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            DEADLY PERSUASION

            
                “When was the last time you felt this
                        comfortable in a relationship?”

            

            —AN AD FOR
                SNEAKERS

            
                “You can love it without getting your
                        heart broken.”

            

            —AN AD FOR A CAR

            
                “Until I find a real man, I’ll
                        settle for a real smoke.”

            

            —A WOMAN IN A CIGARETTE
                    AD

            Many advertisements these days make us
                feel as if we have an intimate, even passionate relationship with a product. But as
                Jean Kilbourne points out in this fascinating and shocking exposé, the
                dreamlike promise of advertising always leaves us hungry for more. We can never be
                satisfied, because the products we love cannot love us back.

            Drawing upon her knowledge of psychology, media, and women’s
                issues, Kilbourne offers nothing less than a new understanding of a ubiquitous
                phenomenon in our culture. The average American is exposed to over 3,000
                advertisements a day and watches three years’ worth of television ads over the
                course of a lifetime. Kilbourne paints a gripping portrait of how this barrage of
                advertising drastically affects young people, especially girls, by offering false
                promises of rebellion, connection, and control. She also offers a surprising
                analysis of the way advertising creates and then feeds an addictive mentality that
                often continues throughout adulthood.

            “Jean Kilbourne’s work is
                    pioneering and crucial to the dialogue of one of the most underexplored, yet
                    most powerful, realms of American culture: advertising. We owe her a great
                    debt.”

            —Susan Faludi, author of Backlash

        

    

 

Jean Kilbourne, Ed. D, is internationally recognized for her pioneering work on alcohol and tobacco advertising and the image of women in advertising. A widely published writer and speaker who has twice been named Lecturer of the Year by the National Association for Campus Activities, she is best known for her award-winning documentaries, Killing Us Softly, Slim Hopes, and Pack of Lies. She lives in Boston, Massachusetts.
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        LET’S START WITH TWO WORDS: “GOLDEN
                ARCHES.” WHAT’S THE FIRST thought that comes to your mind? I bet
            I know. It’s the same thought that comes to everyone’s mind when they hear
            those words. You could be a vegetarian who never watches television; you would still
            know. We all know. Advertising in America really really works.

        In Deadly Persuasion, Jean Kilbourne exposes
            “the United States of Advertising” as no one else has dared to before. With
            stories, research support, and cogent analysis, Kilbourne explores advertising’s
            commodification of our lives, not only in America but all over the world. In Poland,
            where billboards with anorexic models sprout along the streets, or in Burma, where
            Leonardo DiCaprio beach towels hang in the markets, countries confront the glitzy perils
            of advertising and its bankrupt values. In a world increasingly organized around money
            and driven by hype, Kilbourne’s book is timely and important.

        In her introduction, Kilbourne writes that her whole life has led her to
            this book. It is the culmination of her lifelong interest in feminism, advertising, and
            addictions, and it is full of heart. As a young woman, Kilbourne was brilliant (with a
            perfect score on the verbal SAT), well educated, and ambitious. But after graduating
            from Wellesley, she could find only secretarial jobs or work with employers who wanted
            sexual favors. Eventually she created her own job deconstructing advertising. Many of us
            first “met” Kilbourne in her electrifying film Killing Us
                Softly, which changed forever the way we view ads about women. But later,
            Kilbourne expanded her analysis into many areas, such as the effect of advertising on
            our values, relationships, and commitment to civic life.

        In this book she debunks the idea that any of us are
            “uninfluenced by advertising.” Advertising works best precisely because we
            don’t think it works on us. Kilbourne reports that the average American sees more
            than three thousand ads per day and spends more than three years of his or her life
            watching commercials. Their messages are inside our intimate relationships, our homes,
            our hearts, and our heads. She argues that our culture increasingly has adopted what
            John Maynard Keynes called “the values of the casino.” Advertising is a key
            purveyor of these casino values, and it contributes mightily to a climate of denial in
            which, as Kilbourne points out, “relationships flounder and addictions
            flourish.” The addict is, after all, the ideal customer; and when an addict gets
            well, someone loses money. Using recent mainstream advertisements, Kilbourne
            demonstrates how ads encourage us to objectify each other and to believe that our most
            significant relationships are with products. As she says, “Ads turn lovers into
            things and things into lovers.”

        Jean Kilbourne shows that the main message is that happiness comes from
            products. Advertisers exploit our very real human desires for connection, calmness,
            respect, and excitement. Every emotion is used to sell something. The cumulative effect
            of all these ads is to leave us romantic about objects and deeply cynical about humans,
            who are after all much more complicated than products. (“Who says guys are afraid
            of commitment? He’s had the same backpack for years.”) Over and over,
            ads’ messages are that human relationships are fragile, difficult, and
            disappointing but products won’t let us down. (“The ski instructor faded
            away three years ago, but the sweater didn’t.”) But, Kilbourne points out,
            “Products are only things, and no matter how much we love them, they won’t
            love us back.”

        Kilbourne writes that our children are being buried alive in what David
            Denby calls “an avalanche of junk.” Twenty years ago, kids drank twice as
            much milk as soda. Thanks to ads, today the reverse is true. Both alcohol and cigarette
            companies target young children as consumers (in ads featuring Joe Camel, Spuds
            Mackenzie, and the Budweiser frogs) and sell them sugary, fruit-flavored products (Mrs.
            Pucker’s Alcoholic Orangeade and Tumblers, a 24 proof version of Jello shots).
            Advertisers also exploit adolescents’ social anxiety and need for approval and
            independence to sell them crap, some of it addictive crap. (“You’ve got what
            it takes . . . Salem Spirit.”)

        Kilbourne’s arguments are as focused and unassailable as those of a
            good prosecutor. Piece by piece she builds a case for an America deeply corrupted by advertisers. We are led via ads to expect transformation via
            products. Ads also steer us away from what really makes us happy: “meaningful
            work, authentic relationships, and a sense of connection with history, community,
            nature, and the cosmos.”

        Americans think we know about advertising, but we don’t. Our very
            complacency leaves us vulnerable. And developing countries urgently require education
            about the true costs of advertising. They need to learn not only that all that glitters
            is not gold, but also that it is sometimes poison. Kilbourne is our best, most
            thoughtful, most compassionate teacher.

        As songwriter Glen Brown wrote, we are all living in “one big
            town.” It’s a town with new billboards going up every day, with ads on our
            buses and on our clothing, in movies, on our phones, and in our schools. It’s a
            company town that makes us consumers, not citizens, and where we live in demographic
            niches, not neighborhoods. Kilbourne is here to shout, “Look at our town. Look at
            what we’re doing to it. If we love it, let’s save it. Let’s make a
            community plan that helps us develop into the people we can be.”

        Kilbourne wants to change the world, and she is not apologetic about it.
            She sees cynicism not as sophistication but as social apathy and even as a kind of
            naivete, a belief that scorning something makes one superior to it or that scorn is a
            substitute for social action. While Kilbourne allows that ads don’t cause all our
            problems, she asserts that they create an environment in which bad choices are
            constantly reinforced. She argues that we must take back our culture and rebuild a
            society in which good choices are encouraged. Her book is a clarion call for a new era
            of social protest. I am ready to march.

    
CAN’T BUY MY LOVE


        
            INTRODUCTION

        

        “A GIRL OF MANY PARTS”

        The Making of an Activist
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        IN 1968 I SAW AN AD THAT CHANGED MY LIFE. ONE OF
                THE MANY MINDLESS jobs I had that year was placing ads in The Lancet, a medical journal. This particular one was for a birth control
            pill called Ovulen 21. It featured a smiling woman’s head and the caption
            “Ovulen 21 works the way a woman thinks—by weekdays  . . . not
            ‘cycle days.’”

        Inside the woman’s head were seven boxes, each
            one a day of the week. And inside each box was a picture of that day’s activity.
            Sunday had a roast, Monday a laundry basket, Tuesday an iron, and so forth. I realized
            that the ad was basically saying that women were too stupid to remember their cycles but
            could remember days of the week. And the days of their weeks were an endless rotation of
            domestic chores.

        I took the ad home and put it on my refrigerator. For the next few months,
            I kept noticing ads that demeaned women in popular magazines as well as in The Lancet. Many of them ended up on my refrigerator. Some of
            them were outrageous. (“My boyfriend told me he loved me for my mind. I was never
            so insulted in my life,” said a woman with a cigarette.) Many were demeaning, such
            as the ad for a “feminine hygiene” spray that said, “You don’t
            sleep with teddy bears any more,” implying that, although our teddy bears
            don’t mind how we women smell, our boyfriends do. Some were shockingly
            violent.

        I began to notice patterns and categories. I saw that women’s bodies
            were often dismembered in ads—just legs or breasts or torsos were featured. I saw
            that women were often infantilized and that little girls were sexualized.
            (“You’re a Halston woman from the very beginning,” said a shampoo ad,
            featuring a girl of about five.) I bought a macrolens for my camera and turned the ads
            into slides. I wasn’t sure what I was going to do with them, but I knew I wanted
            to preserve them. I had begun my life’s work.

        For over twenty years I have been lecturing all around the country on the
            image of women in advertising. My films based on my lectures, Killing
                Us Softly and others, have been seen by millions of people. Wherever I go,
            one question always comes up. “How did you get into this?” The answer is so
            complex that I usually brush it off and say something like, “Oh, I’ve long
            been active in the women’s movement.” Or, “I was a teacher and
            interested in media.” The real answer is that my whole life led me into this.

        When I was a child, I used to dream that I would find a magic potion that
            would make people notice me, maybe even love me—some lucky charm that would make
            me the center of attention. Suddenly, when I was sixteen, my dream came true. The world
            found me beautiful and focused its attention on me. I first realized this when, to my
            complete astonishment, I won a beauty contest in my hometown, a contest I had entered on
            a dare. Even though I was no Sophia Loren or Elizabeth Taylor, my appearance was to be
            the most important fact of my life—more important than my gender or my family
            background. My life, my work, my choice of mates—all have been
            shaped primarily by the way I looked. One is not supposed to talk about this. One is
            never supposed to mention it. But it is true.
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        From the very beginning, I felt extremely ambivalent about this gift.
            Being stared at made me nervous, made me feel that something was terribly wrong. My
            mother, a beautiful woman, died of cancer when I was nine. This has remained what the
            poet César Vallejo calls “my silver wound, my eternal loss.” I watched
            my mother lose her beauty and then her life within a few months. For several years after
            that I felt invisible—in my family, at school, in the world. My three brothers and
            I were each locked in our own private cocoons of grief. My father was often away on
            business. Sometimes I curled up in my mother’s empty closet, just to be close to
            her scent.

        One of my favorite games at that time was to walk on the ceilings. I would
            look into a hand mirror as I walked through my house, carefully stepping over thresholds
            and walking around light fixtures. This is one of the few memories I have of the years
            immediately following my mother’s death. Indeed my world was as upside down and
            empty as those ceilings. I began having a nightmare that was to persist for decades. In
            this dream, I am buried alive. I can hear people walking on my grave, but when I open my
            mouth to scream for help, I am suddenly mute.

        The spotlight that focused on me in mid-adolescence was shocking, scary,
            seductive, compelling. Having “won the lottery,” I went from poverty to
            riches in less than a year. I never felt that it had anything to do with me. At the same
            time, I knew it had extraordinary value and that the dread of losing it was the
            ever-present dark side. As in the old fairy tales, every gift comes with a price, a
            curse. I was particularly haunted by the fear that any man I loved would eventually
            leave me for someone young when I grew old and lost my beauty. Whatever the reason, I
            was aware from the very beginning that my looks were not simply a blessing. It was
            probably this realization, more than any other, that eventually led to my work of
            deconstructing the image.

        I rarely found myself beautiful, although sometimes I thought I might be
            if I were carefully groomed and polished and the light was just right. Always aware of every flaw, I felt a terrible gap between the way the world
            perceived me and the way I felt about myself. On the surface, I was a model child, a
            straight-A student. My perfect score on the verbal SAT was announced on the
            school’s intercom, thus insuring that no boy in my high school would ever date me.
            Vice-president of the drama club and just about everything else, I had the lead in
            almost every play. My best friend, Judy, also a top student, was the daughter of the
            surgeon who had operated on my mother. Her family took me skiing and to their summer
            home in New Hampshire.

        But I had another best friend. Deedee came from a troubled family.
            Creative, warm, and sensitive but also blond and very curvaceous, she had an undeserved
            reputation for being fast. She introduced me to cigarettes and Orange Blossoms (orange
            juice with gin). It was love at first sip. Judy and I did award-winning science projects
            (one year we made soap) and went sailing at the yacht club. Deedee and I smoked in the
            basement and listened to Elvis. This split would persist for years. I made the
            near-fatal mistake so many girls and women make of thinking that alcohol and cigarettes
            set me free, helped me express my wild self, the self that was so buried during those
            repressive years of the 1950s.
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        When I was fifteen, a boy I had a crush on stood me up for an important
            party. I was alone at home. After a couple of hours, in a state of terror and panic, I
            went to my father’s liquor cabinet and downed a fifth of vermouth. Later that
            night, in a drunken haze and really frightened about what I might do to myself, I called
            Judy and she and her father came to get me. I woke up the next morning with an awful
            headache—but also with the new and terrible knowledge that alcohol could erase
            pain. From then on, for almost twenty years, my most important relationship was with
            alcohol.

        So many years later, I wish I could reach out to that girl I once was and
            prevent her from making that catastrophic choice. The terror she felt, so perplexing to
            her, is completely understandable to me now. After her mother’s death, there had
            been no period of mourning, no permissible grieving, indeed no mention of her mother
            ever again. Forever after, the mere suggestion of loss and abandonment was intolerable and would send her plunging into terror and despair. She would feel
            that she had to get away from her emotions, to run from them. Alcohol and cigarettes
            seemed to be her friends, her comforters, her liberators. She had no idea they were her
            jailers.
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        I went to Wellesley College on a full scholarship, with an award for being
            the most promising freshman from New England. I had a grand passion for alcohol and at
            last the freedom to indulge it. I smoked a pack of Newports a day. I was in desperate
            trouble, although no one suspected it. In my senior year, I won an award that enabled me
            to spend a year in London working for the British Broadcasting Corporation. During the
            summer, I took a course at a secretarial school in order to be prepared for my job.

        In Europe, I got a taste of the fast life. By day, I was a secretary in a
            job so boring that my cigarettes were major events in the day. I also did a bit of
            modeling. By night, I drank a great deal of champagne and danced at discos. I partied at
            Roman Polanski’s apartment and dated Ringo Starr and a knight of the British
            empire. Although I earned about twenty-eight dollars a week, Europe was cheap in those
            days. I was able to travel to France and Greece and to ski the Alps. I took a train to
            Russia with a group of French students.

        I also got involved in the antiwar movement, protesting American
            involvement in Vietnam. One day I participated in some guerilla theater. I dressed up as
            Miss America in a silver lamé miniskirt and sequined top with a banner across my
            chest. I was joined by two male friends dressed as a businessman and a soldier. Together
            we marched to Prime Minister Harold Wilson’s house and presented him with a
            gigantic draft card. If you’re going to support the war, you should go fight it,
            we told him. There was major newspaper coverage. The London tabloids focused on me in my
            miniskirt. One ran a photo with the caption “Jean is protesting.” My father,
            a retired Army colonel and a hawk, said, “Well, at least it doesn’t say ‘Jean is revolting.’” Looking back, I see
            this was my first experience with media advocacy.

        I returned from Europe in 1967 and tried to find work in Boston. For the
            next two years, I had so many jobs I had to alphabetize my W-2 forms. In spite of my
            Wellesley degree and my European experience, I simply couldn’t find meaningful
            work. The women’s movement had not yet begun and women were expected to type or
            teach until we married.

        I was still involved in the antiwar movement and spent some time standing
            in Harvard Square wearing a sandwich board with photographs of napalmed children on it.
            As with many others of my generation, this involvement led me to the women’s
            movement. It also eventually led me into teaching, as a way to try to change the
            society, to be part of the solution instead of the problem (as we said in those
            days).

        I experimented a bit with the drugs of the time (and I did inhale), but my
            major drugs continued to be alcohol and nicotine. Like many alcoholics, I had an
            enormous tolerance for alcohol. It was always amusing when men tried to get me drunk.
            Inevitably, they would slide under the table as I ordered another. I continued to make
            the dreadful mistake of thinking that alcohol was helping me combat the terrible bouts
            of depression I had periodically suffered from ever since my mother’s death. Of
            course, alcohol is a depressant drug and it was burying me alive. I often thought of
            suicide, although I never spoke of it to anyone.

        Drinking and smoking were important parts of my self-image. I thought of
            myself as an outlaw, a rebel (or, more often, as an alien, a freak). I was outspoken
            about never wanting to marry. I had an interest in sex that was not acceptable for a
            woman (to admit to, at least) in those days. I wore miniskirts and black leather. At the
            same time, I was quite shy and easily frightened. Alcohol made me bolder. I could not
            imagine life without it. Given my tolerance, my will, and my natural stamina, I was able
            to confine my drinking to the evenings and to function fairly well. In those days of
            widespread ignorance about alcoholism, no one would have thought I was in trouble. In
            fact, a doctor I once confided in looked closely at me and said, “Don’t
            worry, honey, you’re not the type to be an alcoholic.”

        People encouraged me to model. One day I went to New York and modeled for
            a world-famous fashion designer. I’d never been on a runway before and I barely
            knew how to move. After the show, the designer invited me back to his home, where he
            told me that I could have a very successful and lucrative career as a model. All I had to do was sleep with him. I went back to Boston and to my
            eighty-dollar-a-week job as a waitress. My depression deepened.

        Through a newspaper ad, I got a job doing some ghostwriting for Al Capp.
            He was a very smart and funny man, but bitter. He liked my writing very much. He also
            wanted sex in exchange for a job. His manager called me and said, “Go to bed with
            him, honey—it won’t kill you.” I thought it might, but I was quite
            desperate. I loved the intellectual challenge of the work I was doing with Capp and was
            bored with every other job I had ever had. I was also broke. One hot August day I flew
            to New York with the intention of sleeping with Capp. I went to his apartment on Park
            Avenue. I may have even started to undress. But I couldn’t do it. I left and
            caught a cab to the Village.

        This was one of the lowest points of my life. I could rationalize that the
            fashion designer wouldn’t hire me unless I slept with him. After all, modeling is
            a form of selling one’s body anyway. But Capp thought I was brilliant. He thought
            I was a wonderful writer. But that wasn’t enough. I was still going to have to put
            my body on the line. I was desperate. Finally I heeded the advice of a close friend and
            began therapy.

        It was 1968. And one of my jobs was putting ads into The Lancet. When I saw the ad featuring the woman’s head with seven
            boxes in it, I can’t say that I understood immediately that there was a connection
            between that image and the fact that I was a Wellesley graduate working in a mindless
            job. Nor did I know the term “sexual harassment,” so I wouldn’t have
            drawn the link between this image and Capp’s and the designer’s treatment of
            me. But I did know there was something terribly wrong with the ad.

        The following year I went back to school to get a master’s degree in
            education and began teaching English at a nearby high school. That year I also fell in
            love with the Polish writer Jerzy Kosinski and began a relationship that was to last for
            several years and be one of the most important of my life. He encouraged my interest in
            advertising and the media and we spent many hours talking about it. To paraphrase the
            cigarette ad, he loved me for my mind and I was never so ecstatic in my life.

        To teach about gender stereotypes, I used some of my slides of ads in my
            classroom. The students were very responsive. It was clear that the slides made them
            look at advertising and sexism in a new way. Other teachers invited me into their
            classrooms. I put together a whole slide show on the image of women in advertising. I was invited to speak to larger groups. I was very afraid of
            public speaking, but I also really wanted to talk about this issue. Early in 1976 I gave
            my first lecture to a large audience, the student body at Concord Academy. I was so
            nervous driving there that I seriously considered driving off the road—not to kill
            myself, but to be incapacitated. I also considered phoning in a bomb scare. However, I
            showed up and gave the presentation and the students loved it.
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        A few months later, on the first day of spring in 1976, I stopped
            drinking. Although my therapist didn’t know anything about alcoholism and never
            suspected mine, he was brilliant and extremely warm and helped me care enough about
            myself to want to live. I read about alcoholism and gradually understood that alcohol
            was the “x” in every equation of my life. I went to a support group and
            never picked up another drink. I was lucky that I was in the middle stages of the
            disease. I had lost several years, but I hadn’t done terrible damage to myself or
            anyone else.

        Almost immediately, I had new confidence and energy. Within a year I had
            found an agency to represent me and had begun my career as a full-time lecturer. In 1979
            I made my first film, Killing Us Softly: Advertising‚s Image of
                Women, which is still shown throughout the world. In the late seventies I
            also began collecting ads for alcohol and tobacco and developed other slide shows and
            films. In 1983 I finally quit smoking, after many failed attempts. What finally led me
            to quit smoking wasn’t the threat of cancer or of wrinkles or even my morning
            cough. What got to me was that I was giving a couple of bucks a day to an evil industry.
            I understood that this had nothing to do with liberation; it had to do with slavery. I
            decided to become a healthy rebel and to turn all that antiauthoritarian energy, which
            had gone into self-destructive behavior, against the real authorities, these industries
            that were duping and snaring so many of us.

        In the eighties I also found colleagues. I had been working alone for
            several years. I was invited to become a visiting scholar at the Stone Center at
            Wellesley College and to work with Jean Baker Miller, a woman I
            greatly admired. I was very interested in the work she and her colleagues were doing on
            the importance of relationships in women’s psychological development.

        I also suddenly found myself on the cutting edge of a new movement in
            public health. For decades the primary focus of public health had been on the host, the
            person with the disease (the person with cholera, the smoker, the drunk driver). In the
            1980s the focus began to shift to the environment (polluted water, the price of
            cigarettes, lax laws on drinking and driving). Advertising, long considered trivial,
            began to be viewed as an important part of this environment. I was invited to speak at
            health and addiction conferences, to work with Surgeons General Everett Koop and Antonia
            Novello, and to testify for Congress. I made films on alcohol and tobacco advertising.
            In the 1970s I worked alone and my work was considered radical. By the end of the 1980s,
            I was considered a pioneer who was now part of the mainstream.

        In the mid-eighties I married a man I had loved for a long time and was
            lucky enough to have a baby at the age of forty-four. Several years later, the week of
            my fiftieth birthday, my childhood fear came true when my husband abruptly left me for
            one of his students. My ongoing recovery from this is another important part of my
            story, of course. It is also related to my work, which has to do with the devaluing of
            relationships, the objectification of people, and addictions of all kinds. I believe
            there is a connection between the throwaway world of advertising and today’s
            throwaway approach to marriage. All too often our market-driven culture locks people
            into adolescent fantasies of sex and relationships. And there is a connection between
            the constant images of instant sexual gratification and passion and the increasing
            burden on marriage and long-term lovers. This is only part of the story, of course, but
            it is a part that needs more exploration.

        Terrible as that time was, it did give me a new, more deeply personal
            perspective on these issues. As the poet Theodore Roethke once wrote, “In a dark
            time, the eye begins to see.” Today I am happily raising my wonderful daughter. I
            have good friends and work that I love. I’ve been sober for over twenty-three
            years, longer than I drank. I no longer feel split. I feel lucky and blessed. I also
            feel more rebellious than ever.

        This book is a part of my rebellion. More important, it is an attempt to
            redefine rebellion, to challenge the advertisers’ cynical equation of it with
            smoking, drinking, and impulsive sex. We are all encouraged to confuse addiction with
            liberation, enslavement with freedom. Our need for social and
            personal change and power is often co-opted and trivialized into an adolescent and
            self-centered kind of rebellion.

        I bought this myth when I was growing up. I acted out my rebellion and my
            despair by nearly destroying myself with cigarettes, alcohol, and harmful relationships.
            I was influenced by many factors, of course, from genetic predisposition to alcoholism
            to the particular traumas that afflicted my family. I made my poor choices in an
            environment that encouraged those poor choices, partly through advertising. It was an
            environment in which vital information was kept from me, in part because of the
            influence advertisers have on editors and publishers. We all make our choices for
            complex reasons in a complex world. Advertising is just one part of that complex world,
            but it is an increasingly important and influential part.

        This book is not about alcoholism or my recovery. It is part of my ongoing
            attempt to break through denial—the personal denial that kept me locked into
            addiction and hopeless relationships, but more important the cultural denial that does
            the same on a grander scale to so many of us. There are many sources of this cultural
            denial, one of which is advertising. I know it seems ridiculous to many people to give
            so much weight to advertising. Most people feel that advertising is fun, sexy, often
            silly but certainly not anything to take seriously. Other aspects of the media are
            serious—the violent films, the trashy talk shows, the bowdlerization of the news.
            But not advertising! Surely I am not suggesting that advertising drove me to alcoholism?
            Did a little sign hidden in an ice cube in an alcohol ad say “Get drunk,
            kid”?

        No, of course not. Advertising doesn’t cause addictions. But I will
            argue throughout this book that advertising, an enormously important part of our
            culture, contributes mightily to the climate of denial in which relationships flounder
            and addictions flourish. I will also argue that these two consequences are related:
            disconnection (loss, rejection, isolation, abuse), especially early in life, drives many
            people to addiction, which in turn makes authentic connection impossible. It is not a
            coincidence that we find ourselves at the end of the twentieth century in a time of
            troubled relationships and in an age of addiction.

        This book is about how advertising corrupts relationships and then offers
            us products, both as solace and as substitutes for the intimate human connection we all
            long for and need. Most of us know by now that advertising often turns people into
            objects. Women’s bodies, and men’s bodies too these days, are dismembered,
                packaged, and used to sell everything from chain saws to chewing
            gum. But many people do not fully realize that there are terrible consequences when
            people become things. Self-image is deeply affected. The self-esteem of girls plummets
            as they reach adolescence partly because they cannot possibly escape the message that
            their bodies are objects, and imperfect objects at that. Boys learn that masculinity
            requires a kind of ruthlessness, even brutality. Violence becomes inevitable.

        Advertising encourages us not only to objectify each other but also to
            feel that our most significant relationships are with the products that we buy. It turns
            lovers into things and things into lovers and encourages us to feel passion for our
            products rather than our partners. Passion for products is especially dangerous when the
            products are potentially addictive, because addicts do feel they are in a relationship
            with their substances. I used to joke that Jack Daniel’s was my most constant
            lover. The smoker feels that the cigarette is her best friend. Advertising reinforces
            these beliefs, so we are twice seduced—by the ads and by the substances
            themselves.

        Although much more attention has been paid to the cultural impact of
            advertising in recent years than ever before, just about everyone in America still feels
            personally exempt from advertising’s influence. Almost everyone holds the
            misguided belief that advertisements don’t affect them,
            don’t shape their attitudes, don’t help define their dreams. What I hear
            more than anything else, as I lecture throughout the country, is “I don’t
            pay attention to ads . . . I just tune them out . . . they
            have no effect on me.” Of course, I hear this most often from young men wearing
            Budweiser caps. In truth, we are all influenced by advertising. There is no way to tune
            out this much information, especially when it is carefully designed to break through the
            “tuning out” process.

        The fact is that much of advertising’s power comes from this belief
            that advertising does not affect us. The most effective kind of propaganda is that which
            is not recognized as propaganda. Because we think advertising is silly and trivial, we
            are less on guard, less critical, than we might otherwise be. It’s all in fun,
            it’s ridiculous. While we’re laughing, sometimes sneering, the commercial
            does its work.

        Some of the most talented and creative people in the world are dedicated
            to this work. Indeed, the most skillful propagandists of our time are not working for
            dictators, they are certainly not working exclusively for the Democratic party or the
            Republicans either. They are working for Foote, Cone & Belding, Ogilvy & Mather,
            and DDB Needham Worldwide. Their job is very specific: They are to use all of their powers of persuasion, explicit and implicit, to sell a particular
            product. That’s all! No moral, no obligation to any other set of values. They just
            have to use their wits to put together a hip, funny, seductive, persuasive ad campaign. If they don’t, another agency will take away
            the account. These folks are just doing their job—and maybe they’re even
            doing us a service by giving us information about products and entertaining us while
            they’re at it. What’s the harm in that?

        This book is about the harm in that—the dangerous, often enormously
            dangerous, side effects of advertising. Like a very potent drug, advertising is designed
            to do one particular job, but along the way it often has other, much broader results.
            Although some of this is intentional on the part of advertisers, much of it is not.
            Advertising often sells more than products, but advertisers generally don’t care
            about that. If the cumulative effect of some advertising, for example, is to degrade
            women or to sexualize children or to increase eating disorders, surely that is not the
                intent of the advertisers. It is simply an unfortunate
            side effect.

        Even in the case of addictive products, the aim of advertisers is to make
            money, not to create addicts. Unfortunately, they can’t do the former without
            doing the latter. Indeed, the addict is the ideal consumer. Ten percent of drinkers
            consume over 60 percent of all the alcohol sold. These aren’t the folks who are
            having an occasional Cabernet Sauvignon with dinner or one beer with their pizza.
            Advertisers spend enormous amounts of money on psychological research and understand
            addiction at least as well as, if not better than, any other group in the country. They
            use this knowledge to target children (because if you hook them early, they are yours
            for life), to encourage all people to consume more, in spite of often dangerous
            consequences for all of us, and to create a climate of denial in which all kinds of
            addictions flourish. This they do with full intent, as we see so clearly in the
            “secret” documents of the tobacco industry that have been made available to
            the public in recent years.

        And we are all affected, not just addicts. Of course, we are all affected
            by the behavior of addicts, at home, at work, and in the larger society. This has become
            clearer to everyone as we have learned more about the terrible costs of drunk driving
            and secondhand smoke. But we are also affected on a deeper level. Who among us
            hasn’t ever smoked a cigarette to suppress her anger or had a drink to get himself
            in the mood for sex or eaten some cake to numb the disappointment of
            a failed love affair or purchased a car in search of excitement or simply gone shopping
            as an antidote to boredom or sadness. As Neil Young sang, “I’ve seen the
            needle and the damage done, a little part of it in everyone.”

        One certainly doesn’t have to be an alcoholic or any kind of addict
            to have suffered from a sense of emptiness. Our materialistic culture encourages this
            because people who feel empty make great consumers. The emptier we feel, the more likely
            we are to turn to products, especially potentially addictive products, to fill us up, to
            make us feel whole. Not everyone has to give up these things (although some of us do),
            but we all can profit from becoming more conscious of their role in our lives. They all
            serve to distance us from our feelings and to deflect attention from that which might
            really make a difference in our lives.

        Addiction is the number-one health problem in America today. Many people
            feel that addiction is also at the root of other problems, such as crime, poverty,
            divorce, child abuse, and other forms of violence. Others argue that it is these
            problems that lead to addiction. At the very least, addiction makes these problems more
            serious and intractable. Certainly if young people can avoid addiction and drug and
            alcohol abuse, they have a fighting chance of getting through the minefields of
            adolescence.

        And young people are at much greater risk for addiction than the rest of
            us. The younger people are when they start drinking or smoking or using other drugs, the
            more likely they are by far to abuse these drugs and to become addicted. The smoking
            rates for teenagers, especially African-American teenagers, are soaring. Binge drinking
            is at record levels, a problem in and of itself and also a major factor in other
            problems such as date rape, battering, and teen pregnancy.

        Most of us know by now that adolescence is especially perilous for girls,
            who are the most likely victims of rape and battering, who are biologically more
            vulnerable to alcohol than boys, and who often suffer from depression and eating
            disorders. We also know that women and girls are especially likely to seek connection
            through alcohol, food, and cigarettes, partly as a response to disconnection in our
            human relationships. Teenage women today are engaging in far riskier health behavior in
            greater numbers than any prior generation. What is causing this and what can we do about
            it?

        It’s a multifaceted problem and there is no simple cause. However,
            it is clear that the current crisis goes way beyond individual psychological development
            and pathology. Indeed, it cannot be understood without recognizing that our children are growing up in a toxic cultural environment, one made
            more toxic by advertising. No one can escape it, just as no one can escape air pollution
            or pesticides in our food. And this is increasingly a worldwide phenomenon. The world is
            fast becoming a global marketplace controlled not by individual governments but by
            transnational conglomerates interested only in profit. As we Americans export our
            economic system and our lifestyle, we also export the addictions, diseases, and
            psychological problems associated with it—our hazardous cultural environment.

        We cannot solve the problem of addiction without changing the environment.
            As the old story goes, when bodies are floating in a river downstream it is important to
            get ambulances to the site and get the bodies out of the river. But in the long run, it
            is far more important to investigate what is happening upstream, perhaps to put a fence
            at the edge of a cliff up there—or to stop the madman who is pushing people
            in.

        Our children are falling into the river. Some are flinging themselves
            in—suicide is the third leading killer of teenagers (and probably the major killer
            of gay and lesbian teens). I have a daughter who is on the brink of adolescence. She is
            smart and kind, funny and radiant, creative and soulful (and I, of course, am completely
            objective), and I fear for her. I feel that I am raising her in a culture that is
            hostile to every single thing I want for her. I am raising her in a culture that still
            teaches that girls are less valuable than boys, that girls are sex objects and must be
            beautiful and thin in order to be successful, that women who are the victims of sexual
            harassment and violence asked for it, and that women are completely responsible for the
            success or failure of their relationships with men. At the same time that she is being
            raised in an environment of love and abundance, there are boys being abused or
            powerlessly watching their mothers being battered, or simply being socialized to repress
            their feelings and feel contempt for girls, who might grow up to be violent and hard,
            who might rape or murder her or perhaps just break her heart.

        I am raising my child, in my case a child who is at genetic risk for
            alcoholism and other addictions, in a culture that targets her with billions of dollars
            worth of glamorous images of young healthy people using alcohol and tobacco, not only in
            ads but in films and television shows, in music—a culture that links these drugs
            with romance and rebellion, the two irresistible themes for adolescents (and those
            legions of adults who wish to remain adolescents). I am raising her in a culture that is entirely materialistic, that co-opts spiritual values and
            movements for social change and uses them to sell her jeans and cigarettes. I am raising
            her in a culture that trivializes relationships and encourages her to envy her friends
            and compete with them for the attention of boys.

        I am also raising my daughter in an environment that will blame me should
            something go wrong with her. Should she become an alcoholic or commit suicide or develop
            an eating disorder, most of the fingers will be pointed at me. Why didn’t I
            protect her? Why didn’t I raise her differently? Parents, especially mothers, are
            blamed for everything that happens to our children. There is no question that parents
            have a great deal of responsibility and that many parents today abdicate that
            responsibility. However, putting all the responsibility on parents is like making us
            responsible for the poisoned air our children breathe. The parents on Love Canal no
            doubt loved their children, but they couldn’t protect them. Their children were
            poisoned by the water they drank, by their mothers’ milk.

        I want my daughter to be a rebel—to defy the cultural stereotypes of
            “femininity.” I love and value her strength and feistiness, her sexuality,
            her longing for independence and for authentic connection. I loathe and fear the
            advertisers’ cynical equation of rebellion with smoking, drinking, and impulsive
            and impersonal sex, the way they encourage all of us to confuse addiction with
            liberation, enslavement with freedom. I know that the girls who go under in adolescence
            are almost always in the grip of one addiction or another. The saddest girls are those
            who choose self-destruction in the name of liberation and rebellion, who see no other
            way out of the terrible dilemma of having to choose between the stifling false self of
            the “good girl” and the more authentic self that society so often labels the
            “bad girl.”

        This book weaves together three of my lifelong interests: advertising,
            addiction, and feminism. Because I am dealing with the intersection of vast topics, I
            inevitably have to leave out a lot. I can deal only cursorily with the history of
            advertising and addiction, with feminist theory, with all the research that has been
            done on women and addictions. Most regrettably. I am writing mostly about white,
            middle-class, heterosexual women because these are the women in the world of advertising
            images. Women of color, lesbians, women with disabilities are primarily invisible in
            this world. This is a huge problem, of course, but one beyond the scope of this book. I
            believe, however, that what I have to say about women and
            relationships and addictions will be helpful to all women and girls—and to men and
            boys. Although my work has always focused on women, the cultural environment is toxic
            for men and boys too and I address that.

        Both advertising and addiction are most profoundly about self-deception.
            This book is a detailed map and a cautionary guide to the immensely powerful messages
            projected by advertising. It is about understanding false values and illusions that
            damage our relationships and often lure us toward addictive behavior. My nightmare about
            being buried alive ended soon after I quit drinking. A few years later I dreamed that my
            best friend was buried alive and I rescued her. We can rescue
            ourselves, our children, each other. But the first step, as always, is to break through
            the denial.

        I sometimes think of what I do as a kind of judo. The advertisers have an
            enormous amount of money and power. But we can use their weight against them. We can use
            their very images to educate about their real messages. We can redefine the crucial
            concepts—love, rebellion, sexuality, friendship, freedom—that advertising
            has corrupted, and take them back for our own health, power, and fulfillment.
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        “BUY THIS 24-YEAR-OLD AND GET ALL HIS FRIENDS
                ABSOLUTELY FREE”

        We Are the Product
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        IF YOU’RE LIKE MOST PEOPLE, YOU THINK THAT
                ADVERTISING HAS NO INFLUENCE on you. This is what advertisers want you to
            believe. But, if that were true, why would companies spend over $200 billion a year on advertising?
            Why would they be willing to spend over $250,000 to produce an average television
                commercial
            and another $250,000 to air it? If they want to broadcast their
            commercial during the Super Bowl, they will gladly spend over a million dollars to produce
            it and over one and a half million to air it. After all, they might have the kind of
            success that Victoria’s Secret did during the 1999 Super Bowl. When they paraded
            bra-and-panty-clad models across TV screens for a mere thirty seconds, one million
            people turned away from the game to log on to the Website promoted in the ad. No
            influence?

        Ad agency
                Arnold Communications of Boston kicked off an ad campaign for a financial
            services group during the 1999 Super Bowl that represented eleven months of planning and
            twelve thousand “man-hours” of work. Thirty hours of footage were edited
            into a thirty-second spot. An employee flew to Los Angeles with the ad in a lead-lined
            bag, like a diplomat carrying state secrets or a courier with crown jewels. Why? Because
                the Super Bowl is one
                of the few sure sources of big audiences—especially male audiences, the
            most precious commodity for advertisers. Indeed, the Super Bowl is more about advertising than football:
            The four hours it takes include only about twelve minutes of actually moving the
            ball.

        Three of the four television programs that draw the largest audiences
            every year are football games. And these games have coattails: twelve prime-time shows
            that attracted bigger male audiences in 1999 than those in the same time slots the
            previous year were heavily pushed during football games. No wonder the networks can sell
            this prized Super Bowl audience to advertisers for almost any price they want. The Oscar ceremony,
            known as the Super Bowl for women, is able to command one million dollars for a
            thirty-second spot because it can deliver over 60 percent of the nation’s women to
            advertisers. Make no mistake: The primary purpose of the mass media is to sell audiences
            to advertisers. We are the product. Although people are much
            more sophisticated about advertising now than even a few years ago, most are still
            shocked to learn this.

        Magazines, newspapers, and radio and television programs round us up,
            rather like cattle, and producers and publishers then sell us to advertisers, usually
            through ads placed in advertising and industry publications. “The people you want,
            we’ve got all wrapped up for you,” declares The Chicago
                Tribune in an ad placed in Advertising Age, the
            major publication of the advertising industry, which pictures several people, all neatly
            boxed according to income level.

        Although we like to think of advertising as unimportant, it is in fact the
            most important aspect of the mass media. It is the point. Advertising supports more
                than 60 percent of magazine and newspaper production and almost 100 percent of the electronic media. Over $40 billion a year in ad revenue is generated for
            television and radio and over $30 billion for magazines and newspapers. As one ABC executive said,
            “The network is paying affiliates to carry network commercials, not programs. What
            we are is a distribution system for Procter & Gamble.” And the CEO of Westinghouse
                Electric, owner of CBS, said, “We’re here to serve advertisers.
            That’s our raison d’être.”

        The media know that television and radio programs are simply fillers for
            the space between commercials. They know that the programs that succeed are the ones
            that deliver the highest number of people to the advertisers. But not just any people.
            Advertisers are interested in people aged eighteen to forty-nine who live in or near a
            city. Dr. Quinn, Medicine Woman, a program that was number one in its time
            slot and immensely popular with older, more rural viewers, was canceled in 1998 because
            it couldn’t command the higher advertising rates paid for younger, richer
            audiences. This is not new: the Daily Herald, a British
            newspaper with 47 million readers, double the combined readership of The Times, The Financial Times, The Guardian, and The
                Telegraph, folded in the 1960s because its readers were mostly elderly and
            working class and had little appeal to advertisers. The target audience that appeals to
            advertisers is becoming more narrow all the time. According to Dean Valentine, the head of United
            Paramount Network, most networks have abandoned the middle class and want “very
            chic shows that talk to affluent, urban, unmarried, huge-disposable-income
            18-to-34-year-olds because the theory is, from advertisers, that the earlier you get
            them, the sooner you imprint the brand name.”
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        “Tripod Delivers Gen-X,” proclaims a sinister ad for a Website
            and magazine that features a delivery man carrying a corpselike consumer wrapped from
            neck to toe in brown paper. Several other such “deliveries” are propped up
            in the truck. “We’ve got your customers on our target,” says an ad for
            financial services that portrays the lower halves of two people
            embedded in a target. “When you’ve got them by the ears their hearts and
            minds will follow,” says an ad for an entertainment group. And an ad for the
            newspaper USA Today offers the consumer’s eye between a
            knife and a fork and says, “12 Million Served Daily.” The ad explains,
            “Nearly six million influential readers with both eyes ingesting your message.
            Every day.” There is no humanity, no individuality in this ad or others like
            it—people are simply products sold to advertisers, of value only as potential
            consumers.
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        Newspapers are more in the business of selling audiences than in the
            business of giving people news, especially as more and more newspapers are owned by
            fewer and fewer chains. They exist primarily to support local advertisers, such as car
            dealers, realtors, and department store owners. A full-page ad in The
                New York Times says, “A funny thing happens when people put down a
            newspaper. They start spending money.” The ad continues, “Nothing puts
            people in the mood to buy like newspaper. In fact, most people consider it almost a
            prerequisite to any spending spree.” It concludes, “Newspaper. It’s the
            best way to close a sale.” It is especially disconcerting to realize that our
            newspapers, even the illustrious New York Times, are hucksters
            at heart.

        Once we begin to count, we see that magazines are essentially catalogs of
            goods, with less than half of their pages devoted to editorial content (and much of that
            in the service of the advertisers). An ad for a custom publishing company in Advertising Age promises “The next hot magazine could be
            the one we create exclusively for your product.” And, in fact, there are magazines
            for everyone from dirt-bike riders to knitters to mercenary soldiers, from Beer Connoisseur to Cigar Aficionado.
            There are plenty of magazines for the wealthy, such as Coastal
                Living “for people who live or vacation on the coast.” Barron’s advertises itself as a way to “reach faster
            cars, bigger houses and longer prenuptial agreements” and promises a readership
            with an average household net worth of over a million.

        The Internet advertisers target the wealthy too, of course. “They
            give you Dick,” says an ad in Advertising Age for an
            Internet news network. “We give you Richard.” The ad continues,
            “That’s the Senior V.P. Richard who lives in L.A., drives a BMW and wants to buy a DVD player and a kayak.” Not surprisingly,
            there are no magazines or Internet sites or television programs for the poor or for
            people on welfare. They might not be able to afford the magazines or computers but, more
            important, they are of no use to advertisers.

        This emphasis on the affluent surely has something to do with the
            invisibility of the poor in our society. Since advertisers have no interest in them,
            they are not reflected in the media. We know so much about the rich and famous that it
            becomes a problem for many who seek to emulate them, but we know very little about the
            lifestyles of the poor and desperate. It is difficult to feel compassion for people we
            don’t know.

        Publications and programs that target minorities are also only interested
            in the affluent. “At $446 billion, African American buying power is more than the
            GNP of Switzerland,” says an ad in Advertising Age.
            Another, for a “Black-owned agency,” implies it can “get you inside
            the soul of the African American consumer.” “Are You Skirting a Major
            Market?” asks an ad for a local Florida television station picturing a Latina in a
            very short skirt. It concludes, “Channel 23. Because South Florida spends a lot of
            dinero!” An ad for Latina magazine says,
            “She’s Latina. She spends more.” And the Hispanic Network tells
            advertisers that “Hispanic families are more responsive to advertising. And ads in
            Spanish are 5 times more persuasive.”
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        This persuasiveness seems pernicious in an ad placed by an advertising
            agency in Advertising Age after the 1998 reelection of George
            W. Bush as governor of Texas. “If you have high ambitions, hire us. He did,”
            says the ad opposite a full-page picture of Bush. The ad continues,
            “If we can create advertising that persuades Hispanic Democrats to vote
            Republican, we can get them to buy your product.” Although most of us know that
            politicians are sold like beer or soap these days, it is chilling to see this bragged
            about in an ad.

        Early in
                1999 William Eisner, head of an advertising agency in Milwaukee, began a
            multimillion-dollar campaign designed to repackage Republican presidential candidate
            Steve Forbes just as he once repackaged Mrs. Paul’s fishsticks. “We’re
            trying to resuscitate brands all the time that lost their luster with consumers,”
            said Mr. Eisner. “We’re doing the same with Steve.” To make the
            candidate look presidential, some commercials were shot in black and white with
            backdrops resembling the Oval Office.

        Ethnic
                minorities will soon account for 30 percent of all consumer purchases. No wonder
            they are increasingly important to advertisers. Nearly half of all Fortune 1000 companies have some
            kind of ethnic marketing campaign. Nonetheless, minorities are still underrepresented in
            advertising agencies. African-Americans, who are over 10 percent of the total workforce, are only 5
            percent of the advertising industry. Minorities are underrepresented in ads as
                well—about 87
                percent of people in mainstream magazine ads are white, about 3 percent are
            African-American (most likely appearing as athletes or musicians), and less than 1
            percent are Hispanic or Asian. As the spending power of minorities increases, so does
            marketing segmentation. Mass marketing aimed at a universal audience doesn’t work
            so well in a multicultural society, but cable television, the Internet, custom
            publishing, and direct marketing lend themselves very well to this segmentation. The
            multiculturalism that we see in advertising is about money, of course, not about social
            justice.

        The same is true for the increased visibility of gay men and lesbians in
            advertising. The gay media have provided the lucrative market of gay men to advertisers, such as
                IBM, Benetton, Johnson & Johnson, and United Airlines, for years. Hartford Financial
                Services Group launched a 1998 campaign aimed at gays that not only appeared in
            the gay media but crossed over to mainstream media. Ads picturing pairings of pink and
            blue cars promoted Hartford’s discounts to gay and lesbian couples with the
            tagline, “Commitment. Bring it on.”

        Lesbians are still on the fringes of the gay marketing movement, probably
            because most women still have lower incomes than men. A male couple would be likely to
            have a higher joint income than a heterosexual couple, but this is not usually the case
            for a female couple. Nonetheless, Olivia Cruises ran an overtly lesbian commercial during the coming-out episode of Ellen, and Molson beer launched a commercial featuring a lesbian kiss in Canada in 1997.
                A Subaru print
                ad featured two women with the headline, “It loves camping, dogs and
            long-term commitment. Too bad it’s only a car.” And American Express ran an ad featuring a
            real-life lesbian couple with copy that included, “When you’re ready to plan
            a future together, who can you trust to understand the financial challenges that gay men
            and lesbians face?”

        Advertisers don’t casually decide to target gays. They spend
            significant amounts of money to conduct research on the market and to find out how their
            products are faring. American Express spent $250,000 for research in 1997 before committing
            additional funds to the market. More advertisers are seeking the gay audience on the
            Internet, ever since a
                major gay-market study in 1997 found that gays are large online subscribers
            (51.5 percent use for gays compared with 15.8 percent for the general population).

        However, many advertisers who target gay consumers still prefer to remain
            closeted about it, for fear of offending their heterosexual customers. More than two-thirds of gay-market
                advertisers contacted in 1997 by Advertising Age chose
            not to comment for an article on the topic.

        The gay market is especially important to the alcohol industry. As is the
            case with many oppressed groups, gay people have a higher rate of alcohol abuse and
            alcoholism than do straight people. They have a tradition of congregating in bars,
            perhaps because there is nowhere else to go and feel safe. According to a corporate
            relations manager for Coors Brewing Company, gay consumers drink about twice as much as straight
            consumers—which is good news for Coors, of course. After all, heavy drinkers are
            the alcohol industry’s best customers. Thus alcohol advertisers often target gay
            men and lesbians, although they have to be very careful not to alienate their macho
            heterosexual consumers. “For the last time, it’s not a lifestyle, it’s
            a life,” says an ad for Johnnie Walker Red scotch, which ran, of course, only in
            gay publications. Signs of ever more closely targeted niche marketing were evident with
            the 1997 release by Australian brewers Lion Nathan of a “gay beer.” The limited-edition
            label featured 1950s-style cartoons of same-sex couples and the suggestive slogan
            “Goes Down a Treat.” And Baileys liqueur targeted lesbians with an ad
            featuring two feminized coffee cups and the copy, “Our limited-edition coffee cups
            are available nationwide, though only recognized as a set in Hawaii.” Hawaii, of
            course, is the only state that has tried to legalize same-sex marriages.
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        So, the media round us up—gay and straight, male and female,
            African-American, white, Latino, young, and middle-aged (advertisers are not interested
            in old people, who usually already have brand loyalty and often have limited incomes).
            Then they spend a
                fortune on research to learn a lot about us, using techniques like polls, trends
            analysis, focus groups, and PRIZM, a marketing program that garners information about
            consumers from their ZIP codes—and that is advertised in Advertising Age as “the targeting tool that turns birds of a feather
            into sitting ducks.”

        Many
                companies these days are hiring anthropologists and psychologists to examine
            consumer’s product choices, verbal responses, even body language for deeper meanings.
            They spend time in consumer’s homes, listening to their conversations and exploring their
            closets and bathroom cabinets. Ad agency Leo Burnett’s director of planning calls
            these techniques “getting in under the radar.” Robert Deutsch, a
            neuroscientist and anthropologist who works for ad agency DDB Needham, likens himself to
            a vampire—“I suck information out of people, and they love it.”

        One new
                market research technique involves monitoring brain-wave signals to measure how
            “engaged” viewers are in what they are watching. According to the president
            of the company doing this research, “We are the only company in the industry
            reading people’s thoughts and emotions. Someone’s going to be a billionaire
            doing this. I think it will be us.”

        Through focus groups and depth interviews, psychological researchers can
            zero in on very specific target audiences—and their leaders. “Buy this
            24-year-old and get all his friends absolutely free,” proclaims an ad for MTV
            directed to advertisers. MTV presents itself publicly as a place for rebels and
            nonconformists. Behind the scenes, however, it tells potential advertisers that its
            viewers are lemmings who will buy whatever they are told to buy.

        The MTV ad gives us a somewhat different perspective on the concept of
            “peer pressure.” Advertisers, especially those who advertise tobacco and
            alcohol, are forever claiming that advertising doesn’t influence anyone, that kids
            smoke and drink because of peer pressure. Sure, such pressure exists and is an important
            influence, but a lot of it is created by advertising. Kids who exert peer pressure  don’t drop into high schools like Martians. They are kids
            who tend to be leaders, whom other kids follow for good or for bad. And they themselves
            are mightily influenced by advertising, sometimes very deliberately as in the MTV ad. As
            an ad for Seventeen magazine, picturing a group of attractive
            young people, says, “Hip doesn’t just happen. It starts at the source: Seventeen.” In the global village, the “peers”
            are very much the same, regardless of nationality, ethnicity, culture. In the eyes of
            the media, the youths of the world are becoming a single, seamless, soulless target
            audience—often cynically labeled “Generation X,” or, for the newest
            wave of teens, “Generation Y.” “We’re helping a soft drink
            company reach them, even if their parents can’t,” says an ad for newspapers
            featuring a group of young people. The ad continues, “If you think authority
            figures have a hard time talking to Generation X, you should try being an
            advertiser,” and goes on to suggest placing ads in the television sections of
            newspapers.

        Of course, it’s not only young people who are influenced by their
            peers. Barron’s tells its advertisers, “Reach the
            right bird and the whole flock will follow.” The MTV ad promises advertisers that
            young “opinion leaders” can influence what their friends eat, drink, and
            wear, whereas Barron’s sells them leaders “whose
            simple ‘yes’ can legitimize a new product, trigger eight-figure purchases,
            and alter the flow of cash and ideas throughout the economy.” Advertisers sometimes
            criticize my work by saying I imply that consumers are brainwashed, stupid, and easily
            led. Although I never say this, it often seems that the advertisers themselves describe
            consumers as sitting ducks.
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        Magazines like Barron’s round up
            relatively small target audiences, but they can’t compare with the precision and
            efficiency of direct marketing. “Score a bull’s-eye with every ad”
            claims an ad for targeting software that promises, “We have your customers in our
            sights” and “can help you hit your mark every time.” Continuing the
            analogy, the vice-chairman of a direct-marketing firm said, “Mass marketing is like defoliating
                Vietnam.” He continued that direct marketing is more like dropping a smart
            bomb with pinpoint accuracy. The violent military language certainly makes it seem that
            marketers are waging a war against consumers. As another advertiser said, “We’re in
                an era of global marketing warfare. The number one tactical
            weapon of the age is advertising.”

        Direct-marketing techniques make it possible for advertisers to customize
            ads for subscribers of the same magazine according to what a particular subscriber has
            previously bought. In 1994 the direct-marketing firm Bronner Slosberg Humphrey Inc.
            customized a print campaign for L.L. Bean by comparing the company’s customer base
            to the subscription lists of about twenty national magazines. Different ads were
            tailored to specific customers. Thus if two New Yorker
            subscribers lived next door to each other, the same edition of the magazine could
            contain two different L.L. Bean ads. According to Mike Slosberg, vice-chairman of the
            company, “In essence, the ad becomes direct mail, and the magazine is the
            envelope.”

        Perhaps we are not surprised that magazines are only envelopes. But many
            of us had higher hopes for cable television and the Internet. However, these new
            technologies have mostly become sophisticated targeting devices. “Now you can turn
            your target market into a captive audience,” says an ad for an Internet news and
            information service that features a man roped into his office chair.
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        “Capture your audience,” says another, featuring a bunch of
            eyeballs dripping in a net. This ad is selling software that “allows you to track
            the clicks and mouse-over activities of every single user interacting with your banner
            ad.” Another
                company recently launched a massive data-collection effort, with the goal of
            getting at least one million consumers to fill out surveys. It will use the data to
            deliver ads it claims can be targeted right down to the individual. “Sorry. We
            can’t target by shoesize. YET,” says an ad for Yahoo!, a very successful
            Internet company, which goes on to tell advertisers, “You’re wondering . . .
            what do our 35 million registered users offer you? Well, information. A lot of it. About
            who they are. What they’re interested in. What kind of job they hold. How old they are. Get the picture?” As a writer for Advertising Age said, “What was once a neutral platform for
            global communication and vast information gathering is now seen as a virtual playground
            for marketers seeking new and better ways to reach consumers.”

        Home pages on the World Wide Web hawk everything from potato chips to
            cereal to fast food—to drugs. Alcohol and tobacco companies, chafing under
            advertising restrictions in other media, have discovered they can find and woo young
            people without any problem on the Web. Indeed, children are especially vulnerable on the
            Internet, where advertising manipulates them, invades their privacy, and transforms them
            into customers without their knowledge. Although there are various initiatives pending,
            there are as yet no regulations against targeting children online. Marketers attract
            children to Websites with games and contests and then extract from them information that
            can be used in future sales pitches to the child and the child’s family. They
            should be aware that this information might be misleading. My daughter recently checked
            the “less than $20,000” household income box because she was thinking of her
            allowance.

        Some sites
                offer prizes to lure children into giving up the e-mail addresses of their
            friends too. Online advertising targets children as young as four in an attempt to
            develop “brand loyalty” as early as possible. Companies unrelated to children’s
            products have Websites for children, such as Chevron’s site, which features games,
            toys, and videos touting the importance of—surprise!—the oil industry. In
            this way, companies can create an image early on and can also gather marketing data. As
            one ad says to advertisers, “Beginning this August, Kidstar will be able to reach
            every kid on the planet. And you can, too.”
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        The United States is one of the few industrialized nations in the world
            that thinks that children are legitimate targets for advertisers. Belgium, Denmark, Norway, and the
            Canadian province of Quebec ban all advertising to children on television and radio, and
                Sweden and
                Greece are pushing for an end to all advertising aimed at children throughout
            the European Union. An effort to pass similar legislation in the United States in the
            1970s was squelched by a coalition of food and toy companies,
            broadcasters, and ad agencies. Children in America appear to have value primarily as new
            consumers. As an ad for juvenile and infant bedding and home accessories says,
            “Having children is so rewarding. You get to buy childish stuff and pretend
            it’s for them.” Our public policy—or lack thereof—on every
            children’s issue, from education to drugs to teen suicide to child abuse, leaves
            many to conclude that we are a nation that hates its children.

        However, the media care about them. The Turner Cartoon Network tells advertisers,
            “Today’s kids influence over $130 billion of their parent’s spending
            annually. Kids also spend $8 billion of their own money. That makes these little
            consumers big business.” Not only are children influencing a lot of spending in
            the present, they are developing brand loyalty and the beginnings of an addiction to
            consumption that will serve corporations well in the future. According to Mike Searles, president
                of Kids ‘R’ Us, “If you own this child at an early age, you
            can own this child for years to come. Companies are saying, ‘Hey, I want to own the
            kid younger and younger.’” No wonder Levi Strauss & Co. finds it worthwhile to send a
            direct mailing to seven- to twelve-year-old girls to learn about them when they are
            starting to form brand opinions. According to the senior advertising manager,
            “This is more of a long-term relationship that we’re trying to
            explore.” There may not seem much harm in this until we consider that the tobacco
            and alcohol industries are also interested in long-term relationships beginning in
            childhood—and are selling products that can indeed end up “owning”
            people.

        Advertisers are willing to spend a great deal on psychological research
            that will help them target children more effectively. Nintendo U.S. has a research center
            which interviews at least fifteen hundred children every week. Kid Connection, a unit of the advertising
                agency Saatchi & Saatchi, has commissioned what the company calls
            “psychocultural youth research” studies from cultural anthropologists and
            clinical psychologists. In a recent study, psychologists interviewed young people
            between the ages of six and twenty and then analyzed their dreams, drawings, and
            reactions to symbols. Meanwhile, the anthropologists spent over five hundred hours
            watching other children use the Internet.

        Children are easily influenced. Most little children can’t tell the
            difference between the shows and the commercials (which basically means they are smarter
            than the rest of us). The toys sold during children’s programs are often based on
            characters in the programs. Recently the Center for Media Education asked the Federal Trade
            Commission to examine “kidola,” a television marketing strategy in which toy companies promise to buy blocks of commercial time if a local
            broadcast station airs programs associated with their toys.

        One
                company has initiated a program for advertisers to distribute samples, coupons,
            and promotional materials to a network of twenty two thousand day care centers and 2
            million preschool children. The editor-in-chief of KidStyle,
                a kids’ fashion magazine that made its debut in 1997, said,
            “It’s not going to be another parenting magazine. This will be a pictorial
            magazine focusing on products.”

        Perhaps most troubling, advertising is increasingly showing up in our
            schools, where ads are emblazoned on school buses, scoreboards, and book covers, where
            corporations provide “free” material for teachers, and where many children
            are a captive audience for the commercials on Channel One, a marketing program that
            gives video equipment to desperate schools in exchange for the right to broadcast a
            “news” program studded with commercials to all students every morning.
            Channel One is hardly free, however—it is estimated that it costs taxpayers $1.8
            billion in lost classroom time. But it certainly is profitable for the owners who
            promise advertisers “the largest teen audience around” and “the
            undivided attention of millions of teenagers for 12 minutes a day.” Another ad for
            Channel One boasts, “Our relationship with 8.1 million teenagers lasts for six years [rather
            remarkable considering most of theirs last for . . . like six days].” Imagine the public
                outcry if a political or religious group offered schools an information package
            with ten minutes of news and two minutes of political or religious persuasion. Yet we
            tend to think of commercial persuasion as somehow neutral, although it certainly
            promotes beliefs and behavior that have significant and sometimes harmful effects on the
            individual, the family, the society, and the environment.

        “Reach him at the office,” says an ad featuring a small boy in
            a business suit, which continues, “His first day job is kindergarten. Modern can
            put your sponsored educational materials in the lesson plan.” Advertisers are reaching nearly 8
                million public-school students each day.

        Cash-strapped and underfunded schools accept this dance with the devil.
            And they are not alone. As many people become less and less willing to pay taxes to
            support public schools and other institutions and services, corporations are only too
            eager to pick up the slack—in exchange for a captive audience, of course. As one
            good corporate citizen, head of an outdoor advertising agency, suggested, “Perhaps fewer
                libraries would be closing their doors or reducing their services if they
            wrapped their buildings in tastefully done outdoor ads.”
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        According
                to the Council for Aid to Education, the total amount corporations spend on
            “educational” programs from kindergarten through high school has increased
            from $5 million in 1965 to about $500 million today. The Seattle School Board recently voted
            to aggressively pursue advertising and corporate sponsorship. “There can be a Nike
            concert series and a Boeing valedictorian,” said the head of the task force. We
            already have market-driven educational materials in our schools, such as Exxon’s
            documentary on the beauty of the Alaskan coastline or the McDonald’s Nutrition
            Chart and a kindergarten
                curriculum that teaches children to “Learn to Read through Recognizing
            Corporate Logos.”

        No wonder so many people fell for a “news item” in Adbusters (a Canadian magazine that critiques advertising and
            commercialism) about a new program called “Tattoo You Too!”, which pays
            schools a fee in exchange for students willing to be tattooed with famous corporate
            logos, such as the Nike “swoosh” and the Guess question mark. Although the
            item was a spoof, it was believable enough to be picked up by some major media. I guess
            nothing about advertising seems unbelievable these days.

        There are penalties for young people who resist this commercialization. In
            the spring of 1998 Mike
                Cameron, a senior at Greenbrier High School in Evans, Georgia, was suspended
            from school. Why? Did he bring a gun to school? Was he smoking in the boys’ room?
            Did he assault a teacher? No. He wore a Pepsi shirt on a school-sponsored Coke day, an
            entire school day dedicated to an attempt to win ten thousand dollars in a national
            contest run by Coca-Cola.

        Coke has
                several “partnerships” with schools around the country in which the
            company gives several million dollars to the school in exchange for a long-term contract
            giving Coke exclusive rights to school vending machines. John Bushey, an area
            superintendent for thirteen schools in Colorado Springs who signs his correspondence
            “The Coke Dude,” urged school officials to “get next year’s
            volume up to 70,000 cases” and suggested letting students buy Coke throughout the
            day and putting vending machines “where they are accessible all day.” Twenty
            years ago, teens drank almost twice as much milk as soda. Today they drink twice as much
            soda as milk. Some data suggest this contributes to broken bones
            while they are still teenagers and to osteoporosis in later life.
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A New Film Presentation. . . .

KILLING US SOFTLY: 1

Advertising’s Image of Women

A unique analysis of one of the most
powerful forces in our society.

‘Jean Kilbourne's excellent presentation demonstrates that what is done to
women in the imagery of advertising is a kind of violence; the female self
is not simply objectified but literally disintegrates into a collection of
disparate and relentlessly judged components.”

Karen Durbin

Senior Editor, The Village Voice
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’ capture your audienge

Statistics show that 98% of the people who see your ad on the Web do exactly the same thing Ignore it.

And when you happen to launch a successful Internet campaign, current technology can't tell you why your viewers
responded favorably. Enliven is a breakthrough advertising technology that lets you create fully animated, fully
interactive, highly measurable Web promotions with the software tools you're already using. Enliven’s server
software allows you to track the clicks and mouse-over activities of every single user interacting with your

banner ad. No plug-ins are required. Discover how to attract, engage and learn more about your

audience on the Web. For more information, call 1-800 978-8670 today or visit www.enliven .com/aa
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If you have high ambitions, hire us.
He did.
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“BACKLASH MEETS THE BEAUTY MYTH.
A SCATHING ATTACK ON THE POWERS.
THAT TELL US WHAT, HOW MUCH, WHEN AND
WHY TO BUY." ~SELF MAGAZINE

jean kilbourne

CREATOR OF THE AWARD-WINNING DOCUMENTARY KILLING US SOFTLY

FOREWORD BY MARY PIPHER, AUTHOR OF REVIVING OPHELIA





