Cmns 323: Final Exam

Course: Cultural Dimensions in Advertising

Question # 1b : How does the rising cynicism  and frustration  with the commercialization of social life dealt with in ads ? How do ads diffuse critique of their own industry into ads ?/its own practices ? How does this dynamic affect our ability to develop and sustain an effective critical perspective of advertising ?

 According to Robert Goldman and Stephen Sampson in Sign Wars, the political semiotic landscape of today is self referential and mocking of the dead end roads at the end of the empty promises in advertising. (p.110)  The disenchantment with the commodification of more products and services in daily life, brought upon by new markets opening without collective public support, is dealt with in ads by creating messages that deter the viewer from taking any action to change the economic and political causes of the situation.  Advertisers respond to feelings of cynicism and frustration by feeding it back to their audiences through techniques of  “non-action” such as shock, self-mockery and vulgarity that produce a sense of hopelessness , numbness and alienation in the viewer. With so many ads producing so many overstimulated emotional needs that are never fulfilled by consumption, the viewer is being asked to not give up on their empty promises. 

Advertisers are then using stronger emotional signifiers (i.e. use of social taboos), more complex forms of  psychological rhetoric ( i.e. double-binds,)  and new ways to identify with the viewer’s  refusal to take in information from ads at face value. With so much contradictory language in ads asking us to disregard one part the message and listen to another, it is not surprising that Goldman and Papson wrote that there is a crisis in the sign production industry (p. 114) . If viewer’s have become cynical about the ads in the media and the over-abounding flow of confusing responses they trigger, then is it still possible to view the ads and sustain a critical perspective  ?

Sarcasm in advertising today sells products. Having a poor attitude towards capitalism is as common in ads  as is the defeatists message that nothing can really be done to correct any discomfort in the ads or the society they make reference to. Ads will tell you that their message in itself and your real problems are not that serious anyway. For example,   the Diesel ad where a young man with sideburns points a gun to the viewer  (p.105, Papson/Goldman), kind of makes fun of crime as if the reality  where they take place is not for real. The real space that he is pointing to is treated as if it were a Pulp fiction movie and we are just signified and empty concepts in it, like actors. It’s as if ads teach us to obejectify the signified, alienate ourselves, and therefore detach from reality. Alienation is displayed as a sign of power and status in the media. (Papson/Golman, p.87)  The ad jokes about how, in this supposedly senseless and violent world, children can grow up and kill, as if there were no laws, values  or consequences. The satire and self-mockery remind us that violence is bad and that therefore, if you are frustrated or cynical about it, trash it in an even more raw and gutteral way. These messages say, you can be in control of the pain, if you create it.  The reader has little time to think and react critically in a context, such as in a magazine, where this message is meant to be cheap, common and eventually even boring.

Since shock value and profanity eventually loose some of their punch after they have been used as symbolic emblems for ideas of independence, power or novelty long enough, it appears that the intensity of their vulgarity is gradually always turned up to sell commodities.  For example, Levi jeans and their use of models or drawings, in 2001, who looked like children engaging in a sexual way brought up controversial and disturbing issues of sexual abuse in the newspapers.  Through their structure, composition and style, on a two dimensional level, the images mimicked illegal and offensive depictions of children in a content level. In reality, however, the image were just a cartoon and the model is actually an adult. By playing with what is permissible in the semiotic exchange of the real and the illustration, they have brought up heated debates about freedom of expression, pornography and the protection of minors. Of course, this controversy popularizes the company and its products as the events around the controversy become a form of spectacle to sell subversion and social taboos as a style.

So, if the viewer is supposed to slam and disregard everything within the ad and the advertising business, what is it that then brings the consumer to buy the product ?  The ads sell  the commodity as a sign representing a specific style or attitude. (p.112) The viewer doesn’t take the message at face value and is not expected to.  So, if in an industry where style is favoured over content, one side of the message is usually made insignificant, sarcastic or incredible (i.e. the characters are performing super human tasks) while the other links us to more useful or  serious things in reality, such as the necessity of a product. For example, in the Datek on-line ad, the investors jumped off walls to trade with Datek technology.  There is usually a contradictory element using sense of humour or word play that gives the images a new meaning. When the message can’t be taken at face value because it is a double-bind or a joke, it is more difficult to critique it. You would need to talk about the communication and deconstruct it in a new setting. ( i.e. in a communications classroom)

Ads incorporate our thoughts about the industry into the ad and agree with the viewer about what s/he may think using self-referential signs or by exposing clichés. For example, an athlete in a Nike Ad may begin to say he is not supposed to be there and that the audience is watching too much television (p. 110, Sampson and Goldman) so that the audience will identify with him and therefore buy the shoes he is wearing. By using metacommunication that tells the viewer that the people in the ad are on their side, they appease the viewer’s resentment and irreverence to anything commercial. Or, could it be that they now confuse the viewer about whose voice of authority to listen to?   (i.e. Is that voice my voice too ?) This would diffuse critique of the industry into the ads. 

Advertisers do not exclude negation today; they will agree with it  in the ad, provided that it be repackaged into the framework of commodification. (p.85, Papson and Goldman).  Interestingly, trashing something which is subversive, grotesque or sarcastic means agreeing that it is that way.  In the consumer, this agreement is often translated into the act of consumption where  s/he now agrees that something is stupid therefore they wear it to make a statement about it and trash the situation, the ad and their feelings even more. So, in the midst of these loaded messages advertisers always give this easy and passive message of buying their product as an alternative and escape to facing reality and really dealing with the frustration, depolitization and alienation the viewer is facing. 

When negation and alienation becomes both the subject and the vehicle of the communication, it is difficult to convince many viewers that there is an alternative to the manner meaning is formed in the mass media. Only when you talk about the communication and its devastating effects on civic engagement and our political realities, and our abilities to trust our own judgement, do we start to realize that these messages, their industry and ourselves are not empty or without consequences. 

Part  two:  question 2       re: Gloria Steinem saying that what is worse about advertising is not the actual content in the ads but the editorial material around it.

Gloria Steinhem argues that ads need a supportive editorial atmosphere.

Often the context is discarded as being trivial , apolitical and inconsequencial, when in fact, it is very influencial in determining whether a product will sell or not.  Advertisers reward magazines and newspapers that support their ideology and create favourable content to support it with advertising revenue.  In the tug-of-war between choosing to support  diversity of opinions  and local interests  while still being able to compete with other magazines  on the shelf,  plenty of editorial content is sacrificed to gain more financial support from advertising companies. If the aim of the newspaper or magazine was originally more democratic, to inform the public about different topics and events with credibility and new content, to what extent are they meeting these goals  now ? Furthermore, what re the consequences of aligning editorial content in the mass media with advertising ?

Advertising works on the premise that the company has the right to express themselves, even though  the information  is empty and  created for the goal of consumption and not knowledge. Ads serve as a means to and end in the economy by  telling viewers how to consume (p.360, William Leissm, Stephen Klein and Sul Jhally, Issues in Social Policy, Social Communications in Advertsing )  The branding of the editorial content becomes misleading  and difficult when it begins to not only promote the product but also affect the content of the articles. Because journalism is supposed to be “objective”, informative and supportive of the right to access information in a democracy, it is disturbing when the economic pressures to sell the magazine or the programs , at any cost, is more important  than the protection of the public interest. (p.40 Naomi Campbell)

Sometimes the whole magazine, newspaper or channel is owned by various stakeholders who would like to see their ventures flourish in the market and prevent competing values from closing their opportunities. ABC for example will sometimes run positive “Infommercials” on nuclear technology in radiation therapy to support their stakeholders who also own nuclear plant. Even if it is possible to run much of our transportation on fuel cell technology, it will be difficult to find such information on ABC. DeBeers Diamonds demand that their ads be kept away from any news that is controversial. (Naomi Klein, The Brand Expands, p.31) None of the articles beside a DeBeers  ad should be about poverty or war.

Many magazines  and newspapers use articles which support what they are selling in their advertisements. A newspaper such as The New York Times, with a neo-liberal point of view who is addressing upper middle class  right wing professionals will write articles that will promote their spending and the economic infrastructure which sustains it. For example, they will never say that the stock market is doing terribly or worse than it is ; they promote it as best as possible so as to support the companies that help run the newspaper, with their advertising. So, the influence of the ads is even especially pervasive when the news paper or magazine tries to please its advertisers to that extent. Indeed, an advertisement about Rolex necklaces or watches would not be effective in a media context where the reader wasn’t convinced that the economy that sustains their neo-liberal ideology could change.

Magazines will permit the ad agency to take part in the editorial content According to Naomi Campbell, since the early stages of advertising, there was always pressure from advertisers to create a favourable environment for their ad. (i.e. please the target audience, and support the companies products and methods of production) However now, Campbell says, advertisers are actually asking the magazines to help them create their ad. In this way, the creativity and content of the magazine always has a commercial goal. This means that any varying points of views are silenced and there is less information in magazines and newspapers about any competing view points (usually local)  and their products and services. It’s not only the visual knowledge and the content that is affected because the advertising space usually goes to the highest bidder , usually a well established company. In this way, smaller industries which support more local interest and  less commercial services are diminished.

 Some would argue that the viewers are getting the information that they want when the magazines and the products they are supporting are selling well. But, the censorship in the editorial room is often favouring what the advertisers want over what would be better for the public good.   Sacrificing information about political events, creative work and new kinds of stories/discoveries, disengage and alienate viewers from their communities and the possibilities of creating new kinds of political, educational and economic realities. In whose hands is this problem ?  Ours. In spite of the cutbacks in grants in the cultural sector, it is still up to the public to lobby the government for more money and inform one another on this issue. For example, magazines that support more Canadian content and education, should receive more parliamentary support for contributing to a ‘freedom of speech” that is based on more social interests rather than purely economical ones.
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