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ADVERTI SI NG, NEEDS, AND" COMMODI TY FETI SHI SM"

St ephen Kl i ne and Wi l l i amLei . r s

Af t er r evi ewi ng t he l i t er at ur e on consumer behavi our one i s t empt ed t o con-

cl ude t hat i n no ot her domai n has so much r esear ch yi el ded so l i t t l e i nsi ght .

Mar ket r esear cher s ar e ever ywher e, not i ng our r esponses t o t he l at est i nspi r at i on

f r omt he pr oduct desi gner ' s i magi nat i on . Somet i mes i t seems t hat i n t he vor t ex

of moment ar y consumer pr ef er ences al l st r uct ur ed aspect s of human needs have

di ssol ved, and have been r epl aced by t he mer e successi on of di scr et e and

per f ect l y i nt er changeabl e want s . Most soci al sci ent i st s who do empi r i cal

r esear ch r ef r ai n f r om vent ur i ng cr i t i cal comment s on t hi s si t uat i on . On t he

ot her hand, t he f ami l i ar concept s used i n t he r adi cal cr i t i que of mar ket soci et y

- especi al l y t he not i on of commodi t y f et i shi sm- have had a pur el y r het or i cal

f unct i on, because so l i t t l e at t empt has been made t o gi ve t hem some empi r i cal

cont ent . Thi s ar t i cl e r epr esent s our f i r st t ent at i ve st eps t owar d an anal yt i cal ap-

pr oach t hat di f f er s f r ombot h of t hese . I

The st udy was based upon a hypot hesi s about cont empor ar y consumer

behavi our devel oped i n a r ecent book wr i t t en by one of us . z Thi s hypot hesi s

suggest s t hat we shoul d expect t o f i nd i ncr easi ng ambi gui t y and conf usi on i n

t he sense of " sat i sf act i on" t hat i s exper i enced i n t he consumpt i on pr ocess . We

deci ded t o l ook at t he way adver t i sement s ar e composed i n or der t o det er mi ne

whet her we coul d r ef i ne and el abor at e t he hypot hesi s . 3 ( Si nce our met hodol ogy

i s " di agnost i c" , i t does not const i t ut e a t est of t he hypot hesi s ; we sought t o

cl ar i f y and el abor at e t he hypot hesi s t hr ough empi r i cal i nvest i gat i ons . ) I t i s i m-

por t ant t o not e at t he out set t hat we do not vi ew adver t i si ng as t he cause of t hi s

pr esumed ambi gui t y and conf usi on . Rat her , we wer e at t empt i ng t o see

whet her adver t i sement s pr esent or r ef l ect ambi guous " messages" t o con-

sumer s .

Our st udy of adver t i si ng i s i nt ended t o l ay t he basi s, i n par t , f or new ap-

pr oaches t o a t heor y of soci al change . I n t he soci al sci ence model s t hat cel ebr at e

t he " consumer soci et y" , gener al i ncr eases i n consumpt i on l evel s - under st ood

as i ncr eased access t o commodi t i es - ar e r egar ded as pr i ma f aci e evi dence of
soci al pr ogr ess . Needl ess t o say, we do not accept t hi s vi ew ; and i t i s i nt er est i ng
t o not e ( as di scussed l at er ) t hat t hi s vi ew i s now bei ng chal l enged f r oma var i et y
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of st andpoi nt s . But we al so r ej ect t he out l ook t hat i s f ound al most uni ver sal l y

i n t he " r adi cal " cr i t i que of capi t al i st soci et y . Thi s out l ook has t wo pr i nci pal

f eat ur es : ( 1) t he spher e of consumpt i on i s " subor di nat e" t o t hat of pr oduc-

t i on ; ( 2) " commodi t y f et i shi sm" r esul t s i n t he mani pul at i on of consci ousness,

and t hi s f al se consci ousness ( and t he f al se needs ar i si ng f r om i t ) i nhi bi t s t he

devel opment of popul ar demands f or r eal i zi ng t r adi t i onal soci al i st goal s i n

i ndust r i al l y- advanced soci et i es .

The f i nal sect i on out l i nes t wo i deas whi ch we suggest as gui del i nes f or f ur -

t her wor k . The f i r st i s t hat soci al t ensi ons ar i si ng f r omef f or t s t o def i ne di f f er ent

st r uct ur es of needs and need- sat i sf act i on wi l l const i t ut e t he mai n sour ce of

soci al change opt i ons i n t he comi ng year s . The second i s t hat what ever r esol u-

t i on emer ges wi l l be qui t e di f f er ent f r om t he expect at i ons of bot h t he

apol ogi st s f or t he consumer soci et y and t he pr oponent s of t he t r adi t i onal

soci al i st vi si ons .

I : Consumer Behavi our and Commodi t y Fet i shi sm

I n Sect i on I I bel ow t he not i on of a " consumer cul t ur e" i s out l i ned i n r ough

f ashi on, i n or der t o speci f y t he obj ect i ves of our adver t i si ng st udy . Thi s not i on

has been assembl ed f r om bi t s and pi eces of sever al t heor i es ; i t r epr esent s our

under st andi ng and r ef or mul at i on of t heor i es of mar ket pl ace behavi our t hat

cr i t i ci ze t he domi nant par adi gms f ound i n convent i onal economi cs . Fi r st we

shal l pr esent and comment on t wo r ecent st udi es, Ti bor Sci t ovsky' s TheJoyl ess

Economy and Fr ed Hi r sch' s Soci al Li mi t s t o Gr owt h, and t hen we shal l t ur n t o

t he t heor y of commodi t y f et i shi sm handed down i n t he Mar xi st t r adi t i on .

Sci t ovsky set out t o under mi ne t he economi c t heor y of r at i onal behavi our

and consumer sover ei gnt y . Thi s i s made up of t he f ol l owi ng pr oposi t i ons : ( 1)

what t he consumer chooses t o do i s an accur at e r ef l ect i on of hi s t ast es, i . e . , hi s

behavi our i s r eveal ed by hi s pr ef er ences and vi ce ver sa ; ( 2) t he consumer

devel ops hi s own t ast es and pr ef er ences i ndependent l y of t hose of ot her con-

sumer s ; ( 3) wi t hout suf f i ci ent means t o sat i sf y al l of hi s desi r es, t he consumer

must " keep unsat i sf i ed mar gi ns on al l hi s needs and desi r es" , i n or der t o i n-

sur e t hat " any ext r a dol l ar he spends on one t hi ng yi el ds hi mas much sat i sf ac-

t i on as t hat ext r a dol l ar woul d i f he spent i t on any ot her t hi ng . " 4

Sci t ovsky chal l enges hi s f el l ow economi st s by t ur ni ng agai nst t hem t hei r

most cher i shed val ue : he cl ai ms t hat t he t heor y i s unsci ent i f i c i n i t s por t r ayal of

human psychol ogy . He poi nt s out t hat t he accept ed t heor y si mpl y cannot ac-

count at al l f or t he obvi ous f act t hat t he i ndi vi dual ' s pr ef er ences change over

t i me - or , mor e pr eci sel y, t hat i t cannot showwhy or how pr ef er ences change,

as t hey obvi ousl y do . These changes ar e under st andabl e onl y i n r el at i on t o a

soci al pr ocess of i nt er per sonal r el at i onshi ps . Mor eover , t her e i s a r eci pr ocal r el a-
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t i on bet ween changi ng pr ef er ences and changes i n t he sense of sat i sf act i on

der i ved f r om any par t i cul ar act i vi t y ; i n Sci t ovsky' s wor ds, t he domi nant

par adi gm " over l ooks t he possi bi l i t y t hat t he same i nf l uences t hat modi f y our

t ast es mi ght al so modi f y our abi l i t y t o der i ve sat i sf act i on f r om t he t hi ngs t hat

cat er t o our t ast es . "

Expr essed i n i t s si mpl est t er ms, Sci t ovsky' s anal ysi s at t empt s t o expl ai n why

t he expect ed cor r el at i on bet ween gr eat er happi ness and r i ses i n r eal i ncome

does not occur . He r ef er s t o empi r i cal st udi es done i n t he U. S. bet ween 1946

and 1970 : " Over t hi s per i od, al most t went y- f i ve year s, per capi t a r eal i ncome

r ose by 62 per cent , yet t he pr opor t i on of peopl e who consi der t hemsel ves ver y

happy, f ai r l y happy, and not t oo happy has har dl y changed at al l . Our

economi c wel f ar e i s f or ever r i si ng, but we ar e no happi er as a r esul t . " s He

cl ai ms t hat t he convent i onal economi c par adi gms cannot account f or t hi s, and

he at t empt s t o const r uct a t heor y t hat wi l l do so .

Ther e ar e f our di mensi ons . Fi r st , t her e i s empi r i cal evi dence t hat peopl e

der i ve sat i sf act i on f r om st at us i t sel f , t hat i s, f r omr el at i ve soci al r anki ng or i n-

t er per sonal compar i sons t hat occur at any i ncome l evel . Second, sat i sf act i on i s

der i ved f r omwor k, but agai n l ar gel y as a f unct i on of t he r el at i ve i ncome and

" pr est i ge" at t r i but es of a par t i cul ar j ob i n t he soci al hi er ar chy . Thi r d, sat i sf ac-

t i on cor r el at es posi t i vel y wi t h novel t y i n one' s exper i ences, but our own cul t ur e

t ends t o st andar di ze exper i ence and pr ogr essi vel y r educe novel t y . Four t h,

mat er i al pr ogr ess i s t r ansl at ed pr i mar i l y i nt o i ncr easi ng comf or t . Comf or t ,

however , i s l i ke addi ct i on : we become accust omed t o i t and soon t ake i t f or

gr ant ed ; t he pr esence of new comf or t s cease t o gi ve pl easur e i n t hemsel ves, and

onl y bei ng depr i ved of t hemmakes us f eel t he pl easur e of havi ng t hem ( cent r al

heat i ng, i ndoor t oi l et s, adequat e quant i t i es of f ood, f or exampl e) . " Taken

t oget her " , Sci t ovsky concl udes, " t hey wel l expl ai n why happi ness shoul d de-

pend so much on one' s r anki ng i n soci et y and so l i t t l e on t he absol ut e l evel of

one' s i ncome . "

The backgr ound cont ext t hat makes sense of t hi s " r ank- happi ness" i s, of

cour se, t he mar ket or commodi t y- or i ent ed soci et y . Most i ndi vi dual act i vi t y i s

di r ect ed at i ncr easi ng i ncome t hat ser ves as t he access t o pur chasi ng goods and

ser vi ces . Thi s cont ext st eadi l y depr eci at es t he val ue of act i vi t i es t hat do not

ser ve t hi s obj ect i ve, i ncl udi ng t he i nt r i nsi c sat i sf act i ons t hat mi ght ot her wi se be

der i ved f xom wor k cr eat i vi t y or i nf or mal i nt er per sonal r el at i onshi ps . No st abl e

or per manent sense of sat i sf act i on i s achi eved si mpl y by vi r t ue of t he f act t hat

most i ndi vi dual s have a hi gher " st andar d of l i vi ng" t han pr ecedi ng gener a-

t i ons had .

Ther e ar e many ot her i nt er est i ng aspect s of Sci t ovsky' s anal ysi s t hat we shal l

not comment on her e . What has been pr esent ed above i s compl ement ed, f r om

a sl i ght l y di f f er ent angl e, by Hi r sch' s Soci al Li mi t s t o Gr owt h . The basi c

si mi l ar i t y i n t he t wo books r est s on t he i mpact of changes i n i ndi vi dual
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pr ef er ences on t he soci al consequences of economi c gr owt h . Hi r sch ar gues t hat ,

once " basi c mat er i al necessi t i es" ar e met f or t he maj or i t y of t he popul at i on i n

a mar ket - exchange economy, t her e i s i nt ensi f i ed compet i t i on f or what he cal l s

" posi t i onal " goods . Si nce t hese goods ar e scar ce by t hei r ver y nat ur e, t he i n-

t ensi f i ed compet i t i on f or t ht m yi el ds no net benef i t s f or i ndi vi dual s ( t he pr o-

por t i on of i ndi vi dual s i n t he popul at i on who get t hem r emai ns r oughl y con-

st ant ) , and at t he same t i me t her e i s a hi gh soci al cost i ncur r ed .

What ar e posi t i onal goods? These ar e goods whi ch def i ne soci al st at us di f -

f er ences among i ndi vi dual s ; t hei r val ue l i es chi ef l y i n t he f act t hat some per sons

possess t hemand ot her s do not . For exampl e, t o be abl e t o move t o a subur ban

communi t y t o escape a decayi ng ur ban envi r onment can be such a good ; t hose

who can do so enj oy access bot h t o ci t y and count r ysi de . But when and i f many

peopl e become subur bani t es t he advant ages ar e l ar gel y negat ed : t he ur ban

cul t ur e has decl i ned so much t hat i t no l onger i s wor t h vi si t i ng, and t he near by

count r ysi de has been swal l owed up by t he newer subur ban devel opment s . Al l

t hat r emai ns f or most i s t he wel l - known empt i ness of subur bi a i t sel f . Anot her

exampl e i s access t o sceni c beaut y or f or ei gn cul t ur es . When onl y a f ewper sons

have t he means of access, t he advant ages t o t hem ar e enor mous, as i s t he soci al

" di st ance" bet ween t hemand t hose who cannot af f or d t he cost s . An i ncr easi ng

gener al l evel of af f l uence opens t he gat es, but at t he pr i ce of shar pl y deval ui ng

t he exper i ence, due t o over cr owdi ng and t he r esul t ant det er i or at i on i n t he

qual i t y of t he si t es .

The det er i or at i on of over cr owded si t es i s an exampl e of t he soci al cost s

r esul t i ng f r omposi t i onal compet i t i on . A bet t er exampl e can be dr awn f r omt he

r el at i onshi p bet ween j obs and educat i onal qual i f i cat i ons . I t i s a wel l - known

f act t hat t he l evel of educat i onal r equi r ement s f or j obs has been st eadi l y i n-

cr easi ng, and t hat i n most cases t hi s bear s l i t t l e or no r el at i on t o t he r equi si t e

j ob ski l l s . The f l aw l i es i n i ndi vi dual assumpt i ons about t he cor r el at i on

bet ween f or mal educat i on and hi gh- payi ng j obs . The pr opor t i on of " t op"

posi t i ons i n soci et y r emai ns appr oxi mat el y t he same, but l ar ger number s of i n-

di vi dual s now compet e f or t hem. St i f f er educat i onal qual i f i cat i ons ar e one of

t he scr eeni ng mechani sms used t o sor t out t he compet i t or s . The same pr opor -

t i on succeed now as i n t he past ; but soci et y pays t he enor mous cost of l ar ger

f aci l i t i es f or f or mal educat i on f or al l t he compet i t or s .

I n di f f er ent ways bot h Sci t ovsky and Hi r sch ar e concer ned wi t h one of t he

key aspect s of a compet i t i ve, mar ket - or i ent ed soci et y whi ch has r eached a cer -

t ai n gener al l evel of mat er i al af f l uence : t he i mpor t ance of t he symbol i c at -

t r i but es of goods, and t he ways i n whi ch r ank and st at us ar e at t ached t o t hem.

Thi s i s by i t s ver y nat ur e an i nt r act abl e pr obl em - wi t hi n t he sel f - i mposed

l i mi t s of t hat soci et y . When r el at i ve posi t i on i s at st ake, t hen t he soci et y wi l l

and must cr eat e newscar ci t i es at ever y t ur n - t hat i s, newsymbol s of success t o
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be st r i ven f or . I t mat t er s l i t t l e what i s chosen t o si gni f y st at us di f f er ences . The

i mpor t ant poi nt i s t hat t her e i s no l i mi t t o t he pr ocess .

Hi r sch under st ands what he cal l s posi t i onal compet i t i on as i nt r i nsi cal l y

r el at ed t o a commodi t y- or i ent ed economy : one of hi s chapt er s i s ent i t l ed " The

New Commodi t y Fet i shi sm" . The posi t i onal economy i s i n f act l ar gel y an ex-

pr essi on of a " bi as t o mat er i al commodi t i es"

The concept of a commodi t y bi as, t her ef or e, i mpl i es t hat

an excessi ve pr opor t i on of i ndi vi dual act i vi t y i s channel ed

t hr ough t he mar ket so t hat t he commer ci al i zed sect or of

our l i ves i s undul y l ar ge . A r el at ed concept whi ch i s sug-

gest ed by t hi s appr oach i s a " commer ci al i zat i on ef f ect " -

meani ng t he ef f ect on sat i sf act i on f r om any act i vi t y or

t r ansact i on bei ng under t aken on a commer ci al basi s

t hr ough mar ket exchange or i t s equi val ent , as compar ed

wi t h i t s bei ng under t aken i n some ot her way . 6

Hi r sch uses t he phr ase " commodi t y f et i shi sm" i n a book whi ch, whi l e i t i s

hi ghl y cr i t i cal of our pr esent soci et y, i s not " Mar xi st " i n t he usual sense . Yet of

cour se t hi s concept i s one of t he gr eat hal l mar ks i n t he Mar xi st cr i t i que of

capi t al i sm. Most aut hor s who wr i t e i n t he Mar xi st t r adi t i on cont i nue t o use i t as

a concept whi ch accur at el y depi ct s key aspect s of capi t al i st soci et y down t o t he

pr esent day . On f ur t her exami nat i on, however , t her e appear t o be ser i ous di f -

f i cul t i es i n t hi s appr oach . Mar x used i t i n a ver y r est r i ct i ve sense, and used i n

t hi s sense i t does not have ver y wi de r el evance f or a cr i t i cal assessment of con-

t empor ar y soci et y . Mor eover , t her e i s a basi c f l aw i n Mar x' s concept i on t hat has

gone l ar gel y unnot i ced si nce hi s t i me .

Mar x devel oped t he concept of commodi t y f et i shi sm f r om hi s pr i or di scus-

si on of use- val ue and exchange- val ue . The f or mer const i t ut es t he " mat t er " of

t he commodi t y, t he l at t er i t s " f or m" . The cr uci al aspect of t hi s anal ysi s i s t hat

t he f et i shi sm of whi ch he speaks ar i ses onl y wi t h r espect t o t hef or mof t he pr o-

duct . The r el evant passages ar e wel l - known :

The myst i cal char act er of t he commodi t y does not

t her ef or e ar i se f r om i t s use- val ue . . . Whence, t hen, ar i ses

t he eni gmat i c char act er of t he pr oduct of l abour , as soon as

i t assumes t he f or mof a commodi t y? Cl ear l y i t ar i ses f r om

t hi s f or m i t sel f . . . The myst er i ous char act er of t he

commodi t y- f or m consi st s t her ef or e si mpl y i n t he f act t hat

9
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t he commodi t y r ef l ect s t he soci al char act er i st i cs of man' s

own l abour as obj ect i ve char act er i st i cs of t he pr oduct s of

l abour t hemsel ves, as t he soci o- nat ur al pr oper t i es of t hese

t hi ngs . . . t he pr oduct s of l abour become commodi t i es,

sensuous t hi ngs whi ch ar e at t he same t i me supr a- sensi bl e

or soci al . 7

These passages ar e so f ami l i ar , so much t aken f or gr ant ed af t er r epeat ed ci t a-

t i on, t hat we r ar el y ask t he obvi ous quest i ons : What exact l y i s t he " myst er y"

t hat i s al l uded t o her e? The di vi si on of l abour has st amped t he pr oduct s of

human act i vi t y wi t h a soci al char act er as f ar back as our ant hr opol ogi cal r e-

sear ches per mi t us t o go . Was not t he dual char act er of obj ect s - as sensuous

t hi ngs and as obj ect s whose si gni f i cance i s est abl i shed by cul t ur al f or ms -

al ways qui t e obvi ous? Fur t her : i s Mar x cl ai mi ng t hat peopl e act ual l y ar e

myst i f i ed by t hi s dual i t y? Or t hat peopl e do not r ecogni ze t he char act er i st i cs of

t hei r l abour i n t he pr oper t i es of pr oduced obj ect s?

Let us r ecal l t he subsequent passages t o see whet her f ur t her l i ght i s shed on

t hese quest i ons :

. . . t he commodi t y- f or m, and t he val ue- r el at i on of t he

pr oduct s of l abour wi t hi n whi ch i t appear s, have absol ut e-

l y no connect i on wi t h t he physi cal nat ur e of t he commodi -

t y and t he mat er i al r el at i ons ar i si ng out of t hi s . I t i s

not hi ng but t he def i ni t e soci al r el at i on bet ween men

t hemsel ves whi ch assumes her e, f or t hem, t he f ant ast i c

f or m of a r el at i on bet ween t hi ngs . I n or der , t her ef or e, t o

f i nd an anal ogy we must t ake f l i ght i nt o t he mi st y r eal m of

r el i gi on . Ther e t he pr oduct s of t he human br ai n appear as

aut onomous f i gur es endowed wi t h a l i f e of t hei r own,

whi ch ent er i nt o r el at i ons bot h wi t h each ot her and wi t h

t he human r ace . So i t i s i n t he wor l d of commodi t i es wi t h

t he pr oduct s of men' s hands . I cal l t hi s t he f et i shi smwhi ch

at t aches i t sel f t o t he pr oduct s of l abour as soon as t hey ar e

pr oduced as commodi t i es, and i s t her ef or e i nsepar abl e

f r omt he pr oduct i on of commodi t i es . 8

The anal ogy wi t h r el i gi on makes cl ear what i s t he essent i al poi nt about t he

commodi t y : i t i s a physi cal obj ect t hat appear s t o have a " l i f e of i t s own" . Thi s

i s consi st ent wi t h t he under st andi ng of f et i shes i n " pr i mi t i ve" r el i gi on : a f et i sh

1 0
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i s an obj ect whi ch i t sel f i s t hought t o possess cer t ai n power s, t hus di f f er i ng f r om

an i dol , whi ch onl y symbol i zes t he power of , say, a dei t y .

Thr ee poi nt s ar e wor t hy of not e . Fi r st , Mar x st at es t hat t he commodi t y f or m

has " absol ut el y no connect i on wi t h t he physi cal nat ur e of t he commodi t y"

( our i t al i cs) . Thus i t i s not somet hi ng ar i si ng out of t he i nt er pl ay of f or m and

mat t er i n t he commodi t y - t hat i s, t he i nher ent dual i t y of t he commodi t y

i t sel f - t hat pr oduces t he myst er y ; i t s myst er i ous char act er i s sol el y a f unct i on

of t he f or m al one . Second, t he passage suggest s t hat al l syst ems of goods-

exchange whi ch ar e suf f i ci ent l y ext ensi ve t o r equi r e a separ at e commodi t y as a

medi umof exchange have t hi s r esul t : t he f et i shi smof commodi t i es bear s no i n-

t r i nsi c r el at i on t o t he capi t al i st mode of pr oduct i on . Thi r d, Mar x gi ves no i n-

di cat i on how t he f et i shi sm occur s under capi t al i st r el at i ons . I n ot her wor ds, i f

t he commodi t y f or mi s t he gener al i zed f et i sh, what speci f i c ki nds of f et i shi st i c

act i vi t i es occur ?

I n or der t o devel op hi s poi nt , Mar x cont r ast s t he medi eval and moder n

per i ods . Economi c r el at i ons i n t he f or mer ar e l ar gel y " ser vi ces i n ki nd and

payment s i n ki nd" , and " t he soci al r el at i ons bet ween i ndi vi dual s i n t he per -

f or mance of t hei r l abour appear at al l event s as t hei r own per sonal r el at i ons,

and ar e not di sgui sed as soci al r el at i ons bet ween t hi ngs, bet ween t he pr oduct s

of l abour " . One mi ght ask whet her t hi s i s an accur at e pi ct ur e of medi eval soci al

r el at i ons, i . e . , whet her l abour di d " appear " as a f or m of per sonal r el at i on, or

whet her t he f undament al di st i nct i on bet ween nobl e and non- nobl e ( whi ch

may have been a ki nd of f et i shi sm al so) was not i n f act t he di f f er ent di sgui se of

t hat per i od .

Ther e may be l i t t l e di sagr eement wi t h t he suggest i on t hat t her e ar e di f f er ent

f or ms of r ei f i cat i on i n soci al r el at i ons . The quest i on r emai ns : What exact l y i s

t he r ei f i cat i on i n capi t al i st commodi t y pr oduct i on? What exact l y i s " t he whol e

myst er y of commodi t i es, al l t he magi c and necr omancy t hat sur r ounds t he pr o-

duct s of l abour on t he basi s of commodi t y pr oduct i on?" 9 At t he end of t he

chapt er on commodi t y f et i shi sm, Mar x r ef er s t o what he r egar ds as a ser i es of

concept ual er r or s by ear l i er economi c t heor i st s ; and t hese ar e appar ent l y t he

sour ce of t he f et i shi sm. I t seems somewhat of an exagger at i on t o speak of t hese

as " magi c" and " necr omancy" , but t hi s may be mer el y qui bbl i ng . The i m-

por t ant poi nt i s t hat t he ki nds of not i ons Mar x r ef er s t o wer e gr adual l y r ej ect ed

i n t he f ur t her devel opment of " bour geoi s" economi c t heor y - i n ot her wor ds,

t hey r ef l ect t he i mmat ur e phase of a di sci pl i ne whi ch was at t empt i ng t o r epr e-

sent i n concept ual t er ms t he compl ex mechani sms of a gener al i zed mar ket ex-

change economy .

We woul d l i ke t o concl ude onl y wi t h a ser i es of quest i ons : ( 1) Di d Mar x' s

concept of commodi t y f et i shi sm r ef er onl y ( or chi ef l y) t o " i deol ogi cal "

el ement s i n economi c t heor i es up t o hi s day? ( 2) Ar e t her e speci f i c concept s i n
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cont empor ar y non- Mar xi st economi c t heor i es t hat ar e expr essi ons of commodi -
t y f et i shi sm? ( I f so, what ar e t hey?) ( 3) Di d Mar x mean t hat " or di nar y i n-
di vi dual s" i n t he capi t al i st soci et y of hi s day, as opposed t o economi st s, wer e
myst i f i ed - i. e. ,

made mi st akes i n t hei r choi ces or opi ni ons - because of t he
way t he syst em of commodi t y pr oduct i on oper at ed? I f so, what speci f i c ki nds of

mi st akes di d t hey make? ( 4) I s i t t he case t hat i ndi vi dual s t oday make t he same

( or di f f er ent ) mi st akes f or t he same r easons?

Our t ent at i ve concl usi on i s t hat one can gi ve a cl ear af f i r mat i ve answer onl y
t o t he f i r st of t hese quest i ons . I f t hi s i s t he case, t hen t he concept of commodi t y
f et i shi sm has a nar r ow r ange of appl i cat i on . Mor eover , as Mar shal l Sahl i ns has
ar gued, t her e i s a cr uci al f l aw i n Mar x' s appr oach t hat weakens i t s cr i t i cal
t hr ust . Mar x assumed t hat bot h needs and ut i l i t i es ar e " obj ect i ve" condi t i ons

t hat can be speci f i ed wi t hout ambi gui t y . Sahl i ns not es t hat f or Mar x t he com-

modi t y as a use- val ue " i s per f ect l y i nt el l i gi bl e : i t sat i sf i es human needs" . He

r ef er s t o t he passages i n whi ch Mar x st at es t hat t her e i s not hi ng myst er i ous i n

t he pr oper t i es of obj ect s i n so f ar as t hey ar e use- val ues, and he comment s :

But not i ce t hat t o achi eve t hi s t r anspar ency of si gni f i cat i on
by compar i son wi t h commodi t y f et i shi sm, Mar x was f or ced
t o t r ade away t he soci al det er mi nat i on of use- val ues f or t he
bi ol ogi cal f act t hat t hey sat i sf y " human want s" . Thi s i n
cont r ast t o hi s own best under st andi ng t hat pr oduct i on i s
not si mpl y t he r epr oduct i on of human l i f e, but a def i ni t e
way of l i f e . Fr om such ( cul t ur al ) under st andi ng i t woul d
f ol l ow t hat al l ut i l i t i es ar e symbol i c . I nsof ar as " ut i l i t y" i s
t he concept of " need" appr opr i at e t o a cer t ai n cul t ur al
or der , i t must i ncl ude a r epr esent at i on, by way of concr et e
pr oper t i es of t he obj ect , of t he di f f er ent i al r el at i ons be-
t ween per sons - as cont r ast s of col or , l i ne, or f abr i c be-
t ween women' s cl ot hes and men' s si gni f y t he cul t ur al
val uat i on of t he sexes . The " syst emof needs" must al ways
be r el at i ve, not account abl e as such by physi cal necessi t y,
hence symbol i c by def i ni t i on . t o

The i dea of t he symbol i c const i t ut i on of ut i l i t y i s i ndi spensabl e f or a cr i t i que of
consumer behavi our i n an i ndust r i al l y- advanced soci et y . 11

I f t he commodi t y qua commodi t y has an eni gmat i c char act er , i . e . , i f i t has
such a char act er sol el y by vi r t ue of i t s f or m, t hen one of t wo concl usi ons must
f ol l ow . Ei t her t her e i s no pr obl em her e, as t he apol ogi st s f or mar ket soci et y
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cl ai m; or , i f t her e i s a pr obl em ( as i t s cr i t i cs say) , t her e i s no sol ut i on t o i t . For

no i ndust r i al soci et y, however dedi cat ed t o t he i deal s of communi sm, coul d

abol i sh t he commodi t y f or m ent i r el y, at l east not wi t hout r unni ng t he r i sk of

er ect i ng a di ct at or shi p of t ast es i n i t s pl ace . I f t her e i s onl y di r ect pr oduct i on f or

use i n smal l communi t y gr oups, t hen each gr oup can sui t i t s pecul i ar t ast es ; but

t hi s r est r i ct s t he assor t ment of goods t o what handi cr af t s can pr oduce . I n-

dust r i al pr oduct i on depends on ext ensi ve exchanges ; t he expr essi on of i n-

di vi dual pr ef er ences and a pr i ci ng mechani sm - whi ch may be l i mi t ed i n i t s

scope by expr ess pol i ci es on t he basi s of wel f ar e consi der at i ons - has a pl ace i n

f aci l i t at i ng t hose exchanges .

But we cannot begi n t o under st and how t o desi gn such pol i ci es - t hat i s,

how t o l i mi t t he dest r uct i ve ef f ect s of commodi t y- or i ent ed consumpt i on pat -

t er ns - i f we do not r ecogni ze t he symbol i c const i t ut i on of ut i l i t y . I t i s t he key

t o Sci t ovsky' s di l emmas of r ank- happi ness, t o Hi r sch' s di l emmas of t he posi -

t i onal economy - and t o t he f et i sh of t he commodi t y ( not t he commodi t y

f or m) as t he embodi ment of psychol ogi cal l y- gr ounded at t r i but es . ( For exam-

pl e, t he associ at i on of aut omobi l es wi t h ani mal s and t he qual i t i es conven-

t i onal l y ascr i bed t o t hem. )

We agr ee wi t h Sahl i ns t hat al l ut i l i t i es i n al l cul t ur es ar e symbol i c . I n a soci e-

t y l i ke our s, wher e l ar ge number s of peopl e par t i ci pat e dai l y i n ext ensi ve

mar ket exchanges, t her e i s a doubl e symbol i c pr ocess at wor k . One f acet of i t i s

t he symbol i sm consci ousl y empl oyed i n t he manuf act ur e and sal e of t he pr o-

duct , i ncl udi ng t he i mager y empl oyed i n t he adver t i si ng desi gns . The second

f acet i s t he symbol i c associ at i ons sel ect i vel y empl oyed by consumer s i n

" const r uct i ng" l i f est yl e model s ; t he whol e mar ket pl ace i s di vi ded i nt o semi -

aut onomous sect or s whi ch r espond t o di f f er ent cues or t o t he same cues i n di f -

f er ent ways .

We do not pr et end t o have devel oped adequat el y t hi s concept of t he doubl e

symbol i c const i t ut i on of ut i l i t y at t hi s t i me . We hope t o do so i n t he cont ext of

r ef i ni ng our adver t i si ng r esear ch desi gn, a pr el i mi nar y ver si on of whi ch i s

pr esent ed l at er i n t hi s paper . I t i s i nt r oduced by an over vi ew st at ement on t he

consumer cul t ur e as a whol e .

I I : The Consumer Cul t ur e

The phr ase " consumer cul t ur e' ' i s used as a desi gnat i on f or t he net wor k of

expect at i ons and aspi r at i ons t hat f or m t he br oader cont ext of speci f i c consump-

t i on act i vi t i es . Unt i l r ecent l y t he devel opment of t he consumer cul t ur e had

been r egar ded as a " pr i vat e" mat t er , i . e . , one whi ch i nvol ved onl y t he i n-

di vi dual ci t i zen' s j udgment s and pr ef er ences . Thi s i s no l onger t he case ; i n
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Canada and el sewher e, gover nment s cl ai m t hat i nf l at i on i s i n par t a f unct i on of

accel er at i ng expect at i ons and t hey t r y t o combat t hi s accel er at i on of expect a-

t i ons wi t h bot h r het or i c and pol i ci es .

The nat ur e of t he popul ar expect at i ons associ at ed wi t h consumpt i on act i vi t y

i s now seen as a maj or soci al pr obl em, i ndeed as a pr obl emwhi ch must be con-

f r ont ed by expl i ci t soci al pol i ci es . I n i t s cr udest f or m t hi s pr obl em st ems f r om

t he f act t hat mar ket - based expect at i ons - demands f or goods and ser vi ces -

appar ent l y had begun t o r i se much f ast er t han t he r at e of gr owt h i n GNP. I n

t he cont ext of a r emar kabl y st abl e conf i gur at i on i n i ncome di st r i but i on i n i n-

dust r i al i zed nat i ons, t hi s i ncr ease i n expect at i ons l eads t o soci al pr essur es r e-

qui r i ng some f or mof gover nment i nt er vent i on .

The r eal di f f i cul t y posed by t hi s devel opment i s t hat t hi s " t ake- of f ' of ex-

pect at i ons occur r ed af t er an except i onal l y l ong per i od of r eal gr owt h i n GNP

and i n per sonal i ncomes . I n ot her wor ds, i ncr easi ng af f l uence seems t o l ead not

t o a hi gher l evel of cont ent ment , but r at her t o i t s opposi t e - a sense of r el at i ve

depr i vat i on t hat i s no l ess " pai nf ul " t han t he vi si bl e pover t y of ear l i er epochs .

I f mar ket - based expect at i ons r i se at a r at e f ast er t han r eal gr owt h i n GNP, t hen

t her e wi l l be i ncr easi ng soci al t ensi ons at any r at e of economi c gr owt h t hat can

be r easonabl y expect ed t o occur .

I t has become cust omar y t o expl ai n t he mai n f eat ur es of consumer behavi our

on t he basi s of a post ul at e or axi om known as " t he i nsat i abi l i t y of human

want s" . Thi s has been f or mul at ed i n var i ous ways, and per haps t he most com-

mon r uns as f ol l ows : t he sat i sf act i on of a want si mul t aneousl y occasi ons t he f or -

mat i on of ot her want s . Thi s syndr ome i s supposedl y r oot ed i n t he pecul i ar i t i es

of human psychol ogy, and i t i s assumed t hat t her e i s no nat ur al l i mi t s t o t hi s

pr ocess . Human want s, i f l ef t unchecked, wi l l expand i ndef i ni t el y . I n or der t o

i mpr ove our under st andi ng of t he consumer cul t ur e, we must t ake a cl oser l ook

at t he exper i ence l abel l ed " t he sat i sf act i on of want s" , whi ch i s t he key el ement

i n t he axi omof i nsat i abi l i t y .

When we say t hat t he sat i sf act i on of a want t r i gger s new want s, we ar e assum-

i ng t hat what we cal l " t he sat i sf act i on of a want " i s an i dent i f i abl e exper i ence

wi t h known pr oper t i es . I s t hi s i ndeed t he case? For al l pr act i cal pur poses i n t o-

day' s soci et y we can r egar d t he mar ket pl ace as t he cont ext f or want -

sat i sf act i ons ; t hat i s, t he obj ect i ves of want s nor mal l y ar e pur chasabl e goods

and ser vi ces . To compr ehend t he exper i ence of want - sat i sf act i on, t her ef or e, we

must appr eci at e t he speci f i c f eat ur es of i t s cont ext ual set t i ng .

Today' s consumpt i on pr ocess t akes pl ace i n what may be cal l ed a " hi gh-

i nt ensi t y mar ket set t i ng" . Thi s i s a soci al set t i ng wher ei n l ar ge number s of i n-

di vi dual s have access t o a ver y ext ensi ve ar r ay of goods, and wher e t he

char act er i st i cs of goods ar e compl ex and ar e subj ect t o f r equent changes . The

i ndi vi dual ' s want s ar e t hemsel ves compl ex st at es of f eel i ng, encompassi ng bot h

physi ol ogi cal mai nt enance and psychol ogi cal wel l - bei ng ( sel f - est eem, ego-
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enhancement , i nt er per sonal compar i sons, and so f or t h) . I n t he mar ket pl ace,

goods t hat he or she encount er s combi ne what may be cal l ed " obj ect i ve"

char act er i st i cs - such as physi cal di mensi ons and per f or mance capabi l i t i es -

and " i mput ed" char act er i st i cs ( symbol i c associ at i ons wi t h success, happi ness,

et c . )

I n a mar ket economy st ocked wi t h mass- pr oduced goods t her e cannot be, f or

obvi ous r easons, a di r ect cor r el at i on f or al l i ndi vi dual s and al l goods bet ween

t he pr oper t i es of an i ndi vi dual ' s want s and t he pr oper t i es of goods . I ndi vi dual s

cont i nual l y shi f t t hei r pr ef er ence or der i ngs i n di f f er ent ways, and pr oducer s ar e

r egul ar l y shuf f l i ng t he char act er i st i cs and t he assor t ment of goods . I n t hi s f l ui d

si t uat i on t he common denomi nat or i s t he i ndi vi dual ' s at t empt t o " mat ch" t he

qual i t i es of hi s want s wi t h t he char act er i st i cs of goods . When t he mat chi ng i s

r el at i vel y " successf ul " , we coul d t ake t hi s as an i nst ance of " t he sat i sf act i on of

a want " .

I n a si t uat i on wher e bot h want s and goods ar e mul t i f acet ed phenomena,

however , wi l l t her e or di nar i l y be cl ear evi dence of successf ul mat chi ng? Thi s i s a

di f f i cul t quest i on t o answer . We t hi nk i t i s saf e t o assume at l east t hat t he out -

come of at t empt s at want - sat i sf act i on wi l l be pr obl emat i cal . Ther e i s l i kel y t o

be some f eel i ng of sat i sf act i on or success and si mul t aneousl y some f eel i ng of

di ssat i sf act i on, t he l at t er ar i si ng f r om t he f act t hat so many ot her unt r i ed op-

t i ons f or possi bl y i mpr ovi ng t he degr ee of sat i sf act i on st i l l beckon .

Gi ven t he f l ui di t y of t he cont ext ual set t i ng, i ndi vi dual s may become pr o-

gr essi vel y mor e conf used bot h about t he nat ur e of t hei r own want s and about

what ar e t he best ways of at t empt i ng t o sat i sf y t hem. The st eadi l y i ncr easi ng

compl exi t y i n t he makeup of want s and goods may r esul t i n, among ot her

t hi ngs, an i ncr easi ng degr ee of ambi gui t y i n t he at t empt ed sat i sf act i on of

want s . The out come of t he consumpt i on act may be an ensembl e of sat i sf ac-

t i ons and di ssat i sf act i ons, whose component s ar e not cl ear l y i dent i f i abl e, r at her

t han a det er mi nat e exper i ence of ei t her sat i sf act i on or di ssat i sf act i on .

Our concl usi on i s t hat we r equi r e a much cl ear er under st andi ng of t he i n-

di vi dual ' s st r i vi ng f or t he sat i sf act i on of hi s or her want s . Ther e ar e t wo r easons

why i mpr ovi ng our under st andi ng i n t hi s r egar d i s essent i al . One i s t hat t he

pr obl emof r i si ng mar ket - based expect at i ons i s cer t ai nl y ( at l east i n par t ) a f unc-

t i on of di st or t i ons i n t he pr esent pat t er ns of want - sat i sf act i on . The ot her i s t hat

t he degr ees of bot h sat i sf act i on and di ssat i sf act i on, and not mer el y t he f or mer

al one, may r i se wi t h t he i ndi vi dual ' s access t o hi gher l evel s of consumpt i on .

When t hese ar e t aken i nt o account we have a much bet t er pi ct ur e of t he i m-

pl i cat i ons of t he i nsat i abi l i t y axi om. We al so have a way of anal yzi ng t he pr ob-

l emof expect at i ons .
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I I I : Adver t i si ng and I mager y

We do not yet have an adequat e under st andi ng of t hi s " pr obl emof expect a-

t i ons" , nor do we pr esume t o gi ve an expl anat i on her e ; however , we woul d l i ke

t o of f er a hypot hesi s t hat may hel p t o cl ar i f y t he nat ur e of t he pr obl em. We

suggest t hat t oday mar ket - based expect at i ons ar e a f unct i on of t he symbol i c

pr oper t i es of goods, and t hat t hese symbol i c pr oper t i es can best be under st ood

t hr ough t he exami nat i on of i mager y i n mar ket i ng, as i t i s conveyed t hr ough

pr oduct desi gn, packagi ng, st or e di spl ays, f ashi on t r ends, peer - gr oup i n-

f l uences, and medi a- based adver t i si ng . Al t hough i n t hi s paper our concl usi ons

ar e f or mul at ed f r om an exami nat i on of magazi ne and t el evi si on adver t i si ng

t r ends, we by no means asser t t hat t hese ot her agenci es of soci al i zat i on ar e not

al so si gni f i cant . The symbol i c associ at i ons used i n t he ci r cul at i on of goods

per meat e t he mar ket pl ace, but t hey ar e mor e r eadi l y obser vabl e i n medi a

adver t i si ng t han i n ot her ar eas .

The r esear ch desi gn t hat we have adopt ed i n t hi s st udy has gr own di r ect l y out

of t he t heor et i cal quest i ons pr evi ousl y out l i ned . I t at t empt s an al t er nat i ve i n-

t er pr et at i on of t he pr obl emof r i si ng consumer expect at i ons wi t hi n t he speci f i c

cont ext of t he consumer cul t ur e . By f ocussi ng upon expect at i ons, and hence

upon adver t i si ng as t he si gni f i cant si gn syst em, t hi s appr oach depar t s f r om

t r adi t i onal l i nes of economi c anal ysi s . I t st ar t s f r omt he r eadi l y obser vabl e com-

mon cent r al t heme of al l cont empor ar y adver t i si ng whi ch f uses t he f i el d of

human aspi r at i ons and desi r es wi t h a means of sat i sf yi ng t hem t hr ough

mat er i al consumpt i on . The anal ysi s i s deduct i ve i n nat ur e . We br oke down

adver t i sement s i nt o const i t uent par t s and at t empt ed t o det er mi ne whet her

t her e ar e any si gni f i cant pat t er ns i n how t hey use i mages t o pr esent goods . We

di d not at t empt t o ascer t ai n how i ndi vi dual s ar e af f ect ed ( or how t hey t hi nk

t hey ar e af f ect ed) by t hem, ei t her i n t hei r at t i t udes or behavi our , al t hough we

hope t o ext end t he r esear ch i n t hi s di r ect i on af t er f ur t her r ef i ni ng our anal yt i c

appr oach .

Even t he most cur sor y gl ance at t he wor l d depi ct ed i n cont empor ar y adver t i s-

i ng woul d l ead one t o t he concl usi on t hat goods ar e much mor e t han t he sum

of t hei r physi cal pr oper t i es . They ar e pr esent ed as capabl e of pr oduci ng f eel i ngs

of happi ness and sat i sf act i on i n t hei r user s . Mor eover , i n an hi st or i cal sur vey of

adver t i si ng we have not ed t hat t her e i s an i nt ensi f i cat i on of t hi s pr ocess over t he

l ast f i f t y year s . ' z The cl ar i f i cat i on of t hi s obser vat i on was our cent r al concer n i n

deci di ng t o f ocus our st udy on psychol ogi cal l y gr ounded associ at i ons . These ex-

pr essi ons - such as f ami l y happi ness, car eer success, yout h or f r eedom - ar e

i nst ances of what we have cal l ed t he symbol i c pr oper t i es of goods, and t hey ar e

cr uci al t o our under st andi ng of t he appear ance of t he commodi t y i n t he con-

sumer cul t ur e .
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I n t he backgr ounds, set t i ngs, and user - r epr esent at i ons of adver t i si ng i mager y

ar e i ncor por at ed l i f est yl e model s and val ues . We suggest , wi t hout bei ng abl e t o

devel op t he poi nt her e, t hat t he l i f est yl e model s ar e an i mpor t ant par t of t he

domi nant soci al i zat i on pat t er ns of cont empor ar y soci et y ; t he decl i ni ng i n-

f l uences of f ami l y and r el i gi on have opened t he way f or t he mar ket - based

l i f est yl e model s t o shape behavi our pat t er ns . The speci f i c val ues associ at ed wi t h

t hem ar e di f f i cul t t o i dent i f y, and i n any case t hey change wi t hi n shor t t i me

cycl es - and t hi s i s pr obabl y what i s most si gni f i cant about t hem.

Ewen' s wor k' 3 shows t hat i n ear l i er per i ods, f or exampl e i n t he ni net een t wen-

t i es, st at ement s of val ues wer e commonl y i ncor por at ed i nt o t he t ext ual mat er i al

i n adver t i sement s ; t oday, i t i s not uncommon t o encount er adver t i sement s wi t h

mer el y a shor t sl ogan or i ndeed wi t h no t ext at al l . Thus, t her e ar e t wo par al l el

devel opment s . One i s t he shi f t f r om expl i ci t st at ement s of val ue ( busi ness suc-

cess, f ami l i al l ove) t o t he i ncor por at i on of i mpl i ci t val ues and ambi guous

l i f est yl e i mages ; t he second i s t he cor r el at i ve decl i ne of t ext ual mat er i al and t he

shi f t t o vi sual i zed i mages of wel l - bei ng .

	

.

Al t hough t he pr ocess of t he " symbol i f i cat i on" of commodi t i es i s a soci al

pr ocess and not a medi a- based one, changes i n t he medi a pl ay a cr uci al r ol e i n

ampl i f yi ng t he f or ces wi t hi n t he mar ket pl ace and t r ansf or mi ng t he nat ur e of

t he appear ance of t he commodi t y . Much cont empor ar y adver t i si ng, especi al l y

on t el evi si on, wor ks al most excl usi vel y t hr ough t he use of i mager y ( as opposed

t o t ext ual i nf or mat i on) ; t hi s devel opment has emer ged gr adual l y i n t he hi st or y

of adver t i si ng . The gr adual pace of t he t r ansf or mat i on, t he gr owi ng ambi gui t y

and i mpl i ci t nat ur e of t he associ at ed val ues, and t he di f f i cul t t ask of pi nni ng

down t he si gni f i cance of vi sual i zed communi cat i on may have al l cont r i but ed t o

under est i mat i ng t he i mpor t of t hi s aspect of t he " consci ousness i ndust r y" -

t he gr owi ng domi nat i on of i magi st i c modes of communi cat i on . To be sur e, t he

adver t i si ng i ndust r y i t sel f i s onl y now f ul l y r ecogni zi ng t he i mpor t ance of i m-

ager y i n adver t i si ng t echni que . ' 4 Yet i t i s wi t hi n t hi s t r end t hat we have l ocat ed

cr uci al f eat ur es i n t he changi ng dynami cs of want sat i sf act i on i n t he consump-

t i on pr ocess . Thi s communi cat i on- based i nt er pr et at i on pl aces a gr eat er em-

phasi s upon what St uar t Hal l has cal l ed t he " ef f ect i vi t y of t he super st r uc-

t ur es" . ' 5 The emphasi s of most adver t i si ng unt i l t he ear l y 1920' s st r esses t he

physi cal char act er i st i cs of t he pr oduct , t he pr i ce per quant i t y, and t he pr act i cal

ut i l i t y ( what t he pr oduct does) . Today t hi s t ends t o be t ypi cal onl y of a ver y

l i mi t ed cat egor y of adver t i si ng f or pr oduct s whi ch we cal l " Technol ogi cal

Equi pment " ( r adi os, st er eos, gar den equi pment , power t ool s) . However , i n

gener al , a t r ansi t i on begi nni ng i n t he t went i es and pr ogr essi ng f r om t her e

t r ansposes t he emphasi s f r om mat er i al char act er i st i cs and pr agmat i c ut i l i t y i nt o

" psychol ogi cal ut i l i t y" : t he commodi t y appear s desi gned f or per sonal i zed use

by f ul f i l l i ng a psychol ogi cal r ol e . Commodi t i es appear as per soni f i ed expr es-

si ons of human char act er i st i cs and r el at i onshi ps . Mor eover , wi t h t he i ncr easi ng
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i mpl i ci t ness and ambi gui t y i n adver t i si ng i mager y, t he commodi t y seems t o

become a " pr oj ect i ve f i el d" i n whi ch t he human st at es of f eel i ng achi evabl e i n

consumpt i on ar e f l ui dl y super i mposed upon t he non- human, physi cal - sensor y

aspect s of t he commodi t y . St r et chi ng t he met aphor f or a moment , t he mask of

t he f et i shi zed commodi t y, havi ng i ncor por at ed t he abst r act qual i t i es of pr om-

i sed human sat i sf act i on, has mor e r ecent l y st i l l become mi r r or - l i ke, r ef l ect i ng

back t he vague and di st or t ed i mages of wel l - bei ng t o be achi eved i n consump-

t i on . 16

Nor do we have t o l ook ver y f ar t o est abl i sh t he mot i vat i ons behi nd t hi s

t r end . As moder n mar ket i ng t heor i st s st at e, t he t ask of mar ket i ng was ver y

qui ckl y per cei ved t o be t hat of maki ng " moder n goods r ecogni zed as

psychol ogi cal t hi ngs symbol i c of per sonal at t r i but es and goal s, as symbol i c of

soci al pat t er ns and st r i vi ngs" . ' 7 The pr oduct was f or t i f i ed by an i mage de-

si gned t o be t he basi s of consumer choi ce, and dest i ned al so ( we i nf er ) t o

become char act er i st i c of t he r edef i ni t i on of sat i sf act i on der i ved i n t he consump-

t i on pr ocess .

However , t he desi gn of t he pr oduct i mage di d not occur i n a vacuum. A con-

si der abl e amount of consumer r esear ch had est abl i shed t he i mpor t ance of t hese

symbol i c at t r i but es of goods i n t he ever yday t hi nki ng of t he consumer , and had

poi nt ed out t he r el at i onshi p t hey bear t o bot h t he " per sonal i t y" and " posi -

t i onal " f r ames of r ef er ence t hat t he consumer br i ngs t o bear i n pur chase and

consumpt i on . Thr ough car ef ul desi gn, t he br ands' i mage coul d be based upon

t he anal ysi s of t he " decodi ng" or " i nt er pr et i ve" pr edi l ect i ons of t he con-

sumer . I t i s t he di mensi ons of i nt er pr et at i on t hat ar e cont r ol l ed by t he adver -

t i ser t hr ough t hi s pr ocess of mar ket r esear ch, i n whi ch he at t empt s t o r ef i ne t he

symbol i c di mensi ons of hi s pr oduct s t o sui t var i ous segment s of t he mar ket .

Her e t hen i s t he or i gi n of t he dual symbol i c pr ocess . Dependi ng upon

mar ket i ng st r at egi es, t he br ands' i mage can be devel oped ei t her f or mass

mar ket s by t he use of open codes of i nt er pr et at i on, or f or speci f i c mar ket s by

t he use of mor e r est r i ct i ve codes .

To some degr ee, t he t r end t owar ds i mpl i ci t and vi sual pr oduct i mager y can

be i dent i f i ed wi t h t he need f or i ncr easi ngl y open codes of i nt er pr et at i on f or

mass mar ket sel l i ng . The t ask of t he adver t i ser i s t o desi gn t he " package of

st i mul i so t hat i t r esonat es wi t h i nf or mat i on al r eady st or ed wi t hi n an i n-

di vi dual , and t her eby i nduces t he desi r ed l ear ni ng or behavi our al ef f ect s" . " ,

What happens as a r esul t of mor e t han one- hal f cent ur y of t hi s i nt ense adver t i s-

i ng act i vi t y? The r esul t i s a si t uat i on wher e t he i ndi vi dual i s sur r ounded wi t h

t hi ngs t hat " r esonat e" wi t h st or ed i nf or mat i on . I t i s not t hat t he wor l d of t r ue

needs has been subor di nat ed by t he wor l d of f al se needs, but t hat t he r eal m of

needi ng has become a f unct i on of t he f i el d of communi cat i on . Her e per haps i s

t he chi ef f et i shi sm i n t he consumer mar ket pl ace . The pr oduct of human l abour

i s not hi dden by t he di st or t ed yet seemi ngl y obj ect i ve qual i t i es of a mat er i al -
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sensuous pr oduct , but by t he i ndi vi dual i zed and subj ect i ve i mages of wel l be-

i ng pr oj ect ed i nt o t he commodi t y .

As a consequence t he commodi t y t akes on a r ol e i n t he human di al ogue,

becomi ng a message i n i t sel f . Consi der ed as i nf or mat i on i t i s a means by whi ch

t he consumer may communi cat e t o ot her s hi s r el at i onshi p t o a compl ex set of

abst r act soci al at t r i but es - i t i dent i f i es hi m or her wi t hi n t he soci al st r uct ur e .

The use of t he commodi t y wi t h par t i cul ar symbol i c qual i t i es mer ges wi t h t he

i dent i t y of t he user . I n t hi s sense, pr oduct i mages wer e never desi gned mer el y

t o i ncr ease pur chases, but t o t r ansf or m t he per sonal si gni f i cance of t he pr o-

duct s' ever yday use.

Fr om a communi cat i ons per spect i ve, t hi s symbol i f i cat i on ent ai l ed

r eor gani zat i on on a number of l evel s of abst r act i on upon whi ch t he appear ance

and exper i ence of t he commodi t y i s or gani zed . The f i r st l evel on whi ch we

not i ce t hi s change i s t he sensi bl e and i mmedi at e pr esent at i on of t he pr oduct .

Her e, t hr ough packagi ng and pr oduct st yl i ng, t he physi cal - ut i l i t ar i an aspect s of

t he pr oduct and i t s sensuous qual i t i es as an obj ect ar e de- emphasi zed, i n or der

t o har moni ze i t s i mmedi at e exper i ence wi t h t he i mage pr oj ect ed upon i t and t o

f aci l i t at e t he di f f er ent i at i on of br ands . Wher e packagi ng i s i nappr opr i at e, t he

vi si bl e di mensi ons of t he pr oduct i t sel f , t hr ough t he el ement s of desi gn and

st yl i ng, become t he means of conveyi ng symbol i c qual i t i es ( e . g. , cl ot hes, f ood

col our i ng) . For exampl e, even t he aut omobi l e, t he or i gi nal desi gns of whi ch

emphasi zed mechani cal and physi cal pr oper t i es ( power , bul k, speed t hr ough

st r eaml i ni ng) , has mor e r ecent l y come t o r ef l ect t he per soni f i ed qual i t i es

t ypi cal of adver t i si ng i mages ( comf or t , sophi st i cat i on, pr act i cal i t y) .

The second maj or l evel , and t he one upon whi ch we have f ocussed our at t en-

t i on, i s t he " pr oduct i mage" . Her e, t hr ough t he pr ocesses of met aphor i cal

associ at i on, t he adver t i ser gener at es an equat i on bet ween t he par t i cul ar br and

and i t s symbol i c at t r i but es as a commodi t y . I n t he i mage adver t i si ng of t he ear -

l y t went i es, t hi s was usual l y accompl i shed by means of a ver bal associ at i on be-

t ween t he br and and an expl i ci t qual i t y, usual l y encapsul at ed i n a sl ogan ( t he

spor t sman' s ci gar et t e, t he sophi st i cat ed per f ume) . However , as we have

poi nt ed out , t he mor e r ecent t r ends i n adver t i si ng r ef l ect t he accel er at ed use of

vi sual modes of communi cat i on ; t he l i nkage i s gener at ed by means of t he

associ at i on of t he br and name and package ( t he vi sual mar ket f or t he pr oduct )

wi t h a backgr ound i mage desi gned t o el i ci t a speci f i c set of pr oj ect ed associ a-

t i ons . As vi sual communi cat i ons, t hese associ at i ons ar e devel oped i n t er ms of

t he " gr ammar of r epr esent at i on" ut i l i zed by adver t i si ng, whi ch i ncl udes t he

pr esent at i on of a) abst r act qual i t i es ( f r ost y, spar kl i ng, l i ght ) depi ct ed t hr ough a

backgr ound or set t i ng, b) per sonal i zed qual i t i es depi ct ed by i dent i f i abl e user

gr oups ( f amous per sons, beaut i f ul , sophi st i cat ed, r i ch) , c) si t uat i onal associ a-

t i ons ( f r equent l y r ol e r el at ed) t hr ough t he depi ct i on of i dent i f i abl e set t i ngs

( nat ur al scenes, ki t chens, r est aur ant s) and d) l i f est yl e associ at i ons, depi ct i ng a
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par t i cul ar t ype of per son engaged i n speci f i c act i vi t i es i n par t i cul ar set t i ngs

( young/ r ecr eat i on/ out door ) .

A t hi r d l evel of commodi t y i mager y t hat we have not ed i n t he cur r ent mar ket

set t i ng i s t hat of t he cor por at e i mage . Her e, t he sel f pr ocl ai med qual i t i es of t he

cor por at e ent i t y ar e t he maj or associ at i ons of t he r ange of pr oduct s or ser vi ces

of f er ed by t he cor por at i on ( Eat on' s " at t i t ude" campai gn, Texaco' s " r espon-

si bi l i t y i n pr ogr ess" ) . An i ncr ease i n t he f r equency of cor por at e i mage adver t i s-

i ng, as suggest ed i n our hi st or i cal st udy, may i ndi cat e t hat our anal ysi s - based

on t he pr edomi nance of t he pr oduct i mage over t he sensi bl e appear ance of t he

commodi t y - may al r eady be i n need of modi f i cat i on due t o si gni f i cant

changes i n t he pr ocesses of pr oduct symbol i f i cat i on .

Bef or e di scussi ng some of our dat a and i t s i mpl i cat i ons f r omour st udy of cur -

r ent adver t i si ng i mager y, we shal l expl ai n t he basi s f or our asser t i on of t he i m-

por t ance of " i coni c" modes of communi cat i on i n t he pr ocess of com-

muni cat i ng pr oduct i mager y . The r el at i ve cost s of adver t i si ng t i me and space

r ef l ect not onl y t he " r each" of t he medi a i nt o t he mar ket pl ace ( i n t er ms of t he

si ze and demogr aphi c f eat ur es of t he par t i cul ar audi ence capt ur ed as pot ent i al

cust omer s) , but al so t he pot ent i al ef f ect i veness of medi a communi cat i on f or

changi ng consumpt i on pat t er ns . Amongst t he var i ous possi bl e medi a,

magazi nes and t el evi si on emer ge as pr est i ge adver t i si ng vehi cl es because of

t hei r sui t abi l i t y f or t he t r ansmi ssi on of bot h l exi cal and i magi st i c i nf or mat i on .

The i nduct i ve awar eness by adver t i ser s of t he r el at i ve ef f ect i veness of t hese

medi a i s cor r obor at ed by f i ndi ngs i n t he psychol ogi cal l i t er at ur e on i nf or mat i on

pr ocessi ng .

I n t he f i r st pl ace, gi ven t he hi ghl y sel ect i ve way i n whi ch per sons ar e known

t o sur vey t hei r envi r onment , i t becomes t he t ask of t he adver t i sement t o br eak

t hr ough t he " at t ent i onal bar r i er s" t o i nsur e accept ance by t he audi ence .

Desi gn, l ayout , cont r ast , col our , st r i ki ng and unusual i mager y have al l been

shown t o act as ef f ect i ve means of i ncr easi ng t he l i kel i hood and dur at i on of

vi sual scanni ng . I n addi t i on, t el evi si on af f or ds t he conj unct i on of sound and

i mage, camer a movement and var i ous edi t i ng st yl es t o secur e and enhance at -

t ent i on . Fur t her mor e, t her e i s evi dence whi ch i ndi cat es t hat " i coni c" i nf or ma-

t i on has a gr eat er i mpact on t he " af f ect i ve- opi ni on" component s of at t i t ude' .

A par al l el pr ocessi ng model of f er s an al t er nat i ve t o t he t heor i es of subl i mi nal

per cept i on . I coni c i nf or mat i on has i t s ef f ect s upon opi ni ons wi t hout bei ng

t r ansl i t er at ed i nt o " ver bal " codes, and hence wi t hout f ul l consci ous awar eness .

Beyond t hese at t ent i onal f act or s, t he adver t i ser ' s i nt ent i on i s t o i ncr ease t he

ef f ect i veness of t he di f f er ent i at i on of hi s pr oduct ' s i mage f r om ot her si mi l ar

pr oduct s, by enhanci ng t he associ at i onal l i nks bet ween t he br and and i t s i m-

age . The ef f ect i veness of t he ad, t her ef or e, wi l l be dependent upon t he au-

di ence' s r et ent i on of t hese associ at i ons . Some r ecent r esear ch i n pai r ed

associ at es l ear ni ng has i l l ust r at ed t he i ncr easi ng l at ency i n memor y of i coni c
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over l exi cal i nf or mat i on . 20 When an i mage i s used as a " memor y peg" , t he

r et ent i on of t he concept s hung on t hi s peg i s i ncr eased . For year s, t he cat chy

t une or j i ngl e has been empl oyed as a memor y hook ; now, t hese pr ocesses seem

t o be f ur t her enhanced when vi sual memor y i s i nvoked .

Sever al ot her f act or s ar e al so wor t h not i ng her e . Fi r st , unusual or absur d i m-

ages seemt o enhance r et ent i on . Secondl y, t he conj oi ni ng of separ at e el ement s

of an i mage seems t o be addi t i ve : a compl ex of at t r i but es i s mor e easi l y

r ecogni zed and r emember ed t han ar e si ngl e at t r i but es . Thi r dl y, pi ct ur es seem

t o be mor e ambi guous t han wor ds or noun phr ases i n t hat t hey el i ci t a gr eat er

number of f r ee associ at i ons .

The i mpl i cat i ons of such f i ndi ngs ar e obvi ous . Not onl y does t he use of vi sual

i mager y i ncr ease t he at t ent i on pai d t o t he ad, possi bl y wi t hout awar eness, but

i t al so pr ovi des t he basi s f or t he ef f i ci ent bui l di ng of st r ong associ at i onal l i nks

t o a gr eat er number of qual i t i es whi l e r et ai ni ng a hi gh degr ee of ambi gui t y .

The ambi gui t y of t he i mager y i s si gni f i cant not onl y f or t he f aci l i t y wi t h whi ch

symbol i c qual i t i es become i nf used wi t hi n a wi de var i et y of pr oduct cat egor i es

and t ypes, but i n t he r esul t ant i ndet er mi nacy of t he associ at i on . I f we ar e asked

t o name t he qual i t y associ at ed wi t h Coke, we ar e l i kel y t o r espond wi t h " l i f e" ,

yet i f we ar e asked t o name a " l i vel y pr oduct " we ar e l i kel y t o t hi nk of a wi de

var i et y of commodi t i es . The f act t hat t he pr oduct i mage i s so open t o var yi ng

associ at i ons and i nt er pr et at i ons means t hat bot h adver t i ser s and consumer s can

exper i ment f r eel y t o det er mi ne whi ch combi nat i ons ar e most successf ul at any

t i me . But t her e ar e so many possi bl e combi nat i ons t hat one wonder s whet her a

compl et e and l ast i ng sense of sat i sf act i on can ever be achi eved under t hese ci r -

cumst ances .

I V: Resul t s and Di scussi on

Our st udy f i r st r equi r ed a det ai l ed anal ysi s of t he symbol i c f i el d of cont em-

por ar y adver t i si ng whi ch i ncl uded t he var i ous " t ypi f i ed" pr esent at i ons of per -

sons, set t i ngs, and backgr ounds, as wel l as t he r het or i cal f or ms empl oyed i n

adver t i si ng . We shal l onl y pr esent her e some gener al f i ndi ngs r el evant t o t he

ar gument pr esent ed above . A combi ned cont ent anal ysi s and st r uct ur al i st

t echni que was used t o devel op a " quant i f i ed semi ol ogi cal " anal ysi s i n our at -

t empt s t o uncover t he pat t er ns of st yl e and cont ent i n 313 Canadi an magazi ne

adver t i sement s and 85 t el evi si on commer ci al s .

Our r esul t s i ndi cat ed t hat t he " t ext ual " i nf or mat i on composed l ess t han a

quar t er of t he di spl ay i n magazi ne adver t i si ng and l ess t han 10%of t el evi si on

commer ci al s . Of t he t ext t hat di d occur , t he sl ogan was t he most pr omi nant

el ement ( 33%) . Ut i l i t y i nf or mat i on ( pr oduct use, pr oduct char act er i st i cs, use

consequences) t her ef or e composed a ver y mi nor por t i on of t he t ot al f i el d of
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adver t i si ng di spl ay . Of t he ut i l i t y i nf or mat i on t hat di d occur , t he gr eat est por -

t i on descr i bes t he pr oduct ' s char act er i st i cs ( t ast y, bl ue, 442 hor sepower ) . The

speci f i cat i ons and modes of use, or t he consequences- ef f ect s of i t s use, com-

pr i sed an even smal l er por t i on of t he i nf or mat i on, and t ended t o be speci f i c t o

par t i cul ar cat egor i es of pr oduct s ( medi ci nes and t echnol ogy) . Text ual i nf or ma-

t i on descr i bi ng t he l i f est yl e at t r i but es associ at ed wi t h pr oduct s ( user

char act er i st i cs and set t i ngs) i s i nf r equent : t he t endency i s t o t r ansmi t t hi s i n-

f or mat i on t hr ough i mager y . Thi s f i ndi ng i n i t sel f l ends cr edence t o our em-

phasi s upon t he vi sual di mensi ons of adver t i si ng messages . Mor eover , i t

under scor es t he pover t y of t he cl ai m made by some def ender s of adver t i si ng,

wi t h t hei r asser t i on t hat adver t i si ng pr ovi des i nf or mat i on t o consumer s whi ch

pr omot es " r at i onal " pr oduct choi ce . How i t accompl i shes t hi s t ask wi t hout

pr ovi di ng any i nf or mat i on about t he qual i t i es, r easons f or use, per f or mance or

consequences of t he commodi t i es' ut i l i zat i on i s a myst er y t o us .

The i magi st i c i nf or mat i on i s t he cr uci al f eat ur e of t he adver t i si ng f i el d . I n

t er ms of pr omi nence, i t i s di vi ded appr oxi mat el y equal l y i nt o f our el ement s :

per sons, pr oduct s, set t i ngs, and backgr ounds . Of t hese el ement s, t he pr oduct ,

depi ct ed most f r equent l y i n t er ms of i t s package, appear ed i n 96% of al l ads .

We f ound t hat we coul d f ur t her di st i ngui sh t he f or mat s of t hese adver t i sement s

i n t er ms of t he r el at i onshi ps bet ween t he el ement s - t hat i s, t he way i n whi ch

symbol i c associ at i ons ar e cr eat ed . We di scer ned t hr ee f or mat st yl es : Pr oduct

Qual i t i es, Pr esent er and Li f est yl e For mat s .

The Pr oduct Qual i t i es f or mat gener at es an associ at i on bet ween t he pr oduct

and a backgr ound t hat conveys t hese abst r act qual i t at i ve associ at i ons . Al t hough

t he i mages var y i n t hei r concr et eness or abst r act ness, t hey usual l y r et ai n a hi gh

degr ee of ambi gui t y and a cor r espondi ng l ack of det ai l . We depi ct t hi s f or mat

as f ol l ows :

Pr oduct = Backgr ound Associ at i ons

The Pr esent er f or mat ut i l i zes t he pr i macy of t he pr oduct - per son r el at i onshi p

f or def i ni ng t he qual i t i es of t he pr oduct . Her e a r ecogni zabl e " per sona" i s

depi ct ed as st andi ng i n some posi t i ve r el at i onshi p t o t he pr oduct ( depi ct ed

vi sual l y as pl easur e, t he pr edomi nant emot i on expr essed i n adver t i si ng) . The

equat i on i s as f ol l ows :

Pr oduct =

	

Pr esent er Qual i t i es

The r emar kabl e f eat ur e of t hese per sonae i s t hat t hey appear as bot h easi l y

r ecogni zabl e and hi ghl y t ypi cal char act er i zat i ons whi ch embody abst r act

human qual i t i es ( yout h, beaut y, mascul i ni t y, sophi st i cat i on) and yet at t he

same t i me, r et ai n an ambi gui t y t hat al l ows mul t i pl e " i dent i f i cat i ons" ( i . e . , t hey

ar e cl assl ess, j obl ess, et c . ) The nat ur e of t he st er eot ypi ng seems t o var y bet ween

t wo cat egor i es of per sonae ; I deal Types occur mor e f r equent l y i n magazi ne

adver t i si ng wi t h i t s wel l speci f i ed mar ket s, wher eas t he John Doe Types ar e

mor e char act er i st i c of t el evi si on .
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The Li f est yl e f or mat i s char act er i zed by t he expl i ci t combi nat i on of a pr o-

duct , a per son and a set t i ng . Thi s usual l y ent ai l s t he use of t he pr oduct by a

per sona i n a speci f i c set t i ng, t hus depi ct i ng an act i vi t y or way of l i vi ng . We

model t hi s f or mat as f ol l ows :

Pr oduct = Per sona Qual i t i es

Set t i ng Qual i t i es

= Li f est yl e

Our dat a i ndi cat es t hat wher eas magazi nes t end t o use t he Pr oduct Qual i t i es

and Pr esent er For mat s, t el evi si on f avour s Pr esent er and Li f est yl e i mager y . Fur -

t her mor e, t el evi si on commer ci al s can be seen t o have synt agmi c as wel l as

par adi gmat i c el ement s i n t hei r r het or i cal f or m. 21 I n t he gr ammar of t he st at i c

i mage based upon l ayout , r el at i onshi ps bet ween t he component el ement s ar e

cr eat ed by super i mposi t i on or j uxt aposi t i on . I n t el evi si on adver t i si ng, t he i m-

ages ar e al so l i kel y t o be sequenced t oget her i n t er ms of a t heme, st or y or

" psychol ogi c" , and hence t he basi c f or mat s had t o be ext ended .

For t el evi si on we f ound t he Pr esent er f or mat was pr e- emi nent ; t he wor l d of

t el evi si on commodi t i es i s di r ect l y associ at ed wi t h per sonal i zed qual i t i es ( 36%) .

These ar e composed of j ohn Doe' s ( 25%) , known per sonal i t i es ( 6%) and I deal

t ypes ( 5 %) . The Li f est yl e f or mat composes about 30%of T. V. adver t i si ng, and

t ends t o depi ct a l i mi t ed r ange of r ecogni zabl e l i f est yl e opt i ons - an i mage

pool - consi st i ng mai nl y of act i ve r ecr eat i on, f ami l i al and sexual l ove, per sonal

mai nt enance, t he good l i f e, and t he nat ur al - hi st or i cal ( nost al gi c) exi st ence .

Wor k pl ays a ver y mi nor r ol e i n t he wor l d of adver t i si ng : when i t does appear i t

i s usual l y as a sour ce of st r ess or anxi et y t o be r el i eved . Pr oduct Qual i t i es f or -

mat s composed about 14% of T. V. ads, Pr obl em- Sol ut i on appeal s 14%, and

ot her f or ms of " Rat i onal " ar gument 6%. Thi s cont r ast ed wi t h our magazi ne

sampl e i n whi ch 40%wer e Pr esent er , 59%wer e Pr oduct Qual i t i es, and 18%

wer e Li f est yl e f or mat s . 22 Devel opi ng t hi s under st andi ng of t he code by whi ch

associ at i ons ar e gener at ed i n adver t i si ng was i mpor t ant i n enabl i ng us t o ag-

gr egat e and compar e t he var i et y of adver t i sement s t hat occur r ed i n our sampl e .

They r eveal ed what we bel i eve t o be an i nt egr al f eat ur e of t he adver t i si ng

syst em, t hat i s, a hi gh degr ee of r egul ar i t y and r epet i t i on i n t he " i mages of wel l

bei ng" wi t h a cor r espondi ng l ack of speci f i ci t y i n t hose i mages .

Havi ng expl or ed t he pr ocesses by whi ch t he symbol i c at t r i but es come t o be

associ at ed wi t h commodi t i es, and havi ng det ai l ed some of t he r egul ar i t y and

ambi gui t y i nher ent i n t he r het or i cal f or ms of pr esent at i on, we t hen exami ned

t he syst emi c i mpl i cat i ons of t hese f eat ur es . As a wor ki ng pr emi se of t hi s st udy

we adopt ed t he vi ew t hat t hr ough an exami nat i on of t he adver t i si ng syst em as a

t ot al i nf or mat i on syst em, we mi ght uncover t he f eat ur es of adver t i si ng r el evant

t o t he sense of sat i sf act i on der i ved i n consumpt i on . We had been convi nced by

Leymor e' s ar gument , at t he concl usi on of a si mi l ar st udy of adver t i si ng, t hat
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" i t i s t he message of t he syst em i n t ot o, whi ch i s di f f er ent f r om t he pr i vat e

messages of each i sol at ed r epr esent at i on whi ch i s t r ul y si gni f i cant i n such

st udi es" . 23 I t i s t o t he i nt er pl ay of t hese messages t hen, t hat we t ur n i n or der t o

pr ovi de a f ur t her i nt er pr et at i on of t he syst em of adver t i si ng messages .

I t i s i n t hi s i nt er pl ay t hat Leymor e f i nds t he st r uct ur ed myt hs common t o

past gener at i ons ( e . g . , l i f e agai nst deat h) . Cer t ai nl y i t i s necessar y f or t he adver -

t i ser t o enhance hi s pr oduct wi t h qual i t i es or i mages t hat ar e i n f act easi l y

r ecogni zabl e and val ued wi t hi n t he exi st i ng cul t ur al syst em. However , i n

r educi ng t he common denomi nat or s ( si x bi nar y opposi t i ons) i n t he " di al ogue

of si gns" t o such an el ement ar y l evel , Leymor e may have mi ssed t he speci f i c

cul t ur al uses of myt hol ogy, i n const r uct i ng abst r act i ons of per soni f i ed at -

t r i but es of goods i n t he consumer cul t ur e . We woul d pr ef er t o ar gue mer el y

t hat t her e ar e cul t ur al l i mi t at i ons pl aced on t he " pool " of i mager y and

l i f est yl es depi ct ed i n adver t i si ng .

The need t o use i mages f r om a common pool i s i n opposi t i on t o anot her

f or ce t hat i s at wor k i n t he mar ket i ng pr ocess as we have descr i bed i t , namel y

t he need of t he adver t i ser 24 t o i dent i f y hi s pr oduct wi t h a cl ear l y r ecogni zabl e

and easi l y r emember ed i mage whi ch di f f er ent i at es hi s br and f r om ot her pr o-

duct s of t he same use t ype . Thi s pr ocess woul d be expect ed t o pr oduce i ncr eas-

i ngl y r ef i ned and di f f er ent i at ed br and i mages as new pr oduct s est abl i sh

t hemsel ves i n t he mar ket . Shampoos wi l l be di f f er ent i at ed f r om condi t i oner s,

and Shampoo X, wi l l be associ at ed wi t h " beaut y" , X2 wi t h " yout h" , and X3

wi t h " sensual i t y" . The ef f ect t hen i s t o pr oduce a br oad r ange of di ver gent

qual i t i es associ at ed wi t h t he pr oduct - t ype Shampoo . Uncer t ai nt y, def i ned as

t he r ange of possi bl e al t er nat i ve associ at i ons f or a si ngl e pr oduct t ype, becomes

a def i ni ng f eat ur e of t he " pr oduct i mage" ( as opposed t o t he br and i mage) . The

consumer i s conf r ont ed by a wi de r ange of symbol i c at t r i but es at t ached t o a

si ngl e pr oduct cat egor y .

I n combi nat i on t hese t wi n t endenci es char act er i ze adver t i si ng st r at egy . Sym-

bol i c associ at i ons used t o di f f er ent i at e br and i mages ar e dr awn f r oma common

pool of i mages t hat convey or evoke val ued l i f est yl es . Pr oduct s can be

char act er i zed as br ands ( X1 ) bel ongi ng t o use- t ype ( X) i n a r ange of pr oduct s

( X, Y, Z) whi ch ar e associ at ed wi t h a set of i mages ( A, B, C) . The over al l ef f ect of

t hi s syst em can be depi ct ed as f ol l ows :

I mage Pool

STEPHENKLI NEANDWI LLI AMLESS

Br and i mages

	

( Xl _X2= X, , )

	

( Y 1 , Y2 -

Such a model pr edi ct s a number of occasi ons wher e conf usi on and f l ui di t y

t ypi f y t he consumpt i on pr ocess . Not onl y does any one pr oduct t ype have a

var i et y of desi r abl e qual i t i es associ at ed wi t h i t , but t he l i f est yl e i mages t hat
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emer ge as compl exes of associ at ed pr oduct i mages ( sophi st i cat ed cl ot hes,

sophi st i cat ed dr i nks, sophi st i cat ed car s) ar e al so pr esent ed i n a syst em of op-

posi t i on on a di f f er ent l evel of abst r act i on . Adver t i si ng depi ct s a conf usi ng ar -

r ay of l i f est yl e opt i ons as wel l as pr oduct qual i t i es . I n f act , i n t he f l ui d cont ext

of t he cur r ent mar ket pl ace t he maj or appeal of some adver t i sement s nowseems

t o be desi gned t o span t hese l i f est yl e opt i ons : t he successf ul busi nessman i s

depi ct ed i n set t i ngs t hat ar e nat ur al and past or al , t he new i mpr oved pr oduct i s

l i nked t o an i mage of a t r adi t i onal soci et y . I n ei t her case i t seems t hat t he adver -

t i si ng syst em as a whol e i s char act er i zed by ambi gui t y i n t he pr oduct s' symbol i c

at t r i but es and conf usi on over t he ki nds of pr oduct mat ches t hat br i ng sat i sf ac-

t i on .

Our st udy has suggest ed t hat t her e i s mor e t o t he adver t i si ng syst em t han t he

mer e associ at i on of symbol i c at t r i but es wi t h pr oduct s . Adver t i si ng emphasi zes

t he pr i macy of t he wor l d of commodi t i es and t r ansf or ms t hi s wor l d i nt o sym-

bol s of bot h per sonal i zed qual i t i es and cont ext ual i zed at t r i but es . Ul t i mat el y

commodi t i es become i nt egr al , i f not def i ni ng, f eat ur es of modes of human i n-

t er act i on as wel l as sat i sf act i on . Thr ee pr ocesses r el at ed t o t he appear ance of t he

commodi t y i n t he consumer cul t ur e ar e at wor k . The f i r st i s t he obf uscat i on,

not onl y of t he soci al l abour " hi dden" i n t he pr oduct , but of t he mat er i al

r esour ces used as wel l . We can no l onger over l ook t hi s i n addr essi ng t he pr ob-

l ems of r i si ng mat er i al expect at i ons and r esour ce depl et i on . The second i s am-

bi gui t y . Ambi gui t y ar i ses f r om t he shi f t f r om t ext ual i nf or mat i on t o i magi st i c

i nf or mat i on, t he car ef ul l y wor ked i ndet er mi nacy of t he adver t i sement wi t h i t s

open codes of i nt er pr et at i on, and t he abst r act ness of t he symbol i c pr oduct

qual i t i es . Fi nal l y, f l ui di t y i n t he messages of t he mar ket pl ace pr ovi des no

st r ai ght f or war d and si mpl e par adi gms of commodi t y- sat i sf act i on mat ches

beyond t he const ant associ at i ons of sat i sf act i on wi t h mat er i al consumpt i on .

V: Concl usi ons

The consumer mar ket pl ace conf r ont s i ndi vi dual s each day wi t h an enor mous

number of messages about t hei r needs . The const r uct i on or desi gn of t hese

messages becomes mor e and mor e subt l e . Depar t ment st or e wi ndow di spl ays,

f or exampl e, now ar e pl anned so as t o i l l ust r at e cur r ent l i f est yl es, t o t el l a

" st or y" , or t o comment on cur r ent event s whi l e pr esent i ng t he goods f or sal e .

I n Mont r eal one day noont i me news st or i es r epor t ed a possi bl e br ead shor t age

r esul t i ng f r om a st r i ke, and a f ew hour s l at er one cl ot hi ng shop had st acks of

br ead ar r anged ar ound i t s wi ndowmannequi ns . What was t he message?

I ndi vi dual s must st r i ve t o i nt er pr et bot h t hei r needs and t he appr opr i at e

modes of need- sat i sf act i on i n t he cont ext of t hi s el abor at e and subt l e message

syst em. Obvi ousl y t he pr essur es ar e i nt ense, but t her e ar e al so many opt i ons ;
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we know t hat t her e ar e many f r ust r at i ons, but we al so know t hat i ndi vi dual s

f i nd enj oyment i n t he st i mul at i on of t hei r desi r es by mar ket i ng t echni ques .

The hi gh- i nt ensi t y mar ket set t i ng i s unconsci onabl y wast ef ul of r esour ces -

bot h mat er i al r esour ces and per sonal ener gi es . I t al so gi ves i ndi vi dual s a sense

of f r eedomand aut onomy i n t he shapi ng of t hei r own l i ves .

Vi ewi ng t he consumer cul t ur e f r om t hi s per spect i ve does not per mi t us t o ac-

cept ei t her t he l i ber al apol oget i c or t he r adi cal cr i t i que . I ndi vi dual s do not

devel op t hei r pr ef er ences aut onomousl y ; t he i nt ensi f i ed compet i t i on f or posi -

t i onal goods br i ngs i nevi t abl e f r ust r at i on and di scont ent no mat t er how much

r eal i ncomes r i se . On t he ot her hand, t he t heor y of f al se needs and t he

mani pul at i on of consci ousness i s based on t he unt enabl e pr emi se t hat an obj ec-

t i ve set of " t r ue" needs subsi st s beneat h t he mani pul at i ons . Mor eover , t he

consumer mar ket pl ace i s i n our opi ni on t he most i nf l uent i al soci al i zat i on agen-

cy i n our soci et y t oday . I f we r egar d t he consumer exper i ence as onl y an obst acl e

t o t he emer gence of a l i ber at ed consci ousness ( t he possi bi l i t y of t hi s f r ee con-

sci ousness r est i ng al ways and onl y i n t he " spher e of pr oduct i on" ) , t hen we wi l l

not be abl e t o under st and t he soci al change possi bi l i t i es i n our soci et y .

The consumer cul t ur e i s no par adi se of f r eedom, j ust i ce, and r eason - but i t

i s al so no mer e den of decept i on . For t he f i r st t i me i n hi st or y l ar ge number s of

peopl e have had an oppor t uni t y t o expl or e t hei r under st andi ng of t hei r own

needs . Ther e ar e def i ni t e r i sks i nvol ved, and one ought t o expect t hat al l of us

wi l l make many mi st akes i n t he pr ocess . The gr eat t ask f or soci al t heor y now i s

t o gr asp, as pr eci sel y as possi bl e, t he pr ocess of need- i nt er pr et at i on and need-

sat i sf act i on i n t he consumer cul t ur e . When we have achi eved some cl ar i f i cat i on

of t hi s pr ocess, we can t hen deci de how pol i ci es f or modi f yi ng i t s r egr essi ve

f eat ur es can be pr esent ed f or publ i c debat e .

I n our vi ew, changes i n capi t al i st soci et i es i n t he l ast t went y- f i ve year s have

cr eat ed a gap bet ween t hi s and pr ecedi ng per i ods whi ch i s l i kel y t o be per ma-

nent . One of i t s mai n f eat ur es i s t hat wor k i s vi ewed al most excl usi vel y as a

means of secur i ng i ncome, and per sonal obj ect i ves f or l i f e- sat i sf act i on ar e

r oot ed mor e and mor e i n pr i vat e consumpt i on act i vi t i es . We expect t hat l abour

or gani zat i ons and pol i ci es wi l l be di r ect ed pr i mar i l y at secur i ng economi c

benef i t s, par t i cul ar l y empl oyment secur i t y and gai ns i n r eal i ncome . We do not

expect t hat t he l abour pr ocess wi l l or can be t he gr eat soci al i zat i on exper i ence

t hat i s set out i n soci al i st t heor y, or t hat a commi t ment by many per sons t o

t r adi t i onal soci al i st goal s wi l l be f or ged t her e . We expect t hat t he of f i cer s of

l abour or gani zat i ons wi l l par t i ci pat e i ncr easi ngl y i n new bur eaucr at i c deci si on-

maki ng f or ums wi t h gover nment and bi g busi ness .

Tensi ons or i gi nat i ng i n t he consumer cul t ur e wi l l t her ef or e be t he f ocus of

soci al conf l i ct and debat es over appr opr i at e publ i c pol i ci es . I f Sci t ovsky, Hi r sch,

Hei l br oner , and ot her r ecent comment at or s ar e cor r ect , t he r eal i zat i on t hat ( i n
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Hei l br oner ' s wor ds) " economi c success does not guar ant ee soci al har mony"

must si nk i n at some poi nt . As publ i c management . of t he economy gr ows,

mor e at t ent i on wi l l have t o be pai d t o modi f yi ng t he commodi t y- or i ent ed

st r uct ur e of expect at i ons . How t hi s can be done whi l e al so pr omot i ng soci al

j ust i ce pol i ci es i s not yet cl ear . I f t he accel er at i on of expect at i ons can at l east be

sl owed, so t hat we do not t est t he r esour ce l i mi t s and r egener at i ve capaci t i es of

our habi t at t oo sever el y, we may wi n t he necessar y br eat hi ng space f or consi der -

i ng our next moves . I t i s not an especi al l y dr amat i c soci al vi si on ; but we may be

much bet t er of f i f we sat i sf y our appet i t e f or dr ama out si de t he t heor y of soci al

change .
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our pr obl emwe wi l l ci t e t he def i ni t i on by Ber ger and Luckmann ( The Soci al Const r uct i on of
Real i t y [ N. Y. : Anchor Books, 1967] , p . 89) : " Rei f i cat i on i mpl i es t hat man i s capabl e of

f or get t i ng hi s own aut hor shi p of t he human wor l d, and f ur t her , t hat t he di al ect i c bet ween

man, t he pr oducer , and hi s pr oduct s i s l ost t o consci ousness . The r ei f i ed wor l d i s by def i ni t i on

a dehumani zed wor l d . "

Gi ven t he way i n whi ch t he consumer cul t ur e syst emat i cal l y bi nds human emot i ons t o pr o-

duct s, i s i t possi bl e t o say of t hi s cul t ur e and i t s pr oduct s t hat i t s aut hor shi p i s f or got t en, or

t hat t he di al ect i c of pr oducer and pr oduct i s l ost t o consci ousness? I n what sense i s i t a

dehumani zedwor l d, si nce human emot i ons ar e i t s cur r ency?

We expect ed t o be r emi nded ( pol i t el y, we hope) t hat t hese emot i ons ar e f al se and

mani pul at ed, not t r ul y human. We bel i eve t hat i t i s onl y wi t h a gr eat er under st andi ng of t he

mechani sms of mani pul at i on t hat t hi s debat e shoul d be r eki ndl ed .

17 . Si dney Levy, " Symbol s by Whi ch We Buy" , i n Lynn H. St ockman ( ed . ) , Advanci ng

Mar ket i ng Ef f i ci ency ( Chi cago : Amer i can Mar ket i ng Assoc . , 1959) , pp . 409- 416 . See al so J .

Densenber r y, " A Theor y of Consumpt i on" , i n S . Ot t esar et al . ( i ds. ) , Mar ket i ng : The Fi r m' s

Poi nt of Vi ew ( N . Y . : The MacMi l l an Co . , 1964) , pp . 125- 132 .

18 .

	

Tony Swar t z, The Responsi ve Chor d ( N. Y . : Anchor Books, 1974) .

19 .

	

For a mor e compl et e t r eat ment see St ephen Kl i ne, The Char act eni t i cs and St r uct ur e of
Tel evi r i on News Br oadcast i ng : t hei r ef f ect s upon opi ni on change, Ph . D. Thesi s, L . S . E . 1977 .

20 .

	

For exampl e see Sydney Segal l , I mager y : Cur r ent Cogni t i ve Appr oaches ( N. Y . : Academi c

Pr ess, 1971) or Pet er Sheehan, The Funct i on and Nat ur e of I mager y ( N. Y . : Academi c Pr ess,

1972) .

21 .

	

For t el evi si on adver t i si ng we added t wo synt agmi c cat egor i es : Pr obl em Sol ut i on ads cr eat ed

an associ at i on bet ween t he r educt i on of anxi et y caused by a pr obl em si t uat i on and t he use of a

commodi t y, and Rat i onal Ar gument ads pr esent ed st at i st i cs or " Br and X" exper i ment al

demonst r at i ons of t he ef f i cacy of t he pr oduct . I n t hi s st udy, we l i mi t ed t he devel opment of

t he cat egor i es f or t el evi si on' s r het or i cal f or m i n or der t o f aci l i t at e cr oss- medi a compar i sons .

Thi s ar ea of r esear ch, we bel i eve, wi l l pr ovi de f er t i l e gr ound f or t he exami nat i on of t he

mani pul at i ve t echni ques used i n adver t i si ng .
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22 .

	

These cat egor i es add up t o mor e t han 100% because many magazi ne adver t i sement s use spl i t

phot ogr aphi c i mager y .

23 .

	

V. L . Leymor e, Hi dden Myt h: St r uct ur e of Symbol i sm i n Adver t i si ng ( London : Hei nemann,

1975) .

24 .

	

We ar e i mpl yi ng her e a segment at i on of t he f unct i ons i n t he pr oduct i on- mar ket i ng pr ocess .

' The adver t i ser ' r ef er s her e t o t he cont r ol of t he communi cat i on di mensi ons i n mar ket i ng .

Thi s di vi si on of r ol es i s cr uci al i n expl ai ni ng t he ar bi t r ar i ness i n t he r el at i onshi p bet ween pr o-

duct and i mage .
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