pomposity of official culture are ridiculed. It is worthwhile to make a distinction
between postmodernity and postmodernism. “Postmodernity” refers to generalized
change in social conditions. “Postmodernism” refers to generalized change in social con-
sciousness. Rojek (1995) highlights the major events or developments that have contributed
to postmodernism:

1. The rise of feminism, which challenged conventional authority structures installed
under the male order of modernity

2. The expansion of the international tourism industry of mass communications (in-
cluding advertising)

3. The transfer of cheap labor to the core industrial economies and the development
in metropolitan areas of distinct ethnic enclaves that signify difference, contrast,
and cosmopolitanism

4. The politicization of gays and lesbians, which exposed the restrictions of the het-
erosexual power order of modernity

5. The collapse of communism in Eastern Europe, which refutes the belief that so-
cial change can be rationally planned and managed

6. The development of ecological consciousness, or the belief that economic and in-
dustrial growth jeopardizes the ecological necessity of human survival, refuting
the expansionist dynamic of modernity

7. The failure of world economic powers to manage effectively the global economy
and combine high employment rates with low inflation and sustained economic
growth

8. The explosion of information technology, which has increased the mobility and
flexibility of data-retrieval systems and improved the speed and accuracy of com-
municating through networking and electronic mail systems. Technology has also
dramatically altered the way in which some products and services are marketed.
Computerized market research supplies detailed information about target audi-
ences (e.g., ethnic minorities, college students, and women). Names, addresses,
and telephone numbers can be matched with consumer habits.

Advertising as Culture Industry

The invisibility of Whiteness masks Whiteness itself as a category.
—Richard Dyer

Culture industry refers to the collection of entertainment industries dedicated to amus-
ing the populace in their nonwork time: music, film, television, radio, and magazines
(Horkheimer and Adorno 1972). Marcuse (1964) maintains that the masses are no longer
able to distinguish personal freedom from manipulation. However, one could argue that
they are able to oppose, subvert, and neutralize codes of manipulation.
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Rojek (1995, 117) identifies four sources of dissatisfaction (i.e., wishing, not having) in
the psychology of the postmodern consumer:

1. Incompleteness of market commodities on display (merely a sample of infinite
possibilities)

2. Arbitrariness of choice (commodities with no lasting value purchased by impulse,
not free choice). “Food shoppers make almost two-thirds of their buying decisions
when they set foot in the aisle” (Twitchell 1996, 57).

3. Fragmentation. The individual experiences the world in fragments. There are frag-
mented relationships in private life.

4. Indifference. The consumer becomes indifferent to commodity choice. “With more
than fifteen hundred new items introduced to supermarkets each month, the need
to inform and convince the querulous shopper is intense” (Twitchell 1996, 57).

The nostalgia industry is based on the embellishment or re-creation of the past by the use
of artifice (device, deceit, ingenuity) for commercial purposes. Nostalgic representations
(see figures 1.1 and 1.2) have nothing to do with history; they are merely “symptoms of
the waning of our historicity” (Jameson 1991). “Advertising is not treated as epiphenom-
ena of natural production but as the dream machines of everyday life” (Rojek 1995, 88).

The nostalgia industry represents one of the most opaque masks of white cultural
dominance. The nostalgic illustrations of Norman Rockwell staged a comeback in 1989
mainstream commercial images to sell breakfast cereal and station wagons. These images
appear to show whiteness as lost innocence. Rockwell’s compositions (see figure 1.3)
symbolize some of the chief components of nostalgic mythology in the United States:
small towns, family rituals, mischievous boys, flirtatious girls, and mainstream institu-
tions such as the Boy Scouts, the pre-integration school, and church. The only problem
is that everyone is white.
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Postmodern Advertising

Magical thinking is at the heart of both re-
ligion and advertising.

—James B. Twitchell, Adcult USA

Advertising promises instant access to desire
and love; consequently advertising seems to
assume a belief in magic. Postmodern adver-
tising—characterized by a rapid succession 
of visually appealing images (the speed-up
effect), repetition, and high-volume, mood-
setting music (see chapter 6)—is much more
symbolic and persuasive than informative.
Advertising is an arena in which conspicuous
role display and reversal, preening, and sym-
bolically enticing situations are evident.

Direct marketing has left its pejorative
status as junk mail, expanding in scope and
often contending directly with advertising.
Direct marketing has the advantage that it is
more focused or targeted than advertising.
Specialized magazines, cable television, and

new media markets make it possible to cut the target market into narrow and more clearly
delineated slices (Woods 1995).

While modern advertising presented itself as an unquestionable authority figure—a
high priest of sorts—postmodern advertising presents itself as an insider, an ally of the
common person. Modern advertising used a paternalistic model; like your physician, it
knows what is best for you. Now advertising is trading in the semblance of godlike
knowledge for the role of a funny, self-deprecatory chum. Often there is self-parody
(Twitchell 1996). The point of parody, to be sure, is that the viewer detects the dupe so
well that it does not have to be explicitly revealed. Sometimes there is even the sugges-
tion of a secret agreement between the viewer and the advertising agency.

Postmodern advertising admits something to the public that its antecedents would
never have dreamed of admitting: that its goal is to grab our attention in order to per-
suade us to buy its brand. Advertising agencies have begun to acknowledge their true
raison d’être. Postmodern advertising is admitting that it can no longer manipulate con-
sumers as its predecessors once did. This is highly significant because it demonstrates
that consumers interpret ads; they do not just accept them at face value. The public is no
longer “con” friendly; rather, it is more skeptical, cautious, savvy, and educated. Adver-
tisers are starting to admit what Kuhnian scholars have known all along: you cannot sep-
arate your “objective” judgments from your value-laden experiences.

In modern advertising, the image of the advertising executive was that of a manip-
ulative liar or an evil seducer of the innocent. Now in postmodern advertising, the im-
age is that of a slightly crazed fool. Nevertheless, this underestimation of the ad exec by
the consumer guarantees the advertiser’s success and makes advertising a very pow-
erful social force.
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Advertising has been stripped of its mystic authority. Postmodem advertising has
recognized this and is now flaunting it as a technique to sell to those who have been
sold out by the empty promises of advertising (e.g., if you buy the car, the sexy young
woman comes with it; if you use our makeup, you become the perfect provocateur:
youthful, beautiful, and, of course, sexy). The consumer has become very distrusting
of the hard sell.

Now, in order to market a brand, advertisers usually have to use a very soft sell. It is
so soft that the product is not the focus and is, in fact, often jettisonable. It is not that ad-
vertising no longer wishes to be authoritative; rather, ads and commercials get the con-
sumer’s attention by proclaiming their presence or participation and matter-of-factly
admitting their ulterior motive—to sell their brand merchandise. When the Energizer
Bunny tromps through the logos of other brand products, he is essentially saying, “Let’s
come clean; we know that you know that this is just a commercial!”

Advertising, again like early Christianity, was always at its purest, its most vital, when
it was countercultural and confrontational (Twitchell 1996). Christianity was never a
greater social force than when in conflict with another culture. “It has never been as vig-
orous as when it tangled with the Romans” (Twitchell 1996, 235). Advertising’s new em-
phasis on self-mockery seems to take precedence over its mission to sell—and this may
cause advertising to lose its competitive edge.

Advertising is no longer viewed as the manipulative villain. Instead, it has become the
boy next door. In the process of shedding its depraved image, it has also oversaturated
the public, leaving the consumer bored and unstimulated. In a tongue-in-cheek analysis
of postmodern advertising, renowned copyeditor Howard Gossage comments: “The ob-
ject of . . . advertising should not be to communicate with your consumers and prospects
at all, but to terrorize your competition copywriters.”

Since consumers know that material consumption does not bring happiness, suc-
cessful advertisers connect their commodities to the elements of a valued social life (e.g.,
warm and happy family relationships, romance and love, meaningful friendships, re-
laxing leisure time, high self-esteem). Yet advertising pushes us to material consumption
and pulls us away from meaningful relationships for happiness. Alternative strategies
and values are not presented.

The Benetton Controversy Continues

The old law of an eye for an eye leaves the whole world blind.
—Martin Luther King Jr.

We are still human. We still have feelings.
—Edgar Ace Hope (death-row inmate)

I am not ready to die.
—Joseph Amrine (death-row inmate)

Benetton, a popular Italian clothing manufacturer, has created controversy through its
graphic advertising, often depicting emotional scenes and contemporary social issues.
In January 2000, Benetton, in a magazine-sized institutional advertisement, “We, On
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Death Row,” published photos of and essays on death-row inmates, some of whom had
already been executed (see figure 1.4). Critics maintained that Benetton has exploited
powerless inmates for profit. Nevertheless, two of the two-year project’s contributors,
Speedy Rice and Williman B. Moffitt, defend it for “bringing a human face to the indi-
viduals on death row.”

Benetton has used “United Colors of Benetton” in its advertising campaigns since 1983.
This appeals to racial harmony and a “global village” look (see figure 1.5). This type of
ad displays people from a wide variety of cultural backgrounds to reflect society’s greater
acceptance of racial and ethnic diversity. (See the cultural attitudes model in chapter 4.)

Many of Benetton’s ads do not even show its products. Instead, the photographs at-
tempt to capture social issues that are on the cutting edge. Benetton has a reputation for
provocative advertising, with shocking visuals to attract the reader’s attention.

Postmodernity is a restless age in which new ideologies contest established traditions,
making even more uncertain the highly uncertain environment (Hirsch 1972) that cultural
producers, such as advertisers, face. The unspoken rules—a “business as usual” mental-
ity of what is acceptable and appealing to the public, what consumers buy, and what award

panels choose as “distinguished”—are often
exposed and held up to scrutiny during times
of social change (Pescosolido, Grauerholz,
and Milkie 1997). Attempts to rearrange
power, which are reflected in ethnic conflict,
change the way in which cultural gatekeepers
use their cultural “tool kits” (Swidler 1986).
This is precisely what Benetton has done and
continues to do in its advertising images.

Some of Benetton’s ads are so controver-
sial that they have been banned from publi-
cation. Take, for example, the ad (figure 1.6)

10 CHAPTER ONE

Fig. 1.5Fig. 1.4

Fig. 1.6



showing a black woman nursing a white baby. This attention-grabbing photograph was
considered too provocative for print advertising in the United States and Great Britain.
The image harkens back to the antebellum era when house slaves often served as wet
nurses for the babies of slave masters.

HIV and AIDS is a topic that is certainly socially relevant, political, timely, and con-
troversial. The ad in figure 1.7 taps into this; the “H.I.V. positive” stamp shows us the
stigma borne by persons who are HIV positive or have AIDS. Once a person has been la-
beled HIV positive, he or she is symbolically branded with a new identity. This cultural
representation is negative and often carries with it prejudice and discriminatory treat-
ment. Does it perpetuate the myth that AIDS is transmitted only through anal sex or does
it expose the belief as a myth?

The ad in figure 1.8 portrays a white man and a black man handcuffed together. The
men are wearing identical apparel: denim jeans and jean jackets and light-blue shirts. This
ad was published in the United States but was later pulled after civil rights organizations
protested that the photo was racist because it implied that the black man was a criminal.

But it is not clear in the ad which man is the criminal—
the black man, the white man, or both.

Benetton continues to publish ads that tend to evoke
emotional responses from viewers. For example, figure
1.9 shows a blood-stained T-shirt and camouflage pants.
Figure 1.10 shows a priest and nun kissing.
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Benetton’s advertising provides a great example of the contested ideologies of post-
modernism. The objective is still bottom-line profit. The method, however, is indirect: the
product or service is ignored in favor of photographs that are controversial.

Advertising as Social Life

In a postmodern image culture . . . advertising becomes an important and overlooked
mechanism of socialization as well as manager of consumer demand.

—Douglas Kellner

The advertising industry essentially produces propaganda for commodities. Satisfaction
is guaranteed with a purchase. Not only do advertising images try to sell a product by
associating it with particular socially efficacious characteristics, but also they sell noth-
ing less than an expansive worldview, a lifestyle, and system of values consistent with
the imperatives of consumer capitalism (Kellner 1988).

Symbolic images in advertising develop a link between the product or service offered
and socially desirable and meaningful traits to persuade the consumer that the product
or service will produce a highly coveted lifestyle. Advertising obfuscates the manner in
which a capitalistic system of economics creates and maintains a class-based society in
which only a few can really afford to consume at the level depicted as the ideal in ads
(Dines and Humez 1995).

“In the preindustrial world the object of advertising was often events, not objects”
(Twitchell 1996, 9). Advertising sections of newspapers proclaimed the arrival of ships
bearing new merchandise. In the modern world this process became commercialized. In
the postmodern world there are now fifteen-second video ads while we wait for our cash
transactions. Advertising is everywhere: on television and radio, in magazines, news-
papers, and the mail; on billboards, buses, trucks, and subways—even in urinals. We are
totally immersed in the messages—the pictures and words—of advertising. In post-
modernity, advertising is pervasive. It fills up the spaces of our existence and is in the air
that we breathe (Jhally 1990). We mistakenly tend to view advertising as a natural re-
flection of everyday social life. In decoding advertising imagery, I hope to attack the vir-
tual invulnerability of the advertising industry in our society.

In our capitalist economy, profit is the vital pulse behind the production, distribution,
and consumption of products and services. “Advertising legitimizes and even sacralizes
consumption as a way of social life” (Dines and Humez 1995, 71). The major commod-
ity being bought and sold is the audience for advertising, segmented along gender, eth-
nic, class, and age lines. Thus, any analysis of the role of mass media within a capitalist
economic commodity system necessitates a look at advertising not only as an industry
per se but also as discourse about cultural objects.

Advertising is indeed a very powerful social force. Nevertheless, it is clear to me that
advertising caters to mass consumers much more than it actually changes their attitudes
and behavior. Advertising does not function by formulating values and attitudes on its
own; rather, it draws upon and redirects issues that the target audience or common cul-
ture already shares. Advertising packages our emotions and sells them back to us. It other
words, advertising reflects (not affects) beliefs, values, and ideologies (cultural beliefs that
serve to justify social stratification). Researchers in advertising agencies attempt to dis-
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cover and expose our attitudes, moral judgments, and, sometimes, how we interact with
others.

Ads then use images of these same attitudes, moral judgments, and social acts as cues
to sell to us—sort of a cultural judo throw, using our psychological needs and desires and
moral ideas to the advertiser’s advantage. In other words, advertising uses elements of
popular culture to which we are already sympathetic and empathetic. “Goods are knit-
ted into the fabric of social life and cultural significance” (Jhally 1990, 80). In a sense, con-
sumers participate in their own manipulation.

Advertising and Dramaturgy

Erving Goffman (1976) has studied gender images in advertising. He borrows terms from
the theater (e.g., actor, role, cue, script, performance, offstage, onstage) in his dramatur-
gical model, which emphasizes the little details of daily life. Goffman’s focus on social
life as theater fits perfectly with a sociology of advertising.

Goffman’s work pointed sociology toward a focus on interaction rituals and the self.
His 1976 study of gender stratification in advertising, Gender Advertisements, reveals how
gender distinctions inform our ceremonial life. Specifically, ads are highly manipulated
representations of recognizable or institutional scenes from “real life.” Ads tell us a lot
about ourselves, about the link between fashioned image and “natural behavior.” Ads
tell us about the way self-image is developed and socially determined. Advertisements
affirm existing social arrangements. In a social or public setting, the minutest behavior
has meaning. Gesture, expression, and posture not only expose how we feel about our-
selves but also construct a scene that embodies cultural values (Goffman 1976). Goffman’s
focus on gesture, expression, and posture ideally suits advertising analysis.

Model-development institutes teach models techniques with posture, facial expres-
sions, body gestures, foot placement, and eye contact. These methods are designed to im-
prove runway body movement and posing for still photographs. The institutes offer
workshops on fashion, makeup, and hair design under the assumption that high fash-
ion is both trendy and theatrical. Students must first pay the fee (approximately $100 for
a several-hour course) because it is also claimed that a certain technique is required to
accomplish this look. Other workshops are specifically designed to help models create
several different appearances.

Ads try to tell us who we are and who we should be. Although advertisements ap-
pear to display real people, they are actually displaying depictions of ethnic and gender
relations as they function socially. There are two basic points concerning gender here.
First, ads tell us that there is a big distinction between appropriate behavior for men or
boys and that for women or girls. Second, advertising and other mass media reinforce
the notion that men are dominant and that women are passive and subordinate. In chap-
ter 3, I use examples from a children’s book to show how rigid and exclusive gender roles
are set in early childhood. Moreover, while the masculine role is valued, the feminine
counterpart is devalued.

Ads sell much more than products. They sell moral values and cultural images, such
as concepts of success, love, and sexuality. Jean Kilbourne argues that advertising is a
very powerful social force that should be taken seriously. Her videos (e.g., Killing Us
Softly: Advertising Images of Women; Still Killing Us Softly; and Calling the Shots: Women and

REPRESENTATIONS, MULTICULTURALISM, AND MASS MEDIA 13



Alcohol) use print advertising as a vehicle to provide careful and cogent analyses of gen-
der inequality.

Public and Private Pictures

Photographs are either private or public (Goffman 1976). Private pictures are those de-
signed for display within an intimate social circle of friends, especially those featured in
them. They commemorate occasions and rituals, relationships, achievements, and life-
turning points in relationships, families, groups, and organizations. Private pictures are
taken by hobbyists, enthusiasts, amateurs, or dabblers, not professionals. Public pictures
are those intended to attract an extensive audience—an anonymous assemblage of indi-
viduals unconnected to one another by social relationships and social interaction, al-
though they fall within the same market or political jurisdiction or have the same
interests. Public pictures are mass produced in newspapers, magazines, books, leaflets,
or posters. Public pictures are diverse in function and character. There are commercial
pictures designed to sell a product or a service for an advertiser. There are also news pho-
tos related to matters held to be of current social, political, or scientific importance (see
figure 1.11). There are instructional pictures—for example, illustrations in medical text-
books. Human interest pictures, anonymous and often candid, display otherwise un-
noteworthy individuals who articulately (and presumably unintentionally) show some
response, such as anger, fear, surprise, or puzzlement, or some inner state, such as hope-
lessness, innocence, or joy, or how we look and what we do when we think no one sees
us. This type of picture, if done with sensitivity, acumen, and skill, is timeless and aes-
thetically appealing. Personal publicity pictures are designed to bring before the pub-
lic an unusual or intimate portrait of a celebrity in some arena—political, religious,
military, sporting, theatrical, literary, or social—where a class elite still functions. These
photos are often taken by the paparazzi, who have come under increasingly sharp crit-
icism after the death of Princess Diana. In short, public pictures are photographs or il-
lustrations that are intended for display to public audiences. Finally, portrayals of people
in children’s books fit the definition of advertising that I borrow from Goffman (1976):
something that is brought to the attention of the public, especially by paid announce-
ment (see chapter 4).

With the rise of popularity in such web sites as myspace.com, facebook.com, and
Youtube.com, there has been a blurring of the private-public distinction. This is because
individuals, especially young people, are posting private photos of themselves, friends,
family, lovers, etc. However, once they appear on a web site, they are transformed into
the public domain.

The Structures of Racial 
and Gender Inequality

That’s part of American greatness—discrimination. Yes, sir. Inequality I think, breeds
freedom and gives a man opportunity.

—Lester Maddox, former governor of Georgia

Ethnic and gender representations in advertising are intricately linked to social arrange-
ments and the power structure. The mass media are the strongest glue that bonds the di-
verse groups that compose a heterogeneous national and global community. Ethnic
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groups and social classes of all types share a great
deal of common culture through the media. Yet eth-
nic minorities and the lowest social classes have lit-
tle to do with the creation of mainstream culture.

The portrayal of unique subcultural groups in
the media indicates that the groups have a type of
power, a secure place in society, and a noted iden-
tity. Conversely, nonrepresentation suggests the
powerless status of groups that do not possess sig-
nificant material or political power bases (Gross
1991). Those near the bottom of social stratification
are kept in their powerless places in part through
their relative invisibility in the media. When groups or viewpoints do achieve promi-
nence, the way that prominence is illustrated will itself resonate with the inclinations and
vested interests of the elite gatekeepers who set the public agenda. These gatekeepers are
typically white, middle-aged, male, middle and upper-middle class, and heterosexual.

Advertising is a very powerful force that articulates, develops, transforms, and elab-
orates these ideas of ethnicity, gender, and social class. Advertising (or the media in gen-
eral), nevertheless, does not present a uniform conception of such complex issues. Nor
does it typically consciously or deliberately conspire against members of protected
classes. Such explanations are oversimple, accusatory, convenient, and misleading.
Racism in advertising is more inferential or symbolic than overt.

As social importance is manifested through the appearance and varied performances
of a social group, so too can the devaluation of groups be transmitted through symbolic
racism (subtle ethnic stereotyping, trivialization of minority empowerment or racial
equality, or the absence of ethnic representations). Symbolic racism involves seemingly
fundamental illustrations of events and situations relating to race that have racist pos-
tulates and approaches built in as undisputed assumptions. This allows racist remarks
to be presented without ever bringing into question the racist assumptions on which the
assertions are grounded.

Racism cannot be treated as a simple product of capitalism. Historically, racist stereo-
typing has been documented at least since the propaganda of the Christian crusaders
(Said 1978). Racism has also been linked to the emergence of religious formations, eth-
nic identities, and nation-states that predate capitalism. For example, the Muslim trade
in African slaves was well established in the first millennium A.D.

Racial images in advertising are important for at least two reasons. First, there is evi-
dence that advertising and other media images help to shape attitudes about race and
ethnicity. Thus, we can select the ethnic images that advertisements present to individ-
uals. Second, ads can provide a barometer of the extent to which ethnic minorities have
penetrated social institutions dominated by white males. That is, ads reflect in which are-
nas (e.g., business, politics, the economy, education, sports, entertainment, academia, art,
the military, religion) the power of a white-male-dominated social system is challenged
by minorities, including women.

The contemporary ethnic and feminist movements, with all their agitation about the
meaning of the little details in daily life, have served as an electric prod to the work of
many social scientists, giving new impetus and direction to their work, whose very sub-
stance is the observation of concrete detail in social life. Because of this, the most ordi-
nary verbal or nonverbal exchange between white males and minorities now reverberates
with new meaning (e.g., the notion of political correctness).
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The simplest gesture, the most familiar ritual, taken-for-granted form of address, has
become a source of new understanding, albeit not without occasional conflict, with re-
gard to ethnic and gender relations, including the underlying social arrangements behind
such relations. Operating out of a politics that originates with individual feelings, ethnic
scholars and feminists have made clear what social scientists should have always known:
It is in the details of daily exchange that the discrepancy between actual experience and
apparent experience is to be found.

The minute details of social behavior are indicative revelations of how a sense of self
is established and reinforced. That sense of self, in turn, both reflects and cements the so-
cial institutions upon which rests a culture’s hierarchical structure. My point is that if one
evaluates the details of social life from a highly critical stance, one learns profoundly who
and what one is in the social lifeworld.

Social, Political, and Environmental Messages

Advertising sells more than products or services; it also sells values and attitudes. It
attempts to persuade, build trust, and change or reinforce values, opinions, and attitudes
on social issues. This section examines the following four types of messages:

Advocacy Advertising attempts to persuade or sell a value or attitude.

Subvertising uses brand recognition against itself.

Institutional Advertising tries to build lifetime trust or undo damage to a company’s
or government’s reputation.

Hybritising combines two types of advertising. In this section, it refers to advocacy and
institutional advertising.

Advocacy Advertising 

Advocacy advertising attempts to influence public opinion on important social, po-
litical, or environmental issues of concern to the sponsoring organization (O’Guinn,
Allen, and Semenik 1998). It often challenges conventional wisdom and presents alter-
native interpretations of social problems and political issues. Advocacy advertising es-
sentially enhances participatory democracy, bringing issues into public view by attracting
media attention. Advocacy advertising is sponsored by nonprofit organizations or com-
panies that use nonprofit foundations to pay for ads.

The power of counteradvertising to attract attention and critique existing social
arrangements is demonstrated in an incident from the 1940s. In 1942, the White Rose, an
inconsequential bunch of German university students, began a humble propaganda cam-
paign against the Nazis (Jacobs and Heller 1992). Members distributed anti-Gestapo
proclamations and eyewitness exposés of atrocities on the Eastern Front. For over a year,
the Nazis were frustrated by the band’s knack for avoiding capture. Though inex-
haustible, most members of the group were eventually arrested, prosecuted, and sum-
marily hanged as enemies of the government.

Civil Rights. The American Civil Liberties Union sponsored an advocacy ad with a
stark image of many bullet holes in a metal sheet to protest the police killing of a de-
fenseless and harmless man. The copy reads:
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On February 4th, 1999, the NYPD gave Amadou Diallo the right to remain silent. And they
did it without ever saying a word. Firing 43 bullets in 8 seconds, the police killed an unarmed
innocent man. Also wounded that night was the constitutional right of every American to
the process of law. Help us defend your rights. Support the ACLU.

Poverty and Global Hunger. An advocacy ad sponsored by the nonprofit organization,
Barnardo’s, pushing for the alleviation of children born into poverty includes a shock-
ing visual—a newborn infant being bottle-fed liquid poison. This represents the imme-
diate and absolute dangers and disadvantages of poverty into which some children face
at birth. The bottle of poison represents the despair, hopelessness, and dangers of life-
threatening poverty. The poverty-stricken newborn is forced to drink poison vis-à-vis
the nutritious and life-sustaining milk that the typical newborn receives from its mother.
The message is simple: poverty kills.

An ad sponsored by the World Food Programme, illuminates the serious problem of
world hunger. There is enough food to feed the world’s population yet one child dies of
hunger every four seconds. Today, one in nearly seven people do not get enough food to
be healthy and lead an active life, making hunger and malnutrition the number one risk
to health worldwide—greater than AIDS, malaria and tuberculosis combined.

Another advocacy ad on world hunger, is sponsored by Food for the Poor, an inter-
denominational Christian-based organization and ministry working to end hunger and
suffering in the Caribbean and Latin America, ap-
peals to potential donors and sponsors through social
responsibility. This ad shows a little girl, obviously
empoverished, looking pleadingly at the camera. The
copy reads, “Food for the poor and you.”

Political Issues. A T-shirt marketed by Those-
Shirts.com, a company that uses conservative humor
in their products, has a photo of 2008 Democratic
presidential candidate, Hillary Rodham Clinton, with
a red circle around it and a diagonal line through it.
The text reads: “Re-defeat Communism 2008”—an
expression of opposition to Clinton’s presidential cam-
paign and liberal views.

In 2004, an ad used in President Bush reelection
campaign contains copy that reads: “10 of 10 terrorists
agree anyone but Bush.” This insinuates that the De-
mocratic candidates were soft on terrorism.

Another T-shirt from ThoseShirts.com announces
the U.S. Armed Forces Freedom World Tour much as a
rock band announces it summer concert tour. It points
out that the U.S. military has freed many countries from
France, Germany, and Japan during World War II to
Kuwait (1991) to Afghanistan (2001) to Iraq (2003). The
shirt also chides France and Germany for not support-
ing America’s invasion of Iraq, claiming that they “sold
out.” Finally, Syria, North Korea, and Iran are threat-
ened by a U.S. invasion “to be announced.”

Figure 1.12 is an anti-war message sponsored by the
Cathedral of Hope. A photo of a young and frightened
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Middle-Eastern girl standing in front of an adult provides the visual for this advocacy
ad. The headline underneath this visual, “Who would Jesus bomb?” subverts the popu-
lar “What would Jesus do?” (wwjd) and provides startling commentary.

Ethnic Issues. Figure 1.13 is an advocacy ad sponsored by the American Indian Col-
lege Fund. Their theme is “Educating the mind and spirit.” The major goal of this non-
profit organization is to raise funds for Native Americans for higher education. Native
Americans are the most educationally disadvantaged racial or ethnic group in the
United States. The visual shows a young college-aged Native American woman. The in-
formal printed font of the headline is a quote from her: “If I stay on the rez [reservation]
I can use my education to help my people.” The ad goes on to say: “After attending a
tribal college, nearly 80% of native Americans take jobs to help their cultural communi-
ties.” This ad is marketing the idea that education is important for helping your people
and giving back to your community.

Figure 1.14 is an advocacy ad sponsored by the Freedom Center. In this text-only ad,
the headline is a quote which reads: “He’s a very articulate black man.” There is a line
through the word “black.” The quote is not blatantly racist but a more subtle type of sym-
bolic racism. Implicit is the notion that black people are not as articulate as white peo-
ple. The ad goes on to say that “Together we can stamp out prejudice. It only takes one
voice to make a difference.”

Health Issues. An advocacy ad for AIDS awareness sponsored by the San Francisco
AIDS Foundation entitled “Sex Is Good” was used to kick off AIDS Awareness Month.
The ads shows both heterosexual and homosexual couples, some of whom are interra-
cial. Placements included both the San Francisco Chronicle and Examiner. The ad encour-
ages responsible behavior of sexually active persons. The ad raised the ire of the Marines
because one of the male models has a tattoo of the Marine Corps emblem clearly visible.

In a strongly worded letter, the Marine Corps demanded that the foundation stop run-
ning and destroy the ad. “The use of the emblem in your advertisement could create the

18 CHAPTER ONE

Fig. 1.13 Fig. 1.14



inference that the Marine Corps is somehow partially responsible for the spread of AIDS
in the San Francisco area,” wrote Marine Major K. H. Winters, Acting Assistant Staff Judge
Advocate for Research and Civil Law. The letter goes on to request that the foundation
“remove the advertisement from future distribution and destroy the advertising layout.”

The foundation did not comply with the request. Pat Christen, executive director of
the SF AIDS Foundation wrote, “We have no intention of complying with the Marines’
request. It is patently absurd. We are not selling perfume here. We are attempting to stem
the tide of a raging epidemic by educating sexually active persons about the responsi-
bilities that accompany sexual activity. These responsibilities include knowing one’s an-
tibody status. The assumptions the Marines make in their letter are pathetic and silly.”

“This ad in no way suggests that the Marines are responsible for spreading AIDS. The
ad was developed to encourage people who may be at risk for AIDS to get an antibody
test. Any sexually active person may be at risk for AIDS. This includes sexually active
Marines and former Marines, tattooed or not, whatever their sexual orientation may be,”
added Les Pappas, campaign development director and the man responsible for creat-
ing the ad.

The Marines’ letter to the foundation also stated that “your use of our emblem could
be viewed as tacit approval of homosexuality by the Marine Corps. As you are no doubt
aware, neither the Marine Corps nor the Department of Defense permits homosexuals
to serve in their uniformed ranks.” Christen refused to comment on this paragraph of the
letter and stated that “its inanity speaks for itself.”

Figure 1.15 was created and sponsored in 2007 by the Ministry of Health of Portugal.
It is a campaign that uses a character called Doctor Teddy Bear to encourage people to
get their cholesterol checked. The ad warns that high blood cholesterol is one of the ma-
jor causes of heart disease and strokes. Since there are no symptoms, testing is the only
way to find out.

Drug Abuse. Figures 1.16 to 1.18 are provocative ads created by the Montana Meth
Project, the largest advertiser in Montana, reaching 70–90 percent of teens three times
a week. This is saturation-level advertising. The research-based messaging campaign—
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which graphically portrays the ravages of methamphetamine use through television,
radio, billboards, and Internet ads—has gained nationwide attention for its uncompro-
mising approach and demonstrated impact.

The campaign’s core message, “Not Even Once,” speaks directly to the highly addic-
tive nature of meth. The Project’s print advertising, featured in high school newspapers
and on billboards across Montana, reveal the severe physical and psychological impacts
associated with meth use (figures 1.16 and 1.18 ). This campaign shows the devastating
impact meth has on the friends and family of meth users (figure 1.17).

Domestic Violence. Figure 1.19, sponsored by CASA (Citizens Against Spouse Abuse)
whose main goal is to stop the cycle of violence by educating different communities about
the serious problem of spouse abuse. The men’s muddy work boot sitting atop the
women’s sandal represents the devastating effects of the psychological oppression of do-
mestic violence. The copy reads: “When someone controls your life, it’s no longer your life.”

Gun Safety. The grainy photo of a young
blond child wrapped in a beach towel stand-
ing at the edge of a swimming pool provides
an ominous visual for Cease Fire (figure
1.20). The organization is selling responsible
parenting and gun safety. The copy delivers
a tragic tale:

Louis Taylor hid his .357 Magnum so well, it
took his son 6 years to find it. Louis Taylor kept
his handgun unloaded in a locked case. The
bullets were kept hidden in another part of the
house. How did his six-year-old son, Ron, end
up dead? Like every child there was nothing in
his house he didn’t know about. If you think
you can keep your handgun out of the hands
of your children . . . please, think again.

Poverty. Poverty is correlated with
changes in family structure (e.g., divorce,
single women with children). In 1960, most
poor families contained both men and
women. By 2000, 53 percent of all poor fam-
ilies were female-headed (U.S. Census Bu-
reau, 2000c). This has been referred to as the
feminization of poverty. One-half of all chil-
dren in the United States will live with a sin-
gle parent at some point before reaching the
age of eighteen (Macionis 2002; Ellwood
1988, 45–46). The increase in female-headed
households is related to increasing rates of
divorce, separation, and single parenting.
These smaller households result in a large
number of little, poorer households com-
peting for a restricted number of affordable
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homes and decent jobs. The ad in figure 1.21
is sponsored by Dress for Success, a nonprofit
organization that provides low-income women
with used suits for job interviews and work.

Animal Rights

I believe that mink are raised for being
turned into fur coats and if I didn’t wear fur
coats those little animals would never have
been born. So is it better not to have been
born or to have lived for a year or two to
have been turned into a fur coat? I don’t
know.

—Barbi Benton, former Playboybunny
turned actress

This provocative ad (figure 1.22) was produced
to persuade people like Barbi Benton to change
their attitudes on the slaughter of mammals for
the sake of fashion.

Homelessness. The poster “If Society Can
Provide Housing for a Man Like This, Can’t
We Do More for the Homeless?” (figure 1.23)
points to a glaring inconsistency in public
policy. Why do we take better care of con-
victed mass murderers like Charles Manson
than of the innocent homeless? Homelessness
has now become criminalized in many urban
areas.

Antiwar. The poster in figure 1.24 was used
to protest the Desert Storm victory parade in
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New York City in 1991. The striking illustra-
tion is a photograph of the charred remains
of an Iraqi war casualty. The copy reads:
“On June 10th, the U.S. war machine that
burned thousands of humans will get a ‘vic-
tory’ parade . . . It was right to resist the war.
Resist this parade of shame.” This antiwar
message again became timely in the wake of
what President George W. Bush called “The
Battle of Iraq” in 2003.

Safe Sex. This advocacy poster sponsored
by ACT-UP (figure 1.25), perhaps the most
vocal AIDS advocacy organization, is enti-
tled “Safe Sex Is Hot Sex.” The poster was
created for the “Red Hot and Blue Project” in
New York in the 1980s. It is reminiscent of
that time, with the dawn of the AIDS era and
a presidential administration that refused to
recognize the epidemic as a national health
concern. Consequently, Ronald Reagan
dragged his feet in funding research that
would identify and treat the killer disease.

Subvertising 

Subvertising overthrows or subverts mainstream ads. It uses the power of brand recog-
nition and brand hegemony either against itself or to promote an unrelated value or idea.
It essentially turns rationalization on its head—a major theme in postmodernism. Sub-
vertising has also been called “culture jamming” (Twitchell 1996) and “counteradvertis-
ing” (Henshel 1990). Subvertising uses the same motivational appeal as commercial
advertising.

Traffic signs warning “CAUTION” and showing an image of a man and a woman
pulling a child and running rapidly can be found along and near the U.S.-Mexico bor-
der. T-shirts from ThoseShirts.com subverts the traffic sign with the words “border se-
curity” followed by “the ultimate b.s.” while using conservative humor to mock border
security and, ultimately, the lack of enforcement of federal immigration policy.

A recent Dolce & Gabbana ad shows a beautiful young woman wearing a tight black
dress and spiked heels in a very vulnerable position—on her back. A lean, muscular,
semi-nude young man is on this knees using his arm strength and leverage to pin down
the sexually alluring woman. Four other young men are standing nearby watching, ex-
pressing interest, and perhaps waiting their turn. Although the image conveys the onset
of a violent gang rape, the advertisers claim that the ads represents an erotic dream or
sexual fantasy or game. It is not hard to understand why the ad raised the ire of consumer
groups in the U.S., Spain, and Italy. A later ad subverts the orginal one by adding the
headline “offensive to women” across the top center of the ad in large bold all-cap font.
The subvertising is claiming that the original ad is offensive to women. (In fact, it is of-
fensive to anyone who opposes sexual violence against women).

Figure 1.26, “Uncle Sam wants you,” is perhaps the most famous poster in the world.
Created by James Montgomery Flagg and originally published as the cover for the July
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6, 1916, issue of Leslie’s Weekly with the title
“What Are You Doing for Preparedness?” this
portrait of “Uncle Sam” is itself already an ex-
ample of subvertising. Over four million copies
were printed between 1917 and 1918, as the
United States entered World War I and began
sending troops and supplies into war zones. A
contemporary T-shirt, a subvertising of figure
1.26, is an anti-immigration message. The T-shirt
has the original image of “Uncle Sam” and reads:
“I want you to speak English or get out!” This
shirt conveys conservatives’ disapproval of a re-
cently proposed but rejected immigration bill
that would have given amnesty to millions of il-
legal immigrants, without requiring that they ac-
tually learn English. Instead the bill required that
they merely “demonstrate an attempt to gain an
understanding of the English language”—a con-
dition that the shirts’ makers and wearers con-
sider far too lenient.

Another example of subvertising is the sabotage of the Marlboro man (see chapter
6, “Segmentation in Cigarette Marketing”). The illustration in figure 6.4, with its two
rugged cowboys on horseback, has the distinct look of a Marlboro ad. But the brief bold-
face copy—”Bob, I’ve got emphysema”—is startling.

Another example of the first type is the attacks on the use of sex to sell beer (figure
1.27). “Quit using our cans to sell yours” proclaims the copy of an ad showing disgrun-
tled women, referring to the use of scantily clad women in Budweiser beer ads.

The ad’s sponsor, the Dangerous Promises Coalition in Los Angeles, was prepared to
pay the going rate for billboard space. Nevertheless, the ads were rejected by all of the
mainstream billboard companies in the area. The coalition finally managed to purchase
space on a portable billboard and arranged for it to be displayed in Hollywood at Sun-
set and Highland. With no additional promotion, photographs of the billboard appeared
in the Los Angeles Times the day before the Wine Institute decided to revise its advertis-
ing code.

The San Francisco branch of the Dangerous Promises Coalition created the counterad
shown in figure 1.28. A media firm originally agreed to sell billboard space but reneged
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two weeks later. The coalition was twice more
rejected. It then used media refusal to accept its
subvertising to launch the Bay Area media
campaign.

The second type of subvertising—the use of
advertising to promote an unrelated value or
product—is demonstrated in the ad in figure
1.29; it exploits the famous Tommy Hilfiger
logo and copy on T-shirts, baseball caps, and
neckties to proclaim a message of forgiveness
and salvation.

Calvin Klein, one of the greatest purveyors of
consumer culture in the late twentieth century,
uses some of the most sexually explicit advertis-
ing representations to sell clothes. His famous
“ck” logo has also been exploited to advertise a

different message of hope and good news. The logo is put on sweatshirts and T-shirts un-
derneath the copy “Christ is King.”

Figure 1.30a, a World War II poster by J. Howard Miller, Westinghouse for War Pro-
duction Coordinating Committee, features Rosie the Riveter, an icon and inspirational
symbol for women in the workforce during wartime. Figure 1.30b, an ad by Proctor &
Gamble, subvertizes this well-known image only this time, Rosie has “Tampax was there”
tattooed on her flexed right bicep.
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Institutional Advertising 

[Institutional advertising is] designed to remind consumers that this company has
been a part of their communities for a long time and should continue to be a part of
their lives.

—Gail Baker Woods, Advertising and Marketing to the New Majority

Institutional advertising involves trust-building, and attempts to entice a loyal, life-
long consumer, and to connect a business, corporation, or government to a social, en-
vironmental, or political cause. While both advocacy and institutional advertising may
deal with social issues, advocacy is sponsored by nonprofit organizations while in-
stitutional advertising attempts to build trust or negate damage to a for-profit orga-
nization’s or government’s reputation. Corporations, industries, and governments
sometimes use advertising as bureaucratic propaganda, just as national governments
use psychological warfare or religious cults use proselytization. Bureaucratic propa-
ganda tries “to bring an audience around to the special viewpoint of a particular bu-
reaucracy” (Henshel 1990, 61).

Institutional advertising attempts to persuade a public audience to adopt a certain
attitude about a particular firm or institution (Henshel 1990). With traditional adver-
tising, a company merely emits commercial messages to sell a particular brand of au-
tomobile. If institutional advertising is carried off successfully, it can be used to justify
enormous profit.

Institutional advertising tries to create an emotional bond between consumers and
the company. For example, Aetna Life Insurance Company’s instititutional advertising
(figure 1.31) states: “We want you to know Aetna’s Culture of Diversity. The ad goes on
to point out that the firm is promoting di-
versity “from inside and out” and that it has
earmarked “up to $100 million dollars to in-
vest in and with minority- and women-
owned businesses.” The ad concludes that
Aetna “was listed as one of the top 50 em-
ployers for both minorities and women in a
recent special Advertising Section in FOR-
TUNE magazine.” What most people do
not know about Aetna is that the company
flourished because of the slave trade. In
2002 Aetna and other companies were ac-
cused of conspiracy, human rights violations,
unjust enrichment from their corporate pre-
decessors’ roles in the slave trade, and con-
version of the value of the slaves’ labor into
their profits.

These corporations benefited from steal-
ing people and forced labor, forced breed-
ing, torture, and committing numerous
terrible actions. Should they be able to hold
onto assets they acquired through such hor-
rendous acts?
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Figure 1.32 is an institutional ad for Toyota,
the Japanese automaker. There is a photo of civil
rights leader Martin Luther King, Jr. giving a
speech. Toyota links its theme, Moving For-
ward, with the cause of civil rights. The message
is brief and to the point: “Moving forward starts
with not leaving his message behind. Celebrate
Dr. Martin Luther King’s birthday. 01.15.07.”
Simarly, Timberland’s ad (figure 1.33) decrees:
“Give racism the boot.”

Family values are being implicity touted in
this institutional ad sponsored by the Ford Mo-
tor Company (figure 1.34). The headlines states:
“INNOVATION because you’re not just chang-
ing lanes . . . you’re moving precious cargo.” A
young mother is gently lifting her sleeping child
out of a car seat. Ford is making the claim that
their vehicles are “safer” and “help save lives.”
The company is trying to garner lifelong loyal
customers.

Hybritising

Hybritising combines two types of advertising. For example, the ad in figure 1.35 uses
two sponsors: Mothers Against Drunk Driving (MADD) and Allstate Insurance. Both or-
ganizations benefit from the amelioration of drunk driving. Since MADD is a nonprofit
organization, it is advocacy advertising. But because Allstate is a profit-seeking corpo-
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ration, it is institutional advertising; since the ad
combines both types, it may be referred to as
hybritising. The ad is stirring: an auto key im-
paling an olive in a martini; the brief copy: Killer
cocktail.

Overview

This book examines the ways in which cultural
symbols, ethnic minorities, and women are dis-
played in advertisements. There is focus on
print ads since they are a significant part of the
advertising arena. Approximately 50 percent of
advertising revenues are earmarked for various
print media; 22 percent are spent on television
commercials (Kellner 1988).

Consider how advertising, often unintention-
ally, reflects our values, belief systems, and be-
havior (in addition to shopping and purchasing).
This is the latent, or unintended, function of ad-
vertising. This book is chiefly concerned with the
latent consequences of advertising, not its mani-
fest objectives and activities of selling brand
goods and services.

This book expands Goffman’s (1976) and Kilbourne’s (1989) analyses of gender dif-
ferences by examining images of minority men and women in advertising. The ideal
images of men and women that advertising presents to the consumer in order to sell
products or services are examined. The way that minority men and women are often
held to the white standard of perfection is critiqued. This has significant implications
for assimilation, identity, and racial integration. For example, the copycat: the con-
current production of two nearly identical ads except for the ethnic background of
the models. This uses one approach for two different (e.g., black and white) target
audiences.

Three possible models for the way minorities are presented in ads are examined. First
is the notion of equal presentation: whites and minorities are shown in exactly the same
way, regardless of any cultural, economic, or physical differences. Consequently, if
whites are presented predominantly as middle-class persons in middle-class settings, eth-
nic minorities are portrayed similarly, regardless of actual differences in class distribu-
tion. Analyses of copycat ads (chapter 4) support this framework. Furthermore, since the
structural obstructions to the procurement of wealth are not visible in the world of ad-
vertising, the tacit message is that a group’s relative indigence is the outcome of inner
failure, a notion compliant with the ideology of the American dream.

Second is the social-reality model. There is also evidence for this prototype. Since mi-
norities are more likely to be poor or in lower-status occupations than whites, ads re-
flect any differences that currently exist in society. This realistic approach draws the
public’s attention to the very real inequalities in our society. However, both the equal-
presentation and social-reality models ultimately fall short.
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Finally, a case can be made that cultural attitudes toward ethnic minorities affect the
way minorities are portrayed in advertising. Cultural attitudes held by whites toward
people of color affect how they are depicted in ads and television commercials.

Chapter 3 focuses on the use of fear, intimidation, and violence in advertising. Adver-
tisers have exploited, maintained, and developed women’s fear of being pursued or sex-
ually assaulted. Numerous ads reveal this disturbing trend of violent images. While some
messages are meant to be subliminal, others are blatant. Goffman’s concept of mock assault
demonstrates this theme. Chapter 3 also analyzes visual representations of the child as sex
object in advertising, another distressing trend.
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[Advertising gains] power as it colonizes distant aspects of life, making them part of
a coherent pattern, [it is not] an oppressive dictatorship forcing innocent and help-
less consumers to give up their better judgment in order to aggrandize some evil mer-
cantile power.

—James B. Twitchell, Adcult USA

Commercialism is our better judgment.
—James B. Twitchell, Adcult USA

Successful advertising is able to manifest rich, intimate, and astute cultural and sub-
cultural messages and representations as well as universal biological desires. This
chapter borrows from the dramaturgy of Goffman (1976) and Desmond Morris’s
human zoology (1996) and visual anthropology (1986, 1977; Morris et al. 1979).

Morris’s framework draws its material from three main sources: (1) the information
about our past as uncovered by paleontologists and based on the fossil and other re-
mains of our prehistoric ancestors; (2) the information accessible from the animal be-
havior studies of the comparative ethologists, based on elaborate observations of a wide
range of animal species, especially monkeys and apes—our closest living relatives; and
(3) the information that can be constructed by simple, direct observation of the most fun-
damental and widely shared behavior patterns of human specimens from contemporary
cultures.

In deconstructing advertising from a postmodern perspective, there is special focus
on visual cues such as expression, posture, and gesture. Three basic techniques used to
establish superiority or power are size, attention, and positioning (Goffman 1976). Body
language and nonverbal communication reveal an actor’s mood or attitude. They are also
important for corroborating or disconfirming verbal communication and speech patterns.
Sometimes nonverbal communication clashes with the words that an actor utters. For ex-
ample, signs of lying include blinking (to escape the stress of lying), covering the mouth
with one’s hand or an object (to “hide” the lie), and shrugging the hand—rotating the
wrist so that the palm is facing up—(to plead ignorance or ask forgiveness). Human be-
ings are complex creatures, but we still are animals. Just as a dog cannot conceal excite-
ment (shown through wagging its tail) or fear (shown through curling its tail between
its legs), a human being reveals a lot by a simple gesture.

2

Visual Attraction, Body Display, and Advertising



Human Evolution

The urge to have sex is in us because we are all descended from people who had an
urge to have sex with each other; those who feel no urge left behind no descendants.
Evolution is more about reproduction of the fittest than survival of the fittest.

—Matt Ridley, The Red Queen: Sex and the Evolution of Human Nature

To understand the subtle nuances of human body language, we start with our human
evolution from apes. Apes originally lived in trees, eventually climbed down, and finally
began to walk upright. This produced a momentous characteristic change in genetic evo-
lution. Walking upright exposed the sexual organs. Sex in the animal kingdom has never
been the same!

In animals, courtship and mating are controlled by the female’s estrous cycle. When
the female is ready to copulate, she sends out a pungent odor produced by her body’s
chemistry. This is a signal to males of the same species that she may be approached. A
strong sex drive in animals guarantees the continuation of their genetic makeup. Lions,
for example, copulate every half hour for three days, dramatically increasing the chances
of pregnancy. Some lions mate for life, although most do not. Human beings and other
animals produce pheromones—chemical substances that serve especially as a stimulus
to individuals of the same species for sexual and other behavioral responses.

Some animals have complex and long drawn-out rituals of courtship. Others (goril-
las, for example) have no courtship at all, to speak of. The male of some species tries to
make the female notice him through preening, displays of strength, or direct confronta-
tion with competing males. For baboons, intense courtship is abandoned in favor of an
unromantic yet efficient eight-second mating act. For some animals, copulation is merely
perfunctory. Chimpanzees, for example, display a general lack of interest in sexual be-
havior; they also tend not to have lasting partners. Humans, on the other hand, are the
sexiest animals alive. Unlike other animals, the human female doesn’t advertise when she
is biologically available for mating. The male does not know when she is fertile. Unlike
that of animals whose sexual availability is seasonal, humans’ sexual activity is not sea-
sonal; they can mate anytime.

Lust—the urge for sex—is an instinct that drives all species. Sex is a “genetic joint ven-
ture” (Ridley 1994). Darwinian evolutionary theory maintains that certain characteristics
evolve because they keep members of a species alive. Other attributes evolve because they
keep the species reproducing; for example, the peacock’s brilliant plumage attracts the
peahen (Morris 1956). The evolution of characteristics because of their reproductive ben-
efits, rather than their survival benefits, is known as sexual selection (Buss 1994). In animals,
males often tempt females to have sex with them by offering resources, such as food, while
females flaunt their fertility. Among humans, too, men and women use dozens of tactics
to attract a mate. Men generally flash their resources (e.g., money, designer clothes, ex-
pensive jewelry, and automobiles) and their power (athletic prowess, work achievement).
Women are more likely to display evidence of their youth, health, and fertility in the way
they dress and accessorize themselves.

Advertisers use the display of material resources as a symbol of sexual selection. Con-
sequently, ads also sell cultural representations of success (figure 2.1)—the good life, if
you will. The Cutty Sark ad advises: “This is a glass of Cutty Sark. It won’t make you hip.
It won’t make you successful. And it won’t change your life. And if you drink it simply
because you like the way it tastes, your life is probably pretty good already.”
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Our sexual urges and our contemporary dating and mat-
ing behavior all have their roots in sexual selection. In the
hedonistic pursuit of sexual conquests, men and women
derogate their competition, deceive members of the other
sex, and even subvert their own mates.

Competition and Sexual Selection

Early afternoon television . . . used to be the entertain-
ment ghetto for women.

—James B. Twitchell, Adcult USA

Symbolic of sexual selection, advertising sometimes pits
women against other women as fierce competitors (see fig-
ures 2.2 and 2.3). There is typically conflict, albeit often subtle, between women. The mes-
sage may instill in women, especially young women, an attitude of alienation from other
women.

Advertising provides gender with a double standard with respect to youth. It is ac-
ceptable for men to age; a little bit of gray hair in men conveys an image that is consid-
ered to be distinguished. However, for women, gray hair is taboo and denotes an image
considered to be unattractive. In fact, any sign of aging in women is not received favor-
ably. Advertising delivers a commentary to women that, to secure the fascination and
preference of men, they will relinquish the approval and sisterhood of women—and that
the sacrifice is worthwhile.

Consistent with the notion of sexual selection, advertising also places men in compe-
tition with each other over the tribute to a woman. The copy in figure 2.4 urges, “Give
her a diamond before someone else does.”

Male-Female Genetic Conflict

The differences between men’s and women’s bodies are a direct consequence of evolu-
tion (Ridley 1994). Women’s bodies evolved to meet the demands of bearing children and
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of gathering plant food. Men’s bodies evolved to meet the demands of competition within
a male hierarchy, fighting over women, and providing food and shelter for their family.

For the same reason, men and women also have different minds. Sexually, these dif-
ferences make men competitive and powerful, controlling wealth and seeking fame. Over
time, women who chose rich and powerful men left more descendants, and, therefore,
the urge to mate with wealthy, powerful men influences even some of today’s women.
The characteristic that a woman can most profitably seek in mates that will increase the
health of her children is not more sperm, but greater resources (such as money).

A man, on the other hand, seeks a mate who will produce babies to carry on his genes—
the more the merrier. Men are genetically programmed to prefer younger women, since
they have health and years of fertility on their side. Those cues sexually arouse men. A
pretty face and shapely legs, buttocks, and breasts signal youth and health and tap into
the mate’s primary urge: to reproduce.

The instinct to keep the species going takes an interesting turn when men and women
clash in their hardwired urges. Males reproduce best by planting their seed in as many
females as possible. Females reproduce best by choosing the best male to father their
brood—not just the male with the best genetic material but the most likely to remain and
provide food and protection. Consequently, behavior that is in the male’s genetic inter-
est directly conflicts with the female’s genetic interest (Diamond 1997).

Sexual Attraction

Human socialization processes are often segregated by gender. For example, boys and
girls are often separated during various activities at school. Indifference and, sometimes,
even hostile relations develop between groups of boys and groups of girls. Although they
may be classmates or neighbors, boys and girls are often more strangers than friends. This
changes, however, as sexual development and puberty approach. There is rediscovery;
unfamiliarity and hostility are replaced by curiosity.

The male gang or group loses its power as the loyalties of its members shift outside
the group to females. Members of both genders begin to preen and display courtship rit-
uals. There is parading, visual contact, and cruising. The exposure of one’s flesh seems
to trigger primeval sexual motivations in members of the other sex (see figures 2.5, 2.6,
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2.7, and 2.8). Advertisers are deft at displaying visual cues to stimulate sexual appetites
(figures 2.9, 2.10, and 2.11).

Attraction is both socially constructed and biologically shaped to be an instanta-
neous decision. Whether a female is attracted to a male or vice versa is based on bio-
logical unconscious signals of sexual interest. Just as female animals are attracted to
power and exhibitions of strength in males of the same species as signs of health and
fertility, human females are also drawn toward masculine power and strength displays
(figures 2.12 and 2.13). Broad shoulders with a narrow waist define the classic trian-
gular shape (figure 2.14). Moreover, a thick muscular neck conveys a protector image.
For females, a small waist (figure 2.15) and a high-pitched voice are signs of vulnera-
bility which appeal to a male’s self-identification, through cultural transmission, as a
protector.

Large pupils are sexually appealing, and this dilation occurs unconsciously during
arousal (see figure 2.16). Youth is also a sign of health and sex appeal (see figure 2.17).
(Youth is a major characteristic of the provocateur; see chapter 3.) Women use founda-
tion makeup to hide small wrinkles, because eliminating any signs of aging contributes
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toward a more desirable and attractive image. Skin tones
are warmed up in order to project a healthy sexual glow.

An exaggerated leg length appears to be more adult
and, therefore, more sexual (see figure 2.18). Hair groom-
ing is also an important component of attraction and gen-
der display (see figure 2.19). A smile symbolizes approval
or attraction (see figure 2.20). Unconscious blushing is con-
sidered to be very sexual. Blushing starts in the cheeks and
spreads to the rest of the face and often to other parts of the
head and body. Males are attracted to female blushing be-
cause it signifies innocence. Makeup mimics a blush, with
an emphasis on red cheeks (see figure 2.21).

How female breasts are displayed is a key part of sex-
ual attraction. The cleavage area between the breasts is
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perhaps the epicenter of display and stimulation of interest. In fact, breast cleavage and
the cleavage of the buttocks are considered to be very sexual. In truth, there is a great sim-
ilarity between the appearance of the two types of cleavage (see figures 2.22 and 2.23).

In the ad shown in figure 2.24a, there is even an uncanny resemblance between the
shoulder and buttocks cleavage. The carefully placed woman’s shoulder in the fore-
ground combines with a background figure to create an exact image of nude buttocks (see
figure 2.24b). Also, in the insert photograph, the long-neck beer bottles are strategically
located as phallic symbols emerging downward from the man’s crotch area and upward
toward the “buttocks” cleavage. Advertisers are the kings of soft pornography.

Females color their lips in a symbol of sexual arousal (see figure 2.25). Large female
lips mimic the female labia.

Cultural Variance in Attraction and Body Display

Although much of human sexual attraction and mating, as in other animals, is biologi-
cally based, there is one major distinction between human beings and animals: impres-
sion management. Humans are much more sophisticated; we can control what signals
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we give out and we are usually aware of how our body displays are being received or
interpreted.

There is a great deal of cultural variance in sexual attractiveness. Although in many
cultures, thin females are considered to be sexually attractive, in the South Pacific, heav-
ier women are more desirable than thin ones. Standards of beauty often vary significantly
between cultures. For example, for thousands of years, Eskimo women have tattooed
their faces, arms, and bodies—a practice that some Eskimo women continue today. At
the turn of the twentieth century, anthropologists dubbed this custom as “universal”
within Eskimo culture.

Tattoos are painfully sewn onto the body, one stitch at a time. Skin piercing is never
pleasant, but nose and forehead punctures are excruciating. The tattoo designs are elabo-
rate (e.g., an intricately woven Celtic knot) and require a full day’s work to apply. The newly
tattooed person takes a week to recover. Major swelling is not unusual. A high threshold
for pain, not complaining, and a capacity for quick recovery are still venerated through-
out rural Alaska. Extensive tattoos not only signify beauty but also advertise tenacity. The
more pain a woman endured, the more beautiful she became, according to cultural values.

Sometimes cultural differences are subtle. What is obvious to an insider may go un-
noticed to an outsider. For example, in some Asian Indian cultures, thick eyebrows in fe-
males are thought to be sexually alluring. In our culture, a lean, toned body shape for
females is the mold. For males, a lean and muscular look is in.

Attraction and Courtship

Human compassion springs from the fact that four to five million years ago, our an-
cestors became bipedal—existing on two legs.

—Richard Leakey, paleontologist 

Despite a wide variety of cultural standards of beauty and attractiveness, a healthy body
with unblemished skin is nearly universally accepted as the archetype (see figure 2.26).
(Flawlessness is also a chief characteristic of the provocateur.)

Perhaps one of the most fascinating aspects of cultural
variance in mating and attraction is the social channels that
provide opportunities for gender interaction and rituals of
display and attraction. In our culture, opportunities seem
nearly endless to meet and exchange information, whether
visual or verbal, with a potential mate or sexual partner.
Something as innocuous as walking a dog can provide a
situation to bring two people together. The Masai in Africa
leap up and down in dance to display attraction. Mate se-
lection starts as early as age ten or eleven. The young male
announces his personal interest in a girl by flicking her
with a strand of his long hair. The flick and her reaction as
revealed through facial expression, body posture, or ges-
ture provide an exchange of information.

In some Chinese villages, in order to overcome shyness,
groups of boys sing to groups of girls without facing them.
The girls respond with an improvised song of their own.
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They may sing about something as innocent as the number of tractors in their village. What
they sing about is not important; the point is that this is a ritual of expressing interest in
those of the other gender and discerning their reaction.

Two events must occur: an initial display of interest (e.g., through eye contact) and an
approving reply (e.g., a smile). If these occur, interaction can progress to the next step:
verbal communication. Conversation, even mindless chatter, can lead to touch or other
body contact. Laughter is affirmation and sure sign of interest (see figure 2.27).

As a relationship starts, the couple symbolically returns to childhood, even infancy,
with expressions of intimacy, rocking, cud-
dling, and falling in love (see figure 2.28).

In courtship, the first time that a new cou-
ple spends together often involves the ritual
of feeding. The couple, in sharing a meal, dis-
plays affection by smiling, leaning toward
each other, touching, holding hands, kiss-
ing, and even feeding each other, a sign of in-
timacy. Food sharing is the basis of human
society. Gifts, such as flowers, are offered.
Courtship is exploited by business opportu-
nities and seasonal holidays (e.g., Valentine’s
Day and Christmas) to provide gifts as dis-
plays of interest, affection and attraction, and
intimacy.

Couples use rituals of display to show
that the relationship is exclusive and to ex-
press trust: holding hands, putting an arm
around one’s partner’s waist or shoulder, a
double embrace, facing each other at close
distance, touching one partner’s knee or leg.
Such displays often signal the beginning of
intimacy (see figures 2.29 and 2.30).
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In addition to cycles of fertility, several other biological
traits make humans’ sexual activities very different from an-
imals’. Human beings are much less hairy than other mam-
mals. More skin, which is very sensitive to touch, is exposed.
This means that humans are more prone to sexual arousal
than animals. Additionally, animal males have a bone in
their penis, giving them an instant erection, and making sex-
ual arousal unnecessary or superfluous.

Advertisers have capitalized on the nature of human sex-
ual arousal. However, they have fed us mixed signals on the
nature of our sexual desires. On one hand, sexual impulse is
negative, something to be controlled and subdued. For ex-
ample, at the turn of the century, wet dreams (spermatorrhea)
were seen as an unconscious but energy-draining bad habit.
In 1905 an aluminum collar with fourteen sharp spikes was
marketed; it was designed to fit around a flaccid penis and
awaken the wearer in case of erection (see figure 2.31). On the
other hand, sex is viewed as pleasurable, stimulating, and
invigorating (for men, at least). The prostate-gland warmer
shown in figure 2.32 was advertised in 1918. The user plugged
the device into an electrical outlet and inserted it in himself.
This patented wonder, called the Thermalaid, heated to ap-
proximately 100 degrees Fahrenheit. This product was de-
signed to stimulate the abdominal wall, in turn titillating
sexual drive. The electrical cord was ten feet long—in case the

user felt compelled to jump into the air. These objects are found in the Museum of Ques-
tionable Medical Devices in Minneapolis, Minnesota.

Subconscious Seduction

An advertising agency is eighty-five percent confusion and fifteen percent commission.
—Fred Allen

We are exposed at a minimum to hundreds of advertisements every day. Despite this ex-
posure, we often do not actually notice or focus on them. Ads seem to seep quietly into
the back room of our consciousness. Unobserved and tacitly approved, advertising so-
cializes and conditions us without our even knowing it.

Provocative subliminal messages are used that are designed to influence and motivate
consumers to purchase particular products and services. These are messages camou-
flaged within the ads. Evaluation of such ads shows us their use of a sophisticated ap-
plied psychology. It also permits us to deconstruct ads and view their concealed or secret
messages and maneuverings.

Subliminal. Subconscious. Unconscious. Below the threshold of awareness. Advertis-
ers know that you spend an average time of two seconds looking at an ad while flipping
through a magazine. That doesn’t leave much time to persuade you to buy a particular
brand of product. The ad is meant to grab your attention. Even though you do not re-
member an ad, if it stimulates a desire, it may register on your subconscious. If an ad reg-
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isters on your subconscious, the theory is that it will
prompt you to buy that brand. Since you cannot be
aware of your subconscious, by definition, there really
is no way to determine whether subliminal ads are ef-
fective.

In the ad for More cigarettes shown in figure 2.33a,
the woman’s heel is positioned so that it becomes a
phallic symbol thrusting toward her genital region
(see figure 2.33b).

Lipstick ads often use lipstick as a phallic symbol
to represent oral (figures 2.34–2.36) or anal (figure
2.37) sex. Phallic symbols connote particular mean-
ings between actors (figure 2.38).

Relative Size

Goffman (1976) uses the concept relative size as a visual
indication of comparative power and authority. He

Fig. 2.33a

Fig. 2.34

Fig. 2.33b

Fig. 2.35 Fig. 2.36 Fig. 2.37

Fig. 2.38
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found that men were characteristically pictured above women in ads (see figure 2.39). Male
relative size over females in print ads reflects traditional cultural attitudes of male power
and authority over females. Figure 2.40, a 1946 Chen Yu ad for women’s cosmetics, exem-
plifies this. When women were shown being relatively larger than men, they had a higher
social status than the men. In contemporary advertising, however, there seems to be an
equivalent proportion of ads where women display relative size over men. For example,
figure 2.41 displays couple intimacy with a woman as protector of a man. Goffman’s find-
ing that males always dominate females through relative size in advertising no longer holds.

Multiple Meanings

Advertisers, not governments, are the primary censors of media content in the United
States today.

—C. Edwin Baker

Advertisers often use multiple meaning as a humorous hook. Figures 2.42, 2.43, and 2.44
contain copy with sexual innuendo: “She went all the way,” “Realign the troops,” and
“Everyone wants a piece.”

Advertising picks up the slang of popular culture, the dialect of ethnic subcultures,
and the jargon of social movements. There is often a resulting deflation of the worth and
importance of gender equality. For example, in the ad shown in figure 2.45, the copy
says, “We believe women should be running the country (emphasis added). However, the
illustration of the woman jogging belies the copy’s insinuation of women’s political
power.

In 1984, when Democratic presidential nominee Walter Mondale chose Geraldine Fer-
raro as his vice presidential running mate, the Loveland, Colorado, Reporter-Herald pub-
lished the headline “It’s a girl!” (see figure 2.46). Though not an ad, the headline is clearly
a public picture (Goffman 1976; see “Public and Private Pictures”) and is in the same
genre of language with multiple meanings used in the ads discussed here.

Figure 2.47 trivializes the glass ceiling, subtle discrimination that effectively blocks the
movement of women into the highest positions in organizations.
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Perhaps unintended meaning can be the most humorous or crude. Figure 2.48 is an
ad for locum (note the lowercase “l”). The Swedish company intended a warm, em-
bracing effect to celebrate the holiday season by replacing the “o” in locum with a heart.
Instead, it can be perceived as a sexual fetish.

Figure 2.49, an ad for Orbit
gum, uses humor and multiple
meaning with the copy: “nasty
mouth.” The tennis player is us-
ing vulgar language to protest a
call. But nasty mouth, in the con-
text of a chewing gum adver-
tisement, also connotes a bad or
unfresh odor.

In sum, we see double mean-
ings that sometimes contain sex-
ual innuendo and trivialize the
women’s movement and use
language for humor at the ex-
pense of women.
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Body Chopping/Dismemberment

Women’s bodies are often dismembered or hacked apart in ads (see figures 2.50–2.55).
When their bodies are separated into parts, women cease to be seen as whole persons.
This perpetuates the notion that a woman’s body is not linked to her mind, soul, and
emotions.

Women’s body parts are sometimes portrayed as inanimate objects: mannequin (fig-
ures 2.52–2.53), ice cream cone (figure 2.54), and flower (figure 2.55). Dismemberment or
body chopping appears to occur in advertising much more frequently for women than
men. The implication is that women are objects and therefore less than human.

Advertising that depicts women’s bodies without faces, heads, and feet implies that
all that is really important about a woman lies between her neck and her knees. The lack
of a head symbolizes a woman without a brain. A faceless woman has no individuality.
A woman without feet is immobile and therefore submissive.
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Function Ranking

Goffman (1976) uses the concept of function ranking to
denote a particular structure of gender inequality in
which the male model in an ad performs the impor-
tant role while the female model occupies a less mean-
ingful role (figures 2.56–2.58). When children are
photographed in print ads or shown on television
commercials, the boy is usually active while the girl
is passive.

The conscious or unconscious omission or underrep-
resentation of women and ethnic minorities in function-
ranking activities in mass media constitutes symbolic
annihilation. A classic example is the Marlboro Man
campaign begun in the 1950s (figure 2.59). The icon of a
Western image of ruggedness, masculinity, and inde-
pendence (Kellner 1988)—a modern masculine arche-
type (Katz 1995)—is used in ads for other brands as well,
including Camel Lights. The Marlboro Man (along with
his clones—figure 2.60) is pervasive in contemporary
advertising images of masculinity over into postmodern
mass media.

Besides gender differences in function ranking, there
are also racial differences. Using qualitative content
analysis to study racial representation in advertising on
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children’s television, Seiter (1995) found that black children tend to be shown as passive
observers of their white playmates. This type of function ranking reveals that the under-
pinnings of white supremacy, even if in more subtle ways than in the past, still inform
mainstream images of both whites and blacks.

Although Goffman (1976) did not use ads with women in function-ranking positions,
they are not uncommon nowadays (2.61). Nevertheless, when women are displayed in
function-ranking positions, men are absent rather than less passive. The ad in figure 2.61
is positive in the sense that women are displayed in function-ranking positions. Women
in beachwear are portrayed as actually having interests and hobbies such as surfing rather

than just playing the role of the provocateur. However, the
ad also is problematic: it links alcohol consumption to a
high-risk activity like surfing.

The ad in figure 2.62
also displays a gender-re-
versal spin on function
ranking. The illustration
shows a young, muscular
man in the center of the
frame with his girlfriend
holding on to him with an
approving expression. The
copy reads, “This Coast
Guard swimmer rescued
a drowning fisherman at
sea” (traditional function
ranking). Then, in paren-
theses, it unexpectedly
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states: “Her boyfriend just dropped by to bring lunch” (gen-
der reversal, function ranking). In short, postmodern adver-
tising sometimes uses the gender reversal of function ranking
to catch the consumer’s attention. Nevertheless, traditional
function ranking remains a big draw for marketers.

Licensed Withdrawal

Advertising sometimes portrays people, customarily women,
as psychologically removed from the situation, disoriented,
or defenseless. Goffman calls this licensed withdrawal. The
model is shown “spacing out,” as in figure 2.63; the phone left
off the hook symbolizes her unavailability.

Advertisements tend to show a woman drifting or in li-
censed withdrawal while in physical contact with a man
(see figure 2.64). This symbolizes the woman’s dependence
on the man and the man’s responsibility for the woman’s
welfare.

There are other ways to indicate licensed withdrawal.
Goffman (1976) notes that placing the finger to the mouth,
as in figure 2.65, also represents licensed withdrawal. More-
over, licensed withdrawal sometimes takes the form of sur-
prise, remorse, or shock expressed by placing one or both
hands over or near the mouth (see figure 2.66).

Body Clowning

When men are shown alone in ads, they are often portrayed
as secure, powerful, and serious, according to Goffman
(1976). Even in their underwear, they usually look dignified
(figure 2.67). Women, in contrast, are pictured as playful
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clowns (see figure 2.68), supporting the attitude that women are childish and cannot be
taken seriously. They are often depicted with silly arm, leg, and head gestures. However,
I have more recently been able to find many ads that depict men in body-clowning po-
sitions, as in figure 2.69.

Ritualization of Subordination

People in charge of their own lives typically stand upright, alert and ready to meet the
world. In contrast, the bending of the body conveys unpreparedness, submissiveness,
and appeasement (Goffman 1976). Even animals display rituals of subordination. A wolf,
for example, bares its throat to concede a fight. This prevents the dominant wolf from hav-

ing to kill the subordinate one. It also establishes a
pecking order, or hierarchy. As a further example, a
dog will automatically put its tail between its legs and
lower its ears when it is afraid.

In humans, a similar symbol of deference is lower-
ing oneself physically
(see figures 2.70 and
2.71). Some also view
head cant as a ritual 
of subordination (see
figure 2.72). Adver-
tisements often show
women reclining or
lying on objects. Nev-
ertheless, contemporary
advertising also shows
men displaying rituals
of subordination to
women.
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Feminine Touch/Masculine Grip

There are even gender differences in the way hands are shown in ads (figures 2.73 and
2.74). Women are portrayed barely touching, delicately holding, or tenderly caressing
men, objects, or themselves. On the other hand, men are depicted grasping, squeezing,
clenching, manipulating, shaping, or gripping objects. Sometimes women are represented
touching themselves, a sign that one’s body is delicate and precious (figure 2.75).

Gay- and Lesbian-Image Advertising

Possibly the most conspicuous example of media improving its depiction of gays and les-
bians is the active courting of gay and lesbian consumers through gay-positive adver-
tising campaigns. In 1994, IKEA aired a commercial that featured two gay men shopping
for a dining room set, making it the first mainstream firm to actively target gay con-
sumers. Since then, numerous businesses have begun to target gay and lesbian consumers
with gay-positive marketing campaigns. Such campaigns are targeted to a specific mar-
ket: gay men and lesbians who live primarily in urban areas, are single, and have a large
amount of disposable income.

Is this trend actually an attempt to court gay consumers or are advertisers simply
capitalizing on the cultural cachet and appeal of a trendy gay lifestyle as a way of sell-
ing their products? Perhaps advertisers are not specifically interested in attracting gay
consumers. Certain products or services, although not in fact created for gays, are nev-
ertheless marketed that way, with messages and images obviously targeted at the prof-
itable gay market.

Perhaps an increase of gay and lesbian images in advertising does not necessarily trans-
late to increased social acceptance of gays and lesbians. Instead the motivation may be
purely economic—an attempt by advertisers and network executives to reached an un-
tapped market. After nearly forty years of social and political struggle, gay and lesbian
rights appear to have been reduced to increased consumer choice. Although this increase
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in positive representations of gays and lesbians in print ads, commercials, films, and tele-
vision shows is an improvement, such progress is not a sign of social equality.

The late Reverend Jerry Falwell, founder of the now-defunct political action group the
Moral Majority, alerted followers to oppose an ad produced by Anheuser-Busch for Bud
Light, in which two men are seen from the back holding outstretched hands. The hulla-
baloo began when the beer company ran an ad on April 22, 1999, in EXP, a bimonthly gay
magazine in St. Louis. The ad was purchased to promote the company’s sponsorship of
a gay pride festival. Anheuser-Busch had planned to use the ad of the men in a national
campaign, but chose to test the waters first in St. Louis to gauge mainstream reaction.

“It is important that we get all of our friends and loved ones to call Anheuser-Busch
immediately,” Falwell warned on his weekly fax “Falwell Confidential.”

“Please join me in opposing this advertisement as we work together to preserve Judeo-
Christian standards on which this nation was founded. . . . Let’s keep the heat on Anheuser-
Busch so that they understand that pro-family Americans are terribly concerned about
homosexual images coming into our homes through reckless advertising campaigns. Call
today and have your friends and family call as well! Pastors, this Sunday please encour-
age your congregations to call. It is important that we all take action.”

The swift and fervent disapproving reaction to this ad shows the hegemony of tradi-
tional gender images in the media. There is a range of masculinity and femininity in the
postmodern media. Until recently, virtually all these images were at least implicitly het-
erosexual, especially in consumerism. The gay and lesbian communities face media that
have traditionally been neglectful at best and often inhospitable. It is as if gays and lesbians
are not even consumers.

According to the market strategies commonly used by advertisers, four criteria are
used to develop target consumer groups. A population segment needs to be (1) identifi-
able, (2) accessible, (3) measurable, and (4) profitable (Astroff 1989). The problem is that
advertisers do not know enough about the consumer shopping and spending habits of
gays and lesbians, who cut across social class, ethnic, and age lines (three of the key char-
acteristics used by advertising agencies to target population segments). To the degree that
gays and lesbians are not recognizable or accessible, they are not calculable and conse-
quently not predictable. If they are not predictable, they are not profitable.

Many gays and lesbians are not openly homosexual for a wide variety of reasons (e.g.,
discrimination in employment and housing, prejudice, family, religion). Such fear presents
a further obstacle in reaching them. Moreover, advertisers know that if they appeal openly
to a gay or lesbian market, their products and services will be negatively associated with
homosexuality and may be avoided by heterosexual consumers (Stabiner 1982). Although
gays and lesbians make up an estimated 10 percent of the general population—and up to
20 to 22 percent in major urban areas—advertisers have typically ignored them.

Despite problems in trying to market to the extremely internally diverse gay and les-
bian communities, the basic meanings of masculinity and femininity are being redefined
in light of both feminism and the gay and lesbian movement, including queer studies.
Postmodern advertising has quickly reacted to shifting paradigms of gender ideology.
Since the early 1980s, advertisers have become particularly interested in marketing to gays.

Mass media are moving forward in their representations of gays and lesbians. Ellen
DeGeneres may be viewed as a barometer of cultural attitudes (see cultural attitudes
model, chapter 3), public opinions, and media representations of gay and lesbians. On
March 29, 1994, Degeneres’ sitcom, These Friends of Mine, debuted on American televi-
sion sets. (By the second season, ABC changed the show’s title to Ellen.) DeGeneres, who
became popular as a witty stand-up comedian, played the title role of Ellen Morgan, a
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thirtyish neurotic bookstore owner. The show focused on Ellen’s relationships and ac-
tivities with her unusual friends, her family, and everyday life issues.

In 1997, the program made television history when DeGeneres’ character came out as
a lesbian in the heavily viewed “Puppy” episode. (DeGeneres herself had come out ear-
lier that same year on The Oprah Winfrey Show and in a interview published in TIME mag-
azine). In the coming out scene set at an airport gate, Ellen turns to tell fellow actor, Laura
Dern, “I’m gay!”—only to realize that she had turned right into the intercom microphone,
announcing her sexuality to the entire terminal.

When Ellen’s character came out of the closet, it exploded in a storm of controversy,
inducing ABC to issue a disclaimer—a parental advisory at the beginning of each
episode. It its early years, Ellen was successful enough to deserve annual renewal, due
mainly to DeGeneres’ appeal and comic ability, although it was never a huge critical or
ratings success. After the initial buzz from the “Puppy” episode, the show’s ratings
slightly declined. ABC began feeling the criticism of an organized backlash from overzeal-
ous religious conservative organizations protesting “gay content.” While the final
episodes of Ellen continued to break new ground and garner awards, they were also
sharply criticized for dealing primarily with gay issues. This criticism began in religious
fundamentalist circles but quickly spread to mainstream media. Executives at ABC can-
celled the show in May 1998 after thriving for five seasons.

In 2003, DeGeneres’s popularity surged through her voice role in the animated film,
Finding Nemo, and her new daytime talk show. The Lifetime and then the Oxygen chan-
nels aired the Ellen show in syndication. In 2007, Degeneres’s talk show is still on the air.
Moreover, in February 2007, Ellen hosted the Academy Awards. In short, cultural attitudes
are more increasingly tolerant of gay and lesbian images and characters in mass media.

Although some ads target an exclusively gay audience (e.g, figure 2.76), there is a more
discreet method of reaching gay and lesbian populations through mainstream print me-
dia (Clark 1996). This is the best of both worlds for advertisers, who are able to reap fi-
nancial rewards from both heterosexuals and homosexuals while avoiding alienating
heterosexuals by being “so gay” and at the same time avoiding alienating gays by fail-
ing to recognize their existence. While advertisers aim to reach a larger market than just
gays, they cannot afford to antagonize them either.

Advertising attempts to use a dual-market approach that will attract gays and lesbians
in a subtle way that straight consumers will not notice (see figures 2.76–2.80). In short,
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advertisers try to reach gays
and straights with the same ad,
but in different ways. Because
of the severe stigma that has
historically been attached to ho-
mosexuality, gays have had to
create coded behavior, using
coded language and nonverbal
displays of gesture, eye contact,
expression, or posture (see fig-
ure 2.81).

This behavior informs the
gay person for whom the mes-
sage is intended—but not any-
body else that the messenger is
gay. Now advertisers are trying
to send these messages to gays.
For example, the mainstream
ads in figures 2.82–2.88, includ-
ing those from Calvin Klein (fig-
ure 2.86) and Versace (figures
2.87 and 2.88), bear a striking re-
semblance to gay erotica.

This type of ad is much dif-
ferent from ads that directly
court gay consumers (e.g., the

Bud Light ad above). Here the intent is much more subtle or discreet. Advertisers typi-
cally do not own up to this crafty type of marketing strategy. For example, marketing di-
rectors from Calvin Klein deny trying to appeal to gays (Stabiner 1982). Instead, they
claim that they appeal to a much wider category of healthy, beautiful people interested
in grooming.

Gay-image advertising displays same-sex couples or groups rather than heterosexual
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couples. This dual-marketing
strategy has also been called gay
window advertising (Stabiner
1982). In addition, advertisers
sometimes use makeup and ap-
parel to transform models into
sexually ambiguous androgy-
nes (figures 2.89, 2.90, 2.91).

Advertisers know that con-
sumers interpret a particular
ad on the basis of their life ex-
periences, social position, and
worldview. It is their hope that
gays and lesbians will read into
an ad certain subtextual ele-
ments that correspond to experi-
ences with, or representations of, gay or lesbian
culture (Clark 1996). If heterosexual consumers do
not recognize these subcultural codes, advertisers
can reach the gay and/or lesbian market without
ever admitting their intent.

There is a trend in mainstream advertising to
show apparent (yet usually subtle) images of gays
and lesbians. Current ads court the gay and les-
bian market with ambiguous visual codes and gay
and lesbian style. For example, men are shown
suggestively in the company of other men, instead
of with women or by themselves. This, however,
irrevocably deflates and directly changes the po-
litical meaning of a style of dress and presentation. What was once marginal, counter-
cultural, and rebellious is now something chic, to be flattered through imitation. This
market commodification quickly transforms the political arena into a fashion world of
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catwalks, photo shoots, and glamour. This certainly has consequences both for lesbian
visibility in the social world and for lesbian identity politics.

Lesbians have a long tradition of resisting dominant cultural definitions of female beauty
and fashion as a way of separating themselves politically from heterosexual culture and as
a way of signaling their lesbianism to other lesbians (Clark 1996). This resistance to, or re-
formulating of, fashion codes traditionally accomplished two goals: it distinguished les-
bians from straight women, and it simultaneously defied patriarchal structures. This
lesbian-feminist antifashion was a potent symbol of refusal, an attempt to attack both cap-
italism and patriarchy in general and, more particularly, the fashion industry and the cul-
tural images of femininity that fueled it (Stein 1989). The flannel-and-denim look is not so
much a fashion statement as a counterstyle to replace the deception of fashion with an as-
sumed freedom from gender expectations and materialistic pageantry.

Currently, nevertheless, not everyone in the lesbian community has adopted this “nat-
ural” look. Younger, urban lesbians, in particular, are defying this look and unmasking
the contrived basis of counterfashion. They are showing us that one can be beautiful, ul-
trafeminine, and lesbian. Some lesbians are opposing the lesbian-feminist credo of po-
litical correctness that they view as stifling (Clark 1996). This is an attack against what is
perceived as an intolerant fundamentalism within the lesbian community. This new
“lifestyle” lesbianism sits in uncomfortable contrast with the old-style, politically correct
strain of lesbianism. More important, this movement forces recognition and awareness
of the diversity of lesbianism-lesbians of color, corporate lesbians, lesbian mothers, les-
bian ministers, political-feminist lesbians.

During the past twenty years, advertisers have been trying to sell products and ser-
vices mainly by linking them to personal values and lifestyles. Advertisers profitably con-
nect demographic data (e.g., education, income, gender, ethnicity, age) to personal
desires, self-images, and buying habits. In fact, in the case of yuppies, they actually helped
to construct a lifestyle for consumers that was then marketed.

Advertisers are keenly aware that they are able to tap into the psyches of both straight
and lesbian women who are fashion conscious and materialistic. Given lesbian femi-
nism’s countercultural, anticapitalist, antipatriarchal foundation, it is not surprising that
the “traditional” lesbian community is highly critical of “lipstick lesbians,” who are
viewed as trading in their politics for self-absorbed materialism. However, one must look
beyond the obvious: an irresponsible attitude toward spending or the virtually static
character of the “natural look.” Fashion-conscious lesbians are rejecting the assumed
equivalence between fashion and identity. In this sense, fashion is indicative of personal
freedom as well as political choice (Clark 1996).

Advertisers use a dual-market scheme, displaying gender innuendos that, in theory,
indirectly appeal to lesbians. This dual approach of lesbian-image advertising refers not
only to the two sets of interpretations by lesbians and heterosexual women but also to
the multiple readings that exist among lesbians. Correspondingly, “lesbian verisimili-
tude” is the representation of general appearance, facial expression, and body language
that are coded as “lesbian” according to current standards of style within lesbian com-
munities (Ellsworth 1986). Lesbians are cognizant that they are not the principal audi-
ence for mainstream advertising. They also realize that an androgynous look, even on
heterosexual models, is fashionable and therefore extremely marketable.

Gay- and lesbian-image advertising is like a Rorschach test that allows consumers to
interpret “cultural forms in ways that are meaningful or pleasurable to them” (Fiske 1988,
247). The lesbian community delights in the way the dominant media try, but fail, to col-
onize lesbian space (Ellsworth 1986, 54). Even in images that exploit sexual ambiguity,
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specific parts of gay and lesbian subcultures remain isolated or unappropriated. In as-
serting such unarticulated psychological space as distinct and disconnected from main-
stream heterosexist culture, gays and lesbians are no longer outsiders but insiders privy
to the subtle nuances that produce a feeling of pleasure and solidarity among other dis-
cerning homosexuals.

In short, gay and lesbian communities have replied to the ostracism, neglect, and abase-
ment detected in mainstream media dialogue by moving the arena of social pleasure to
the core of their interpretive activities that reinforce their sense of individual and collec-
tive identity (Ellsworth 1986). There is a great deal of consensus about ads that contain
coded messages discernible only to lesbians (Clark 1996). Given the preponderance of gay
men and lesbians employed by major fashion publications, it is clear that gay- and lesbian-
image advertising is more than a mere intellectual construct or classificatory exercise. The
concept of gay- and lesbian-image advertising is theoretically significant because it sits in
direct contrast to earlier heterosexist feminist conceptions of advertising. Such previous
analyses interpreted ads as endorsing the omnipotent male attitude that women are
merely passive bodies to be incessantly ogled and sexually exploited for hedonistic pur-
poses. “These conclusions were based on a conspiracy theory that placed ultimate power
in the hands of corporate patriarchy and relegated no power or sense of agency to the fe-
male spectator” (Clark 1996, 147).

While gay men and lesbians may take pleasure in ads with unarticulated messages, ad-
vertisers play upon a material and ideological tension that concurrently appropriates seg-
ments of gay and lesbian subculture. Such ads position gay and lesbian interpretation in
relation to consumer activities. This dialectic or simultaneous interplay between com-
mercial exploitation and autonomous identity seems to be par for the course in any cap-
italistic economic mode of production. Gay-image advertising is a rational elaboration of
capitalist development, one that likely will usher in more direct forms of marketing.

Targeting gays and lesbians, however, cannot be said to stem from a possible grow-
ing approval of homosexuality as an acceptable lifestyle. It is really all a matter of money.
Capitalism creates tension; it weakens the bonds that once kept families together, but, ide-
ologically, it drives people into heterosexual families
(D’Emilio 1983). While capitalism has undercut the
material foundation of family life, feminists, gays,
and lesbians are demonized for the instability of the
social system.

Both lesbians and female bodybuilders disturb the
patriarchal and heterosexist values that are so funda-
mental to the dominant culture (Schulze 1990). The
muscular woman who flaunts her muscles disturbs
mainstream conceptions of sexuality, gender, and sex.
Any discourse on the issue raises discomfort, ambigu-
ity, anxiety, and tension. In order to justify it and make
it palatable to mainstream culture, advertisers have
painted female bodybuilding as a normative ideal of
female beauty (see figure 2.92). As in all other versions
of the perfect provocateur (see chapter 3), the image of
the female bodybuilder promotes self-improvement
and guarantees attractiveness to men. Discussions of
bodybuilding in women’s fashion magazines promise
“women who are thinking about working out with
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weights that they need not fear a loss of privilege or social power; despite any differences
that may result from lifting weights, they will still be able to ‘pass’” (Schulze 1990, 63).

Both the muscular woman and the butch lesbian are charged with looking like men
or desiring to be men. In this sense, muscles are a type of drag whereby women allegedly
attempt to pass as men (Kuhn 1989). Lesbians are also accused of confusing gender by
masquerading as men. Both bodybuilders and lesbians are subject to various forms of so-
cial control that either deny their physical or sexual “overindulgences” or otherwise try
to tame their threat and force them into the dominant constructions of feminine appear-
ances and role behaviors. In other words, both lesbians and female bodybuilders are
strongly encouraged to pass as heterosexual women. This translates, for bodybuilders,
into not flexing one’s muscles in public spheres. For competitive bodybuilders, this means
exhibiting the symbols of conventional feminine style—an unmistakable made-up look
with styled hair and sexy bikinis. For lesbians, this means embracing more conventional
feminine clothing or the stylish accessories or trappings of gender ambiguity.

Gay-image advertising invites the viewer—foremost as a consumer—to peer into ads
and identify with particular components of fashion. As a consequence, gay men and les-
bians are accepted as consumers but rejected socially. It also invites the viewer to be in
vogue overall. “When gay sensibility is used as a sales pitch, the strategy is that gay im-
ages imply distinction and nonconformity, granting straight consumers a longed-for
place outside the humdrum mainstream” (Brownski 1984, 187).

When “gayness” becomes chic, it glosses over political differences, potential tensions,
and subcultural diversity. Gay-image advertising ultimately discourages gays from com-
ing out of the closet by, at least thus far, suppressing any political identity. It also makes
it easier to stay in the closet because fashion can blur superficial distinctions between gays
and straights based on appearance and clothing style.

The advertising industry is interested in gays and lesbians only as consumers, not as a po-
litical force making waves and upsetting general-audience consumers. In a neatly packaged

form sans its political implications, homosexuality is
merely a sexual orientation whose characteristics can
be incorporated into commodified images and sold
back to gay and lesbian consumers, who are simply
another population segment for target advertising.
Gay-image advertising distinguishes sexuality from
politics and links them both to consumerism.

As their visibility increases, lesbians have become
the target of advertisers’ continuous search for new
populations to colonize (Williamson 1986). The fash-
ion industry is reaching out for a potential partner-
ship that will forever change political identity.

Perhaps some lesbian images are presented
merely for shock value. Advertisers use explicit
symbols of homosexuality to do this. After all, ad-
vertisers know that we typically spend only sec-
onds glancing at each page while flipping through
a magazine. These ads do not target exclusively gay
or lesbian audiences; they are ads in mainstream
magazines that also target general audiences (see
figure 2.93).
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Conclusion

Advertising transmits cultural and subcultural representations and messages concern-
ing sweeping, biological drives. This chapter employs the visual anthropology and hu-
man zoology of Morris and the sociological dramaturgy of Goffman, with particular
emphasis on visual evidence such as gesture, posture, and expression, in order to de-
construct advertising. Advertisers use size, attention, and positioning as methods to con-
vey social superiority or power.

Advertising sometimes promotes images of the nuclear family, supporting the idea of
humans surviving in lifelong pair bonds. Nevertheless, advertising also displays sexual-
ity as nonchalant and unplanned, glorifying lustful promiscuity. In short, advertising
sends mixed messages about sexual desires. Marketers, to be sure, have profited through
exploiting and subverting the character of human sexual passion. We have seen ads that
depict sex as pornography, degrading people by portraying them as sex objects, ignoring
human individuality. There is a striking lack of sexual imagery that shows sex as a core
and profound human response.

One can certainly question advertising theories that portray women consumers as
helpless victims. One may also caution against naively accepting the view that the mass
media form a conspiracy against women. Yet one cannot overlook or condone the use of
pubescent eroticism in selling products. If sex doesn’t sell, it certainly catches one’s at-
tention. Advertising is the king of soft porn:

The ad industry has managed to mainstream pornographic images and desensitize the pop-
ulace into accepting the humiliation of women in advertising. Pornography implies the use
of sexuality as if it were some kind of commodity for sale. (Strnad 1993, S6)
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Feminist efforts to redefine gender ideals for advertisers . . . met with disbelief, resis-
tance and downright hostility.

—Gail Dines and Jean M. Humez, Gender, Race, and Class in Media

This chapter focuses on gender representations in advertising. Ad deconstruction reveals
a pattern of symbolic and institutionalized sexism. Sexism is any attitude, behavior insti-
tutional arrangement, or policy that favors one gender over another. Advertising sells much
more than products; it sells values and cultural representations, such as success and sexu-
ality, as we have seen.

Gender Representations

What kind of representations does advertising produce? It creates a mythical, WASP-ori-
ented world in which no one is ever ugly, overweight, poor, toiling, or physically or men-
tally disabled (unless you count the housewives who talk to little men in toilet bowls)
(Kilbourne 1989).

Advertising has a great deal to say about gender identity. Ads use visual images of men
and women to grab our attention and persuade. They are really projecting gender display—
the ways in which we think men and women behave—not the ways they actually do be-
have (Goffman 1976). Such portrayals or images are not reflective of social reality. In
advertising, for example, women are primarily depicted as sexual objects or sexual agents.

Because traditional gender roles are so easily recognized by consumers, they figure
conspicuously in the imagery of mass media. Gender images hit at the heart of individ-
ual identity. What better place to choose than an arena of social life that can be commu-
nicated at a glance and that reaches into the core of individual identity (Jhally 1990)?

In tracing the evolution of ad campaigns over time in relation to changing social de-
velopments and patterns of intergroup tensions, we are actually discerning the cultural
codes of gender, class, and race. It is important to expand media literacy in order to en-
dure the invasion of media images, messages, and displays that is flooding our senses.

Advertising images provide culturally sanctioned ideal types of masculinity and femi-
ninity. Advertisers targeting women consumers subscribe to very limited notions of what
constitutes femininity (e.g., dependency, concern with superficial beauty, fixation on fam-
ily and nurturance, fear of technology) and, consequently, “feminine” buying patterns (Kil-
bourne 1989; Steinem 1990). “Feminist efforts to redefine gender ideals for advertisers in
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the 1970s and 1980s met with disbelief, resistance and
downright hostility” (Dines and Humez 1995, 73).

Advertisers sometimes attempt to control the editor-
ial content of the media by trying to censor feature sto-
ries that might conflict with their interests. For example,
an episode of Little House on the Prairie that featured a
pack of wild dogs threatening children was pulled when
the sponsor, a leading dog food manufacturer, objected.
This shows the lengths to which advertisers will go to
protect their financial stake in their products and ser-
vices.

Two general patterns seem to emerge concerning gen-
der and advertising. First, ads tell us that there is a big
difference between what is appropriate or expected be-
havior for men and women, or for boys and girls. Second,
advertising and other mass media inculcate in consumers
the cultural assumption that men are dominant and
women are passive and subordinate. A key component of
the passive, subordinate role is that women lack a voice.
The sexual objectification of women requires that they re-

main silent (figure 3.1). Moreover, while the masculine gender role is valued, the femi-
nine counterpart is disregarded or devalued. A few examples from a 1970 children’s book
(figure 3.2) show how rigid and exclusive gender roles are set, even in early childhood.

Ads portray women as sex objects (figure 3.3) or mindless domestics pathologically
obsessed with cleanliness (figure 3.4) (Kilbourne 1989).
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Perfect Provocateur: 
Young, Beautiful, and Seductive

Her face was white and perfectly smooth . . . every blem-
ish or flaw she ever had gone away, though what those
flaws had been I couldn’t have told you. She was perfect
now. . . . She had the fullness of young womanhood.

—Anne Rice, The Vampire Lestat

Advertisers have an enormous financial stake in a nar-
row ideal of femininity that they promote, especially in
beauty product ads (Kilbourne 1989). The image of the
ideal beautiful woman (see figure 3.5) may perhaps be
captured with the concept of the provocateur (an ideal im-
age that arouses a feeling or reaction). The exemplary fe-
male prototype in advertising, regardless of product or
service, displays youth (no lines or wrinkles), good looks,
sexual seductiveness (Baudrillard 1990), and perfection
(no scars, blemishes, or even pores) (Kilbourne 1989).

The provocateur is not human; rather, she is a form or
hollow shell representing a female figure. Accepted attractiveness is her only attribute.
She is slender, typically tall and long-legged (figure 3.6). Women are constantly held to
this unrealistic standard of beauty. If they fail to attain it, they are led to feel guilty and
ashamed. Cultural ideology tells women that they will not be desirable to, or loved by,
men unless they are physically perfect. Figure 3.7, an ad for Bijan, whose product line in-
cludes menswear, perfume, and jewelry, displays a fantasy: a nude obese woman is con-
sidered beautiful (the title of the ad is Bella) and worthy of an artist’s careful work.

This ultimate image is not real. It can only be achieved artificially through the purchase
of vast quantities of beauty products (Kilbourne 1989). The perfect provocateur is a mere
façade. Even the models themselves do not look in the flesh as impeccable as they are
depicted in ads. The classic image is constructed through cosmetics, photography, and
airbrushing techniques.
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Although the feminist movement challenged this “beauty myth” (Wolf 1991), the
beauty industries (i.e., cosmetics, fashion, diet, and cosmetic surgery) countered with a
multidimensional attack. First, they simply increased the number of commercial beauty
images to which women are exposed. More than $1 million is spent every hour on cos-
metics (figure 3.8). Most of that money is spent on advertising and packaging (Kilbourne
1989). Only eight cents of the cosmetics sales dollar goes to pay for ingredients; the rest
goes to packaging, promotion, and marketing (Goldman 1987, 697).

Through advertising, the face becomes a mask (something you put on) (see figure 3.9)
and the body becomes an object (see figure 3.10).

Women spend a huge amount of money on cosmetics because of the “structural re-
alignments in gender relations, as women [assume] a more public identity than [has] been
accorded them in the past” (Twitchell 1996, 149). This reinterpretation of the meaning of
being female in the United States was signaled by suffrage, the birth control movement,
the new conception of motherhood, and the development of new frameworks of oppor-
tunity for women beyond the confines of the home. It is only within the context of this
fundamental change in the perception of the woman’s place—the conditional acceptance
of the “New Woman”—that the cult of feminine beauty becomes comprehensible (Vinikas
1992, xv).

Sexual Objectification, Eating Disorders, and the Waif Look

Twenty years ago fashion models weighed 8% less than the average female. Today,
models weigh 23% less than the average female.

—Jean Kilbourne

The . . . influence of pageant competitions on young women’s decisions about diet and
lifestyle is . . . likely to have a strong . . . effect.

—S. Rubinstein and B. Caballero

What are the consequences of living in a society that sexually objectives the body, es-
pecially the female body, through gaze or “checking out?” Advertisers are widely known
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for sexually objectifying women. Figure 3.11, an
ad for BMW, sexually objectifies women and sex-
ual relationships between men and women. Ac-
cording to the ad, “the ultimate attraction” is the
BMW. While women are still displayed as attrac-
tive to men, the auto is the “the ultimate attrac-
tion.” Obviously, placing a magazine photo of a
flashy new car on a women’s face as you are hav-
ing sexual intercourse with her is demeaning and
degrading.

An ad for Axe deodorant body spray for men
continues this theme of sexual objectification of
women. The headline is a quote spoken by the
provocateur in the ad: “I know six kama sutra po-
sitions where you can still face the tv.” She is
speaking to her male sexual partner. It is similar
to figure 3.11 in that both objectify the sexual re-
lationships between men and women. While in
the former, the man covers the woman’s face dur-
ing sex, in the latter, the man is watching televi-
sion during sex. Both are humiliating to women.

Although the social construction of gender is
not fresh, this perspective has more recently been formalized in objectification theory
(Fredrickson and Roberts 1997). Accordingly, being raised in a culture that objectifies the
female body and sexualizes women leads them to internalize this objectification. This is
called self-objectification. Such self-consciousness is characterized by habitual self-moni-
toring of one’s physical appearance. Consciousness of one’s body as an object has three
components: body surveillance, internalization of cultural body standards, and beliefs
about the controllability of appearance (McKinley and Hyde 1996).

Internalizing cultural standards of feminine beauty leads to increased shame and anx-
iety about the body and appearance, partly because societal images of idyllic beauty are
virtually impossible to achieve. Moreover, continuous monitoring of one’s physical ap-
pearance leaves fewer perceptual resources available for attending to inner body expe-
rience and results in a decreased awareness of internal body states. Self-objectification is
hypothesized to be related to increased risk of psychological problems, including eating
disorders, bipolar depression, and sexual dysfunction.

Objectification theory has empirical support. Body objectification is related to body
shame and this, in turn, to disordered eating in college women (McKinley 1999, McKinley
and Hyde 1996, Noll and Fredrickson 1998, Fredrickson et al. 1998). Body shame is tenta-
tively related to body esteem, which is, sequentially, related to several dimensions of psy-
chological well-being, including autonomy, environmental mastery, and self-acceptance
(McKinley 1999).

One way to help girls and women resist the internalization of a passive, object-oriented
sense of self may be to encourage sports participation and related forms of physical ac-
tivity and risk-taking, thus promoting a more active, instrumental experience of the self
(Fredrickson and Roberts 1997). However, participation in more “feminine” sports
(those focusing more on female appearance) and/or physical activity is associated with
higher body shame, indicating greater internalization of cultural standards of feminine
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beauty (Parsons and Betz 2001). Physical activity is also consistently related to both in-
strumentality (an assertive, self-determining, self-reliant approach to the environment)
and internal locus of control (ability to view oneself as able to affect one’s environment
and one’s fate to cope adaptively with stressful life experiences [Lefcourt 1991]).

In a study comparing former dancers and nondancers, Tiggemann and Slater (2001)
found that former dancers scored higher on self-objectification, self-surveillance, and dis-
ordered eating. Self-objectification is a relatively long-term way of perceiving oneself.
Even though former dancers are no longer exposed to a situation virtually requiring self-
objectification, they still view themselves this way. The case studies in this section also
support the notion that objectifying situations experienced at a young age may lead to
the development of an enduring way of self-perception and worldview.

The rigorous physique standards demanded of fashion models and beauty pageant
queens are extreme and often result in considerable weight loss and undernourishment.
Using the heights and weights from most of the winners in the history of the Miss Amer-
ica Pageant, Rubinstein and Caballero (2000) constructed a Body Mass Index (BMI = weight
divided by height squared) and found that many were undernourished. BMI has gener-
ally decreased over the years. In the 1920s, contestants had BMIs in the range now con-
sidered normal. But an increasing number of winners since then have had BMIs indicating
undernourishment by standards set by the World Health Organization. In order to com-
bat undernourishment and anorexia, pageant officials could use an eligibility requirement
for a minimum body-fat percentage set by public health officials for all contestants.

The oppressive and draconian images of the ideal or perfect woman (see Andelin 1963)
are hammered nearly continuously into countless little girls, adolescents, and women by
the unrealistic representations in advertising. Advertising encourages not only fat-free
diets but liposuction, anorexia, bulimia, binge eating, and cosmetic surgery and dentistry.
Who gains by promoting this nonsensical image of the ideal woman? Cosmetic surgery
is a $300 billion industry (Twitchell 1996). The diet industry rakes in $33 million per year;
cosmetics, $20 billion.

Advertising is not a new type of lie. Today’s women with ultrathin figures or breast
implants are merely the contemporary version of females over the centuries who have
mangled themselves in the name of feminine sex appeal. Feminist theories that portray
women only as helpless victims of conspiracy plots are not accurate:

The idea that women are so utterly victimized by the way they are portrayed in magazines
that they starve themselves and become sick has a certain alluring simplicity. . . . But anorexia
and bulimia are multifactoral disorders more attributable to biology, environment, and per-
sonality than to the appearance of scrawny models in Diet Coke ads. This is not to deny the
sexist nature of much of the media, or the reflective and aspirational nature of images cast
in that media, but only to deny that conspiracy is the explanation. (Twitchell 1996, 154)

More important than increasing the number of advertisements, the beauty industries
revised the perfect provocateur so that it would be more arduous than ever for women
to imitate, creating the anorexic-looking waif model (see figures 3.12a and 3.12b) (Bordo
1993; Wolf 1991). This can only increase the anxiety that many girls and women feel about
their own appearance. Advertising images simultaneously tried to co-opt and commodify
the very notion of “women’s liberation.”

Jean Kilbourne, in her video Slim Hopes, offers an in-depth analysis of the role that fe-
male bodies play in advertising imagery and the resulting devastating effects on women’s
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health. There is a clear relationship between these representations and girls’ and women’s
obsession with dieting and thinness (figure 3.13). The following three case studies of
young women aptly illustrate the strong connection between media images of feminine
beauty and life-threatening eating disorders such as anorexia and bulimia.

Case One: Megan

I didn’t always hate my body. I thought I was doing so well, deflecting all the painful things
that happened to me growing up, when all the while I was absorbing them. Each hurt pressed down,
so deep inside I didn’t know I was carrying them everywhere I went—a time bomb.

The women in my family bought into cultural standards of beauty so much that they
felt they needed to save me from the fate of being overweight (size 14). 1 fought it for
years, trying to ignore the comments and criticism from my family and the images in
movies, magazines, and TV of the ideal woman’s figure. After I entered college, I was di-
agnosed with anorexia and then bulimia. When I was anorexic I just refused to eat and
lost so much weight that suddenly my family and acquaintances were so complimentary
that I wasn’t satisfied with my weight loss, but I was sick of starving, sick of being ob-
sessed with the food I wouldn’t allow myself to have.

My cousin taught me how to binge and purge so I switched to bulimia. I’m thirty-two
years old now, and although I went through treatment for my eating disorders I know
my recovery will never end. I have fought this battle for over eleven years now with vary-
ing success. I am currently in a relapse and meet the clinical diagnosis for bulimia [bing-
ing and purging three times per week or more, according to the DSM-4, an index used
by psychologists and psychiatrists to diagnose bulimia].

When I was in elementary school I took a test called the Peabody Picture Analysis [a
test of cognitive reasoning and verbal ability]. I was shown a picture and had to describe
what was happening and why. I scored higher than anyone else in the history of the
school—according to my mother. Over the years I utilized this ability by rationalizing and
explaining away every bad thing that happened to me.

My father left when I was five and didn’t keep in contact because he was too young and
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immature for the responsibility of a child. My grandmother was hard on me because she
wanted me to develop to the best of my abilities. My mother moved out of state when I
was a junior in high school to pursue a career because she had missed out on her childhood
by having me, leaving me to live with my grandmother. I had an answer for everything.

All through junior high I was pretty happy with my body. When my grandmother of-
fered me breast enlargement for a graduation present from high school (which I had
never requested) I declined, and when I left for college, I felt free and full of hope. My
struggle with my body image surfaced my freshman year. I had always been a size 12,
but I gained the freshman fifteen and my weight kept creeping up.

When I went home for breaks, I noticed my mother and grandmother staring at me.
They tried to throw money at the problem, trying to find clothes that would make me look
smaller, better. The shopping expeditions were all failures. I looked fat in everything I tried.
Then they began urging me to lose weight. I was uncomfortable but accustomed to hear-
ing about this; I always kept silent until they finished and moved on to something else.

One time was different. My grandmother said, “Honey, I know you don’t want to hear
this, but you have gotten so big. Don’t you know how much it embarrasses the whole fam-
ily?” I was devastated. I walked away and tried to let it go, but it worked on me. I was a
size 14 at the time, hardly obese.

My grandmother took me to a diet doctor who prescribed speed but I hated the way
it made me feel—headaches, shaky, and with an awful dry mouth. I threw the pills away.
I felt powerless and angry. I concentrated my anger on my body, which I felt had betrayed
me. I wasn’t strong enough to stand up to my family and their influence when they hurt
me. Instead, the anger I couldn’t express to them was unleashed on myself. It was so in-
tense it allowed me to starve myself, to throw up what I did eat, to tell myself that I was
ugly and undeserving of love and approval.

As the weight started coming off I had some satisfaction, but it was never enough. I
got back down to a size 12 but kept going, I looked to cultural influences such as media
images of the ideal body. Media influences eventually convinced me I wasn’t worthy of
unconditional love from my family and fueled my perfectionism about my appearance
and the development of anorexia and bulimia.

By the time I got down to a size 2, 1 looked sick, but everyone was thrilled. (My family
USED to say you can never be too rich, too thin, or too grammatically correct but that was
before three of us developed eating disorders.) For two years my weight stayed the same
and I didn’t seek treatment. Once again I thought I was in control.

I got married in 1995 and right after our honeymoon my husband joined the Coast
Guard and left for boot camp. While I waited the eight weeks he was gone, I dreamed
about how exciting it would be to get his orders and move. My husband was stationed
on a 270-foot cruiser. I was a little worried but figured I would adjust. I was terribly
wrong. The only person I knew in the state was gone two months, back, then gone again.
Newly married, I wanted so much to be with him, and I was crushed each time he left.
The only person who I felt loved me unconditionally was forced to abandon me over and
over again. Because my father left when I was little, my husband’s leaving was tearing
old wounds open, wounds I had refused to even acknowledge.

Each time my husband had to leave, I would tell myself it would be different, that I
would be able to handle it. Going to the ship to say goodbye tore my heart out. We would
arrive at the ship and sit with the other couples and families saying their goodbyes. I
would lean against him and hold his hand, trying to absorb as much as I could before
they got under way, his smell, the way his arm felt around my shoulders. The further that
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ship got away from port the blacker I felt inside. The pain went so deep I didn’t know
how to express it. It was so much bigger than I was. I stopped eating; there was no rea-
son to eat. The one thing I wanted was out of my reach. Each time the cycle repeated
itself I got weaker and more depressed.

I had met some people, of course, but no one I trusted to tell such terrible things. My
family knew I was lonely, but no one likes to hear bad news all the time, and I never told
them how desperate my situation was. I held everything inside. My only comfort was my
little dog, Nikki. I would hold him and cry and cry, knowing he would never judge me or
think I was crazy. I did terrible things to my body, anything to take my mind off the pain:
starving, throwing up, exercising, and cutting.

As much as I hated the Coast Guard, it was the Coast Guard that made it possible to get
well. I went to the base clinic with a cold and the nurse practitioner knew something was
wrong when she saw me. When she asked what was going on I told her. I am so thankful
that she was there. I could tell she cared; it wasn’t just a job to her. She didn’t make me feel
like a freak, and I will always be grateful for that. If she had, I wouldn’t have sought treat-
ment or had the courage to work to get better. Everyone at that base clinic was wonderful:
the pharmacist who looked out for me, the cute young medic who ostensibly accepted my
lame excuse about my cat scratching my arm, the physician’s assistant who always en-
couraged me. They restored my faith in the military and myself.

I entered intensive outpatient treatment for my eating disorder, group and individual
therapy, and it was draining. It’s the hardest thing I have ever done in my life. I had to
face all the things I had refused to acknowledge for years. There were so many rules, no
talking about weight, no talking about food and diets, not looking at the scales when they
weighed us. Eating the group meal every Wednesday was the most difficult part. Being
forced to eat a balanced meal seemed like too much food. We were all so in the disease.
Every meal was a struggle, and the mood in that room was dark, you would have thought
we were going to be lined up and shot afterwards, all ten people facing their deepest fears
at each meal. I used to get mad that alcoholics could stay away from alcohol, but we didn’t
have that luxury. We had to face our addiction three times a day or more.

It took me a long time to get better and it is an ongoing process. I have never cut myself
again, and I don’t throw up much anymore, although I still do it. In fact, I did it this week.
I walked into a restaurant’s bathroom and saw something chilling. Someone left a knife in
the stall, and I knew just what she had used it for. I grieved for that person, whoever she
was: a young girl trying so hard to be accepted, a woman trying to fit an impossible stan-
dard, we were connected. I thought about her concealing that knife, walking as quickly as
she could, wondering if anyone noticed, desperate to get rid of the shame inside. I wish
her love, acceptance, healing, and hope, all the things I wish for myself.

I am not trying to be dramatic when I say it is a daily struggle, and one I am currently
losing. I wish I could just be happy with my body, but when I see idealized media images,
or even very thin girls on campus, I find myself wanting. I want to look like that.

Case Two: Lori

I did not have to eat. Food was not nutrition; it was the enemy.
Holding out, pushing away, turning from desire was a main part of my eating disorder.

There was a strong connection between self-control and anorexia nervosa. It was a form of
power that I controlled over my eating habits. Second semester of freshman year in college,
I felt so confused. It was at this time that everything seemed upside down in my life. I
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turned to the restraint of food to create something that I could hold stable. This was my
grip for support, and I turned to the control of my body. By dominating over this one fac-
tor of restraint, my feet seemed to stay on the ground for a short while.

I did not have to eat. I would not let other girls see me eat. I could pretend I wasn’t
hungry. I would make my body do what I wanted it to do, not what it was supposed to
do. Food was not nutrition; it was the enemy. I taught myself to hold out for long amounts
of time. It took a while for my appetite to decrease, but my body slowly learned. I would
ask myself how I would rather feel in an hour after I ate: full with an increased size in
my belly, or would I rather feel hungry and eventually lose the weight? In my mind, I
somehow viewed emptiness and happiness in a parallel world.

Right before I left school for summer vacation at the end of my freshman year was
when people first started to notice that I looked different. People were saying I looked
good. I started getting more people to pay attention to me and I received more compli-
ments. When I came home for summer vacation, I weighed 120 pounds and was still los-
ing weight. That may not seem like anything to worry about, but it was because of my
height and bone structure. I’m a naturally tall and slender person, 5 feet 11 inches tall,
and my normal weight was 135. I was dropping fast.

My mom remembered how I had gained weight during my first semester at college,
so she assumed that I had just lost the pounds I had previously put on. She told me that
I looked good, and so did my dad. I remembered how upset I was when my dad told me
I looked fat when he came to visit for parents weekend. He thought it was funny. I was
ashamed and shocked. So, when he saw me the next time, and told me that I looked beau-
tiful, I felt a feeling of acceptance.

My friends, on the other hand, were worried. They watched me eat, told me I was too
skinny, and would yell at me. One of them actually told me that I looked disgusting and
I had to stop doing this to myself. Then my boyfriend became involved. He was pres-
sured by my friends to tell me that I needed to start eating. So he would take me to din-
ner and lunch and yell at me to finish my meal. I never did. The strange thing is that he
would also begin to tell me how good my body looked, and how I looked perfect. That
just fueled my desire to keep doing this to myself.

It is obvious that society pursues the notion that self-control is a virtue, and a lean body
is good evidence of self-control. Psychiatrists told me that depression originated my eat-
ing disorder, yet to this day I am still unsure whether my eating disorder caused my de-
pression or vice versa. After these biweekly visits to counselors and psychiatrists, I could
then see that an anorexic person’s resistance to eat displays a distorted form of self-con-
trol. Restrained eating was never about the immediate results; it was about the delayed
feeling of an empty stomach and smaller waistline, which never got small enough in my
eyes. I never thought about the impact on my body until the weight started decreasing
at rapid rates. I had trouble seeing the good form of self-control like creating a long,
healthy life by putting vital nutrients into my body. Fortunately, I eventually realized
anorexia wasn’t a form of self-control; it was a lack of self-control.

Being skinny is an attention grabber, and it comes as a reinforcement to keep losing
the weight. I am not going to lie and say that I did not gain attention from my smaller
body. Guys commented by saying “You look good,” which actually motivated the ob-
session to lose weight. While girls, on the other hand, would put on their questioning
faces and inquire, “How did you get that skinny?” pretending to not have any assump-
tions of my eating disorder. Their eyes would burn holes in my back as they watched me
walk away, analyzing my body, whispering to their friends about how anorexic I look,
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ironically followed by a comment about how fat they themselves are. The positive at-
tention from males and jealous attention from females, were just reinforcement to keep
losing the weight.

I assumed that choosing not to eat would make me feel good about myself in the long
run. Little did I know, was that the disease increased a horrible feeling of weakness not
long after the positive short-term feeling. In other words, long-term effects were not taken
into consideration. I kept thinking about the time when I felt powerful. On the contrary,
the long-term effects inhibited the ability to lead a well-rounded life. I was physically
weak, my motivation was lost, and my mind started to play tricks with my body. Yet in-
stead of gaining some amount of control or reward, I felt myself losing what I yearned
for so badly—to be happy.

Before I experienced anorexia, I would always question infected girls and their actions.
If their eating disorder seemed obvious to me, I would wonder how they could hold off
eating for so long. It seemed to be a challenge of willpower, and as twisted as it is, I de-
cided to take on this challenge. When in reality, it was not a goal at all. It was a weakness
that I fell for. It is a disorder that so many young women, and now men, become slaves
to and eventually regret.

Case Three: Jodi

I was 5 feet 5 inches tall and weighed 72 pounds.
I began dieting at the age of thirteen when I weighed 115 pounds. I was made fun of

by family and friends for being chunky. For two years I restricted my food intake. My
parents became worried about my eating behavior. . . . At first, I was encouraged by di-
eting; as time went by, I was able to suppress hunger pains by keeping my goal of los-
ing weight in mind. As I grew older, I felt eating was the only thing I could control. . . .
After a year of losing weight, my parents took me to the doctor. He was worried and put
me on a high-calorie diet. I avoided this by lying about what I ate, or flushing food down
the toilet. When I did eat, it made me sick. I felt guilty and would throw it up. At one
point, I was consuming only 500 calories a day. When I got down to 72 pounds, I was
placed in the hospital and fed by a tube. Today I’m sixteen years old and weigh 108
pounds. Now I’m able to look in the mirror and not be disgusted by thinking I’m fat. But
I still sometimes struggle with eating and always watch what I eat.

A common theme weaving alarmingly through these three case studies is that cultural
stress on young women produces an unrealistic standard of feminine beauty.

Advertising gives us a constant stream of representations of perfect—and, of course,
unattainable—female beauty. The “waif look,” epitomized by ultrathin supermodel
Kate Moss, has colonized the dreams of young girls. However, the failure to attain such
an unrealistic look has been more like a nightmare than a dream for girls who consider
the waif look the only valid form of female identity.

Men and Eating Disorders

When one tries to conjure up an image of the stereotypical victim of an eating disor-
der, she seems to be a young white woman from an affluent family. It is a myth that males
are not affected by eating disorders. Although disordered eating is less common for boys
and men than girls and women, when it does strike, males suffer just as much as females
(Henry, 2006).
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Are males less vulnerable to eating disorders than women? Or do they simply seek
treatment less than women? Males are under similar stress as women to obtain a spe-
cific body type (see section on “Muscularity as Masculinity,” this chapter). Although his-
torically cultural mores have constrained and dictated physical appearance for women
much more than for men, the demand on men has, of late, become increasingly harsh.
Males are being hospitalized for eating disorders in record numbers (Henry, 2006). They
display the same symptoms and behaviors and emit the same feelings as females with
eating disorders.

Men with eating disorders are less likely to accept, acknowledge, and seek treatment
because our society views them as a health issue for women. It is obvious that the med-
ical profession shares this view considering treatment is geared specifically for females.
Nevertheless, the incidence and severity of males with eating disorders is on the increase.
It is important to develop gender-specific treatment since the socio-cultural issues and
physical symptoms are different for males and females.

In conclusion, it is clear that both males and females with disordered eating need
medical treatment.

Breaking Stereotypes, Expanding the Boundaries of Beauty

By questioning the accepted definition of beauty, we hope to help women change the
way they perceive their bodies and encourage them to feel beautiful every day.

—Silvia Lagnado, senior vice president, Dove

Dove introduced its Campaign for Real Beauty in September 2004 with a much-talked-
about ad campaign featuring women whose physical appearances are outside the stereo-
typical norms of beauty. Dove’s commitment to inspiring positive self-image among
women has extended to initiatives that support a wider definition of beauty. For exam-
ple, Uniquely ME!, a program developed by Dove and the Girl Scouts of the USA, helped
foster self-esteem among girls ages 8 to 17.

Dove’s Campaign for Real Beauty, a form of institutional advertising, is breaking
stereotypes and attempting to widen cultural standards of beauty. More than two-thirds
of women globally believe that the media and advertising set an unrealistic standard of
beauty that most women cannot ever achieve. More than half of all women are disgusted
by their bodies. Unfortunately, only 13 percent of women are very satisfied with their
body weight and shape. Perhaps more important, only 2 percent of women around the
world consider themselves beautiful.

Dove, a global beauty brand, launched their national advertising campaign starring
real women with real bodies and real curves vis-à-vis anorexic-looking supermodels. The
campaign aims to make more women feel beautiful everyday—celebrating diversity and
real women by challenging contemporary stereotypical views of beauty.

In one spot for Dove’s Campaign for Real Beauty, six courageous women—two students,
a kindergarten teacher, a manicurist, an administrative assistant, and a café barista—posed
for the photo, wearing nothing but underwear and their sassy attitude. These images have
not been altered or retouched in any way. The implication is body image self-acceptance.

The Dove global Campaign for Real Beauty attempts to provoke discussion and en-
courage debate about the nature of feminine beauty. Dove hopes to alter the way women
perceive their bodies, and their beauty, by widening the definition of what it means to
be beautiful. The campaign uses images of real women with real bodies and real curves
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to accomplish this goal. Dove’s latest ads support the introduction of its new firming col-
lection products.

In most media images of women there is a very narrow vision of feminine beauty. A
few carefully chosen icons of attractiveness have unusually and unrealistically beautiful
features and stunning proportions. However, when only a tiny portion of women is sat-
isfied with their body image and shape in a society enamored by diet and makeover pro-
grams, it is not suprising to see low self-esteem and eating disorders.

In conclusion, the Dove Campaign for Real Beauty is a global effort intended to serve
as a starting point for social change and act as a catalyst for widening the definition and
discussion of beauty. Employing various communication vehicles—advertising, www.cam-
paignforealbeauty.com, interactive billboards, panel discussions, and a Self-Esteem Fund—
the campaign invites women to join in the discussion about beauty and share their views
of it with women around the world. The Campaign for Real Beauty supports the Dove mis-
sion: to make women feel more beautiful every day by challenging today’s stereotypical
view of beauty and inspiring women to take better care of themselves.

Barbie Makeover

The well-known toy manufacturer Mattel has given Barbie, its curvaceous, best-selling
doll, a major makeover. Barbie has been an icon for young girls since her birth in 1959.
In fact, a woman in Great Britain has undergone numerous cosmetic surgeries on her face
and body in order to emulate Barbie. Barbie’s unrealistic shape has rankled feminists. Just
how unrealistic is she? If Barbie were to be blown up to lifelike proportions, her mea-
surements would be 38-18-34. The makeover has given her a more realistic figure. The
new Barbie has slimmer hips, a thicker waist, and a smaller bust. She also has a new nose,
softer, straighter hair, and a more youthful face with less makeup. However, the changes
have not come without problems. She has already lost her waitressing job at Hooters and
her boyfriend, Ken, has told her that he wants to start seeing other dolls.

Muscularity as Masculinity

This omnipresent cult of the body is extraordinary. It is the only object on which every-
one is made to concentrate, not as a source of pleasure, but as an object of frantic con-
cern in the obsessive fear of failure or substandard performance.

—Jean Baudrillard, America

To be sure, there has been a lot of recent attention on the effect waifish models and ac-
tresses can have on girls and women. Nevertheless, men can also suffer from body im-
age problems (Schooler and Ward 2006). Media images of muscular and vascular yet thin
men in advertising—on billboards and in magazines—resemble the mythical Adonis—
handsome, chiseled, smooth, well groomed, healthy looking and a hairless body. How
do these images affect those who strive to emulate this look yet fall short of the flawless
standard?

Body image is a demanding concern for men as well as women. Advertising and other
media images can have adverse effects on self-esteem in boys and young men. Past research
on dangerous eating disorders that can stem from body-related emotional issues has
understandably focused primarily on women. When researchers have examined men,
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assumptions and analyses have been misguided. Men are not that concerned with
weight and pants size. Instead they are more concerned about personal hygiene such as
sweat, body hair, and body odor.

The more media young men consumed, especially music videos and prime-time TV,
the worse they feel about personal hygiene aspects of their bodies (Schooler and Ward,
2006). Additionally, such negative feelings impact their sexual well-being, in some in-
stances leading to more aggressive and risky sexual behavior. Is it unhealthy for average
young men to aspire to the lean, muscular body idealized throughout Western civiliza-
tion from ancient Greece to Michelangelo to Calvin Klein to Versace to Abercrombie and
Fitch? Not necessarily—unless it becomes an obsession.

There are positives and negatives. Since the male provocateur image is the picture of
health, this is a positive aspect of modeling effects of such images. Clearly, much more
of the American population is overweight—indeed even obese—than underweight. The
skyrocketing incidence of diabetes in the past several generations signals the unhealthy
affects of overeating and not exercising. Considering the combination of the adverse ef-
fects of heart disease and diabetes on health, Americans are literally eating themselves
to death. Clearly, it is advantageous to the health of most Americans to lose weight and
become leaner.

There has been plenty of role models with healthy and realistic bodies that have
adorned magazine covers: John Kennedy Jr., Wesley Snipes, George Clooney, Matt Damon,
Tom Cruise, Hugh Jackman, to cite just a few. In fact, the male provocateur seems to have
two simultaneous or perhaps rotating images: the rugged, rough-around-the-edges look
vs. the smooth sleek look, the bad guy vs. the good guy, the cowboy vs. the metrosexual,
the Marlboro Man or the clean-cut California surfer boy, the thug vs. the GQ man, the rough
blue-collar guy vs. the suave white-collar professional.

Although body image may be a more personal or private issue for men than women, it
is clear that today’s man has become more concerned about—and perhaps self-accepting
of—his physical appearance than in previous generations. A key factor in mental health is
appreciation and acceptance of one’s body size and shape.

Body-image issues seem to be more delicate, complicated, and emotionally fraught for
women than men. For boys and men, these concerns are optional. If a man has a deteri-
orating body image, he may still be able to garner respect and prestige from his wealth
or high occupational status. Generally, for a woman, physical appearance is much more
important than her status or achievements. For a girl or young woman, brains or skill can-
not compensate for a less than attractive body (Tolman, 2005). There is a double standard

in our society. While females are constrained to
look a particular way, males do not have that
parallel requirement.

Baudrillard (1990) states that only women are
seducers, but empirical evidence on advertising
suggests otherwise. Men, too, are seducers—a
male version of the perfect provocateur. The
ideal man in ads is young, handsome, clean-cut,
perfect, and sexually alluring. Today’s man has
pumped his pecs and shoulders and exhibits
well-defined abs (see figures 3.14 and 3.15). He
has tossed away his stuffy suit and has become
a most potent provocateur.
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Not many years ago, the slick and refined
look defined fashion’s ideal man (figure 3.16).
Now the muscular guy dominates the runways
and magazine pages. The male provocateur is
the image of the perfect athletic physique (fig-
ure 3.17). He is the most recent model of man-
hood to appear in advertisements, films, musical
artists, and fashion. Even in children’s action
figures, the muscular, athletic look has replaced
the moderately lean figure. One only needs to
compare the G.I. Joe of the early 1980s to the
well-defined and brawny superhero action fig-
ures of today to see this pattern.

This contemporary warrior has become
chic—not accidentally—as fashion has discov-
ered a fresh male lead in the blue-collar man.
Fashion photographers help create and capture
this ultramasculine image. In fact, 90 percent of
male models are working class—rough around
the edges and beefy, not as frail, thin, or chiseled
as their predecessors.

The new ideal look displays muscularity, ath-
leticism, and a blue-collar background. Some
musical artists regularly do strength and aerobic training to maintain a lean, muscular
physique and endurance for performing. Shirtlessness is part of a trend that corresponds
to the rise of the beefy male model (figure 3.18). Designers have embraced the garb of the
blue-collar man. For example, Italian designers have presented European blue-collar in-
dustrial boots, sweaters, and overcoats. In the same vein are the bold fashions of the late
Gianni Versace, who pioneered a tight tank top or vest over the exposed chest.

This ultramasculine look from Italy and other parts of Europe has immigrated to the
United States. It has been successfully marketed in stores such as the Gap, Banana Re-
public, and Old Navy that primarily sell cotton clothing. Out went the preppy look and
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in came lumberjack plaid and denim shirts and lug-sole shoes. The blue-collar man’s
wardrobe became mainstream fashion.

The male provocateur has become a symbol of our times. The rise of the blue-collar
man has stimulated a return to an emphasis on a muscular, athletic body build. Adver-
tising agencies and fashion photographers have seized the ultramasculine look, marketed
it, and propelled its success in popular culture.

The beefy, muscular look has found a receptive audience in everything from beer com-
mercials to clothing ads. It may have evolved as a need to compensate for the widespread
violence in postmodern society. An overdeveloped body has traditionally been viewed
as a sign of vanity (Morris 1996). Now men (and women) may be bodybuilding to pro-
duce a strong physical image or give the illusion of invincibility in hopes of being less
vulnerable to random acts of violence. A strong physical image may compensate for a lack
of economic security and control over one’s work. (This is discussed in greater detail in
chapter 5.) In other words, a physically powerful look validates masculine identity and
provides a dominating image for safety and protection.

The increased popularity of bodybuilding has been associated with male insecurity
(Klein 1993). There is an interesting parallel between the anorexic waif look in females
and the muscular and athletic look in males. At the extreme of both is obsessive-com-
pulsive behavior, which is believed to be due to a chemical imbalance in individuals. In
addition to this biological chemical imbalance, cultural, gender, and subcultural forces
guide and shape individuals as part of the processes of socialization and acculturation.

In females, obsessive-compulsive behavior may result in anorexia nervosa, in which
girls and women starve themselves in an attempt to reach unrealistic cultural standards
of feminine beauty. Similarly, in obsessive-compulsive men we may see a condition called
muscle dysmorphia. These men are obsessed with achieving an unrealistic cultural stan-
dard of muscularity as masculinity. Like the anorexic who sees herself as fat and unat-
tractive despite her emaciated appearance the man suffering from muscle dysmorphia
sees himself as scrawny and inadequate despite his bulging muscles. Many of these men
have made lifting weights the most important activity in their lives, at the expense of fam-
ily, relationships, and career.

Anorexia nervosa in women and muscle dysmorphia in men are sad reminders of the
debilitating dysfunctions of gender roles in postmodern society. In contemporary culture,
muscles reflect more than merely men’s functional ability to perform heavy labor or de-
fend themselves, their loved ones, and their private property. Muscles are waymarks that
distinguish men from each other as well as from women (except for female athletes and
bodybuilders).

The discussion of muscles as a sign of power involves not only working-class men but
also middle- and upper-class males (Katz 1995). Muscularity and strength are highly val-
ued within the male sports subculture by men of all races and social classes. Muscular-
ity as masculinity is a motif in ads that target upper-income men as well as those on the
lower range of social stratification. Advertisers often use representations of physically
rugged or muscular male bodies to masculinize goods and services aimed at elite male
consumers.

Bodybuilding may be men’s reaction to compensate for an increase in women’s eco-
nomic, political, and social power. It is the intimidation factor. If men can no longer dom-
inate women economically, politically, and socially, they are developing their bodies to
be even bigger and stronger than women’s. Men are reconceptualizing their images as
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they lose control or influence over the wives,
girlfriends, mothers, sisters, and secretaries who
used to purchase most of their clothes. Now
men are designing an image for themselves.
There appear to be two key points. First is a
strong interest in clothing styles. Second is the
beefy image, a type of exhibitionism. The provo-
cateur exhibits himself either by showing his
body or by displaying his fashion sense.

Beefy male models understand that they have
a look that is currently very marketable. Sexual
allure sells everything from cars, clothing, cal-
endars, and cologne to music. After years of de-
picting women as sex objects and troubled
bimbos, advertising is applying those stereo-
types to men (Foote 1988). Contrary to Bau-
drillard’s (1990) contention, it is clear that
advertising also portrays men as provocateurs or
seducers.

As part of my research on advertising, I im-
mersed myself in the acting and modeling in-
dustry. I modeled on runways and in print media
(e.g., the nacho maker in the ad shown in figure
4.8a), played minor roles on several television series and commercials, and was a stand-
in for a CEO in another commercial. Despite an emphasis on muscularity, thinness is still
demanded of male models. The norm for fashion runway models is a very narrow range:
six feet to six feet two inches in height and approximately 160 to 170 pounds. My agent,
a former model of Asian descent, stood six feet tall and weighed only 160 pounds. He was
so thin that he covertly wore thigh pads in his trousers to simulate muscular quadriceps.

Now in postmodern advertising, it is the man’s turn to be the sex object—stripped and
moist, promoting everything from underwear to women’s fashion (figure 3.19). Feminist
theory and the women’s movement have made it politi-
cally incorrect to portray women as potent provocateurs
or desperate dullards. Public consciousness has raised
awareness in advertising of how women can be delin-
eated. The insertion of men into these traditional roles is
good business.

The most noticeable archetypes of the male provocateur
are in advertising. Men are depicted in ads as incompetent
and sometimes as objects of ridicule (figure 3.20), rejection,
anger, and violence. Predictably, men’s-rights activists have
protested the use of these types of images for commercial
exploitation. The image of men as incompetent fathers, un-
fortunately, is consistent with the way men actually have
been treated in divorce courts and child custody hearings.

Consumer surveys (Langer, in Foote 1988) have shown
that some women simply delight in seeing foolish men in
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ads and commercials. The portrayal of men as fool-
ish and incompetent has possible connections with
general cultural presuppositions about men and
women (Elliott and Wootton 1997). This is a better
explanation for the images than conspiracy theories

that claim that it is female ad execs retaliating for decades of ads that exploited females
as sex objects. Typically, women, as an aggregate, are not yet in power positions as ad-
vertisers or clients to determine such marketing strategy.

Advertising images of women from sexpots to airheads not only sold brand products
and services but also helped to shape social attitudes on relationships and on the roles
and status accorded to women. It follows that these images of men confirmed that some
women increasingly view men as sex objects, jerks, or nerds. Yet if women were the tar-
get audiences for such ads, it made them seem malicious, indignant, and unjust. Adver-
tisers realized that they had gone too far and toned down the male image from the blatant
sex object to a more affectionate view (see figure 3.21).

Men appear to have a mixed reaction to the provocateur image, which is a definite
change from the old-fashioned protector and provider images. In fact, partial nudity
within a romanticized context of fatherhood has become a convincing marketing device.

The hunky dad image (figures
3.22–3.24)—especially the semi-
nude hunky dad (figure 3.25)—
has been cited as among the
most positive portrayals of men
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in advertising (Foote 1988). Men also have reacted favorably to images of vulnerability (fig-
ure 3.26). However, they seem to be most annoyed by the kitchen-klutz syndrome.

How long will the beefy look be hot? It has thrived for twenty years in a rapidly chang-
ing industry. Advertisers must shock us, it seems, to get our attention. We have become
numb to their shock tactics. That is why postmodern advertising has sacrificed even its sa-
cred brand logos to get our attention. Images of hunky but sensitive men cause us to pay
attention. The postfeminist male in postmodern advertising (figures 3.27 and 3.28) haunt-
ingly reminds us of the prefeminist female in modern advertising.

The Intrinsic Defect

The promise of the commercial is not just “You will have pleasure if you buy our prod-
uct,” but also (and perhaps more important), “You will be happy because people will
envy you if you have this product.” The spectator of the commercial imagines herself
transformed by the product into an object of envy for oth-
ers—an envy which will justify her loving herself. The com-
mercial images steal her love of herself as she is, and offer it
back to her for the price of the product.

—John Berger

To be successful, an ad must be persuasive on two levels.
First, it should raise your anxiety level. It should persuade
you that you need something; it should make you feel
guilty, inferior, or somehow “less than.” Second, an ad must
provide the solution. If an ad captures you on both these
levels, you are generally hooked.

Advertisers are constantly bombarding consumers, espe-
cially women, with the message that they are inherently
flawed (see figures 3.29 and 3.30)—that what they are or
what they have is not enough, too much, or not good enough
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(Kilbourne 1989). The ad in figure 3.30, for example, says, “In-
troducing the eyes you wish you had been born with.”
Women need change—specifically, eliminating what is wrong
with them. There is an assumption, often explicit, that there
is something wrong with their physical appearance, dress, or
body odor. “Where did such widespread afflictions as body
odor, halitosis, iron poor blood, gray hair, water spots, vagi-
nal odor, dish pan hands, various small glands and muscles,
and split ends come from?” (Twitchell 1996, 32).

Advertisers have cleverly poked fun at the way their own
industry portrays women as needing substantial physical
changes. The Michelob Light ad in figure 3.31 balances a
group of exhortations to self-improvement with “Relax.
You’re OK. Improve your beer.” This use of self-deprecation
has been highly successful and has also come to characterize

postmodern advertising, which no longer tries to come across as authoritative.
Ads also sometimes portray men as inherently flawed. There is plenty of room for im-

provement for men as well as women, the ads say. But advertisers don’t seem to be as
hard on men as they are on women. Nevertheless, ads target men’s physical prowess in
two areas especially, stressing a lean and muscular body (figure 3.32) and a healthy, thick
head of hair (figure 3.33), without any gray, of course.

The Child as Sex Object

Sexual images in media hurt young girls. Unavoidable mass media images of sexually
objectified girls (and women displayed as adolescents) can cause psychological and phys-
ical harm to adolescents and young women. The pressure to conform to the provocateur
image can result in depression, eating disorders, and poor academic performance. The
sexual objectification of girls is pervasive and an increasing problem damaging to girls.
The problem occurs when society’s sexual objectification of women becomes internalized
by young adolescents and girls.
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Some examples include adult women dressed as schoolgirls in music videos, bikini-
clad young women in hot tubs, and sexually charged print advertisements and televi-
sion commercial featuring teenage girls.

A few popular artists whose lyrics and music videos sexually objectify women are the
Pussycat Dolls, Kid Rock, and 50 Cent, emphasizing lyrics that suggest sexually objecti-
fied women.

These ubiquitous images, on television and the Internet, in movies and magazines, can
also negatively affect young girls’ sexual development. Young adolescents and girls are
especially vulnerable since they are developing their sense of self.

School performance can also deteriorate. In one experiment, college-aged men and
women were asked to put on either a swimsuit or a sweater. They wore the garment for
ten minutes while taking a math quiz. The young women in swimsuits performed sig-
nificantly worse than those wearing sweaters. No significant differences were found for
young men.

The results of this study certainly resonate with a growing wave of public concern
about the impact of highly sexed imagery. For example, in 2006, public authorities in
Madrid banned underweight and underage models from catwalks. This has reverber-
ated throughout the fashion world. The Italian government and two top fashion asso-
ciations followed this lead, enforcing a new code of ethics in December, 2006, after top
Brazilian fashion model Ana Carolina Reston died of heart failure after weighing only
88 pounds. In France, Health Minister Xavier Bertrand, worried about the rise of eating
disorders such as anorexia and bulimia, asked a panel of experts to create a similar vol-
untary code for advertisers and clothing designers on how the female body should be
portrayed.

The sexual objectification of women is especially notorious in advertising; within ad-
vertising, beer commercials are particularly notorious offenders. Print ads are also guilty
as evidenced by a series of Skechers shoe ads featuring pop singer Christina Aguilera.
In each of the ads, Aguilera plays two characters: schoolgirl and teacher, nurse and pa-
tient, and police officer and perpetrator. The sexually objectified scantily dressed nurse
was so offensive that it was banned because of protests and objections.

The popular Bratz dolls and television series (see Bratz.com) is aggressively mar-
keted to young girls. The company’s slogan: “the only girls with a passion for fashion.”
Their images feature girl dolls in bikinis, sitting in a hot tub, mixing drinks, while the
‘Boyz’ play guitars and posture with their surf boards. Some of the dolls come dressed
in miniskirts, fishnet stockings, and
feather boas.

With sexual objectified messages
coming from the media, it seems obvi-
ous that parents should take a more
active role in assisting the develop-
ment of sexual self-image in their
children. There is further need to for
parents and concerned citizens to apply
consumer pressure on manufacturers
and advertisers.

There is a disturbing trend in adver-
tising toward portraying children (figure
3.34), and sometimes even babies, as sex

CONSTRUCTED BODIES, DECONSTRUCTING ADS: SEXISM IN ADVERTISING 77

Fig. 3.34



objects. These ads combine a semblance of innocence with a heavy dose of sexual desire
to tug at the emotions of prospective consumers.

The young girl in the four ads shown in figures
3.35–3.38 appears to be about five years old. But she’s
made up to look sexually mature. Note the serious facial
expressions, the absence of clothing, the adult hairstyles
and makeup, and body gestures and postures. These
characteristics make the young model appear to be much
older than she really is. In fact, in figure 3.38 she has the
illusion of cleavage, created by body posture that creates
a shadow in the cleavage area.

After the 1999 murder of JonBenet Ramsey, a six-year-
old beauty pageant contestant who wore makeup and
adult clothes, the sexualization of young girls became an
issue of public debate within the United States. One
need not look further than this as-yet-unsolved murder
case in Boulder, Colorado, to see a tragic consequence of
transforming young girls into cultural representations of
feminine beauty and sexual attractiveness. The cover of
Dallas Child shown in figure 3.39 poignantly brings out
the suffering caused by exploitation, inhumane treat-
ment, and coercion that are sometimes involved in
beauty pageants for tots and young girls.

Aggression, Violence, and Mass Media

As a child, you see a Dirty Harry movie, where the heroic
policeman is shooting people right and left. Even years
later, the right kind of scene can trigger that script and
suggest a way to behave that follows it.

—L. Rowell Huesmann

If an advertisement is to be successful, it must first
grab our attention. But is no attention better than nega-
tive attention? It is for me. Take for example this image
of a woman fastened with straps to a big red and white
target (figure 3.40). In the foreground a man is throwing
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knives around her. The headline states: “better be accurate.” The advertised product is
a blood glucose meter for diabetics. This ad flirts with violence against women and is too
obviously immaterial to the product being sold.

On March 4, 1998, two young white men, aged nineteen and twenty-two, were charged
with capital murder in Texas for the torture killing of a nineteen-year-old mentally chal-
lenged woman, Amy Robinson. After offering the trusting young woman a ride to work
in their car, they drove her to a field. They first tried to shoot Amy with a bow and arrow.
When she ran from them, the men chased her down and shot her with pellet pistols. Amy
was finished off with a .22-caliber-rifle shot to the head. In their confession to detectives,
the young men simply said that they were in the “mood to kill.” One of the killers was re-
cently convicted and sentenced to death.

Aggression is a learned behavior. Media violence teaches us aggression as children. Since
aggression is learned, it is possible that it can be unlearned or, better yet, never taught in
the first place. The mass media produce, reproduce, and distribute aggressive, violent, in-
timidating, or coercive “scripts,” cultural messages that teach us how to behave. This pat-
tern of media violence, continuously repeated and often extreme, creates a cumulative effect
that often numbs us to human suffering and brutality. Advertising legitimizes such violence
and in doing so glamorizes a form of violent masculinity (see figures 3.41 and 3.42).

Sometimes a T-shirt reveals something about the person wearing it. But what hap-
pens when a shirt’s statement pushes the envelop on social acceptability? The Dallas-
based company, CharroKing, sells shirts that walk the thin line between clever and
offensive. Oak Cliff residents particularly respond to what the company’s Web site,
www.charroking.com, calls the “original and controversial ‘Welcome to Oak Cliff’ 
T-shirt.” The shirt reads “Welcome to Oak Cliff” below a picture of one figure holding
a gun and putting another figure in the trunk of a car.

While some people find the shirt inappropriate, others think it is funny. The shirt ap-
pears to reinforce and, in fact, glamorize violent masculinity. It seems to be inspired by
the kidnapping and murder of an Oak Cliff restaurateur. Opposition to the company’s
offensive shirts has had some success. CharroKing had a kiosk in a Dallas mall, but ac-
cording to the company’s Web site, the business was closed due to complaints. First
Amendment absolutists would argue that people have a right to sell and wear it because
of our rights to free expression.

“Violence refers to immediate or chronic situations that result in injury to the psy-
chological, social, or physical well-being of individuals or groups” (Katz 1995, 140). This
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includes hitting, punching, kicking, beating, grabbing, pushing, slapping, raping, bat-
tering, sexually harassing, and threatening or trying to inflict injury with an object such
as a gun, knife, or club. Interpersonal violence is “behavior by persons against persons
that threatens, attempts, or completes intentional infliction of physical or psychological
harm” (American Psychological Association 1993, 1).

Nearly all (90 percent) violent crime is committed by males (Federal Bureau of Inves-
tigation 1992), most of them young. If we deconstruct gender roles in our society, we dis-
cern how cultural definitions of masculinity and femininity encourage violence or
receptivity to it. Since gender roles are so pervasive and deeply ingrained in our psyche
through cultural transmission, cultural patterns of gender interaction often seem to be
taken for granted as natural and, consequently, unchangeable. These cultural images of
masculinity and femininity have a great deal of power over us.

Alcohol Use, Advertising, and Violence against Women

The tragic abuse-affection cycle that many women are trapped in is too often glorified
in advertising.

—Barbi White, Media & Values intern

First, I would like to acknowledge that some of my readers are victims of domestic and
sexual abuse. Others are undoubtedly abusers. All of us have our personal histories and,
perhaps, intense feelings about issues such as sexism, violence, and alcohol abuse.

Domestic and sexual violence against women is widespread. A nationwide survey of
over four thousand women indicated that three out of four have been treated violently
by men (Consumers for Socially Responsible Advertising 1994). Yet many of these
women will never talk about being battered (see figure 3.43). In 1991 half of the incidents
in which women were victimized involved physical violence by an intimate male part-
ner (Federal Bureau of Investigation 1992). One-fourth of all children will be sexually
abused by an adult before they reach the age of eighteen (Federal Bureau of Investiga-
tion 1992). Girls are typically abused by a male within the family, boys by males outside
the family. Most of these sexual assaults are not committed by strangers. There is a strong
correlation between domestic and sexual abuse and alcohol consumption (see Consumers
for Socially Responsible Advertising 1994).

The cycle of domestic abuse has three stages: (1) tension, (2) abuse, and (3) repentance.
If the cycle continues, repentance eventually dissipates and one of three events results: the
abuser leaves, the victim leaves, or one of them is killed by the other. More women each

year are killed or injured (badly enough
to require emergency treatment) by their
domestic partners than by car accidents
(Consumers for Socially Responsible Ad-
vertising 1994).

Men who abuse their wives often
grew up in environments where they
saw their fathers abuse their mothers.
Patterns of abuse are learned within the
family. Scripting for the roles of both
abuser and victim begins at an early age.
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Violence is often intergenerational, as the ad in
figure 3.44 points out: “Men who abuse their wives
often grew up in homes where they saw their fa-
thers abuse their mothers. What horrible shoes for
a son to fill.” Children who grow up in violent
homes are five times more likely to become batter-
ers or victims themselves than are children from
nonviolent homes (Straus, Gelles, and Steinmetz
1990). Forty percent of all perpetrators of spousal
violence are also violent with their children (Con-
sumers for Socially Responsible Advertising 1994).

Half of all battered wives report that their hus-
bands were drinking when they were abusive
(Frieze and Noble 1980). Besides the direct role al-
cohol plays in violence against women, some alco-
hol advertising involves gender representations
that reinforce, justify, or trivialize violence against
women (Consumers for Socially Responsible Ad-
vertising 1994). Alcohol advertisers’ use of sex as
the major marketing motif helps create a risky en-
vironment for both women and men.

Date Rape

The boys never meant any harm against the girls. They just meant to rape.
—Joyce Kithia, deputy principal of a Kenyan boarding school, 

commenting on a raid of a girls’ dormitory by a gang of
boys who raped seventy-one girls and killed nineteen

A rape occurs more than once every minute in the
United States (Consumers for Socially Responsible
Advertising 1994). While there is no single cause of
sexual and domestic violence, alcohol use is one
factor linked to its incidence and with our social re-
sponse to it. One out of four persons, including both
men and women, reports having unwanted sexual
activities as a result of alcohol consumption at least
once within the past year (Berkowitz 1992; Perkins
1992). Approximately three out of four acquain-
tance rapes involve alcohol consumption on the
part of the victim, the assailant, or both (Koss,
Gidycz, and Wisniewski 1987; Norris and Cubbins
1992) (see figure 3.45).

Many male college students have said that they
drink alcohol to loosen their sexual inhibitions and
to experience a sense of power; one in twelve said
they would rape if they could get away with it (Ben-
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son, Charlton, and Goodhart 1992). Fifty-one percent of men in one study admitted to
sexually assaulting a woman while in college (Berkowitz 1992; Muehlenhard and Linton
1987). Their typical modus operandi was simply to ignore the victim when she said no
or otherwise protested.

People generally are less likely to believe that a rape has occurred when the assailant
has been drinking than when he has not (Norris and Cubbins 1992). Moreover, victims
of sexual assault receive less sympathy from juries if they were drinking alcohol in the
same general time period in which the assault occurred. For example, three male students
at St. John’s University were acquitted of sexually assaulting a young woman. Jurors
found “inconsistencies” in the story of a woman who was forced to drink alcohol and
then gang-raped. The jury had doubts about the men’s guilt (Goodman 1991). A student
at the University of Richmond who was facing criminal prosecution for raping one of his
classmates blamed the alcohol. His defense was that he was so drunk he couldn’t tell
whether she was consenting or not (Eigen 1992).

Sometimes laws have been passed in an attempt to bypass or compensate for this jury
prejudice against victims of sexual assault who had also been consuming alcohol. In
Texas, for example, the penal codes state that people under the influence cannot legally
consent to sex. This is likely to result in higher conviction rates for “date rapes.”

The copy in an ad for F. Scott’s Nightclub reads: “If your date won’t listen to reason,
try a velvet hammer.” In other words, using alcohol to force one’s date into submission
is perfectly acceptable. One can also visualize the dangerous image of hitting one’s date
with a hammer.

The copy in the Bacardi Black ad (figure 3.46) reads:
“The best of the night’s adventures are reserved for
people with nothing planned.” If we combine copy
and illustration, we get an ambush. The illustration is
set outside, perhaps in a parking lot. There are only
two characters, a man and a woman. The woman ap-
pears to be off balance. Her legs are clasped together
at the knees but spread at the ankles. She is wearing
high-heeled shoes. A man has just appeared in front of
her. He appears to be balanced and in control. His leg
is visible between hers.

This ad perpetuates at least three myths about sex-
ual assaults: (1) they are generally unplanned; (2) they
generally occur in dark alleys or parking lots; and (3)
rapists are usually strangers. The truth is that most sex-
ual assaults are planned; they often take place in the
victim’s home; and they typically involve people who
know each other (Consumers for Socially Responsible
Advertising 1994).

Television and Movie Violence

We are awash in a tide of violent representation such as the world has never known,
and the consequences are very troubling.

—George Gerbner
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A television set is on in the average home in the United States seven hours a day. Before
children start first grade, they have already spent more time watching television than they
will spend in class in college. By the time a child graduates from high school, she or he
will have seen eighteen thousand violent deaths on television. Children view approxi-
mately ten thousand acts of violence per year on television. Eighty-five percent of all
movies contain violence, compared with 57 percent of all cable television shows and 44
percent of all broadcast television shows (NBC Evening News 1996).

In the United States there has long been concern about the social and psychological
impact of increasing violence on television and in films, yet little has been done to slow
its growth. The modeling effect perspective argues that viewing media violence teaches
viewers to behave violently through imitation. Another perspective, the catalytic effect,
maintains that if certain conditions are present, viewing violent media depictions may
prompt real-life violence, but it is not a sufficient cause in and of itself (Curran and Ren-
zetti 1996).

The V-chip, a relatively new technological marvel, has been proposed as a possible so-
lution to the increasing violence on television. This innovation allows parents to moni-
tor, screen, and censor what their children watch.

In the real world, women, ethnic minorities, and the elderly are disproportionately vic-
timized. Abusers of credit cards are punished more severely than child abusers in our so-
ciety. Eighty-four percent of all violent offenders see no pain or long-term effects of
violence, and 73 percent go unpunished. White males in the prime of life pay the small-
est price for violence, being most likely to kill with impunity. In 1992, 94.5 percent of black
homicide victims were killed by black offenders (Federal Bureau of Investigation 1992).
Protest art has denounced black-on-black gang violence in Los Angeles.

In mainstream cultural images, whiteness is the norm vis-à-vis ethnic minority sub-
cultures, which are excluded as out-groups. Whiteness is an invisible privilege, under-
stood but not stated, unconscious but prevalent. Gender roles are complex, considering
the diversity of life experience, worldview, social position, and individual identity. Con-
cepts of masculinity and femininity are various, tempered by race, ethnicity, social class,
and sexual orientation. The major cleavage is between the dominant white middle-class
masculinity and the other, marginalized versions.

Despite all these differences, male roles in patriarchal cultures generally display a
propensity for, attachment to, or identification with violence. Of course, Hollywood ac-
tion adventure films supply a plethora of dominant masculine archetypal heroes, all of
them violent. This breed of violent man emerged in the mid-1970s when white males
faced increasing economic instability and dislocation due to a widespread recession, eco-
nomic restructuring, and downsizing in the corporate world.

In addition, racial and gender preferences, through affirmative action policy, polarized
white males vis-à-vis people of color and white women. White males began viewing their
positions as challenged and themselves as victims. Big, muscular, violent men in the
movies provided vicarious participation in “payback” for white men. Violence in films,
like that in real life, is perpetrated overwhelmingly by males (Katz 1995). Males make up
the majority of the audience for action films, as well as for violent sports such as football
and hockey.

Structural transformation in postindustrial capitalism creates tensions in masculine roles
(Brod 1987). The mass media tell us that men are supposed to be strong, aggressive, and
in control of their work. Yet the dichotomy between mental and manual work prevents any
man from attaining ideal masculinity. Moreover, men at various levels of employment are
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affected by the winds of macroeconomic forces that shape job availability, security, and
salary.

Insecure in their identities and dissatisfied with the lack of control over their work
lives, men use cultural images of muscular bodies as instruments of power, dominance,
and control to validate masculine identity. Especially for working-class males, who have
less access to more abstract forms of masculinity-validating power (economic power, au-
thority on the job), the physical display of power, often through violence, is a way of as-
serting masculinity.

Men across social class and ethnic lines may be insecure about their masculinity, vul-
nerable to structural market forces, and unable to reasonably challenge revisionist gen-
der relations. Men nevertheless continue to have leverage over women in terms of
physical size and strength. Since advertising legitimizes and reinforces existing power
relations, images that equate masculinity with size, strength, and violence have become
more common.

Sexual Violence in Advertising

Why is a little teasing about wife battering more objectionable than using conventional
sexual images to stimulate conventional sexual appetites? Because it trivializes con-
duct that lacerates the bodies and psyches of unwilling victims, and obliquely excuses
those who inflict the wounds. . . . Instead of being seen as deeply shameful, which it
is, sexual violence has become chic.

—Stephan Chapman, Chicago Tribune

Advertising is a continuous and fertile source of gender display. Postmodern ads depict
violent, threatening, and dangerous-looking male ideal types (such as military men, foot-
ball players, boxers, and bikers). In a period in which there has been a loosening of rigid

gender distinctions, advertising, with the exception of
the androgynous male look in fashion, emphasizes
gender differences. This means that masculinity is de-
fined in opposition to femininity. In short, masculine
images are dominant, intimidating, and violent, while
feminine images are subordinate, receptive, and pas-
sive. For example, figure 3.47 shows a young woman
with an ostensibly hot iron pressed against the side of
her face. In differentiating masculinity from femininity,
images of aggression and violence (including violence
against women) arm men with self-esteem, security,
and a socially validated masculine role.

The efficacy of violent behavior for males, includ-
ing its rewards, is coded into advertising in several
ways, “from violent male icons (such as particularly
aggressive athletes or superheroes) overtly threaten-
ing consumers to buy products, to ads that exploit
men’s feeling of not being big, strong or violent
enough by promising to provide them with products
that will enhance those qualities” (Katz 1995, 136).
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These codes are present in television and radio commercials as well, but I choose to con-
centrate on mainstream magazine ads.

Various recurrent themes in print advertising support the notion of white masculin-
ity as violence. These include “violence as genetically programmed male behavior, the
use of military and sports symbolism to enhance the masculine appeal and identification
of products, the association of muscularity with ideal masculinity, and the equation of
heroic masculinity with violent masculinity” (Katz 1995, 136). In short, in advertising vi-
olence becomes fashionable and urbane. Often ads equate muscles with violent power.

Violence is not limited to print advertising and television. A shoe store window promi-
nently displayed a men’s dress shoe resting on the throat of a female mannequin clothed
only in a white shroud. In bold copy next to the shoes, “We’d kill for these!” “The rela-
tion of window dressing to modern culture is a chapter in art history still not written”
(Twitchell 1996, 208).

Modern masculine archetypes in mainstream magazine ads normalize, legitimize, and
excuse male violence. It’s no secret that sex sells. Advertising has been using it for years.
Now, however, violence has become foreplay (see New York Times Magazine 1984). Ads
are trying to show us that fighting is playful and that intimidation and violence have be-
come stimulating forerunners to intimate socializing and sex. The nonchalance of the
message is startling in what it implies about our desensitization to violence and about
advertising’s role in promoting this numbness. White male privilege ignores or subju-
gates the perspectives and welfare of women, ethnic minorities, and even children.

Advertising not only makes this sexual genre of violent abuse tolerable but also un-
mistakably glorifies it. Sexual violence has become romantic and chic instead of being
seen as grievously contemptible. Such ads are used by some of the most reputable man-
ufacturers in mainstream magazines aimed at refined, stylish audiences (see, e.g., New
York Times Magazine 1984). This is especially shocking. The eradication of domestic and
sexual violence is not made any easier by such media images.

Ads show intimidated (figure 3.48) and fearful (figure 3.49) women and women as vic-
tims of violence (figure 3.50), potential violence, or the threat of violence (figure 3.51)—
a clear extension of the structure of gender inequality. There is a fear of being pursued
(figure 3.52) or raped. There are often representations of “stranger danger”—the male in-
truder (figures 3.53, 3.54, and 3.55). Ads convey the explicit message that women should
submit to the desires of the intruder (figure 3.56). The representation of the intruder re-
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inforces societal myths that sexual violence is committed mainly by strangers, that
women secretly want to be raped, and that women invite rape by their behavior and their
attire.

A fuller understanding of the connection between the cultural construction of mas-
culinity and the prevalence of violence may point to effective intervention to prevent vi-
olent behavior.

Mock Assault

“Adults play mock assault games with children, games such as chase-and-capture and
grab-and-squeeze. The child is playfully treated like a prey under attack by a predator”
(Goffman 1976, 52). Of course, men play these games with women (and sometimes other
men). Women often cooperate through a display of attempts to escape and through cries
of alarm, fear, and appeasement. Underneath this roughhousing, clearly, is a deeper
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level—one that is perhaps more sinister. Although the man is just playing, there is an im-
plication of what damage he could really do if he were at all serious. We are able to view
the mock assault display in advertising (figures 3.57–3.59).

Cross-Cultural Gender Attitudes

Ideas about gender roles, sexuality, obscenity, and standards of physical appearance
vary across cultures. Sometimes the differences are subtle, sometimes more blatant.
Some European countries, for example, are much more open about sexuality and ac-
cepting of nudity than the United States. Figure 3.60a, an American ad for Yves Saint
Laurent, shows a male model seminude (shirtless) next to a female model with shirt
unbuttoned exposing the center of her chest and midsection. Figure 3.60b, an ad for a
French audience, contains
the identical photograph
except the female’s shirt
is open wider, exposing
both of her nipples.

Figure 3.61a, a French
ad for Givenchy Hot Cou-
ture, shows a female model
posing seductively, reveal-
ing cleavage, bare shoul-
ders, and a leg all the way
up to her hips. In contrast,
figure 3.61b, also an ad for
Givenchy Hot Couture, 
is directed at an Arabic
audience (see text). Ara-
bic culture demands more
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modesty in the public display of women. Consequently,
she is posed less seductively, revealing no cleavage, bare
shoulders, or legs.

Figure 3.62, a pair of ads for Givenchy Hot Couture,
again contrasts French and Arabic culture. The top ad is
for a French audience. The female model is wearing a
snug-fitting sleeveless white dress opened at the center
revealing most of the woman’s chest and midsection. Her
left hand cups her left breast. The bottom ad is for an Ara-
bic audience and displays much less skin. The same
model is wearing a similar white dress except it is long-
sleeved and does not reveal any of the woman’s chest or
midsection. In addition to not revealing any skin, the
model modestly covers both her breasts with her hands.

The Feminist Critique of Advertising

We are in the midst of a violent backlash against feminism
that uses images of female beauty as a political weapon
against women’s advancement: the beauty myth.

—Naomi Wolf, The Beauty Myth: How Images 
of Beauty Are Used against Women

Advertising has become sexual harassment.
—James B. Twitchell, Adcult USA
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The feminist critique of advertising is a coherent indictment of advertising with a political
following. It has produced real changes in the industry (Twitchell 1996, 142). Negative
responses to advertising have undergone a remarkable transformation. At first, people
merely complained about ads that offended them. Then consumers became braver; they
started to deface ads, writing on them, for example, “This ad is racist!” or “That ad is sex-
ist!” Now consumers are creating their own ads using companies’ recognizable logos and
symbols to ridicule them (see “Subvertising,” chapter 1).

Advertising does more than sell products and services; it offers subjugation to con-
sumption. The powerless and the marginal, especially ethnic minorities and women, are
seduced into a commodifying system-what Marx called “false consciousness.” Although
the feminist movement freed women from an oppressive social structure through its cam-
paigns for the control of reproduction, career possibilities, sexual freedom, and, most im-
portant, economic and financial independence, advertising regained lost ground in the
arenas of the mass media, medicine, law, and cosmetics through unrealistic portrayals of
the ideal woman (Wolf 1991).

Although advertising affects the attitudes and behavior of individuals, behavior and
attitudes are also affected by profound cultural forces. While it is true that advertising
encourages women to “purge themselves, have breast implants, apply acid to their
faces to peel off the wrinkles, go on innumerable, often dangerous, diets” (Twitchell
1996, 152), attempts by girls and women to beautify themselves, their bodies, hair, and
faces go way back. They are no more novel than the ancient rites of passage carried out
by adolescent boys.

Cultural and biological factors are at work here. The notion of the ideal woman is a
social construct; it did not impose itself on an unwilling culture. Advertising reflects the
traditional beliefs, myths, tales, and practices of our society and a culture based on com-
modities. Advertising articulates and channels cultural acts, but it does not create artifi-
cial desires nor mandate behavioral patterns.

It is true that advertising trends and strategies vary across generations. Products and
services come and go. Technology advances. Cultures change, more slowly than not, over
time. But the notion of the provocateur is as old as the concept of machismo. Cinderella,
Cleopatra, Helen of Troy—I rest my case. “The face of a woman has been a commodity
for some time” (Twitchell 1996, 152).

What are the effects of growing up and living within a cultural environment of ubiq-
uitous, ritualized violent representations? The consequences are multifaceted, ranging
from developmental to social, political, and psychological. I therefore reject the somewhat
simplistic behaviorist model that holds that media violence causes real-life violence.
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I can’t get over saying “colored.” I said it all my life. All the Negroes seem to resent it
and I don’t know why.

—Martha Mitchell, wife of former attorney general John Mitchell

Beneath the surface of ordinary social behavior, innumerable small murders of the
mind and spirit take place daily.

—Vivian Gornick

Why study images of ethnic minorities in advertising? First, these images help to
shape cultural attitudes about racial and ethnic minorities. Mass media are very pow-
erful agents of socialization. Second, because advertisements are reflections of con-
temporary social relations and power structure, they serve as a type of barometer of
the willingness of dominant groups to accept ethnic minorities into mainstream soci-
ety. That is, ads are indicators of ethnic and racial secondary and primary assimila-
tion. Finally, the judicious evaluation of ethnic and racial images in advertising will
foster critical media literacy. Analytical reflection on advertising images empowers us
to become more autonomous, capable of liberating ourselves from power configura-
tions and becoming more vigorous citizens, keen on decisive social change.

This chapter addresses how ethnic images and race relations are presented in adver-
tising and how such portrayals correlate with patterns of intergroup conflict and power
clashes. Changing images in popular culture provide a dynamic view of the way that so-
cial relations and ideological challenges to them are represented in print advertising and
other forms of mass media. We shall see that stereotypes of blacks and other ethnic mi-
norities have not been eliminated but have changed in character, taking subtler and more
symbolic or underhanded forms (Jackman 1994; Karins, Coffman, and Walters 1969; Pet-
tigrew 1985). When social norms that characterize white-black relations are disputed and
unresolved, portrayals of blacks may not mirror this decreasing subordination but rather
may employ more qualified or subtler stereotypes or retreat from challenges to norms
completely by limiting images, creating greater social distance (Jackman 1994). Advertis-
ing images, as cultural commodities and social constructions, are sites of struggle along
racial fault lines in the United States’ cultural landscape (Erikson 1976; Gamson et al. 1992).

In the early part of the twentieth century, popular cultural objects caricatured blacks,
echoing their second-class citizenship and assisting as an instrument of social control.
Prior to the civil rights movement of the 1960s, the mass media world was nearly all
white. To be sure, some demeaning stereotypes of blacks (e.g., Aunt Jemima) served to
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reassure white consumers that an ideology of racial hierarchy was “natural.” In other
words, these icons helped to mitigate status anxiety among whites (Dubin 1987). Pre-
dominantly white media industries produced such overtly racist images during an era
of customary (de facto) and legal (de jure) segregation in employment, residential hous-
ing, public transportation, and education.

The civil rights movement successfully challenged much of the racist ideology that had
resulted in discrimination, legal segregation, and the social, economic, and political op-
pression of blacks (as well as of other ethnic minorities) in the United States. Such progress
included higher educational and occupational attainment and increasing black voter reg-
istration. In doing so, the symbolic trappings of domination were also challenged and van-
quished, or at least significantly altered. Traditional social stereotypes seemed to dwindle
or perhaps even disappear. Consciousness-raising on issues of racial imagery also resulted
in the appearance of many more black characters in mainstream media, including adver-
tising, than in the past.

There are also more blacks employed as cultural producers within mainstream media
industries (see Cassidy and Katula 1990). With increased numbers come efforts to produce
more culturally authentic imagery of the black community. Nevertheless, minority-owned
advertising agencies must walk a fine line between creating positive imagery out of a sense
of community responsibility and securing the bottom line—making money. Unless there
is profit, the agencies will not be creating any images, let alone positive ones.

Symbolic Vestiges of Domination

How much progress have we made in ethnic relations since the early part of the twen-
tieth century? Have we become a “color-blind” society or do we remain polarized by
race? On one hand, studies emphasize the steadily improving racial attitudes of white
Americans, especially in terms of their attitudes toward African Americans. Such atti-
tudinal changes are corroborated by more tangible indicators, most notably the rise of
a black middle class. On the other hand, there is continual negative stereotyping of eth-
nic minorities, evidence of widely divergent views of the extent and importance of racial
discrimination to modern race relations, and evidence of deepening feelings of alien-
ation among black Americans. White openness to integration at the personal level is also
very limited.

Blacks and Latinos continue to have low college attendance and graduation rates, high
unemployment rates, and high rates of intraethnic violent crime. There are also new and
subtle ethnic stereotypes. Stereotypes of blacks have not been removed from cultural
products but have altered in character, taking subtler and more indirect forms (Jackman
1994; Karins, Coffman, and Walters 1969; Pettigrew 1985).

The Black Media Association protested against several advertisers in 1983 for “offen-
sive” advertising (Woods 1995). For example, in a commercial for Dow Chemical’s Ziploc
bags, all actors had speaking parts except a sturdy black woman, whose reaction to the
product was expressed with an excited “Ooh-wee!” Although ostensibly not blatantly
racist, the commercial actually carries on the stereotype of the black mammy—subservient,
dark, heavy, asexual, and inarticulate. In Hollywood masterpieces like Imitation of Life and
Gone with the Wind, mammy characters used outbursts instead of grammatical sentences
to communicate.

Perhaps the most well-known mammy image is Aunt Jemima with her signature ban-
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dana. The original Aunt Jemima, Nancy Green
(1831–1898), displayed acute business acumen
in an era when few blacks or women operated
businesses. This former slave from Montgomery
County, Kentucky, was the world’s first living
trademark. She made her debut at age fifty-nine
at the Columbian Exposition in Chicago, where
she served pancakes in a booth. The Aunt
Jemima Mills Company distributed a souvenir
lapel button which bore her photograph and the
caption, “I’se in town honey.” The slogan later
became the motto for the company’s promo-
tional campaign. Green was the official trade-
mark for three decades. The mammy image can
still be seen in today’s advertising (figure 4.1).

Ronco was criticized for its Mr. Microphone
ad, in which a black man sang and danced down
a hill. This Sambo image is a vestige of “times
when blacks were portrayed in Hollywood as
minstrels, happy to entertain and serve whites
despite their own ignorance, poverty, and lack
of status” (Woods 1995, 31).

These ethnic images are closely linked to social relations and to power transformations
through economic, classificatory, artistic, and judicial factors (Gans 1979; Griswold 1981;
Peterson 1976). During turbulent times of intensified hostility, as social movements are
struggling to gain power, gatekeepers confront the task of displaying cultural icons
among the conflicts, skirmishes, and crises of accepted norms (Dubin 1987; Swidler 1986;
Wuthnow and Witten 1988). When interethnic norms are challenged or unsettled, images
may not directly mirror this sudden shift. Rather, cultural producers might use subtler
or more limited stereotypes. Gatekeepers may also avoid the problem almost completely
by restricting illustrations of interethnic contact, producing greater social distance be-
tween majority and minority. In the 1950s and early 1960s, advertisers did not use eth-
nic minority models because of unsubstantiated fears of retaliation from white consumers
(Gould, Sigband, and Zoerner 1970). Despite his popularity as an entertainer who had
crossed over from black to mainstream audiences, Nat King Cole could not find a national
sponsor for his 1956 television show (Woods 1995).

Though ethnic minority representa-
tion in advertising has clearly increased,
how blacks are depicted and what they
contribute to the product’s image re-
mains questionable. Take for example
Sony’s insensitive and racist “Play-
Station Portable White is coming” cam-
paign in 2006 in the Netherlands. Figure
4.2 shows an angelic-looking “white
PSP” avatar/model at the mercy of a
“black PSP.” Another ad depicts a “white
PSP” avatar/model violently holding
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the mouth of her “black PSP” adversary. These images are two of approximately 100
evocative images created for the campaign with the same theme, which found viewers
of the ads—and game lovers alike—objecting. Although unintentional, the animosity and
drama of the imagery and the visceral emotional implication of powerful racial overtones
was a big mistake. The Tokyo based firm needs to reevaluate its marketing strategy be-
cause it is giving the perception that it is an incredibly callous megacorp with little aware-
ness of or regard for sensitive cultural or ethnic issues.

In response to the strong reaction, Sony pulled the plug on their “PSP White is coming”
ad campaign in the Netherlands. The lesson is clear for all advertisers: They must be much
more sensitive to cultural context of their advertising. As late as 1990, only 3 percent of peo-
ple featured in national advertising were black (New York City Department of Consumer
Affairs in Guy 1991). GQ, Vogue, and Esquire feature the fewest black models; Sports Illus-
trated, the most. When blacks do appear in ads, they tend to be athletes, entertainers, la-
borers, or children. The incidence of black women is even lower than that of black men.
Fewer than 20 percent of all ads with blacks use black women (New York City Department
of Consumer Affairs in Guy 1991). One study (Wilkes and Valencia 1989) found that blacks
were featured in 17 percent of the 904 commercials seen but had major roles in only 31 per-
cent of all ads with blacks. Like Latinos, blacks show up in groups. Group size, however,
is considerably smaller for blacks (an average of 6.9 persons) than Latinos (an average of
8.1 persons). Blacks tend to be cast marketing beer or malt liquor (figure 4.3), cigarettes (fig-
ure 4.4), hair care (figure 4.5), automobiles, and electronic products.

Connecting ethnic images to periods of social change highlights more adequately and
in a more nuanced way the social norms and cultural ideologies of a particular age
(Williams 1981). Inspecting cultural continuities and changes that are an integral part of
critical periods in history furthers our understanding of the interconnections between
symbolic and social relations (Pescosolido, Grauerholz, and Milkie 1997).

Three Models of Minorities in Advertising

There are several possible explanations for the way minorities are presented in ads. Three
are discussed in this chapter: equal presentation; social reality; and cultural attitudes.
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Equal Presentation Model

In ads that follow the equal presentation model,
whites and minorities are shown in exactly the same
way, regardless of any cultural, economic, or physical
differences. If whites are presented predominantly as
middle-class persons in middle-class settings, African
Americans are portrayed similarly (figure 4.6), re-
gardless of actual differences in the class distribution.
Copycat and racial assimilation ads also support the
equal presentation model.

Copycat Ads. Minorities prefer to see images of
people like themselves in advertising (Woods 1995).
Consequently, advertising targeted at ethnic markets
that uses ethnic models lends an aura of trustworthi-
ness to the product or service. But this naive approach
is risky if the marketer does not understand the nu-
ances of ethnic culture.

In the early 1980s, advertisers began to replace
white models with black or Latino models and trans-
late English into Spanish. I call this technique used by
advertisers to capture ethnic markets the copycat ad:
an ad using a white model is duplicated with a black or Latino model (see figures 4.7a
and b through 4.10a and b). Although this pattern is ethnocentric and uncreative, it is
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also understandable, given that marketing
corporations tend to assume that their gen-
eral mass-media campaigns will reach mi-
nority audiences.

This copycat mentality mistakenly assumes
that African Americans and Latinos are simply
dark-skinned white people (figures 4.11 and
4.12). Some concepts and representations are
not transferable across cultures (Lockhart
1992). Blacks and Latinos are diverse and large
enough groups to necessitate distinctive and
separate undertakings. Clearly, the copycat ad
denies the uniqueness of ethnic subcultures
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and reveals a failure to understand important sociohistorical, racial, and cultural differences
that affect the buying power of ethnic minorities. The behavior, attitudes, motivations, and
mindsets of blacks, Latinos, and Asians are grounded in their particular sociohistorical
backgrounds.

Unlike any other people in the country, blacks have been forced to leave their home-
land and to endure the injustices and horrors of slavery. Latinos (with the exception of
those who lived in what is now the southwestern United States before the Anglo con-
quest) and Asians have come as immigrants with hopes of better economic prospects. The
black psyche still retains the wounds of slavery and the broken promises that ended it;
lynchings, threatened lynchings, and other forms of racist intimidation; court-ordered
segregation and other forms of discrimination; and the denial of basic human rights.

Racially, a high visibility factor usually prevents assimilation. Effective advertisers
must understand what being black or Latino in the United States means. One’s ethnic
background has repercussions for consumption patterns, responses to particular adver-
tising, and buying behavior. For example, an advertising campaign for Canadian Mist
aptly demonstrates cultural differences. Its general ad emphasizes scenery, wildlife, and
a rural lifestyle. In trying to reach an African American audience, however, it refocuses
on style, fashion, and other imagery that may interest African Americans because of their
urban environment.

On the surface, copycat ads tell us that minorities and whites are the same, there is
racial equality, and acculturation is highly desirable. Beneath the surface, however, the
message is that whites might not buy a product used by minorities. If it were not prob-
lematic, there would be no need to use both white and ethnic versions of the same ad.
Why not use just one version, ethnic or white?

In one sense, copycat ads are more of a targeting afterthought. Mainstream marketing
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research tries to help advertisers reach the white, middle-
to upper-class market. As ethnic minorities become so-
cially mobile, they too are targeted, but often through
copycat ads instead of those that play on unique subcul-
tural images and symbols. The copycat technique often
misreads Latino consumers, for example. A marketing
campaign for fabric softener, for example, targeted at
Latinas who are recent arrivals to the United States is in-
effective if they do not grasp the notion of two-step
(wash and soften) laundry.

Which ad is the original and which is the copycat?
They appear in print at approximately the same time.
The difference is the target audience for the magazine or
newspaper. The issue is not which is the copycat, but the
bending of ethnic images into a utopian assimilated so-
cial context instead of using actual, unique subcultural
values, images, and symbols. Despite the widespread use
of copycat ads, their absence from advertising textbooks
is notable. This may be due to a fear of facing the con-
troversial nature of ethnic advertising (see O’Guinn,
Allen, and Semenik 1998).

Racial Assimilation

American culture is obsessed with blackness, but
primarily in a commodified form that can than be
possessed, owned, controlled, and shaped.

—bell hooks

Through casting, print advertising exalts white stan-
dards of beauty: light skin, straight or wavy hair, and
blue or green eyes. In other words, one must be as
white as possible. When minority women appear in
ads, they also conform to the generic ideal image:
young, beautiful—often as defined by white stan-
dards—perfect, and sexually seductive (see figure
4.13). They are sometimes shown with light skin (fig-
ure 4.14), straight hair (figure 4.15), and Euro-American
features (figure 4.16). The copy in figure 4.14 reads,
“Fade to beautiful,” indicating that cultural standards
of feminine beauty demand lighter skin. The racial as-
similation model in advertising also applies to black
men, as shown in figure 4.17.

Social Reality Model

Second is the social reality model, in which minority
life is presented as it is, not as a copycat of white life. For
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example, a McDonald’s commercial displayed a single black mother whose son appar-
ently didn’t like his mother’s date (Burrell 1992). Other examples of generalizable rep-
resentations of ethnic minority life and subculture include extended families and fathers
laboring at two jobs. Since minorities are more likely to be poor or in lower-status occu-
pations than whites, ads (figures 4.18–4.20) exemplifying this model reflect any differ-
ences that currently exist in society. This realistic approach draws the public’s attention
to the very real inequalities in our society.

Advertisers recognize the disproportionately large increase in the population and buy-
ing power of ethnic and racial minorities. For example, figure 4.19, an advertisement for
Jaguar, targets blacks. The ad’s photo displays the face of a young black man; the copy:
“The new Jag generation.” Figure 4.20 is an attempt to recruit Latinos as employees to
UPS by appealing to bilingualism and international travel. The social reality model helps
us to explain the rising prevalence of ethnic marketing, which is the focus of chapter 5.
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Cultural Attitudes Model

The cultural attitudes of whites toward minorities
also influence the way that minorities are portrayed in
advertising. Social stratification is reflected in adver-
tising. American society is highly stratified by race,
ethnicity, gender, and social class. Advertising be-
comes an indicator of the readiness of influential
groups to tolerate the mainstreaming of ethnic mi-
norities in society. In short, advertisements are signs of
ethnic secondary and primary assimilation.

Williams (1970) identifies ten values that are central
in U.S. culture. In addition to freedom, democracy, sci-
ence, progress, and the like, they include racism and
group superiority. These values, including the nega-
tive ones, are passed to the next generation through
cultural transmission (Macionis 1996, 34) (see figure
4.21). Cultural beliefs favor whites over people of
color, males over females, and the privileged over the
disadvantaged.

There are privileges that attach to white skin color that are often latent, invisible, or
unnoticed. Although we would like to think of ourselves as a society where everyone is
equal, like George Orwell’s successful revolutionaries in Animal Farm, there is no doubt
that some of us are “more equal than others.”

The stereotypes and racist ideologies of dominant groups toward ethnic minorities are
very revealing (Perkins 1979). These stereotypes depend on a connection of patterns that
can be explained only in relation to each other (Carby 1987). Survey data indicate that

whites are most willing to accept integration and
equal treatment in the area of employment, less so in
the area of close social contact and residential inte-
gration, and least so in the area of interracial relation-
ships and marriage.

Secondary Assimilation

Let’s look at these three areas in relationship to ad-
vertising. Humphrey and Schuman (1984) compared
the frequency and social characteristics of African
Americans and whites in ads from Time and Ladies’
Home Journal in 1950 and 1980. During that thirty-
year span, the occupational level of blacks portrayed
has risen considerably. I have found some ads (e.g.,
figure 4.22) that support the finding that whites 
are willing to accept occupational integration and
equality.

Despite positive reactions to minority representa-
tions in advertising, marketers have not been willing
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to feature them on a regular basis. In 1985, the
Lawyers Committee for Civil Rights Under Law as-
sailed the Washington Post for a sharp underrepre-
sentation of ethnic minorities featured in its real
estate section ads. From January 1985 through April
1986, minorities were featured in fewer than 2 per-
cent of the Post’s ads (Advertising Age 1986). At the
time, the population of Washington, D.C., was 90
percent black. The Post replied by establishing a 25
percent target for blacks in real estate ads. The pa-
per further said it would refuse advertising that did
not comply with the policy. This acute underrepre-
sentation of blacks mirrors survey data that indicate
resistance to close social contact and residential in-
tegration (Humphrey and Schuman 1984). More re-
cently, a 1997 Fannie Mae ad (figure 4.23), published
in Hispanic magazine, proclaims “the American
dream should be open to everyone” and explicitly
posits a commitment to “breaking down the barri-
ers to home ownership, including discrimination.”

Primary Assimilation

Before 1970, the rates of interracial marriage were less than 2 percent. In 2005, rates rose
to 7 percent, reflecting a relatively small but noteworthy increase in social acceptance.
Ads have reflected this trend in reducing social distance in this most intimate form of
primary racial assimilation (figure 4.24).There has also been a recent trend in adver-
tising to show interracial
friendships (figure 4.25)
and interracial socializing.

Not all differences be-
tween representations of
African Americans and
whites in ads can be readily
explained by either of the
first two models. Research
on consumer responses to
integrated advertising is in-
conclusive (Reid and Van-
den Bergh 1980), perhaps
because cultural attitudes
toward ethnic minorities
are contextually condi-
tioned. Moreover, these cul-
tural attitudes are mirrored
in print advertising.
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Ethnic Stereotyping

Another strategy in using
minorities in advertising is
to go completely in the other
direction from equal presen-
tation and play up or exag-
gerate the cultural and racial
uniqueness of the role or the
model.

Predator

One of the prevailing
and enduring stereotypical
images of ethnic minorities
in the mass media has been

that of the predator, someone who injures or exploits others for one’s own gain. A preda-
tor preys, plunders, destroys, or devours. Mass media have incessantly portrayed peo-
ple of color as predators through their ethnicity or phenotypic features. The predator
image has been around since at least the 1800s when American Indians were showed
preying on stagecoaches in advertising for Buffalo Bill’s Wild West shows.

The Chicano zoot-suiter was also stereotyped as a predator by California newspapers
in the early to mid 1940s. The illustrations in figures 4.26 and 4.27 are based on written
descriptions of young Mexican American men by journalists. This stereotype continues
in contemporary images of young Latin men in advertising (figures 4.28a and 4.28b).

Fig. 4.26 Fig. 4.27

Fig. 4.28a Fig. 4.28b
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Figures 4.29a and 4.29b were posted adja-
cent to each other at Premier Operating
Services in Dallas, Texas, in 1998. Because
they were placed side by side, it gave the
impression that Spanish speakers were
dangerous knife- and gun-carrying preda-
tors. The Equal Employment Commission
successfully sued the firm for discrimination,
driving it out of business. Black men have also been
exhibited as a predator (especially as a sexual threat
to white women). This image can be seen in con-
temporary advertising (figures 4.30 and 4.31).

A German advertisement for Penisplus, a firm
that does surgical penis enlargements, reveals
the racial stereotypical idea that black men are
better endowed than white men. A white man is
seen smiling in a car with a bunch of black men.
The facial expressions on the black men elicit an
image of predatory thugs while the white man
appears nerdy, clean-cut, and socially awkward.
The ad won an advertising award in 2003 in the
categories commercials or advertising posters.

For women, the image is that of a sexual
predator—a seductress. This image has been
around since at least 1929 with Nina Mae McKin-
ney’s portrayal of a seductress who marries a
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revivalist in the feature film Hallelujah. The image
of the sexual predator continues in contemporary
advertising. Black women are sometimes por-
trayed as predatory, primitive, wild, or animal-
like (figures 4.32 and 4.33).

Servant

In some ways, black representations in adver-
tising have not changed much. Compare these
illustrations from the 1930s and 1940s (figures
4.34–4.37) with contemporary advertisements (fig-
ures 4.38 and 4.39). Both the older and some of

these more recent ads portray African Americans as servants who perform menial chores
for a white person who has authority or political power over them. Black servants wear
uniforms and always seem to be smiling.
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Figure 4.40, a Versace ad, shows a Latina maid attending to a young white boy while
he scowls at her.

Luscious Latina

Latinos are even more underrepresented than blacks in advertising. They were virtu-
ally nonexistent in ads prior to 1980 (Woods 1995). Even in the late 1980s, Latinos were
featured in only 5.8 percent of all television commercials and as only 1.5 percent of the
speaking characters on network television ads (Wilkes and Valencia 1989). When they do
appear, Latinos are in background roles as part of a group. They are seen more often in
commercials for food products, entertainment, alcohol, and furniture. Latinos typically are
not represented in mainstream advertising hosting dinner parties, washing dishes, or
drinking coffee (Woods 1995).

An exception to the vast underrepresentation of Latinos in mass media is the Latina
sex object (figures 4.41 and 4.42). The cliché “Sex sells” seems especially applicable to the
image of Latinas in advertising. The Luscious Latina, as presented by the mass media in

Fig. 4.37 Fig. 4.39Fig. 4.38
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film, television, and print advertising, has endured precisely because of its marketabil-
ity (Fregoso 1993; Woll 1980). To sell its products the alcohol industry uses and reinforces
representations that exploit and demean women. The liquor store poster shown in fig-
ure 4.41, “Adelante con Budweiser,” hints strongly at sexual availability. In fact, it bears
a strong semblance to pornographic magazines. The luscious Latina is posed with her legs
spread open. She is not relaxed; the balls of her feet rest on the floor as if she were wear-
ing spike heels. Her shirt is coming off one shoulder. The copy means “Go Forward with
Budweiser.” The ad suggests that when a woman offers alcohol to a man, she is concur-
rently submitting herself to him. It also tells men that when women consume alcohol,
they become sexually flirtatious and promiscuous.

The amalgam of genetic features characteristic of Latino populations provides an ex-
otic and attractive look. At the same time, cultural factors and social stratification based
on race have helped prevent Latinas from being assertive and self-confident. The passive
role of Latinas corresponds to the complementary and active role of Latino men. The logic
seems to be that since Latino men are macho, Latinas must be passive. This has resulted
in a stereotype that portrays Latinas as inarticulate, subservient, passive, and gullible. This
negative stereotype tends to limit mass media portrayals of Latinas to roles as either maids
or sex objects.

Actresses in the past, such as Rita Hayworth and Delores del Rio, and today, such
as Salma Hayek, sometimes present an image with both positive (e.g., powerful and
sensuous) and negative (e.g., boisterous and oversexed) characteristics. Historically, del Rio
broke the color barrier for Latinas in Hollywood in the 1920s. The exotic woman had her
niche in movies. Lupe Velez, another breakthrough Latina actress, fell into the role of the
comedic spitfire by “speaking with a heavy accent and resorting to rapid-fire Spanish when
annoyed” (Menard 1997). Clearly, the spitfire, oversexed, and overly emotional woman was
not an obsequious image. These images are present in today’s media, including advertis-
ing. For example, figure 4.42 displays the Latina as a seductress.

Hayworth did not become popular in the 1930s and 1940s until her stereotypical im-
age assimilated to Anglo standards. She dropped her image as a raven-haired, over-sexed
Latina and transformed herself into an auburn-haired love goddess. Carmen Miranda,
a contemporary of Hayworth, on the other hand, was never able to shake her image as
a spitfire and was always typecast accordingly. Other Latinas pursued the trail blazed by
these pioneers—Rita Moreno in the 1950s, Raquel Welch in the 1960s and 1970s, Charo
in the 1970s, Sonia Braga in the 1980s, Jennifer Lopez and Hayek in the 1990s and the new
millennium—though never quite breaking out of the sexually charged roles still retained
for Latinas.

To be sure, advertising and film executives understand the allure and popularity of Lati-
nas and have always found ways to profit from them. In fact, typecasting and stereotypes
are perhaps the core of the modeling and film industries. Advertising agencies and Hol-
lywood producers have always looked for “types.” Unfortunately, Latina types seem to fit
into one of three categories: Luscious Latinas, maids, or illegal immigrants. Young Latina
models and actors, looking for visibility and a means to survive, are forced to accept jobs
that cast them in these stereotypical roles.

Moreover, Latinas may also sometimes accept stereotypes because a role that requires
physical attractiveness enhances notions of self-worth and self-esteem. The problem
with this is that only a small proportion of Latinas are able to take advantage of this
stereotype. Working-class Latinas are not afforded the opportunities to advance their ca-
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reers or personal lives with this
privilege. It is not always wise to
stake one’s self-regard on an at-
tribute as ephemeral as physical at-
tractiveness. It is crucial that Latina
models and actors have access to
playing everyday people, ranging
from hard-working mothers to pro-
fessional women.

Native American Stereotypes

Native American symbolism has
not been used often in advertising.
Marketers, however, have occa-
sionally used it in their general
marketing campaigns. Most popular is the Jeep Cherokee. A representation of an In-
dian woman is the logo for Land O’Lakes dairy products. Native American symbol-
ism has not always been used by advertisers with cultural sensitivity. Sometimes it has
been stereotypical and derogatory (see the Savage Code ad in figure 5.3.) The ad in fig-
ure 4.43, while ostensibly harmless, is a very stereotypical representation of a young
Indian girl.

In 1991, much to the consternation of the Native American community, a brewer
planned to introduce a new type of malt liquor dubbed “Crazy Horse” (Woods 1995) (see
chapter 5). The namesake for the product was
obviously the legendary Lakota (Sioux) war
chief. Nevertheless, his descendants argue that
Crazy Horse condemned alcohol because he re-
garded it as destructive to his people. These ex-
amples demonstrate cultural insensitivity and
ethnic ignorance on the part of advertisers.

Asian Stereotypes

Figure 4.44 displays the traditional Japanese
sumo wrestler. In figure 4.45, the image of a
Japanese Kabuki performer with a brightly
painted face is used to sell tea. Kabuki is the tra-
ditional Japanese popular drama with singing
and dancing performed in a highly stylized man-
ner. Japanese men have historically played female
roles in Kabuki theater.

Advertising stereotypes the Asian woman
as a passive sex object. Asian women have
been reduced to one-dimensional caricatures
in Western representations (Espiritu 1997). 
In media, the Asian women is eroticized as
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exotic, sensuous, promiscuous, but un-
trustworthy.

Historical Representations 
of Blacks in Advertising

The image of African Americans in advertis-
ing has certainly changed, in some ways, in
the last fifty or sixty years. Clearly, as educa-
tional and professional occupational levels
have risen considerably for African Ameri-
cans, this has been reflected in mass media,
including advertising (see Humphrey and
Schuman 1984). Moreover, the portrayals of
blacks and black-white interaction increased
between 1946 and 1965 (Kassarjian 1969).
There was also an increase in the number of
ads depicting blacks, and the roles that blacks
portrayed changed by 1968 from chiefly un-
skilled in 1949 to skilled (Cox 1970).

The number of blacks featured in Life, Look,
Reader’s Digest, and Ladies’ Home Journal in-
creased in the 1960s, but the manner in which
they were portrayed tended to confirm and
perpetuate racial stereotypes (Colfax and
Sternberg 1972). Later, however, “improve-
ments” in the occupational status of black
models in magazine ads were evident
(Zinkhan, Cox, and Hong 1986). There was an
increase in the use of black models between
1967 and 1974; they tended to advertise per-
sonal items, such as hair products, rather than
nonpersonal products, such as automobiles
(Bush, Solomon, and Hair 1974). Black mod-
els were also more likely to be found in
public service announcements. Black media
representations have increased over time;
blacks are more often represented in televi-
sion than in print advertising (Zinkhan,
Qualls, and Biswas 1990). Blacks moved from
background roles to minor roles, but there has
been no substantial increase in their presence
in major roles (Reid and Vanden Bergh 1980).

Cartoons and movie sound tracks utilize
the threatening sound of drumming in the
night, the hint of primitive rites and cults.
Early ads, cartoons (figures 4.46 and 4.47),
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knick-knacks, and movies depicted the
simple, devoted female mammy figure
with rolling eyes and the faithful, child-
like, rhythmic, lazy, unreliable, clownlike,
half-witted, unpredictable, and unde-
pendable male Sambo figure. This Sambo
image continues today (figure 4.48). After
the abolition of slavery, the urban coon or
zip coon image of the black male as sav-
age, cheating, cunning, barbaric, and vio-
lent was presented in an attempt to show
the black man’s failure to adapt to free-
dom. While these particular versions may
have faded, their descendants are still
present in popular culture, albeit re-
worked in many postmodern and updated images. One ad from Australia, for example,
still depicts blacks as savages, primitives, and natives (figure 4.49).

Representations of Black Children in Advertising

Pay attention to the young and make them just as good as possible.
—Socrates

Symbolic racism includes subtle ethnic stereotyping, trivialization of minority empower-
ment or racial equality, or the absence of ethnic images. There are mass-marketing ad-
vertising campaigns in which children of color never appear. Positive stereotypes are as
significant as negative ones in terms of what ads reveal about race relations. Positive
stereotypes of white children and negative stereotypes of ethnic minority children are part
of a larger set of racial attitudes. The American dream begins at infancy for whites, at least
as seen through the lenses of print advertising (Seiter 1995). Their pricelessness is stressed
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by reference to their future economic
value. For example, an ad showing a
white baby’s bare bottom reads: “One
day this little bottom may sit on the
board of directors.” A common stereo-
type of white infants and small children
in ads is the go-getter (Seiter 1995). This
image is not available for children of
color, who tend to be shown in advertis-
ing as passive observers of their white
playmates. (See the discussion on func-
tion ranking in chapter 2). The same trait
or behavior may be judged to be either
positive or negative depending on the
race of the model. For example, if black

children are illustrated in the same aggressive poses displayed by white boys, they are
viewed as pushy bullies or bruisers.

We are part of a culture where white skin and blond hair define what is attractive. A
dominant group’s status is comparatively fixed and clear. This is why the images of blond
children in the media have remained markedly stable over the years. Note the sharp racial
contrast in the ad shown in figure 4.50.

Whiteness is the norm for media images; it reflects what is perceived as “natural”:
“White is not anything really, not an identity, not a particularizing quality, because it is
everything—white is not a color because it is all colors. This property of whiteness to be
everything and nothing, is the source of its representational power” (Dyer 1988, 45).

In a predominantly white media world, it is easy to notice ethnic minority children
when they appear in ads. From a white perspective, it is also easy not to notice their omis-
sion from mainstream advertising. Advertisers may use a black child to represent all mi-
nority children. At the same time, white children are portrayed as endlessly varied,
individual, even quirky and idiosyncratic (Seiter 1995). Commercial messages ignore or
do not recognize the tremendous diversity between and within ethnic minority groups
such as blacks, Latinos, Asians, and Native Americans.

Colfax and Sternberg (1972) note advertisers try to make advertisements less threat-
ening to whites by using black children instead of black adults. But even when black chil-
dren are used, there is still an element of symbolic racism that ensures that even black
children are not threatening to whites. In the three-page Benetton ad in figures 4.51a–c,
the first frame shows a close head shot of a blond-haired white child who faces the
viewer; the second frame displays a silhouetted profile of a young black girl; and the fi-
nal frame features a black boy with the back of his head toward the viewer.

Blacks have sometimes been portrayed as dependent on whites, with white author-
ity figures aiding blacks or supervising black children (figure 4.52). However, I have
also found ads with blacks aiding white children (figure 4.53). Black children are often
shown without parents, as token members of peer groups, or as “neighborhood kids,”
as Mattel named one of its genres of multiracial dolls. Black children are not typically
in commercial messages dealing with fantasy images of home, safety, love, and fam-
ily. They do not appear to share the utopian visions of their white counterparts. When
black children are visible in ads, they are on city streets, outdoors, or sitting in fast-food
restaurants.
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These are all examples of what I call symbolic racism, a term that is not dissimilar from
the term symbolic annihilation (Gerbner and Gross 1976; Tuchman 1978). Blacks have
been omitted, stereotyped, or debased in advertising images. These representations are
important because the mass media’s portrayal of blacks is likely to influence white atti-
tudes. Because mainstream society develops many of its views about ethnic groups
through advertising and other forms of mass media, stereotypical representations can
lead to stereotypical attitudes (Woods 1995). Ads help to shape racial images. Ethnic
stereotypes in advertising can actually interfere with the acculturation and assimilation
of ethnic minorities (Wilkes and Valencia 1989).

Many fourth- and fifth-grade white children re-
ported that television is a greater source of infor-
mation for them about blacks than are friends,
parents, and even personal contacts (Greenberg
1972). Thus, the representation of a black person
in a television commercial is more likely to influ-
ence a white child’s attitude about blacks than ac-
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tual interracial contact (Humphrey and Schuman 1984). Exotic adults of color are some-
times seen in television commercials (Seiter 1995) or children’s books (Pescosolido,
Grauerholz, and Milkie 1997) that feature fantasy or magical themes. In short, minority
adults are relegated to the roles of supernatural companions and helpers, playing roles
very similar to those of animated animal figures (Seiter 1995).

When integrated groups of children are depicted in commercial messages, whites al-
ways outnumber blacks, who are often nearly pushed out of the frame by the other
youngsters. Black children are rarely given speaking parts or shown in close-up facial
shots. They are usually in group shots with white children. Black boys are stereotyped
as clowns, in contrast to the multidimensionality of moods, expressions, and traits de-
picted in the white child. This code guides the portrayal of children in commercial im-
ages across an extensive array of advertising techniques. They are also very similar to
black images in children’s books (Pescosolido, Grauerholz, and Milkie 1997).

Representations of Ethnic Minorities in Advertising

Eventually, social change dramatically reversed images of ethnic minorities in advertis-
ing as well as in children’s books. People of color became much more visible and were
portrayed more favorably. Four points about the images of ethnic minorities in adver-
tising are notable:

1. Until the 1980s, there were virtually no ethnic minority fashion models on the run-
ways or in mainstream print media. This historical omission of positive ethnic mi-
nority images in advertising represents the persistence of a symbolic status quo
in which minority equality is viewed as threatening to whites (Humphrey and
Schuman 1984).

2. Now ads are changing color and are becoming an ethnic rainbow. The saturation
of ethnic minority images in mainstream broadcast and print media tracks racial
advances, such as higher educational and occupational attainment; recent black
economic, political, and social empowerment; and a retreat of traditional racial
stereotypes.

3. Despite the large increase in ethnically diverse models, problems remain with how
their images are marketed to the public. Ethnic minority models in ads often con-
form to standards of white beauty. This conformity is similar to the conspicuous
increase in safe images of blacks in books.

4. At other times models are exploited through their ethnicity or phenotypic features.
This trend of playing up unique ethnic characteristics is similar to the form of sym-
bolic racism seen in books in which minorities are portrayed with distant images,
commemorating their particular cultural heritage, but without contact with whites.

Perhaps multicultural ads are now popular because they are a reflection of social re-
ality as a global village (recall figure 1.5). Ads using only white models risk appearing
stiff or dated. Similarly, using only one token person of color in a white crowd or group
is a thinly veiled attempt to appear sensitive to ethnic minorities. Now minorities are used
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to sell products and services to all people. The use of black models in advertising grabs
the attention of both black and white viewers (Burrell 1992).

The use of minorities in ads first emerged in Europe. Couturiers, notably Givenchy,
began using black women as runway fashion models (Scott 1989). There was a negative
response to this; some French felt that the jobs should not be given to immigrants. Elle,
a top French fashion magazine, assisted in the development of the multicultural look in
its editorial pages. The global-village look entered the United States in 1985 when the
American version of Elle was introduced.

One of the original advertisers to adopt the global-village look was Benetton (see chap-
ter 1, “The Benetton Controversy Continues”). The Italian knitwear producer initiated its
United Colors of Benetton campaign in 1984 (Scott 1989). The ads show ethnically diverse,
good-looking teens and youngsters, often arm in arm. Benetton’s goal is to project a sense
of brotherhood and sisterhood as well as appeal to ethnic consumers. Also in the 1980s, Es-
prit, a San Francisco-based sportswear enterprise, took a step further in this direction by
using actual employees in ads. Today Wal-Mart does the same with its ethnically diverse
workforce.

Advertising across the globe has become increasingly ethnically diverse. Japan, a coun-
try whose advertising has reflected an obsession with blond hair, blue or green eyes, long
legs, narrow noses—the Western provocateur—has shifted to using more Latinos, blacks,
and Asians. Ethnically diverse advertising images provide a unique alternative to ster-
ile white ones and are more representative of the real world. Modeling agencies now re-
cruit internationally in order to meet the ever-increasing demand for fresh faces and the
ethnic look. The shift toward more ethnically diverse fashion models is a big step in so-
cial change and offers a cultural opening to a previously closed arena. Multicultural-
ism represents a cultural strength instead of racial conflict or division. The biracial look
is in vogue in advertising. The process of changing
racial definitions continues, and dramatic new de-
velopments may be on the horizon. These potential
changes may be attributable to increasing rates of
interracial marriage and the new ethnic classifica-
tion in the census that finally recognizes multiracial
individuals.

Conclusion

There has been considerable growth in the use of
ethnic representations in advertising. However,
sometimes advertisers merely “color” mainstream
ads. Copycat ads are prevalent. Ethnic stereotypes
remain. In other marketing campaigns, ethnic
themes are tastefully done (figure 4.54). Some-
times explicit reference is made to dark skin color,
as with the “Ebony and gold” copy in the ad in fig-
ure 4.55.

It certainly remains debatable whether ethnic
representations in advertising have improved.
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But there are ads that are breaking racial
stereotypes. For example, figure 4.56 shows
a black girl who has taken first place for her
science experiment, beating out a tearful
white boy (second place) and an embar-
rassed Asian boy (third place). Figure 4.57 is
an institutional ad for Allstate Insurance that
recognizes the increasing accomplishments of
professional black women “who own nearly
50% of African-American businesses. These
547,341 firms generate $21.3 billion in sales.”

They are important because through vi-
sual imagery and text, one is able to under-
stand how mainstream culture views ethnic
subcultures.
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Mass marketing is dead. Marketing segmentation is the way of the future.
—Gail Baker Woods, Advertising and Marketing to the New Majority

Ethnic advertising has always been aimed at specific audiences and therefore, is at the
forefront of what we call target marketing.

—Tom Burrell, chairman and CEO, Burrell Communications Group

Cultural diversity has always been a hallmark of our society. Ethnicity has been a part of
the social character in the United States since its inception. For persons of color, as for other
population segments in society, subcultures play a significant role in individual identity,
as well as in group unity and cohesiveness. A subculture is “any cultural patterning that
preserves important features of the dominant society but provides values and life styles
of its own” (Berkman and Gilson 1978, 11). “Subcultural behavior is a means through
which heritage and pride can be openly communicated” (Woods 1995, 6). In short, a sub-
culture serves three major functions: (1) it provides a psychological source of group iden-
tification; (2) it offers a patterned network of groups and institutions; and (3) it serves as
a frame of reference for viewing the new culture (Gordon 1978).

The use of language or dialect, the celebration of events, and certain types of attire and
hairstyles sometimes believed to be unacceptable in mainstream culture can be displayed
within the subculture without fear of rejection. Membership in subcultures has become
a method of protecting and preserving what is unique and distinct about specific groups
of people (Woods 1995). These are people who refuse to give up their native culture in
order to be considered American.

Today ethnicity is also an important characteristic in both culture and consumer be-
havior. How a product or service is constructed, how it is positioned, where it can be
bought, and what it costs are quite important issues for ethnic consumers. As a result,
they are also key considerations for product and service advertisers attempting to reach
these ethnic groups. Yet there probably is not an area in consumer behavior where re-
search is more deficient (O’Guinn, Allen, and Semenik 1998). What is attributed to eth-
nicity is often instead due to an extraneous variable associated with ethnic background.

From the late 1970s to the present, there has been a growing body of literature on eth-
nic advertising and marketing (Woods 1995). Generally, there have been three foci of stud-
ies: (1) ethnic representations in advertising; (2) the proportional representation of
minorities in advertising; and (3) consumer behavior effects of advertising on minorities.
Although the foci are conceptually distinct, they are connected with respect to trying to
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understand what strategies function suc-
cessfully in reaching an ethnic minority tar-
get audience. While marketing research tries
to measure what techniques are able to per-
suade an ethnic minority consumer to buy a
particular brand of goods, the ethnic (and
gender) representations in advertising fall
within the purview of social responsibility.

Ethnic marketing is actually a type of
segmented advertising. There are several
urgent incentives for examining ethnic mar-
keting. First is sheer numbers. As the size of
ethnic markets increases exponentially, so
does their spending power. For example, in
1992, ethnic minority shoppers, predomi-
nantly Latinos, blacks, and Asians, spent
$600 billion on everything from toothpaste to
shoes to cars (McCarroll 1993). This repre-
sents an 18 percent increase in two years. Sec-
ond, because markets for products change,
die out, or shift priorities, marketers must
discover new ways to sell products. For ex-
ample, the Listerine ad from the 1940s shown

in figure 5.1 pushed the product as an astringent, not a mouthwash. Third, economic in-
stability has created a trend toward careful segmentation, minimizing costs and maxi-
mizing profits. Major firms such as Sears, Wal-Mart, and PepsiCo are competing for
minority markets, using minority marketing experts who speak each group’s language
and understand their customs. This is truly the age of ethnic marketing.

Latinos and blacks, for example, are said to have greater brand loyalty than whites.
However, people of color live in areas where there are fewer product and service choices
(O’Guinn, Allen, and Semenik 1998). If income disparity between ethnic minorities and
whites is controlled for, the differences in brand loyalty disappear. Nevertheless, eth-
nic groups do have subculturally related consumption tastes. In order to tap into such
preferences, high-quality consumer research must be undertaken. Ethnic marketing ap-
plies the basic postulates of segmentation. Moreover, advertising agencies must seek
a deep understanding of ethnic identity and subcultures. It wasn’t until the mid to late
1980s that many companies in the United States tried to court the black consumer
(Dates 1990). Endeavors to serve the Latino communities have been erratic and some-
times inappropriate.

Black Culture and General Marketing Campaigns

A brief look at the history of popular culture reveals a pattern of the way that ethnic sub-
cultures, at times, sway mainstream culture, which in turn activates general market ad-
vertising. The producers of mainstream culture have shown a strong interest in, and
curiosity about, black culture (Burrell 1992). Black culture is viewed as being at the cut-
ting edge. Clothing styles seen on black youth are often copied by their white counter-
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parts. Marketers have used black cultural representations (e.g., Gatorade and Nike tele-
vision commercials) to convey a variety of themes and to appeal to a wider audience.

Various African American musical artists have produced, recorded, and performed
jazz, blues, rap, soul, rhythm and blues, and other types of music that have successfully
crossed over to mainstream culture. These types of music are now a prevalent fixture in
television and radio advertising. Even when blacks are not featured in the visuals of ads,
their music can be heard (Woods 1995).

From black music and dance to Ebonics, marketers have employed black culture or
black celebrities in some of their most lucrative campaigns. Black music has been easily
embraced and exploited by the advertising industry to sell products and services. “Black
people have traditionally set trends in fashion style, language, and particularly, enter-
tainment,” as they did in the 1980s (Lewis 1992).

The popularity of black music in commercials is perhaps exceeded only by the mar-
keting industry’s extensive use of endorsements by black athletes such as Tiger Woods,
Kevin Garnett, Reggie Williams, Allen Iverson, Serena and Venus Williams, Grant Hill,
Shaquille O’Neal, Kobe Bryant, and Emmitt Smith.

The use of black athletes to endorse products and services is not a novel idea. Jackie
Robinson, the first black player in major league baseball, was used in the 1950s in ciga-
rette advertising targeted at blacks (Woods 1995). And who could forget O. J. Simpson
running through airports for Hertz rental cars?

The use of black athletes to sell goods has not occurred without undue delay and crit-
icism. In 1988, Doug Williams, of the Washington Redskins (pardon the racist stereotype),
became the first black quarterback to win the coveted Super Bowl. Yet afterward, com-
mercial endorsements were nowhere to be found. Marketers believed that mainstream
advertising was not yet ready for a black spokesperson.

There are accusations that the use of black athletes promotes and maintains stereotypes
of the black jock and the black stud. Athletic prowess is not the only representation of
black culture borrowed by marketers. Black images are often used in advertising to im-
part what is considered “cool,” stylish, “hip,” or insurgent. Black representations and
black music, so prevalent in postmodern advertising, are being used increasingly to mar-
ket products and services to mainstream consumers. The jury is still out on whether the
same outlooks and methods used on the mainstream population are interchangeable with
ethnic minority advertising.

At least until the late 1960s, the history of advertising in our society can be character-
ized as “one message fits all.” However, like the homogenized 1950s-era households to
which they were targeted, the methods of mass marketing are changing dramatically.
Waves of immigrants from Mexico, Latin America, Asia, and Africa, added to an already
rapidly growing minority population, are radically reshaping the face and buying habits
of the traditional American consumer. Minorities are not persuaded to buy by ads that
display only whites or represent ethnic people in stereotypical, unrealistic, or unlikely
roles. Because of the enormous variety of merchandise and services, consumers of color
will simply make their purchases elsewhere.

Mass marketing was used heavily when the United States was viewed as a cultural
melting pot. Now postmodern advertising uses a distinct approach to fit the tastes, world-
views, ideologies, and spending habits of each group. Corporate America in many ways
is at the cutting edge of multiculturalism. Nearly half of all Fortune 1000 companies had
some kind of ethnic-marketing campaign in 1992 (McCarroll 1993). That is up from only
a handful in 1980. In 1992, corporations spent $500 million on advertising and promo-
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tions to reach ethnic minority consumers (McCarroll 1993). This included bilingual or
Spanish-language-only billboards, mailings, sweepstakes, and parades. Expenditures on
advertising and promotional campaigns aimed at ethnic groups have increased steadily
since the 1980s.

Minority-targeted advertising has been around since the 1960s, when McDonald’s and
Coca-Cola advertised to Latinos in Spanish. However, the benefit of ethnic targeting was
not fully acknowledged until the 1970s, when corporations realized that blacks were
spending close to $250 million a year on consumer products. Corporations such as
Quaker Oats and Philip Morris began to permeate the market, gradually succeeding with
African American consumers by portraying blacks in positive and nonstereotypical roles.
Corporate America invested heavily in ethnic marketing research in order to do its home-
work on black consumers.

Demographic Changes and Social Characteristics

The vast movement of blacks from the South to the North after World War II, a sharp in-
crease in immigrants from Mexico and Latin America, and a constant flow of Asian new-
comers, especially South Koreans and Filipinos, have greatly changed the racial makeup
of the population in the United States. To be sure, such ethnic groups stand in contrast
to the white majority population, yet they, too, consider themselves American.

Dramatic Ethnic Minority Growth

The face and color of America’s cities have greatly changed in the past fifty years. By
2000, Latinos became this country’s most numerous ethnic minority (35,305,818, U.S. Cen-
sus Bureau 2001, table 1.1). This represents 12.5 percent of the total U.S. population.

Data on Latinos are conservative since they do not include undocumented immigrants
who cross the border illegally—by some estimates, 46.2 percent of all Latino immigrants
(Woods 1995). Nevertheless, they are consumers who work and purchase U.S. products
and services. African Americans (34,658,190) are the second largest ethnic minority cat-
egory in the United States, with 12.3 percent of the total population (U.S. Census Bureau
2001).

Both the black and Latino populations are younger than the white population. Lati-
nos and Asians are the fastest-growing minorities. Since 2000, half of all elementary
school children in the United States are now ethnic minorities; nearly half (44 percent)
of all residents in the United States under the age of twenty are nonwhite (U.S. Census
Bureau 2001).

The United States has undergone racial change throughout its history but never at the
current rate and in the present way. Within the next fifty years, whites as a share of the
total population will decline from 75 percent to just over 50 percent. The black popula-
tion will increase in size but remain at about 12 percent of the total population. The Latino
population may increase to more than one-quarter of the total.

Latinos. Latinos are the fastest-growing ethnic group in the country. The Latino pop-
ulation was only 4 million in 1950 (Woods 1995). It grew to 6.9 million in 1960, 9 million
in 1970. Between 1970 and 1989, the Latino population increased from 9 million to 23.7
million, a 163 percent increase (Berry 1990).

Latinos include Mexican Americans or Chicanos, Puerto Ricans, Central and South
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Americans, and Cubans. The Latino population is predominantly young, with a median
age of twenty-four, six full years younger than the general population (Woods 1995).
Cubans are an exception, with a median age of 39.1 in 1987, markedly older than the over-
all population.

Chicanos constitute 60 percent of the Latino population and are predominantly (83.3
percent) located in the Southwest (Texas, California, New Mexico, Arizona, and Col-
orado) (Saenz and Greenlees 1996). Chicanos grew at a record pace during the 1980s. In
fact, they account for approximately one-fourth of the total growth in the U.S. popula-
tion during that decade (Saenz and Greenlees 1996). The Chicano population increased
55.4 percent during that period, about 5.5 times faster than the U.S. total population.

The growth of the Chicano population has been due to three factors. First, Chicanos
are relatively younger than other ethnic groups in the United States. While the baby boom
generation begins to approach retirement age, the Latino population is getting younger,
on average. Such youthfulness in the Chicano population signifies greater potential for
growth, since low proportions of group members are in age groups with high death rates,
but high proportions are in the younger age groups that are correlated with childbear-
ing and family formation. Second, Chicanos have higher birthrates than other ethnic
groups. Thirty-seven percent more Latinos are born each year than die (U.S. Census Bu-
reau 1993). Finally, the growing number of Chicanos is augmented by a large influx of
immigrants. Immigration accounted for approximately half of the growth in the Latino
population during the 1980s (O’Hare 1992).

The second largest group is Puerto Ricans, with an estimated 3 million people (U.S.
Census Bureau 2000a), many living in New York City. There are more than 1.7 million
people in the United States from South and Central America. Another 1.4 million Lati-
nos are Cubans, who are heavily concentrated in Miami and the rest of South Florida.
More than three out of every four Latinos (76 percent) live in only five states: Texas, Cal-
ifornia, Florida, New York, and Illinois (Woods 1995). Latinos, like blacks, are more ur-
ban than the general population. Los Angeles has the largest number and the highest
concentration of Latinos, with 5.3 million people, a full third of the area’s total popula-
tion. The next largest numbers of Latinos are found in New York, Miami, and San Fran-
cisco.

By 2050, the Census Bureau predicts, Latinos will be about a quarter of the U.S. pop-
ulation, and blacks, less than a sixth. Latinos are also the least educated ethnic group.
Only 7.1 percent of all Latinos have college degrees, compared with 15.4 percent of all
blacks (U.S. Census Bureau 2000a). Retailers cannot endure unless they are able to draw
from this dominant economic force.

Asian Americans. Asian Americans are a diverse category, including Koreans, Indians,
Vietnamese, Filipinos, Chinese, Japanese, and Pacific Islanders. They have been consid-
ered middlemen (Bonacich 1973) and model minorities (Woods 1995) because they tend to
occupy an intermediate economic position within American society. They are “strongly
motivated to work hard, to be thrifty, to take economic risks, and concentrate their funds
in businesses that may easily be converted into money” (McLemore and Romo 1998, 190).
Frugality, honesty, and an entrepreneurial spirit have helped to make Asian Americans
prosperous and powerful (Woods 1995).

By 2050, Asians may increase from their present 3.6 percent (U.S. Census Bureau 2001)
to 8 percent. Filipinos are expected to be the largest Asian group, representing 21 percent
of the total Asian American population. Chinese are expected to be 17 percent, Viet-
namese 16 percent, Indian 10 percent, Japanese 9 percent, and “other” 14 percent.
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Asian American households, like their Latino counterparts, are larger than those of
other Americans (U.S. Census Bureau 2001). There is typically more than one worker in
the household, resulting in higher household incomes (U.S. Census Bureau 2000b). Asian
Americans, like blacks and Latinos, are more urban than the general population. Fifty-
six percent of all urban Asian Americans live in California or Hawaii (U.S. Census Bu-
reau 2001).

Asian Americans have relatively high educational and income levels. They have the
fastest-growing rates of college enrollment of all ethnic groups. Thirty-six percent of all
Asian Americans have college degrees, compared with only 25 percent of all Americans
(U.S. Census Bureau 2000a). Ninety-six percent of all Japanese males receive their high
school diplomas, while 94 percent of Koreans complete high school (Greenberg et al.
1987).

Native Americans. Native Americans, with an estimated two and a half million peo-
ple, are the nation’s smallest minority group, constituting 0.9 percent of the total popu-
lation (U.S. Census Bureau 2001). Native Americans are a rural people, generally living
on reservations. They have the lowest median income of all Americans ($30,784, U.S. Cen-
sus Bureau 2000b); nearly 26 percent (U.S. Census Bureau 2000c) of all Native Americans
live in poverty. They are the only ethnic minority group that is not expected to grow
rapidly at the beginning of the new century.

Black-White Inequality

Although the ethnic market and the general market overlap somewhat, there are also
ample differences. Considerable income gaps remain between ethnic minorities and
whites. The unemployment rate for blacks is among the highest in the United States, hov-
ering at about 10 percent in 1994 (Woods 1995). In major urban areas where most blacks
reside, jobless rates are much higher than the national average.

The consumption behavior patterns of blacks must be considered against a backdrop
of their overall economic situation. Blacks are nearly the poorest ethnic minority group
in the United States. The median income of all black families is only $31,778, compared
to that of all American families ($48,950) (U.S. Census Bureau 2000b). However, married-
couple black families in which both husband and wife were wage earners took in 84 per-
cent of the income of similar white families ($49,752 versus $59,025).

Household Composition. Another factor affecting the black market is household
composition. The married couple is the rule among white families and the exception
among blacks. Nearly 83 percent of white families are built around married couples, com-
pared with 46 percent of black families. There were more black families headed by sin-
gle women than black married couples in 1996. Half of all black households are headed
by women (Deloitte & Touche Trade Retail and Distribution Services Group 1991). Fe-
male-headed households are most likely to live in a seemingly endless cycle of poverty.
Nearly 24 percent of all blacks live beneath the poverty level (U.S. Census Bureau 2000c).
Black households are larger than white households. Twenty-eight percent of all black
households are composed of five or more people (Woods 1995). Larger households, to be
sure, spend more money on food. Blacks as a group spend an estimated $30 billion an-
nually on food (Smikle 1992).

Education. Blacks achieved significant educational progress from 1960 to the mid-
1970s. By the beginning of the 1980s, however, the number of blacks attending college
began to slip (Woods 1995). This slippage may be due, in large part, to the sharply ris-
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ing costs of college tuition, fees, books, and room and board. Income differences some-
times narrow as education and family stability increase. For example, college-educated
black women have nearly closed the income gap with their white counterparts. Black
women with bachelor’s degrees made 98 percent of what white women with the same
level of education did in 1995. College-educated black men’s income was 73 percent of
that of similarly educated white males. Women of both races still make less than men.

Income. Black per capita income overall was 56 percent of white income in 1995. How-
ever, the steady economic growth of the mid-1990s apparently benefited black families;
10 percent of all black households had an annual income of $50,000 or more (Woods 1995).
The 24 percent poverty rate for black families, while still four times the rate for white
families, represented a continuing decline from the 31 percent level at the beginning of
the 1990s. These are the lowest poverty rates since the mid-1960s. Clearly, the black mid-
dle class has grown considerably since the mid-1970s. At the same time, the black un-
derclass has swelled in numbers (Woods 1995). It is clear that there is an increasing
financial gap between middle- to upper-middle-class blacks and their economically dis-
advantaged black counterparts. It is difficult to commercially target all blacks because
of this disparity.

Ethnic Marketing

This is the era of ethnic marketing.
—Gary Berman, president of Market Segment Research

As ethnic minorities increase in number and purchasing power, their share of the U.S.
consumer market draws increasingly more attention from producers and retailers alike.
Buying or purchasing power is the total personal income of consumers that is available, af-
ter taxes, for spending on goods and services. This may also be thought of as disposable
income. In other words, as the ethnic minority population increases and the majority
white population proportionately declines, there will be greater chances for target mar-
keting to reach the homes of Latinos, blacks, Asians, and Native Americans.

Because of their unique status as subculture members as well as Americans, it is pos-
sible to market to ethnic minorities on two separate levels. Advertising messages with
cultural allure appeal to their strong adherence to the tradition and heritage of their eth-
nic group. Because they also view themselves as Americans, representations of unity, par-
ticipation, nationalism, and patriotism can be persuasive.

At the turn of the century, long before the sophisticated study of consumer behavior,
decades before it was in vogue to target specialized segments of the marketplace, prior
to the rise of strategic marketing, a black beautician known as Madam C. J. Walker pro-
duced and marketed a line of beauty products designed to eliminate the curl from black
hair. Within twenty years, she was the first self-made female millionaire in the United
States (Logan and Winston 1982). Without benefit of education, research, or demographic
and psychological data, Madam Walker initiated one of the first comprehensive adver-
tising and marketing campaigns aimed at an ethnic audience (Woods 1995). She provided
the guideposts for future ethnic advertisers.

Aside from the efforts of Madam Walker (and perhaps a handful of others), ethnic ad-
vertising is still relatively new, having its unofficial beginning in the mid-1960s (Kovach
1985; McCarroll 1993). Textbooks started to incorporate minority subcultures and peo-
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ple. Ethnic groups were eventually earmarked as marketing targets with enormous po-
tential for growth in buying power. By the 1970s, a “new” black middle class had been
“discovered.” These individuals had an annual average income of $33,000 (McAdoo
1979). Within the black middle class, there are significant differences in consumer pat-
terns, lifestyles, and education. The black middle-class market is as diverse as the white
middle-class market (Mellott 1983, 140). In fact, the consumer behavior patterns of black
middle-class people, in many ways, are similar to those of their white counterparts.

Estimates of the absolute size and rate of growth of markets are significant factors of
market potential. Market share is important because the higher the share, the lower the
cost of reaching potential buyers. The more diffuse the market, the more difficult it is to
target a particular consumer, although selective media or zip-code mailings can lower the
unit cost of reaching individuals.

The black and Latino buying power estimates mentioned below suggest that target-
ing one basic advertisement, product, or service to all consumers misses many potentially
profitable market opportunities. As the consumer market becomes more diverse, adver-
tising, products, and media must be tailored to each market segment.

African Americans

Consumer research has indicated that blacks respond differently to advertising than
whites (Hunter and Associates 1991). The minority status of blacks has led to subcultural
differences in the marketplace that persist even today. The motivation of blacks to pur-
chase products is different from that of whites. Blacks shop more frequently, because tra-
ditionally they had less money (Burrell 1992). For economic reasons, blacks were forced
to eat grits, collard greens, and chitterlings. They were inexpensive foods that could be
stretched to feed large numbers of people. Such products remain a part of African Amer-
ican cuisine. Historically, blacks also bought smaller quantities since they had less space
for storage. Because blacks sometimes internalized the cultural stereotype that they were
inferior and dirty, they buy more cleaning supplies. This indicates that psychological op-
pression is perhaps the most invidious and effective form of social control.

Blacks read advertisements more literally than whites. African Americans tend to fa-
vor a direct correspondence between visuals and copy. Blacks also prefer ads that con-
vey lifestyles and contextual attractiveness. They prefer realistic ads that show people in
authentic circumstances. African Americans like multicultural ads that depict people of
various skin tones, hair types, and personalities. They are attracted to positive repre-
sentations of black life.

Black households had $631 billion in earned income in 2002, an increase of 4.8 percent
over the $602 billion earned in 2001 (Target Market News, 2003). In 1997, blacks’ share
of total U.S. buying power was 8.2 percent, up from 7.5 percent in 1990. It is estimated
that advertisers spend $700 million each year to target blacks (Hume 1991), yet there are
few comprehensive studies on blacks and black culture that connect demographic data
(educational level, occupation, income, gender, age) with consumer-oriented data (brand
use, lifestyle). A major weakness of both social scientific and marketing research, histor-
ically, has been the mistaken assumption that ethnic minorities such as Latinos and blacks
are homogeneous.

Blacks are diverse, despite their shared ethnicity. There are significant economic, so-
cial, and regional differences. Younger blacks, those who did not directly experience the
civil rights movement of the 1960s, are often dramatically different from their parents and
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grandparents with respect to their consumption patterns and buying habits (Woods
1995). Affluent blacks tend to buy products that showcase their high status, such as de-
signer labels and luxury automobiles. Nor does limited disposable income necessarily
predict the purchasing patterns of blacks at the lower end of the socioeconomic range.
For example, many poor black consumers purchase high-priced designer-label athletic
shoes and stereo systems.

In developing a product for a particular market segment, advertisers must satisfy a
unique consumer need. For example, Johnson Products introduced a line of Afro-Sheen
hair products in the late 1960s (Woods 1995) in direct response to the black community’s
emphasis on its African heritage in displaying personal identity and subcultural mem-
bership through grooming and fashion. The Afro hairstyle was essentially a cultural rep-
resentation, a way of showing the wearer’s ethnic background. Johnson Products
introduced a line of products that supported two important functions for black con-
sumers: good grooming and ethnic fashion imaging. Afro-Sheen ads used African dialect
and developed a campaign that focused on the phrase “Wantu Wanzuri” (meaning
“beautiful people” in Swahili) (Woods 1995).

The availability of a line of products at places where blacks shop is also significant.
For example, most blacks reside in densely populated urban areas. They frequent fast-
food establishments. Consequently, chains such as KFC (formerly Kentucky Fried
Chicken) and McDonald’s are concentrated in urban areas, often within walking distance
of customers. Suburban consumers, conversely, are more likely to drive a short distance
to their local fast-food restaurants.

Blacks listen to the radio more than whites, especially during the evenings and on
weekends (Deloitte & Touche Trade Retail and Distribution Services Group 1991). Blacks
also watch television more than other ethnic groups; black households view an average
of 71.1 hours per week. Black consumers also look at magazines more than their white,
Latino, or Asian counterparts (Woods 1995). Black local newspaper readership is low, but
a higher proportion of blacks than whites read USA Today. Blacks are heavy consumers
of cigarettes, compact discs, soft drinks, and orange juice. They account for 20 to 25 per-
cent of all domestic beer sales, 15 percent of all cola sales, and 9 percent of all domestic
car sales (Woods 1995). Black women spend 6.5 percent of the family income on cloth-
ing, compared with 5 percent for white women (Smikle 1992).

Alcohol-related illness and death are prevalent in African Americans. Cirrhosis of the
liver, which is linked to alcohol consumption, is 70 percent higher among blacks than
among whites (Center for Science in the Public Interest 1990). While the life expectancy
for the mainstream population continues to rise, it drops each year for blacks (Woods
1995). This decrease is attributed to cigarette- and alcohol-related illnesses, homicide, and
AIDS.

There have been complaints about the sexual nature of liquor advertising aimed at
black consumers. Typically such ads show men using malt liquor to conquer women who
are sexually aroused by black men who drink alcohol (Woods 1995). The media repre-
sentations are based on power, sexuality, and masculinity. It is the stereotypical and sex-
ual nature of the representations that is the most disconcerting. They tell us that black
men are studs, while black women are sexually available. Blacks consume half of all the
cognac purchased in this country (Center for Science in the Public Interest 1990); adver-
tisers heavily target them for this costly liquor. Consumer activists charge that connect-
ing expensive liquor with an affluent lifestyle is, in essence, deceptive advertising. Black
consumers who cannot afford the upscale lifestyle represented in ads attempt to com-
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pensate by vicarious participation through the purchase, display, and consumption of
prized liquor.

There are two key concepts in black advertising: psychological distance and positive
realism (Cassidy and Katula 1990). Psychological distance is the feeling of separation be-
tween the black consumer and a mainstream product. In order to compensate for this as-
sumed distance, advertisers link the product or service with displays of black people at
their best—engaged in productive work or well-rounded family life; as good parents and
thoughtful people caring about other people; as good neighbors; as people with ambitions,
dreams, and aspirations. This is positive realism, and this advertising displays the social
ideals and values of the dominant culture. Advertising does not represent social reality
as it really is but as it should be. Advertising’s symbolic system is based on stereotypical
social categories and values (Schudson 1984, 215). These values stand in sharp contrast to
negative stereotypes of blacks in the media: the violent, unemployed gangster; the ghetto
drug dealer or pimp; the deadbeat dad; the welfare mother; and the lazy Sambo.

Latinos

The Latino market became a topic of interest and study in the 1970s when its numbers
began to increase substantially. Advertisers finally began to recognize the economic po-
tential of Latino consumers by the mid-1980s, but lacked an understanding of their cul-
ture and reliable data on consumer behavior patterns. Latino advertising expenditures
doubled between 1983 and 1988 (Balkan 1988). Approximately $550 million was spent
in 1988, nearly half of it (45.8 percent) in Spanish-language television, the fastest-grow-
ing segment of the television industry.

Because Latino households are generally larger than those of other ethnic groups, they
purchase more goods more often, purchase larger quantities, and shop for groceries more
than other groups (Woods 1995). In 1992 Latinos spent $107 a week on groceries, in con-
trast to $90 a week for non-Latinos (Conill Advertising 1993).

Latinos are a challenging marketing task, necessitating tight and exact segmentation.
It is no coincidence that the four largest Latino markets (in terms of money spent on
Latino advertising) are the most concentrated pockets of Latinos: Los Angles, Miami,
New York, and Chicago. This heavy concentration of Latinos in only a few major mar-
kets makes national advertising inefficient (Woods 1995). Latinos are quite diverse in
terms of cultural identities, consumer interests, lifestyles, and attitudes. Such diversity
provides some indication as to why segments of the Latino market respond differently
to ads targeted at them (see Woods 1995). In short, indisputable differences in occupa-
tions and income within the Latino population translate into different consumption and
lifestyle patterns, which make sweeping advertising campaigns wasteful at best.

Choice of language in advertising is an important issue. Less than half of all Latinos
(43 percent, or 10 million people) speak fluent English (U.S. Hispanic Market Survey 1991,
174). More than three out of every four (83 percent) Latinos speak Spanish in their homes,
where they receive many of their advertising messages. Even fewer are able to read Eng-
lish fluently. More prosperous and younger Latinos favor English over Spanish; less as-
similated older Latinos, of course, choose to communicate in Spanish (U.S. Hispanic
Market Survey 1991, 55).

Latinos are brand loyal (Woods 1995). Brand loyalty is believed to be a factor of fam-
ily dynamics. Latino consumers tend to shop to satisfy the brand desires of family mem-
bers. Product history, reputation, and consistency are important issues for Latino
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shoppers (Saegert, Hoover, and Hilger 1985). Latinos try to learn as much as they can
about the goods they use. They tend to be familiar with only a few brands but want cur-
rent information about these products (Rossi 1993).

Latino consumers favor promotions (Woods 1995) and place trust in a company that
shows interest in them and in their families. The strong sense of familism in Latinos cuts
across socioeconomic divisions (DeAnda 1996). Latinos make purchases from firms that
are sensitive to their language needs and are involved with Latino community events (Fry
1991). Consequently, J. C. Penney has sponsored major promotional campaigns around
five Latino holidays, including Diez y Seis (Mexican Independence Day), Cinco de Mayo,
Columbus Day, Three Kings Day, and Puerto Rican Day (Fry 1991). Domino’s Pizza,
American Express, and Campbell Soup have used major Spanish-language campaigns
targeted at Latinos. Coca-Cola, Procter & Gamble, Kraft Foods, and Pillsbury have also
targeted Latinos. Coca-Cola used well-known major league pitcher Fernando Valenzuela,
a Mexican American, to endorse its beverages. Coca-Cola’s major competitor, Pepsi,
whose advertising targets younger consumers, used popular Cuban American singer
Gloria Estefan as a company spokesperson.

Latino culture, like black culture, has trickled gradually into mainstream advertising.
Besides visual representations, marketers exploit commodities with a particularly Latino
character to differentiate and situate their goods and services. This marketing technique
has been used successfully for several products. For example, in 1991, picante sauce out-
sold ketchup as the top condiment in the United States (Woods 1995). Latin music can
be heard in the background of Pepsi commercials. The image of Juan Valdez adorns ad-
vertisements for Colombian coffee (figure 5.2). McDonald’s developed breakfast fajitas
in 1991 (Woods 1995). “Run for the Border” was a theme for a popular Taco Bell televi-
sion commercial campaign.

In 1992, Latinos spent $180 billion on purchases (McCarroll 1993). In only five years,
that figure grew to a massive $300 billion
(Jaramillo 1997). In a mere ten years (1983–
1992), spending on Latino media, such as
Telemundo, a Spanish-language television
station, and La Opinion, a Spanish-language
newspaper, more than tripled (to $224
million).

Marketers are anxious to take advantage of
this awesome purchasing power. The buying
power of Latinos reasserted itself in a recent
incident involving HBO and its corporate par-
ent conglomerate, Time Warner Communica-
tions, which had more than $20 billion in
revenue in 1996. Time Warner’s domain is
wide and deep and includes Time Inc., pub-
lisher of twenty-five national magazines;
Warner Brothers, an immense film production
and distribution corporation; Turner Broad-
casting System, an arrangement of cable tele-
vision networks; and numerous others.

HBO boxing commentator Larry Mer-
chant’s televised comments about mariachi
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music before the Oscar De La Hoya-Pernell Whitaker bout in April 1997 struck many
Latinos as overtly racist. The incident tarnished not only HBO, which aired a vague apol-
ogy by Merchant a week later, but also Time Warner. The fact that Time Warner is an in-
creasingly important player in the U.S. Latino media market made this event even more
significant; clearly, any marketer catering to Latinos must be sensitive to cultural issues.

During prefight introductions of the original broadcast of the fight on April 12, 1997,
on TVKO, HBO’s pay-per-view branch, a mariachi band performed in the ring. Merchant
called the mariachis a “marketing ploy” by the fight promoter that was designed “to get
Mexicans, not Mexican Americans, to support De La Hoya, but slights the fans of the
champion whose title is at stake. . . . As wonderful as this music is . . . in this setting, it
sucks. Unless they follow it with some soul music.” (Whitaker, the champion, who is
African American, did, in fact, use soul music for his ring entrance.)

Was Merchant so ignorant that he failed to realize that Mexican Americans, as well as
Mexicans, adopt mariachi music as a source of ethnic pride? During the HBO rebroadcast
a week later, Merchant’s remarks were edited out of the commentary, but, ironically, they
were published in Sports Illustrated, another member of Time Warner. By the first business
day after the fight, correspondence from indignant fans, including many Latinos, gushed
into Internet bulletin boards, local media, Hispanic magazine, Time Warner Sports, and
HBO Sports. De La Hoya, who received a private apology from Merchant, indicated that
mariachis will continue to play before his fights.

HBO Sports executives confirmed that Merchant was admonished for his regrettable
comments. Yet neither HBO nor Time Warner issued an official apology. And Merchant’s
apology was negated by his reference to “misunderstood remarks”; he did not even take
responsibility for his actions. Even though Time Warner has decided to court the Latino
market, it still must overcome an insensitivity to cultural issues.

In October 1996, on the heels of the phenomenal success of the issue of People that fea-
tured the tragic death of Mexican American singer Selena, Time Warner launched People
en Español. Essence Communications, the black magazine empire, also seeing the poten-
tial of the Latino market, introduced Latina, which one may call an Essence for Latinas.
Men’s Health, Playboy, and Newsweek are also trying out Spanish-language editions. Will
mainstream heavyweight publishers push out traditional Latino and Spanish-language
publications? While Latino-owned publications stress the relationship between their ser-
vice to traditional Latino communities and reader loyalty, mainstream publishers are
tempted by potentially enormous profits generated by demographic changes in the
Latino population.

People en Español has contained advertising by Philip Morris, Toyota, Kraft, and Ford,
all enterprises that have had an extensive presence in the Latino market. Thus, it could be
argued that the multinational media conglomerates like Time Warner are taking adver-
tising away from Latino-owned publications.

Alcohol advertisers have also targeted Chicanos. In one study (Gilbert and Cervantes
1986), 41 percent of Mexican American men who died of alcohol-related illnesses did not
live to the age of fifty, as compared with 30 percent of whites. Latino activists have protested
the explicit sexual content of liquor ads targeted at them, as well as the use of religious sym-
bols for commercial ends (Woods 1995).

Asian Americans

There are 10 million Asian Americans in the United States (U.S. Census Bureau 2001).
They spend an estimated $35 billion annually (Wright 1989). Asian Americans are the
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only ethnic group with a higher median income and lower unemployment rates than
whites. Moreover, they save 20 percent of all earnings, a rate considerably higher than
the national average (Woods 1995).

Such choice characteristics should make the Asian American market an advertiser’s
paradise. The tricky part is that, like Latinos, they are concentrated in only a few states:
Hawaii, California, New York, Texas, Illinois, and New Jersey (U.S. Department of Com-
merce 1990). In addition, Asian Americans are unique among ethnic minorities regard-
ing exposure to particular types of mass media and consumer buying patterns. Their use
of media is more similar to that of the white consumer than other ethnic minorities.

Asian Americans prefer to read business-related magazines (Delener and Neelankavil
1990). They also read newspapers more than Latinos and blacks and listen to the radio
less than Latinos. Television was considered to be the most influential marketing mode,
followed by newspaper, magazine, radio, billboard, theater, and flyer. Asian Americans
are especially targeted by advertisers of electronic goods and financial services because
of their strong interest in business and technology.

Buying decisions are often made by both wives and husbands in Asian American
households. Though Asian Americans receive advertising messages from a variety of
sources, word of mouth is an important source of product and service information.
Eighty-five percent of the respondents in a consumer behavior study (Greenburg et al.
1987) indicated that a friend’s recommendation was their primary source of product in-
formation. Advertising was second (48 percent), followed by previous experience with
product (38 percent) and by Consumer Reports magazine (24 percent).

Asian Americans are not as loyal to brand names as Latinos (Woods 1995). Still there
are major product categories (e.g., automobiles, electronics, major appliances) in which
brand name is an important criterion in making a purchase. Both Asian and Latino mar-
kets are strongly connected with family and culture. Nevertheless, there are major dif-
ferences in subcultural rituals of celebration and demarcation, often the focus of such
advertising. Asian Americans, for example, are less likely than other groups to entertain
at home or in a restaurant (Greenburg et al. 1987), and they tend to celebrate less often
than Latinos.

The Asian American market did not become a distinct market until the 1980s, a
decade following unprecedented growth in its numbers (Woods 1995). The population
grew by 42 percent between 1970 and 1980 (mainly through immigration). It is no sur-
prise that now advertisers are also targeting Asian Americans, especially Vietnamese
and Koreans. They are among the fastest-growing and most successful newcomer im-
migrant markets.

Asian American households earn an average income of $56,316, in contrast to an av-
erage income of $48,950 by all Americans (U.S. Census Bureau 2000b). In 1992, Asian
households spent $120 billion on products and services. Clearly, the Asian market has be-
come fertile ground for advertisers because of this relative affluence.

Asian Americans, like Latinos, are a segmented population composed of autonomous
subcategories, including Koreans, Vietnamese, Filipinos, Indians, Chinese, and Japan-
ese. In addition, there is diversity within each of these subgroups. Both recent and long-
time immigrants typically travel back to and call their country of origin. This makes
them excellent consumers for the travel, communications, and shipping industries.
Asian Americans call overseas three times as much as the average consumer in the
United States.

Savvy advertisers target specific products and services to particular ethnic groups. For
example, Hormel & Company arranged some of Spam’s grocery-store promotional dis-
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plays in Korean communities, because Koreans consume more Spam than any other eth-
nic group. In addition, Remy Martin and Courvoisier (cognac producers) regularly tar-
get Chinese Americans, who drink nearly twice as much cognac per person as the general
population (Woods 1995), by using both Cantonese- and Mandarin-dialect ads in Chinese
print media. At over $100 a bottle, Remy Martin XO is out of the price range for many
alcohol consumers. However, the firm has created a campaign to link the prized brand
with special occasions or times when price is not an object.

If done correctly, ethnic targeting in advertising is lucrative. Three out of four Asian
Americans prefer to communicate in their native language (McCarroll 1993). So it is not
surprising that Asian Americans spend 60 percent more on products that are advertised
in Asian American broadcasting and print media than those in general media. Perhaps
a security or trust factor is at work here. Asian representations are also used in main-
stream advertising but not with the same regularity as their black and Latino counter-
parts. With a few exceptions, mainstream marketing has still not assimilated Asian
American cultural representations into its commercial messages.

In sum, Asian Americans are rapidly increasing in numbers, although the actual num-
bers are relatively small. Tremendous diversity prevents a single approach for target-
ing all of them. Four patterns nevertheless emerge: (1) Asian Americans have strong ties
to family and culture; (2) older Asians like to see advertising in their native language;
(3) newspapers are a powerful medium for reaching Asian Americans; and (4) Asian
Americans have a strong need to please and impress their families through the prod-
ucts they purchase (Woods 1995, 49).

Native Americans

Native Americans are the most destitute of all ethnic minority groups. Their median in-
come is more than $18,000 less than the national average (U.S. Census Bureau 2000b).
The unemployment rate for Native Americans is a staggering 35 percent. Nearly 26 per-
cent live below the official poverty line, in contrast with 11 percent of the general pop-
ulation (U.S. Census Bureau 2000c). Besides their disadvantaged economic position,
Native Americans are so geographically isolated from the rest of the population and are
so few in number that they are targets of few marketing endeavors. Alcohol advertis-
ers, however, have targeted Native Americans, as they have other ethnic minorities
(Woods 1995).

Native Americans have also protested liquor marketing allegedly targeted at them. In
1991, Hornell Brewing Company introduced a malt liquor named after the famous Sioux
war chief, Crazy Horse (Woods 1995). The company denied that the malt liquor was tar-
geted at Native Americans. Nonetheless, its introduction was questionable. The histori-
cal Crazy Horse, a spiritual as well as military leader, opposed alcohol consumption
among his people since he was keenly aware of its devastation. Moreover, alcoholism rates
are particularly high for Native Americans—as high as 80 to 90 percent in certain areas,
according to some estimates (Schlaad and Shannon 1994).

How Not to Do Ethnic Advertising

While mainstream advertisers have successfully tapped into major ethnic markets, they
sometimes do not do their homework, or, at least, not correctly—and they suffer the
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negative consequences of cultural insensitivity. Social scientists and advertising
agencies along with their clients often ignore the diversity within an ethnic group or
marketing segment. They also often misunderstand the nuances of ethnic subcultural
interaction and communication. Such misunderstandings can lead to ethnic stereo-
typing by outsiders.

One classic example of the advertising blunders that sometimes occur is the infamous
Frito Bandito. In 1967, one of the top advertising agencies in the United States (Foote, Cone
& Belding) developed a Mexican cartoon character called the Frito Bandito to promote
Frito-Lay products (Woods 1995). The Frito Bandito was far from a positive cultural rep-
resentation. He was unfriendly and unshaven, and he conned Anglos out of their Fritos.
The Mexican American Anti-Defamation Committee protested the marketing campaign
because of the clearly negative stereotype that it presented. The advertising agency at first
did not budge, because its marketing research showed that Mexican American consumers
liked the image (probably for its comic value). Nevertheless, the campaign was eventu-
ally pulled in 1970.

Mistakes have also occurred in Asian American target marketing. For example, a New
York Life Insurance Company advertisement targeted at Koreans fell far short of ex-
pectations because it used a Chinese model instead of a Korean. In another case,
Citibank opted to pull a New Year’s holiday commercial targeted at Chinese Americans
after viewers protested that the way corks popped out of champagne bottles was too
risqué. Advertisers conservatively replaced the suggestive spot with the culturally tra-
ditional dragon.

Woods (1995) offers other examples of advertising blunders in marketing to Latinos: 

• The copy for a Coors campaign also targeting Latinos stated: “Turn it loose tonight!”
The Spanish translation, however, meant “loose bowels.”

• In the 1970s, General Motors tried to market the Chevrolet Nova in Mexico with-
out realizing that “Nova” translates into “no go” in Spanish.

• Braniff Airlines’ copy “Fly in Leather” translates into “Fly naked.”

• Young & Rubicam’s Bravo division almost used “polvo Johnson” instead of “talco
Johnson” to advertise baby power. In some parts of the Caribbean, “polvo” means
“sexual intercourse.”

• The English copy for a campaign targeting Perdue chicken to Latinos read, “It takes
a tough man to make a tender chicken.” However, something was lost, and gained,
in translation. The Spanish version read like a case of bestiality: “It takes a sexually
stimulated man to make a chicken affectionate.”

It is clear that merely translating English advertising copy into Spanish can result in send-
ing the wrong message or no message at all.

Even English has its pitfalls. A leading bug-spray producer aired a commercial in
which a group of roaches, wearing untied athletic shoes, was attacked by a woman with
a can of bug killer. Her rejoinder to their intent to devour her crumbs was, “Think again,
home bug!” “Home bug” is obviously a parody of “home boy,” a term used by blacks to
refer to a neighbor or member of one’s own community. Black urban youth pioneered
unlaced athletic shoes, though it was a style copied by white youth and became part of
the fashionable grunge look. The copy and visuals implicitly associated blacks with some-
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thing as dirty, disliked, and annoy-
ing as roaches.

Such flagrant cases of ethnic in-
sensitivity are not difficult to spot.
Less obvious are acts of omission,
another form of symbolic racism.
Not a single ethnic woman was
chosen for Revlon’s 1987 “Most
Beautiful Women” campaign (Woods
1995). Two years later, however, a
Vietnamese American from Califor-
nia was selected as Revlon’s “Most
Beautiful Woman.”

Native American symbolism has
sometimes been stereotypically in-

sulting and derogatory. For example, the rifle ad in figure 5.3 is basically calling the Na-
tive American a savage. The National Football League’s Kansas City Chiefs outfitted
defensive star Derrick Thomas in an Indian warrior headdress for a publicity poster
(Woods 1995). The Native American community was indignant, since the headdress is
to be worn only by those who have earned the status of warrior.

It is clear that the social environment has changed, and will continue to change, the
way that advertisers treat ethnic minorities. For example, a national restaurant chain
vowed to hire more minority employees after picketers protested discriminatory
service. Additionally, a major insurance company hired a black advertising agency 
to help improve its image among blacks in the midst of a lawsuit over auto insurance
rates.

Now an advertiser cannot simply choose a target audience without first carefully
weighing political implications, social concerns, health issues, and the like. Businesses
must weigh the benefit of potential profit to be gained from ethnic consumers against the
risk of permanently alienating such large consumer markets. In the past, boycotts by eth-
nic consumers were successfully used for social change. Today’s activists are much more
hostile and bold. Demands that particular goods be taken off retail shelves have become
more intense.

Community activists have sometimes resorted to sabotaging property. Billboards, a
dominant feature of the postmodern urban landscape, have especially come under attack.
In Dallas, New York, and Chicago, Catholic priests and their parishioners painted over
billboards to protest the selling of cigarettes and liquor to black consumers (see “Seg-
mentation in Cigarette Marketing,” chapter 6). Cigarettes and alcohol accounted for ap-
proximately one-fourth of the spending ($163 million out of a total of $696 million) on
outdoor advertising in 1993 (Davis 1994).

Culturally Insensitive International Advertising

Advertising in foreign countries often leads to embarrassing situations for U.S. multi-
national marketers. In a spot that ran briefly on Peruvian television, Africans are seen get-
ting ready to devour some white tourists until they are appeased by Nabisco’s Royal
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Pudding. Nabisco initially responded that although the commercial was “inconsistent”
with company values, the Peruvian audience saw it as “a fantasy situation that was hu-
morous in nature, and effectively communicated people’s preference for Royal Desserts
over all else.”

After realizing that its explanation of local taste tests as justification for a racially in-
sensitive ad was feeble, Nabisco quickly moved to consolidate control of its interna-
tional advertising under Foote, Cone & Belding in New York in an effort to keep ad
campaigns more uniform. The firm wanted to “ensure that the quality of our ads meet
the standards we set for our brands” (Wynter 1998, B8). The pudding commercial was
called “a mistake.”

In a similar incident, a sketch on a popular Peruvian television show featured a
Michael Jackson character complaining that his son plays in “blackface” and, having a
tail, looks “too black,” prompting him to beg a doctor to bleach the boy’s skin and cut
off his tail (Advertising Age 1997). The show was sponsored by such major corporations
as Chesebrough-Ponds, Procter & Gamble, PepsiCo, and Quaker Oats. Moreover, the
characters of the show are featured in a commercial for Goodyear Tire & Rubber Co. shuf-
fling around and stating that “Goodyear tires are as strong as a black man’s lips.”
Goodyear quickly pulled the ad after its U.S. executives saw it and fired the Lima, Peru,
agency that produced the tire ad. It also promptly issued an unsolicited apology to the
NAACP even though the ad ran only in Peru for one week. Although the company de-
termined it would be impractical to impose central review of all international advertis-
ing from its U.S. base, as Nabisco did, it stepped up sensitivity training for local
managers and suppliers around the world.

Like many multinational companies, Nabisco and Goodyear were forced to address
concerns about how to adapt advertising campaigns to foreign markets without violat-
ing domestic sensibilities. Such situations shed light not only on how far some ad agen-
cies will go to create eye-catching messages but also on how a lack of internal controls
at agencies can cause problems. Because local units of international ad agencies are not
typically required to consult with parent companies when creating ads for domestic au-
diences, racially insensitive or otherwise controversial ads, such as those for Nabisco’s
Royal Pudding and Goodyear tires, sometimes slip through.

Ethnic Advertising Agencies

Historically, ethnic minorities have been sharply underrepresented in advertising agen-
cies and in the international marketing divisions of corporate America. Blacks, who make
up 10.1 percent of the total workforce, are only 5.2 percent of the advertising industry
(Winski 1992). For Latinos and blacks, this underrepresentation may be due in part to in-
adequate formal education, high high-school dropout rates, and relatively few members
with business degrees.

Ethnic advertising agencies are companies with particular expertise in developing
marketing campaigns for ethnic minority audiences. They have been in existence for less
than forty years (Woods 1995). Despite ethnic consumers’ increasing share of the mar-
ketplace, ethnic agencies have not prospered like their general market counterparts. Ap-
proximately 105 agencies deal exclusively or in part with ethnic minority consumers
(Standard Directory of Advertising Agencies 1993): 69 Latino, 24 black, and 12 Asian agen-
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cies. Such firms are typically smaller and less successful than white agencies; they are also
more vulnerable to economic recessions.

Firms operated and owned by ethnic minorities also suffer from the misconception that
all they can do is create marketing campaigns for ethnic consumers. This tends to dis-
courage major manufacturers from using them. But ethnic agencies are not unidimensional;
they provide clients with several unique services. They understand the subtle nuances of
ethnic culture and ethnic minority psychology. Ethnic agencies can also prevent clients from
making significant errors in creative strategy usually due to cultural insensitivity. Since they
focus on market segmentation, ethnic agencies are able to dissect and penetrate any target
population (Burrell 1992).

Advertising clearly is a reflection of culture. Will advertising mirror an increasingly
ethnically diverse society? Doing so will require the industry to go beyond its current
boundaries for talent and skill.

Conclusion

The dramatic growth of Latino, black, and Asian populations is a sign of changes in the
marketplace that cannot be disregarded. New consumers are born every day, bringing
needs that will expand into desires and expectations. Ethnic background affects con-
sumer behavior patterns, and consumption patterns shift as family size increases.
There is meaningful lifestyle diversity between, and often within, ethnic markets. Ad-
vertising representations that stereotype or otherwise do not take into account the di-
versity of consumer behavior among ethnic groups are fated for failure. Often, products
fall out of popularity within mainstream culture, and new markets need to be discov-
ered if the producer is to prosper. Ethnic minority markets are a fertile source of new
consumers.

Ethnic markets are a potentially rich reservoir of untouched consumer dollars. De-
mographic data suggest that ethnic markets are growing rapidly. As ethnic minorities at-
tain higher levels of education, they are becoming more affluent and refined in their
consumer tastes. There are consumer patterns shared by most, if not all, ethnic groups;
there are also ethnic differences that affect buying power.

Advertising agencies that specialize in, or deal exclusively with, ethnic groups are be-
coming more popular. Many of the top Madison Avenue companies have either devel-
oped ethnic targeting divisions within the firm or acquired separate firms. Young &
Rubicam owns the Latino-market specialist Bravo Group. Grey Advertising, Leo Bur-
nett, and Foote, Cone & Belding have Latino marketing divisions in their corporate
structure.

The methods of attracting potential consumers from ethnic minority populations
have differed from those aimed at mainstream audiences. Advertisers have decreased
the use of more conventional types of mass advertising, such as mainstream magazines
and network television. Instead they have become more specialized, using subject-
oriented magazines and cable television. This has dramatically altered the marketing
game. Advertisers have also adopted more sophisticated uses of direct mail, such as
zip-code targeting.

The successful incorporation of ethnic targeted marketing within large mainstream
firms has not come without a high price. Tensions of a multicultural workforce are evi-
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dent in miscommunication and cultural insensitivity. Workshops in cultural diversity in
such firms are used to increase sensitivity and enhance communication.

The dramatic increase in, and prevalence of, ethnic segmentation in advertising sig-
nals the death of mass marketing. Universal communication in a multicultural soci-
ety is impractical, if not impossible. Market segmentation works well in a multitude
of media, including cable television. Targeted advertising messages, distinctive pub-
lications, and direct marketing are becoming more popular. Postmodern advertising
has become a series of messages targeted at cultural, ethnic, and social segments of
the marketplace.
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In the contemporary world, messages about goods are all pervasive—advertising has
increasingly filled up the spaces of our daily existence.

—Sut Jhally

The advertising industry eclipses our mass media. Advertising more and more is con-
suming our public spaces. Most of our sporting and cultural events now have corporate
sponsors. “As we head toward the twenty-first century, advertising is ubiquitous—it is
the air that we breathe as we live our daily lives” (Jhally 1990, 79).

Postmodern advertising seems to be characterized by (1) visual images (of products, ser-
vices, or the satisfaction or happiness the consumer will receive from using these prod-
ucts or services); and (2) the speed of those images.

The visual images that dominate public space . . . are . . . not static. They do not stand still for
us to examine and linger over. They are here for a couple of seconds and then they are gone.
. . . As commercial time slots declined from sixty . . . to thirty seconds (and recently to fifteen
seconds and even shorter), advertisers responded by creating a new type of advertising . . .
the “vignette approach” . . . a rapid succession of lifestyle images, meticulously timed with
music, that directly sell feeling and emotion rather than products. (Jhally 1990, 84)

This sped-up approach, combined with highly creative visual and sound editing, pulls
the consumer directly to the commercial message. We cannot view these images casually.
If we are not focused on them, it is too easy to miss part of an image or all of an extremely
brief image. “Intensely pleasurable images, often sexual, are integrated into a flow of
images” (Jhally 1990, 84). We have to pay attention in order to distinguish the brief images
of visual pleasure from the fillers, such as information and logos.

Prior to this relatively new technique in advertising, narrative ads used information
to elicit rational responses from viewers. Now sped-up advertising uses visual images
to appeal to viewers’ emotions. Postmodern advertising presents a highly visual, quickly
paced set of images, often sexual, to consumers. It is typically successful in competing
for our attention with visual imagery that is fresh, extraordinary, and even shocking. In
order to outshock the competition, creative staff in the advertising industry increase the
visual seductiveness and the pace and noise level of television commercials in an ever-
increasing spiral (Jhally 1990). This frantic style of quick editing cuts and visual excess
has crossed over from advertising into other media forms such as MTV, dramatic pro-
gramming, and even news broadcasting.

6

Speed and Fragmentation: 
Toward Postmodern Consciousness



The institutional structure of consumer society slants culture toward the realm of com-
modities and services. It’s really no surprise that advertising is one of the most dominant
aspects of culture in the United States. The marketplace is the primary structuring insti-
tution of postmodern consumer society. Advertising not only tells us about products, but
it also tells us how they are linked to significant spheres in our lives and relationships.
Advertisers tell us that if we buy their products and use their services, we will be con-
tent, successful, and happy. The conditions to which we most aspire are personal au-
tonomy and control of our lives; self-esteem; a happy family life; loving relations; plenty
of relaxed, tension-free leisure time; and good friendships (Jhally 1990). Since none of
these is intrinsically related to products or services, the burden is placed on advertisers
to convince us that by purchasing their commodities, we can attain such sources of sat-
isfaction.

We are misled by the notion that happiness can be obtained through the marketplace.
Through its institutions and structures, advertising is the magnet that draws us toward
commodities. Since products themselves are not the focal point of perceived satisfaction,
they are then plugged in, albeit superficially, to those conditions that are (see, e.g., the
Cutty Sark ad in figure 2.1). Consequently, commercial messages present images of the
“American dream” or the “good life.” In a way, advertising is postmodern cultural junk
food, with unbelievable impertinence and without depth. For example, the long-running
Virginia Slims campaign, “You’ve come a long way, baby,” tried to equate cigarette ad-
diction with progress for women.

The Social Role of Advertising in Consumer Culture

The average person is exposed to 3600 commercial impressions every day, making ad-
vertising the most pervasive message system in the consumer culture.

—Sut Jhally

Advertising is so dominant that we are usually unaware of its presence. Two- to five-year-
olds average more than twenty-eight hours of television a week. Today’s teens probably
have spent the equivalent of a decade of their lives being exposed to advertising. The av-
erage adult today sees some three thousand ads every day. However, we notice only
eighty and react to only twelve (Twitchell 1996, 3).

The work ethic has been replaced by the consumption ethic. We do not crave adver-
tised products and services as much as we crave the shared meaning that they evoke.
Successful advertising does not manipulate naive and gullible dolts. Rather, it studies
and then reacts to the way the public thinks, acts, and lives. In short, it is advertising,
not the consumer, that is manipulated. Advertising does not force people to buy what
they do not need. Rather, it intersects and interrupts consumers’ established patterns of
thought and behavior. Advertising is not so concerned with what we want, what we
claim to want, or what scientists claim we want; rather, it is concerned with what and
how we buy.

Advertising cannot change our desires or create new ones; it discovers our desires and
helps us to achieve them by providing a product or service. Advertising is not a giant hy-
podermic needle that callously injects defenseless consumers with artificial and costly de-
sires. Missing from such analyses is the fact that consumers are cognitive beings who
actively interpret ads based on their particular belief systems, social experiences, world-
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view, and ideologies. Meaning, in this scenario, is the consequence of an ongoing inter-
action between the viewer and the ad.

Postmodern advertising is not so much characterized by new products as by new
forms of media reaching the masses of new potential patrons. Mass culture derives from
popular culture through technology. It is the dominant culture of the new millenium and
has crossed all lines of taste, media, nationality, and genre. The term high culture is syn-
onymous with art culture or the fine arts. For example, a classic painting is exclusively
part of high culture until it is used in advertising (which is part of mass culture). Classic
works of art in postmodernity are more sustainable as extensions of commercial inter-
ests than as aesthetic culture.

Advertising on Television

Television is . . . the business of delivering audiences to advertisers.
—Les Brown, Television: The Business behind the Box

Although television is composed of various categories of media messages, including
commercials, sports, news, situation comedies, drama, talk shows, and game shows, all
these categories share fundamental semblances of ideology, topic, significance, and de-
sirability. Even the most widely accepted distinctions (e.g., commercials versus drama)
are easily obscured. Judgments about which happenings constitute the news and about
how to portray them are strongly driven by considerations of dramatic form and con-
tent (e.g., conflict and resolution) that is copied from fictional archetypes. The refined
minidramas of some commercials indicate a complex mastery of fictional conventions
(Gross 1991), just as dramatic programs encourage a style of conspicuous consumption
and posh living that reverberates with commercial messages. In addition, the synthesis
of stylistic practices permits greater force and shared support in marketing and dis-
persing common values.

Television has become almost an extension of the human mind, body, and soul; tele-
vision is in our blood. “More than 95 percent of American households have at least one
television set, and it is on more than six hours a day” (Twitchell 1996, 92). We spend the
equivalent of one day per week watching it. Television exhibits most of our epistemol-
ogy—what we know and what we believe.

Television is the principal medium of advertising. Television programs are, in essence,
no more than scheduled interruptions sandwiched between marketing bulletins (i.e.,
commercials). “Commercial television is primarily a marketing medium and secondar-
ily an entertainment medium” (Andrews 1980, 64). Advertising agencies are the televi-
sion networks’ real censors or gatekeepers. They have their own watchdogs that work
to protect, not the viewer, but the program’s sponsors (Twitchell 1996). Program content
is never permitted to clash with advertised products.

The A. C. Nielsen Company collects and markets television audience profiles. Its
research measures how long an audience watches particular programs. Through self-
administered surveys and viewing journals, the company is able to link the demo-
graphic characteristics of viewers to the types of programs they watch. This is
particularly valuable since broadcasters are in the business of selling the attention of
an audience to advertisers.

There are two types of figures with which advertisers are most concerned, ratings and
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shares. “A rating is the percentage of the total television households in an area that are
tuned in . . . the share indicates the percentage of viewers already watching who are tuned
to a particular program” (Twitchell 1996, 94). There are five age categories in television-
viewing demographic analysis: one to eleven years of age, twelve to seventeen, eighteen
to thirty-four, thirty-five to fifty-five, and older than fifty-five. The youngest and the old-
est viewers watch the most television. However, these same categories shop the least of
all. The thirty-five- to fifty-five-year-olds have the most disposable income, while the
eighteen- to thirty-four-year-olds spend the most liberally.

Although cable television allows advertisers to reach a demographic target and a pre-
dicted audience, the multitude of channels and the remote control have made it much
easier, if not more desirable, to avoid watching commercials. The average male in the
United States changes channels with the remote control every forty-seven seconds
(Twitchell 1996). Advances in technology have now made it possible to activate the re-
mote by voice. This means that a mere groan will render millions of dollars of imagina-
tive advertising meaningless. This is not the only problem for advertising on television:
there are simply too many ads, including short (fifteen-second) ads. “The networks are
broadcasting about six thousand commercials a week, and more than a third of them are
these shorties” (Twitchell 1996, 97). With this oversaturation of ads and the common prac-
tice of channel surfing, any particular ad is less likely to be seen by members of the tar-
get audience.

The new genre of postmodern advertising on television is the infomercial, which is
nothing more than a half-hour commercial trying to disguise itself as a regular program.
“Consumers are motivated to acquire products, services, and experiences that provide
satisfaction and give shape, substance, and character to their identities” (Twitchell 1996,
126). Infomercials, like all ads, are successful if they are able to point out a deficiency in
the viewer or something the viewer does and then provide a solution to that problem or
weakness:

[in] the Soloflex ad . . . godlike youngsters worked themselves into an almost sexual lather
as the voice-over suggested reverently that such bodies are possible for us couch potatoes
at home. We potatoes . . . can now also learn how to inhibit baldness, become rich in real es-
tate, cut rocks with ginzu knives, cook in woks, become thin with body cream, quit smok-
ing without using willpower, wax our cars so that they can resist a flame thrower, and learn
to dance so that we’ll never be dateless again. (Twitchell 1996, 105)

Significantly, television stations are not legally responsible for any deceptive ads that they
may transmit. Perhaps that is why there are so many infomercials. In 1992 and 1993, the
Lifetime channel used nearly 25 percent of its viewing schedule on infomercials (Twitchell
1996). Other stations that heavily transmit infomercials include the USA Network, the
Family Channel, and the Nashville Network. Since stations get paid in advance for in-
fomercials, we will, no doubt, continue to have:

Cher answer the question “Did you ever look at your hair and want to cry?”; Barbi Benton
assure you that you can “Play the piano overnight”; Dick Clark answer the question “Is there
love after marriage?”; Morgan Fairchild tell “How to raise drug-free kids”; Fran Tarkenton
help with “Personal power, thirty days to unlimited success” and, of course, Brenda Vacarro
tell us how to “Light his fire.” (Twitchell 1996, 105–6)
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Note the pattern of celebrity endorsements in infomercials. Endorsement advertising uses
celebrities to sanction products, thereby increasing their desirability; this, in turn, in-
creases the marketability of the star. There are also shop-at-home networks, ATV (Ad-
vertising Television), and the National Advertising Channel.

The Latent Consequences of Advertising

Learning about the world is increasingly a by-product of mass marketing. Most of the
stories about life and values are told not by parents, grandparents, teachers, clergy and
others with stories to tell, but by a handful of distant conglomerates with something
to sell.

—George Gerbner, Television Violence

It is difficult, if not altogether impossible, to measure the relationship between advertis-
ing and sales. If this were not true, manufacturers and service providers would be pay-
ing advertising agencies by the percentage of sales expansion instead of by how much
media time or space they have bought.

Capitalism and advertising go hand in hand, just like work and spending. Similarly,
the success of popular culture is based on profit and loss. The Frankfurt school espoused
the position that popular culture is the manipulation of many for the profit of the few. In
postmodern society, advertising has attracted a multitude of sharp critics:

Advertising has been blamed for the rise of eating disorders, the eruption of violence in the
streets, our epidemic of depression, the despoiling of cultural icons, the corruption of pol-
itics, the carnivalization of holy times like Christmas, and the gnatlike attention span of our
youth. (Twitchell 1996, 100)

Advertising is more a reflection of society than vice versa. Clearly, advertising has some
definite deleterious effects. Nevertheless, it should neither be demonized nor offered as
the convenient scapegoat for contemporary urban problems. Consumers, typically, are
not defenseless and innocent casualties of the “overbearing” and “unrestrained force” of
advertising.

Advertising co-opts whatever is current in popular culture (e.g., vernacular dialect, the
environment). This has the effect of “hooking” or familiarizing the consumer and legit-
imizing the product or service. Products that appear to be environmentally friendly, for
example, have an edge over similar products that do not. This is an extension of politi-
cal correctness. Later, parodies of this political correctness may become popular, and this,
again, will be co-opted by advertising.

Advertisers ostensibly tell us that we are unique individuals who continuously exercise
our free will. Yet they treat us just the opposite. “To ad agencies we are tribes of consumers
wandering through aisles of objects, hopelessly confused and eternally willing—nay,
eager—to be instructed, even intimidated” (Twitchell 1996, 124). Mass production trans-
lates into mass marketing, which in turn translates into the construction of mass stereotypes
for categories of individuals. Mass production in the United States has transformed the
modern world into a postmodern quagmire of dehumanizing archetypes. These stereo-
types are nothing more than over-generalized population-segment demographics. Just like
products in brightly colored packages on supermarket shelves, stacked neatly in columns
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and rows, we consumers also cluster together, constructing shared meaning and value. The
goal of advertising is to satisfy as many needs of as many segments of the population as
possible. Different products have different meanings for different audiences, making re-
search that pinpoints various target audiences extremely important for advertising agen-
cies and their ability to sell.

Target audiences are typically designated by four key interval variables: variations and
derivations of socioeconomic status (which includes occupation, level of education, and
income), age, gender, and ethnicity. Minority-oriented advertising is also increasing in vol-
ume and importance, making ethnicity and race substantial demographic characteristics.

As I mentioned at the outset of this volume, advertising is more a reactor to, than a
creator of, culture. Accordingly:

advertising is one of the most conservative forces in culture. . . . Although individual ads do
indeed claim the outer edge of acceptability, and their memorability often depends on this
outrageousness, the accumulated force of commercial selling is more like a slow and con-
tinuous drumming of social norms. (Twitchell 1996, 159)

Advertising transmits rich, intimate, and astute cultural and subcultural messages and
images as well as universal, biological desires. It is this dynamic that gives advertising
its resilient character that refuses to displace old patterns but rather continuously adapts
to and accommodates changing hopes, urges, tastes, and seasons.

Segmentation in Cigarette Marketing

Second-hand smoke kills 53,000 nonsmokers a year nationwide.
—California Lavender Smokefree Project

The National Civil Suit

The tobacco industry is an estimated $40 billion per year business in the United States
(Woods 1995). Competition is fierce between cigarette producers. One share point rep-
resents $250 million (Dagnoli 1989a). On January 14, 1998, previously private tobacco in-
dustry documents were released to the public by Representative Henry Waxman, a
Democrat from California and longtime foe of the industry. The papers document
decades of deliberate cigarette sales to children.

Congress rejected a proposed national litigation settlement that would have severely
restricted cigarette advertising and provided a $368.5 billion package to individual states.
The settlement was designed to end forty-one state Medicaid lawsuits attempting to re-
cover some of the massive costs incurred as a result of the advertising and marketing
practices of the tobacco industry. In exchange, tobacco firms sought immunity from any
future class-action lawsuits and punitive damages, plus an annual cap on payment to in-
dividuals who win suits against tobacco firms.

The reduction of teen smoking is a major issue in current settlement attempts. Attorneys
general from several states and representatives of the tobacco industry are currently ex-
amining a twenty-five-year payout of roughly $200 billion to compensate up to thirty-eight
states for their costs of treating sick smokers. The settlement would also restrict billboard
ads and end tobacco sponsorship of musical events. This last “concession,” while aimed
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at teen smoking, is irrelevant, since the industry has already discontinued concert spon-
sorship in lieu of other events. The new proposal, unlike the previous proposed settlement,
makes no mention of fining tobacco companies if youth smoking is not reduced.

Age Segmentation

Tobacco companies need to recruit 5,000 new smokers each day to replace the ones who
quit or die.

—California Lavender Smokefree Project

Ninety percent . . . of all new smokers start smoking before the age of eighteen.
—Patrick J. Coughlin, attorney who filed the California state antitobacco lawsuit

We don’t advertise to children. . . . We don’t want children to smoke.
—Philip Morris Company, to public

Today’s youth is tomorrow’s potential regular customer.
—Philip Morris Company, internal memorandum, March 31,1981

The industry is dominated by companies who most effectively meet the needs of
younger smokers. Our efforts remain on these younger groups.

—R. J. Reynolds Tobacco Company, internal memorandum

Internal documents indicate that the R. J. Reynolds Tobacco Company marketed cigarettes
to children as young as thirteen. The documents included presentations to the board of
directors and memos to its CEOs. One 1988 memo to top marketing officials stated: “Imag-
ine a five-year-old child, who will be a future customer of your cigarettes in the next few
years. How can your company begin to attract/tap into this next generation? . . . Children
love cartoons.” Reynolds officials tried to counter by insisting that the mention of thirteen-
year-old customers was a typographical er-
ror. But if this were true, why did the error
occur throughout the document?

The protest poster Kids Club (figure 6.1)
was created to draw attention to the tobacco
industry’s use of cartoons to sell cigarettes to
children. Evidently, Budweiser also got the
message that children love cartoons. The
Budweiser ad shown in figure 6.2 features
Bud Man, a cartoon character whose major
appeal is clearly to people under the age of
twenty-one. This ad is in direct violation of
the Beer Institute code that states that beer
advertising should not “employ any symbol
or cartoon character intended to appeal pri-
marily to persons below the legal purchase
age” (Consumers for Socially Responsible
Advertising 1994). With increased consumer
awareness and public advocacy, alcohol pro-
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ducers can perhaps be pushed to comply
with the marketing standards set by their
own industry.

Older smokers die at the rate of about
four hundred thousand per year. Teenagers
are virtually the only available replacements.
Tobacco firms have survived and prospered
by marketing to minors even though it is
illegal. Philip Morris, the number one ciga-
rette-producing firm, mentioned twelve-
year-olds as a target audience in an internal
memo. Another internal memo acknowl-
edged: “The phenomenal growth rate in
Marlboro cigarette sales has been attributable
to young smokers” (defined as ages fifteen to
nineteen). These “young starters” are seen as
constituting the most important of all popu-
lation segments in the long run (Pollay, Lee,
and Carter-Whitney 1992) because of its size
and, consequently, potential massive profit.
Yet tobacco companies denied any such ille-
gal promotions to children.

Antismoking activists and public health
groups insist that perhaps the only way to challenge companies’ huge incentive to sell
to children is through severe marketing restrictions coupled with the “teeth” (i.e., large
fines for policy violations) to back it up. This supports a process of collectively defining
the marketing of cigarettes to children as a social problem that must be alleviated. The
implication is that there should be an immediate global ban on marketing cigarettes to
youth. Moreover, this should occur without granting tobacco firms immunity from any
future class-action lawsuits.

Ethnic Segmentation

Advertising agencies use the dynamics of metonymy (the use of the name of one
thing for that of another with which it is associated) to connect cigarettes with a natural,
healthy, trendy lifestyle, as well as with horses, cowboys, and elements of nature (trees,
sunshine, mountains, rivers, and sky). This hides the fact that cigarettes are an artificial,
synthetic product, full of dangerous pesticides, preservatives, and other chemicals
(Keller 1994). The tobacco industry spends a lot of money on certain population seg-
ments such as urban blacks and Latinos. Black magazines earn more of their revenue
from cigarette ads than do similar mainstream publications (Ramirez 1991). Ethnic com-
munities are disproportionately heavier users of alcohol and cigarettes. Consequently,
they have high rates of cigarette- and alcohol-related illness. Cigarette billboards appear
in black communities four to five times as often as in white communities (Woods 1995).
However, Florida’s precedent-setting ban on billboards advertising tobacco products is
likely to spread.

Tobacco firms justify ethnic segmentation as niche marketing. Tobacco companies spon-
sor concerts (the Kool Jazz Festival, for instance), promotions, contests, and programs for
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ethnic communities. They often use the expertise of ethnic minority media, advertising
agencies, and distributors to reach minority audiences. Tobacco firms provide lucrative
economic incentives for liquor stores, bar owners, and distributors.

In 1989, at a time of falling sales, R. J. Reynolds developed a cigarette targeted to black
consumers. Though smoking was declining at a rate of around 2 percent per year, blacks’
smoking rates continued to increase, making blacks an ideal target market for a product
searching for new users. With nearly four hundred brands of cigarettes on the market,
black smokers had plenty of choices, but no brand was targeted only at the black smoker.
Three out of every four black smokers smoke menthol brands (Centers for Disease Con-
trol 1990a). R. J. Reynolds’s menthol cigarette, Salem, was losing ground to Lorillard’s
Newport. So Reynolds decided to chase the black smoker who wanted a menthol brand
but found Salem too heavy.

When Reynolds planned to introduce Uptown, information about black smoking
behavior and the related health risks was widely available. Nearly 40 percent of blacks
smoked, compared to 29 percent for the rest of the population (Marcus and Crane 1984;
Schoenborn 1987). In 1989, of the 50 million smokers in the country, 6 million were
black (Alcohol, Drug Abuse, and Mental Health Administration 1989). The lung can-
cer rate for black males was 55 percent higher than for white males. Black males were
the group most likely to be affected by cigarette-related illness. Thetruth.com some-
times targets young black smokers in antismoking campaigns (figure 6.3). Reynolds
ignored research findings that 48,000 blacks died from smoking-related illnesses in
1988 (Centers for Disease Control 1990b). An uproar followed the announcement of
the product, inducing Reynolds to pull Uptown from production before it was dis-
tributed to retail stores.

Smoking has also become very prevalent among Latinos (Woods 1995). Their smoking
rate increased from 28 to 30 percent from 1983 to 1987 (Marcus and Crane 1984). Rio and
Dorado target Latinos; Philip Morris is the single largest advertiser in Latino media (Levin
1988; Maxwell and Jacobson 1989). Reynolds
runs a close second. Black, Latino, and youth-
targeted magazines have been publishing
more and more cigarette ads since at least
1965 (Schooler and Basil 1990).

Ethnic markets for cigarettes are currently
approached principally with outdoor street
advertising (billboards, bus shelters, taxi tops,
buses). Black neighborhoods, in comparison
with white areas, have especially high con-
centrations of billboards, the majority touting
alcohol and tobacco ads (Schooler and Basil
1990). Civil rights activists and consumer ad-
vocates have sometimes responded by sabo-
taging or whitewashing these billboards. It is
amusing but not altogether surprising that
Philip Morris, in response to criticism and
protest, now instructs its staff by having a
professional actress role-play an intruder dis-
rupting ethnic promotional events screaming,
“You are killing my people” (STAT 1991).
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Sexual Orientation Segmentation

Each year [tobacco companies] spend more money in our community getting more of
us to smoke. Think about it.

—California Lavender Smokefree Project

Gay and lesbian adults smoke more than heterosexual adults. HIV-positive smokers
are more likely to get AIDS dementia complex than nonsmokers. Lesbians may get cer-
tain cancers at a higher rate than straight women, according to the copy of an antismoking
ad in a magazine targeted to gays. The illustration in the center of the ad is a color pho-
tograph of an opened pack of cigarettes with a red “X” over it. The ad represents another
type of postmodern subvertising (see chapter 1).

Another example of postmodern subvertising is the sabotage of the Marlboro man. The
California Department of Heath Services, funded by the Tobacco Tax Initiative, sponsored

the ad shown in figure 6.4, which
appeared in gay magazines and 
on billboards in notably gay West
Hollywood. The ad has the graphic
design and distinctive look of a
Marlboro ad: two young, handsome
yet rugged cowboys on horseback,
out-of-focus rolling hills in the back-
ground. The cowboy on the left has
just told the other one, Bob, some-
thing. Bob casts a startled look at the
first cowboy. The brief bold-type
copy covers the models in the cen-
ter of the illustration: “Bob, I’ve got
emphysema.”

Gender Segmentation

Women have been the target for “slim” brands such as Style, Superslims, Capri, More,
Eve, Virginia Slims, and the scented Chelsea (Dagnoli 1989a; Waldman 1989). Marketing
cigarettes for weight management is nothing new. A cigarette advertisement in the 1930s
urged the reader to “Reach for a Lucky instead of a sweet!” in order to avoid overindul-
gence in fattening foods and to maintain “a modern, graceful form.” The ad ends by call-
ing Lucky Strike cigarettes “your throat protection—against irritation, against cough.”

The Texas Settlement, Smoking Prevention, and International Marketing

Texas’s nearly $15 billion tobacco settlement in January 1998 produced a record $2.2
billion payday for the state’s outside lawyers. Texas is the third state (after Mississippi,
$3 billion, and Florida, $11 billion) to settle with the industry. The industry has also agreed
to pay $250 million for an antismoking advertising campaign aimed at Texas teenagers.
The national and state law suits mandated that tobacco firms create and sponsor ads and
programs that encourage preteens and teens to not start smoking (see figure 6.5).

Although $2.2 billion in legal fees for a settled case is uncommonly high, cigarette firms
had never lost a smoking suit, never settled one, and never paid out a cent in damages
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in March of 1996 when the five trial lawyers
agreed to represent Texas. Some tobacco firm
attorneys earn as much as $500 an hour; an-
alysts estimate that the industry spent more
than a billion dollars in legal fees in 1997.
How do you put a price on losing your voice
box to laryngeal cancer or being imprisoned
by dependency on an oxygen machine?

Nicotine inhaled by pregnant women kills
100,000 fetuses annually and causes sudden
infant death syndrome (U.S. News and World
Report 1998). Anti-tobacco activists cite simi-
lar studies to argue that nicotine is a drug
that should be regulated by the Food and
Drug Administration.

In the face of pressure to reduce the num-
ber of underage smokers, the tobacco indus-
try has retired the likes of Joe Camel and the
Marlboro man and has torn down billboards
advertising cigarettes near schools and play-
grounds. However, such concessions have no

impact on teens and preteens outside the United States. The tobacco industry may be co-
operative with a voluntary code of conduct in marketing to smokers at home, but when
it comes to selling cigarettes around the world, it subscribes to an altogether different set
of standards. The bottom line is that international sales are booming even as the U.S. mar-
ket shrinks. While cigarette consumption in the United States declined by 4.5 percent be-
tween 1990 and 1995, it rose 5.6 percent in Eastern Europe and 8 percent in Asia (Headden
1998). According to the U.S. Department of Agriculture, exports of U.S. cigarettes have in-
creased more than 1,100 percent since 1960. Philip Morris, the world’s largest tobacco com-
pany, now sells three times as many cigarettes abroad as it does at home, producing
overseas profits in 1998 of $4.5 billion (Headden 1998). Surging international sales are the
major reason tobacco firms have maintained profits since U.S. residents now account for
only 4 percent of smokers worldwide (Headden 1998).

The dangers of tobacco cigarettes
are known worldwide. Figure 6.6,
an advocacy ad, uses both English
and Arabic to warn smokers that
taking five puffs from a narghile, a
water pipe used to smoke tobacco in
the Middle East, is just as dangerous
as smoking a cigarette.

Free Speech

Congress shall make no law abridging the freedom of speech, or of the press, or the
right of people peaceably to assemble, and to petition the government for a redress of
grievances.

—Bill of Rights, U.S. Constitution, First Amendment
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The First Amendment was designed to protect free speech. In 1942, however, the
Supreme Court ruled that the First Amendment did not protect commercial advertising
(interpreted as speech that promotes a commercial transaction) (Woods 1995). The Court
ruled that advertising did not serve the First Amendment interest of protecting free di-
alogue that enhances the democratic political process.

Despite this ruling, few products have been severely restricted from advertising. In
1970, however, Congress banned cigarette advertising on radio and television (Woods
1995). In spite of this restriction, cigarette advertising still thrived. The cigarette market
was estimated to be worth $43 billion in 1988 (Dagnoli 1989b).

Advertisers attempt to quell the controversy over targeting ethnic minorities and youth
by claiming that the issue is simply a matter of free speech. Should speech about danger-
ous products be muted? The First Amendment does not distinguish between political,
commercial, and personal speech. It is clear that tobacco- and alcohol-producing compa-
nies are at the center of the target for consumer advocates. But one could just as easily toss
in the lottery and other forms of gambling with the usual suspects. “In each case the ad
budgets are huge, and most of that advertising is directed at those least able to afford ad-
diction” (Twitchell 1996, 250). Cigarettes and alcohol are the top advertising-producing
industries in this country. Together they control 65 percent of newspaper advertising
space; beer commercials account for 22 percent of all television commercial time.

Popular Culture, Art, and Advertising

Art is always on the take.
—James B. Twitchell, Adcult USA

If life imitates art, advertising imitates both.
—James B. Twitchell, Adcult USA

I don’t understand those who are professionally cultured. I like pop culture, the cul-
ture that doesn’t need to be camouflaged, and it has a lightness that remains un-
changed even when at its most profound.

—Gianni Versace, Men without Ties

Advertising often uses works of art, which are considered representations of high culture,
to increase the value of the product that it is trying to sell. This is value by association, or
value leakage. Advertising is well known for taking famous pieces of art (e.g., da Vinci’s
Mona Lisa, Michelangelo’s David, and Wood’s American Gothic—the most imitated of all)
and sneaking them in the back door of popular culture. In a sense, this has broken down
aesthetic taste differences that the elite has historically used as a social barrier between
high culture and the “crude” tastes of the masses.

Class distinctions, certainly, are still paramount, but these distinctions are sometimes
blurred as art is used as advertising. In the past, it was necessary to learn and follow sub-
tle cultural cues to acquire a taste for high culture and thus become accomplished and cul-
tured. Now all that is needed is to buy and use the product to become automatically linked
to its aesthetic value through simple association. Advertising is the great equalizer—at
least in terms of images.
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The difference between high culture and mass culture is now capricious. Advertis-
ers have used sources of everyday mass culture such as comics, caricature, and graf-
fiti to target specialized audiences like youth and ethnic minorities. Marketers use these
types of nonaesthetic images that tend to attract the attention of a particular subcul-
tural category. This type of advertising has crossed over because of appeal to more
affluent consumers. Popular art makes no pretense about distinctions. Advertising
fuses art into the mass media; in this way art becomes mass produced and mass con-
sumed. This eliminates the “middleman,” the art critic. It removes the gatekeepers for
high culture.

Marketers who depend heavily on advertising, not surprisingly, often sponsor the vi-
sual arts. Philip Morris, for example, “has occupied a special niche in corporate philan-
thropy . . . good graphic design is critical to the success of Marlboro cigarettes, Miller beer,
and the rest of the company’s products. ‘It takes art to make a company great’ is the com-
pany’s advertising refrain” (Twitchell 1996, 217–18). Philip Morris instituted a Thurgood
Marshall Scholarship for $200,000. This sounds generous until you discover that they
spend $500,000 just to publicize it. Similarly, Philip Morris sponsors art museums and
then firmly implores them to lobby against antismoking legislation, even using thinly
veiled threats to withdraw financial support.

Decline in Advertising

Advertising seems to prosper only when the economy is in relatively good shape. This
may explain the enormous amount of economic waste in advertising. (It has been esti-
mated that it costs nearly $250 to get a consumer to switch brands of toothpaste [Twitchell
1996].) Advertising, however, is so resilient that it adapts to economic conditions of sur-
plus and deprivation. As economic forces exert their muscle over the buying power and
decision of consumers as individuals, groups, and businesses, advertising alternates be-
tween hard and soft sell. During affluent times, advertisers tend to use a softer sell; dur-
ing economically tough times, they tend to use a hard sell.

Consumers use less advertising now than twenty years ago in making choices about
their purchases. Bernstein’s (1992) longitudinal study sampled a cross section of U.S. res-
idents between 1982 and 1992. He found that 17 percent fewer consumers depended on
advertising in clothing purchases, 15 percent fewer in appliance purchases, 10 percent
fewer in furniture purchases, 9 percent fewer in automotive supply purchases, and 7 per-
cent fewer in banking decisions at the end of the period than at the beginning (Bernstein
1992, 25). If advertising really works, then why isn’t the payment for advertising linked
to the growth in sales attributable to ads?

Why do we pay less attention to advertising now than a generation ago? First, con-
sumers have become so oversaturated with advertising that it has created a numbing
rather than stimulating effect. Second, as baby boomers reach middle age, security in re-
tirement takes precedence over unbridled consumption for display. Finally, women are
simply shopping less (Twitchell 1996). Demographic trends indicate that the majority of
women in the United States work outside the home. As female baby boomers age, it is
increasingly difficult for advertising to tempt them with new products; most have already
developed nearly irrevocable loyalties to their favorite brands.
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Generation X: Selling to Those Who Have Been Sold Out

Advertising uses a “vignette” or “speed-up” approach with a rapid succession of lifestyle
images, meticulously timed with music, that directly sell feeling and emotion rather than
products (Jhally 1990). It is important to recognize that the speed-up technique emerged
in response to two sociohistorical developments. First is the escalating clutter of the com-
mercial environment. Second is the coming of age, in terms of disposable income, of a
generation that grew up on television and commercials (Jhally 1990). The necessity for
an ad to stand out to a visually sophisticated audience drove the advertising industry to
a greater passion for short, undiluted shots. Sexuality, to be sure, is a core characteristic
of this.

What about Generation X, those born in the late 1960s to late 1970s? The mass media
created and, through multinational advertising, promoted a shared identity for members
of this generation around the globe. This shared identity was merely a reflection of atti-
tudes, characteristics, and behavior as garnered from advertising research. And it has not
painted a pretty picture. Teens (as well as younger children) are not developing ethical
values, according to a survey and focus groups cosponsored by the Advertising Coun-
cil (Farcus 1997). Both parents and teachers maintained that their authority had been un-
dercut—sometimes by the other group—and that the threat of judicial or legal action had
greatly diminished their capability to discipline children.

Adults perceive teens to be lacking honesty, self-discipline, and a work ethic. This does
not sound like shocking news. After all, the older generation has always given credence
to the notion that the young are useless, rotten, and insubordinate. What gives this mes-
sage its particular sense of urgency is the fact that adults now think that the repercus-
sions for youth and society are much more dreadful. Respondents also believed that
government programs could not supply the solution. These postmodern attitudes cer-
tainly fly in the face of modernistic ideologies promoting progress, control over society,
and an illusion of rational order.

More than four out of five adults believed that being a parent (81 percent) or a child (83
percent) today was harder than ever. They tended to view ethical values as a vaccine. If you
inoculate teens with them, they will have the capacity to resist the temptations of alcohol,
drugs, sex, and crime. Adult responses were consistent across ethnicity/race, socio-
economic status, gender, age, and parental status. Teens were viewed as unrestrained, ir-
responsible, and impolite and as having too much leisure time; only a few teens are seen
as bright or considerate.

Teens reported that they were typically happy and had good relationships with the
adults in their lives. Nearly two-thirds (65 percent) stated that they received an encour-
aging comment or compliment from adults every day or almost every day. On the other
hand, four out of ten (41 percent) indicated they see people using alcohol or drugs every
day or almost every day. One-third of the teens said that there were no adults at home
when they returned from school, and 60 percent responded that other teens pay too much
attention to their appearance.

Young Generation X’ers seemed to have more in common with their counterparts
halfway around the world than with members of their own families. The same may be true
for younger adolescent boys. Three samples from South Africa, Sri Lanka, and the United
States of boys aged eleven through fourteen, matched for age and social class, drew self-
portraits and wrote self-descriptions (Stiles et al. 1998). In all three countries, more than
three out of every four of the self-portraits depicted sporting activities (especially soccer
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and basketball) or sports clothing. This supports the notion of a shared leisure-activity cul-
ture and universal brand recognition by youth for athletic wear. Most of the boys came
from high-income backgrounds, which may have given them an individualistic perspec-
tive, free time for sports, and the ability to purchase sports gear.

Generation X’ers were “so polluted by desire unmet, so overwhelmed by promises un-
kept that they override any claims” (Twitchell 1996, 240). Although Generation X’ers were
cynical and apparently immune to the hard sell of modern advertising, it is clear that they,
too, worshipped the brand names that represented their generation and wore their prod-
ucts religiously like a uniform. Their litany of designer labels included, but was not lim-
ited to, Guess, Tommy Hilfiger, Adidas, Banana Republic, Calvin Klein, Fila, Benetton,
Donna Karan, Beverly Hills Polo Club, Perry Ellis, Diesel, Armani, Ralph Lauren (grunge
line only), Reebok, Liz Claiborne (grunge line only), Nike, Mossimo, Starter, Esprit, Um-
bro, Bugle Boy, Doc Marten, Gap, L.A. Gear, Pony, Etonic, Lotto, Stussy, and No Fear.

Of course, just parading around in designer labels advertises their brands. Designers
became so concerned with displaying their labels that they (e.g., Tommy Hilfiger, Nike)
began placing logos on shoe tips, the only exposed part of the shoe when the wearer is
clad in oversized, baggy jeans that sag in the seat and cover the foot. Thus advertising
reacts to what was originally subcultural (Latino and black) fashion and eventually be-
came a mainstream trend. Clearly, youth are targeted because members are in the prime
time of their lives for brand selection.

Selling and Advertising

There is no simple correspondence between advertising and higher sales.
—Information Resources

With greater misgivings than ever, manufacturers are questioning whether advertis-
ing works.

—James B. Twitchell, Adcult USA

Does advertising really work? “Although advertising is a reliable way to increase short-
term sales, it does not do much to boost market share and profits” (Twitchell 1996, 242).
Rather than advertising resulting in greater sales, the converse appears to be more true.
Advertising budgets are typically a specified proportion of sales (or projected sales). Con-
sequently, commerce seems to result in advertising, and not the other way around.

Recall does not necessarily result in greater sales (Lipman 1991, B1). It is no wonder
that there has been a recent shift away from conventional television, radio, and maga-
zine advertising toward special promotions, in-store displays, discounting, direct mail,
and coupons.

With the increasingly interactive capacities of television, viewers may soon be able to
screen out commercials or have different ones inserted. Viewers may also be able to tar-
get the commercials they see rather than having the advertising agency target its audi-
ence (Twitchell 1996).

The amount of money spent on advertising indicates a sentiment of decreasing trust.
In 1991, advertising costs decreased for the first time in thirty years. Even though an eco-
nomic slump results in advertising cuts, the slices of budgets set aside for advertising do
not project a recovery to the levels of the 1980s. In 1980, advertising consumed two-thirds

SPEED AND FRAGMENTATION: TOWARD POSTMODERN CONSCIOUSNESS 149



of marketing expenses; in 1990, one-third (Twitchell 1996). There are fifteen hundred new
products introduced to supermarkets each month (Twitchell 1996). Competition between
manufacturers to introduce such new items to often-unpredictable consumers is fierce.
The en vogue spaces for ads are now the ATM, the checkout line, and the shopping cart.

Advertising agencies must sell their ads to two very different audiences: the con-
sumer and the client. Producing and placing an ad in the mass media in order to target
a particular audience is not exceedingly difficult. What is hard is persuading the client
to spend millions of dollars on space in magazines or newspapers or on television, ra-
dio, or billboards. For an advertising agency to create profit for itself, it must sell its prod-
uct (the ad) to the client. The relationship between the advertising agency and its client,
the manufacturer, has become increasingly strained and uneasy. At another level, so has
the relationship between the consumer and the advertiser. For example, community ac-
tivists in the inner city have worked successfully to remove tobacco and alcohol ads that
focus on ethnic minorities and underage groups (e.g., Dakota and Uptown cigarettes,
PowerMaster beer). That racial segmentation of cigarette and alcohol advertising is
overtly exploitative has recently become a significant political issue (Pollay, Lee, and
Carter-Whitney 1992).

Aggressive telemarketing techniques are backfiring. For example, some telemarketers
are trained to push their products or services until the prospective customer says no three
times. Consumers have tired of this hard-sell approach and hang up on telemarketers be-
fore they have a chance to pitch their product. Consumers with caller ID do not even have
to respond to sales calls. Even when the consumer calls the manufacturer or service
provider, callers hang up if advertising is played while they are on hold. Similarly, “many
patients have rebelled when forced to read and view special programming at the doc-
tor’s office” (Twitchell 1996, 247). And, finally, “exercisers at health clubs have boycotted
treadmills placed so that the exerciser can see only the monitor of an advertising net-
work” (Twitchell 1996, 247).

Conclusion

Values always decay over time. Societies that keep their values alive do so not by es-
caping the processes of decay but by powerful processes of regeneration.

—John Garner

Advertising has become the predominant shared meaning system of postmodern soci-
ety. Advertising not only tells us what to consume but how to consume it. Despite all
claims to the contrary, advertising does not create artificial desires in consumers. Rather,
culture has created these desires. If we have food to eat, clothes to wear, and a roof over
our heads, our natural needs have been taken care of. All other needs are socially con-
structed and internalized.

Why is our culture so concerned with the visible signs of racial differences? Why are
individuals so caught up, psychologically speaking, in physical appearance and ethnic
distinctions? Differences in appearance are mistakenly interpreted as natural or biolog-
ical characteristics of human beings.

The ads in this volume cannot be taken as representative behavior or scenarios in real
life. Unfortunately, however, the images that we see in advertising are not perceived as un-
natural or artificial; they are seen as real social life—something to be copied or emulated.
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People do not recognize the injustice and discriminatory nature of the way people are
expected to act according to their gender, ethnicity, or race. Ads are very limiting in the
types of images that portray women and minorities.

The postmodern woman in advertising is a superwoman. She is a successful, upper-
middle-class professional mother and wife who also does volunteer work and raises Ara-
bian horses in her spare time. No wonder she has so much self-esteem and independence.
Advertisers pretend that it is their products that make her so successful, happy, and lib-
erated. These postmodern images display a myth of social and economic progress for
women. The stark reality of aggregate data clashes with this fantasy. In short, postmod-
ern advertising is a delusion that trivializes complex social problems as everyday indi-
vidual ones that can be solved by purchasing the appropriate product. This inauthenticity
of advertising representations adds to a culture that is becoming increasingly chaotic,
counterfeit, corrupt, and fictitious.

Advertising merely reflects social values and trends; it does not cause these problems.
However, it clearly contributes to gender and ethnic inequality by developing and main-
taining an atmosphere in which the marketing of ethnic stereotypes, women’s bodies or
parts thereof, sex as pornography (children as sex objects), and distorted body-image
ideals are viewed as valid and acceptable. Perhaps most damaging is the omission of le-
gitimate and more realistic ethnic and gender representations.

We play many roles during the course of our lives. Perhaps our gender and ethnic roles
are the most consequential of all for our identity and behavior. We must avoid the trap
of accepting advertising images as natural. We must critically reject the mythical, de-
grading, and stereotypical images that advertising portrays. We should strive for criti-
cal media literacy—the development of competencies in reading images critically (Kellner
1988). We have to be able to draw the line between social reality and media fantasy. We
must not let ads tell us who we should be.

With the creation of new technologies and their application in mass media, the social
foundations for the construction of gender, ethnicity, and race are being essentially altered.
While the world’s population is predominantly rural, ethnic minorities are disproportion-
ately urbanized and impoverished. New information technology, the increased hegemony
of market structures, and the resulting socioeconomic instability have changed the mate-
rial circumstances of these and other poor and working-class urban dwellers.

If we consider that the overwhelming majority of the cost of a product is due to mar-
keting and advertising costs and not product ingredients, we realize that consumer cap-
italism creates an enormous waste of money. This forces consumers to pay high prices
for products that they are led to believe they need for self-realization, happiness, success,
sex appeal, popularity, self-esteem, and so on. This endless process of waste and decep-
tion is particularly alarming considering the growing scarcity of resources. It also raises
the issue of what can be done to counter the excesses of consumer capitalism.

Advertising has become a key public policy question (Kellner 1988). For example,
should all cigarette advertising be banned, as cigarette television and radio commercials
were discontinued in the 1970s? Cigarette smoking is clearly a threat to public health, con-
sidering its addictive and dangerous characteristics, including secondhand smoke. The
younger one is at the time one starts smoking, the more likely he or she will continue
smoking and the less likely he or she will stop smoking. We cannot depend on voluntary
activity by cigarette manufacturers. One possible tactic is to base health insurance rates
on health risks and quality of life, including smoking, drinking, recreational drug use,
overeating, and exercise.
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Considering the social effects of advertising also raises the question of whether ad-
vertising should be subject to taxation. Currently, it is written off by corporations as a
business expense, thus passing on advertising expenses to the taxpayer as well as the con-
sumer. Perhaps we should disallow tax write-offs for advertising and also tax advertis-
ing expenditures and advertising agencies at a higher rate, given the impact of
advertising on our society and the huge waste of resources, talent, and human energy
(Advertising Age 1988). Minimally, advertising, both print and television, for cigarettes,
alcohol, and other socially undesirable and harmful products could be taxed.

What are the implications of an advertising industry whose visual images promise the
good life through the purchase of commodities? We know that satisfaction cannot be pro-
vided by the consumption of products. At best, we can purchase the image of that hap-
piness or satisfaction. Satisfaction and well-being are viewed as elusive in postmodern
society. Advertising propels us toward commodities as a means to satisfaction.

The speed and fragmentation that characterize postmodern advertising images may
have the same effect on the development of consciousness. The increasing widespread
use of techniques that speed up and fragment images has crossed over into cultural con-
sciousness and is taking hold as we begin the twenty-first century. This is perhaps the
clearest example of advertising’s effects on society. The question then becomes, How
do we view this condition, as an acceptable situation or as a problem clamoring for
amelioration?

We should be attentive to the gravity of the prevalent power, the repetitive message, and
the latent consequences of advertising. Whether we like it or not, advertising is always
“educating” us. Advertising affects our self-esteem and trains us in the cultural rules and
rituals of social interaction. This volume contributes to the development of critical media
literacy. Such cognitive capacity can counter the way that advertising works to obscure our
awareness, impeding our movement toward liberating social change. Critical reflection on
mass media images empowers consumers to become more independent people, able to free
themselves from patterns of domination and become more dynamic constituents, eager to
undertake positive social transformation, and capable of doing so.

If we are to understand how advertising affects us, we must pay attention not only to
individual advertisements but also to the way that advertising functions as a cultural sys-
tem. Commercial imagery, most of which goes completely unnoticed by most individu-
als, plays an important role in the social order.

Advertising tells us that material objects will make us happy and satisfied. Responses
to marketing surveys tell us that consumers highly value family, love, and friendships.
In other words, we desire meaningful human relationships rather than commodities. Ad-
vertisers know this, of course. (That is why they do marketing research.) Consequently,
they have stopped pushing commodities alone. Instead, advertisers have linked the rep-
resentations of a highly efficacious social life, the “dream life” of society, to the world of
goods and services, seductively offering us a quality of lifestyle that objects alone can-
not provide.

A culture may be characterized by the dialogue and discourse of its members (what
they talk and write about). A capitalistic market system talks about commodities and ser-
vices that can be bought and sold by individuals or groups. Discourse about key social
issues such as inequality, justice, the environment, racism, sexism, health care, education,
and poverty is often kept on the back burners of society. The dominant culture of com-
mercialism makes it boorish even to discuss more urgent social issues.
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If industrial production maintains its current record-breaking pace, an environmental
crisis will follow within the next fifty years. Only by taking preventive measures today can
such a catastrophe be averted. Yet the culture of consumerism compels us to search for im-
mediate remedies to commonplace problems with no consideration of obligations, re-
sponsibilities, and future costs. There is a lack of long-range thought about environmental
preservation. The so-called new world order of postmodernity will be noted for its inter-
national struggle over increasingly sparse assets. Postmodernism could benefit all societies
through the development of a collective yet humane vision of the future. Through critical
analyses of popular media, such as advertising, we are able to discern that a largely white,
capitalist patriarchy is an interconnecting system of domination that fixes the limits of our
reality.

We can acknowledge the influence of mass media without denying our own power to
act autonomously. We should not try to deceive ourselves by denying the impact of ad-
vertising and other forms of popular media on ourselves. Rather we should engage those
images in popular culture with discernment, caution, knowledge, and attentiveness.

Policy Implications for Advertising

Advertising is more reactive to cultural ideologies and structural dynamics than a
dominant social force itself. Following are implications for public policy and advertis-
ing. Clearly, some of the responsibility for institutionalized racism and sexism lies in the
hands of advertisers. Aggressive and violent behavior and related gender and ethnic
stereotyping are strongly correlated with exposure to advertising at an early age. Ad-
vertisers sustain cultural myths, gender roles, and patterns of intergroup behavior that
underlie social justification for stereotyping, discrimination, and violence against women
and ethnic minorities. They also are extremely creative in structuring new representations
of long-standing cultural ideologies of intergroup hegemony.

One implication of this volume for policy analysis is the need for an immediate global
ban on marketing cigarettes to youth. This is a health issue and not one of free speech.

A second implication involves the regulation of television viewing for children. Em-
pirical evidence such as that collected by the Institute for Social Research at the Univer-
sity of Michigan clearly demonstrates that long-term exposure to television violence
makes children behave more aggressively. The research does not, however, show the
same effect on adults. The regulation of tobacco and alcohol provides precedent for reg-
ulating children’s exposure to television violence. This is not to deny that psychological,
physiological, and large-scale social factors such as institutional discrimination also con-
tribute to violent or aggressive behavior.

Third, advertising should not reinforce or trivialize the problem of violence against
women. This includes disassociation from adversarial, abusive, or violent relationships
or situations.

Fourth, advertising should not degrade, demean, or objectify the form, representation,
or status of women or any ethnic minority group (Consumers for Socially Responsible
Advertising 1994).

A final implication is the need to continue to increase ethnically diverse representa-
tions in advertising and other forms of mass media. More important than numbers is the
removal of dehumanizing and stereotypical images. Advertisers and their firms should
cultivate realistic representations of diverse segments of the target population.
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Postcolonialism, Postmodernism, and Chaos

Marketing policy and practices in modern societies have evolved from mass market-
ing to increasingly narrow subcultural segments in postmodern societies. It is highly
ironic that this seemingly orderly, rational, and step-by-step extension of advertising has
such serious implications for social chaos. Postmodernity is characterized by the tensions
between postmodern consciousness and postconventional morality (Cortese 1990).

What are the implications for chaos via ethnic advertising? Advertisers have targeted,
and will continue to target, ethnic minority population segments to sell products and ser-
vices. This will promote further balkanization, ethnic tensions, social fissures, and frag-
mentation in postmodern societies.

The preface to the first edition discussed postmodern and postcommunist ethnic tur-
moil around the globe. In the new millennium, ethnic cleansing will undoubtedly con-
tinue. These ongoing, low-intensity wars have no real winners or losers, no major
defeats or victories, no defined battlefields or boundaries (Ahmed 1997). In a May 30,
1998, commencement address at the U.S. military academy at West Point, the secretary
of defense stressed the ever-changing, and often turbulent, global environment in which
military personnel work. The Israeli-Palestine conflict exemplifies yet another regional
ethnic tension in a postmodern period seemingly increasingly characterized by uncer-
tainty and disorder. Ethnic cleansing is a sign of our overrationalized times. We need to
understand that before we can suppress and repel it.

The majority of the earth’s population, from Asia to Africa and beyond, lives in the
aftermath of colonialism (McClintock, Mufti, and Shohat, 1997). Their everyday existence
is shaped by their history as colonized peoples in ways that are sometimes subtle or dif-
ficult to define. America’s relationship with its ethnic minorities, and perhaps even
women, is similar to postcolonialism. For example, African Americans, as a group, have
never recovered from the economic, social, and political disadvantages of slavery. More-
over, America’s relationship with Mexican Americans and Native Americans can be char-
acterized as internal colonialism. Group dynamics are characterized by postcolonial
interracial relations.

Postmodernism raises the key issue of the postcolonial condition, forcing us to reassess
the notions of gender, ethnicity, and identity. What are the limitations of gender and eth-
nicity in an ever-changing world? How have women and ethnic minorities been kept
away from political power? What has been the historical aftermath of different forms of
postcolonialism? What is the possibility of postconventional morality emerging as a
leader in postmodern consciousness?

Combating Symbolic Racism at the Individual Level: A Litany to Live By

You can take any of the following actions to challenge symbolic racism:

1. Be alert to the prevailing power of advertising, especially its inauthenticity, omis-
sion of real diversity, repetitive message, and latent consequences.

2. Work to develop critical media literacy in order to offset the way that advertising,
through its false images, tries to dim our awareness of social reality.

3. Boycott products and services that use demeaning or stereotypical images in their
advertising.
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4. Boycott establishments whose policies or actual treatment of people is discrimi-
natory or otherwise unjust.

5. Respect the cultural diversity of others. (This necessitates more open-mindedness
in interacting with people.)

6. When traveling, adapt to local custom, culture, and cuisine.

7. Respect the law, and especially the principles and rights it is meant to protect.

8. Challenge unjust laws and rules.

9. Learn about and celebrate your own ethnic background.

10. Learn about and celebrate someone else’s ethnic background.

11. Teach others, especially those within your own ethnic group, about your culture.

12. Learn to recognize and accept multiethnic identities.

13. Speak out when you witness ethnic intolerance or racist stereotyping.

14. Donate your time and resources to fight hunger, disease, poverty, racism, or abuse.

15. Work to develop a balance between tradition and modernity in your life (Ritzer
1996).

Just do it! Resist a culture that embraces profit over ethics; quantity over quality; inflexible
policy and standardized scripts over openness, diversity, discernment, and creativity; and
technology over its people. It is ultimately the responsibility of all citizens in a democ-
ratic process.
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Select a print ad or series of ads on a particular theme and analyze using the follow-
ing outline.

1. DECONSTRUCTION OF NONVERBAL BEHAVIOR
A. Facial expression
B. Body posture, body language, touch
C. Gestures
D. Provocateur

1. Youth
2. Sexual allure
3. Flawless
4. Good looking/beautiful

2. DECONSTRUCTION OF COPY
A. Analyze headline, subheads, written description
B. What is the message communicated to the consumer?
C. Is there a double meaning? Contrast literal meaning with implied, actual, or assumed

meaning.

3. MARKETING ANALYSIS
A. Magazine title and date (month, year, and, if possible, day)
B. Target audience of magazine and ad

1. Race/ethnicity
2. Age range
3. Gender
4. Socioeconomic class (upper, upper-middle, middle, lower-middle, all socio-

economic classes)
5. Special interest group (e.g., cigar smokers, hip hop music fans, horseback riders)

C. Seasonal ad (e.g., Father’s Day, Valentine’s Day, Back to School, etc.)
D. Why did the advertiser place this ad in this magazine/newspaper? (compare

magazine/newspaper to product/service)
E. Where is the ad placed in the magazine? (back cover, inside front cover, opposite

a black-and-white ad, etc.)
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4. ARTISTIC COMPOSITION ANALYSIS
A. What is the visual message or meaning?
B. Colors

1. What color combination is used and why?
2. What color is dominant and why?
3. Composition (arrangement of objects in ad)
4. What type of font or cursive is used and why?

5. NARRATIVE (“tell the story”)
A. Past
B. Present (frame frozen in ad)
C. Future
Write a three-part story that narrates what happens before the frame frozen in the ad,
what is happening in the ad, and what is likely to happen in the immediate future. The
story should be consistent with, yet expand, what is displayed in the ad.

6. Apply one of the models to the ad(s) or provide alternative model:
A. Equal presentation
B. Social reality
C. Cultural attitudes
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advertisement: a message that is called to the attention of a public audience, especially
by paid announcement

advertising: “a paid, mass-mediated attempt to persuade” (O’Guinn, Allen, and Semenik
1998, 577)

advocacy advertising: advertising that attempts to influence public opinion on important
social, political, or environmental issues of concern to the sponsoring organization
(O’Guinn, Allen, and Semenik 1998)

art: “any graphics, photography, film, or video that offers visual information to a re-
ceiver” (O’Guinn, Allen, and Semenik 1998, 275)

body chopping: dismemberment or hacking apart of human bodies in ads
body clowning: portrayal of individuals or groups as playful clowns (e.g., silly arm, leg,

and head gestures), supporting the attitude that they are childish and cannot be taken
seriously (Goffman 1976)

brand extension: a way of introducing goods by adding the familiarity of a proven brand
branding: the process of differentiating similar products or services
copy: “the verbal or written part of a message” (O’Guinn, Allen, and Semenik 1998, 275)
copycat: the concurrent production of two nearly identical ads except for the ethnic back-

ground of the models
cultural attitudes model: the view that cultural attitudes toward ethnic minorities affect

how minorities are portrayed in advertising (see also cultural transmission)
cultural transmission: the “process by which one generation passes culture to the next”

(Macionis 1996, 34)
culture industry: the collection of entertainment industries dedicated to amusing the pop-

ulace in their leisure time: music, film, television, radio, and magazines (Horkheimer and
Adorno 1972)

equal presentation model: the view that whites and minorities should be shown in ex-
actly the same way in ads, regardless of any cultural, economic, or physical differences

function ranking: an ad display in which an individual performs the important role or
takes an active position

gay-image advertising: advertising that attempts to use a dual-market approach that will
attract gays and lesbians in a subtle way that heterosexual consumers will not notice

hybritising: combining two types of advertising
ideology: images, concepts, and premises that provide the frameworks through which we

represent, interpret, understand, and try to understand some point of view of social life
(Hall 1981)
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institutional advertising: advertising that attempts to persuade a public audience to
adopt a certain attitude about a particular firm or institution (Henshel 1990)

licensed withdrawal: psychological removal from the situation, disorientation, or de-
fenselessness

mock assault: playful treatment of an individual as prey under attack by a predator
objectification: culture conditioning using observer’s perspective that sexualizes the

human body, especially females, through gaze or “checking out”
predator: stereotypical image of ethnic minorities or males as powerful beings who in-

jure or exploit others for their own gain or sexually prey, plunder, destroy, or devour
provocateur: media gender image characterized by youth, flawlessness, attractiveness,

and sexual allure
racial assimilation: commodified image of ethnic minorities conforming to white stan-

dards of beauty: light skin, straight or wavy hair, blue or green eyes, or Euro-American
features

relative size: a visual indication of comparative power and authority, often a height
advantage

self-objectification: culture conditioning using observer’s perspective that sexualizes the
human body, especially females, through gaze or “checking out,” leading people to
internalize this perspective. Characterized by habitual self-monitoring of one’s phys-
ical appearance. Consciousness of one’s body as an object has three components: body
surveillance, internalization of cultural body standards, and beliefs about the con-
trollability of appearance.

servant: stereotypical image of ethnic minorities as objects that perform menial chores
for a white person who has authority or political power over them. Servants wear uni-
forms and always seem to be smiling.

sexism: any attitude, behavior, institutional arrangement, or policy that favors one gender
over the other

social reality model: the view that since minorities are more likely to be poor or in lower-
status occupations than whites, ads should reflect any differences that may currently
exist in society, drawing the public’s attention to ethnic inequalities

subvertising: use of brand recognition and brand hegemony either against itself or to
promote an unrelated value or idea

symbolic racism: subtle ethnic stereotyping, trivialization of minority empowerment or
racial equality, or the absence of ethnic representations
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