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The greatest of faults, I should say, is to be conscious of none.

Thomas Carlyle
1795 - 1881



Foreword

Several years ago I had the opportunity to talk with a visiting Ger-
man communications scholar. I asked him about the evolution of televi-
sion in Germany. He said that the government had thought about how
television could best serve the German people and then had imple-
mented such a system—so much for education, so much for entertain-
ment, national and regional networks, and so on.

Since that time I have frequently used that encounter in my classes
to try to clarify the differences in outcomes that occur when decision
making is made from the top down rather than, as frequently occurs in
this country, from the bottom up. I point out that in the late 1970s, the
People’s Republic of China, emerging from the convulsions of the
Cultural Revolution, had a virtual blank slate on which to write its
new economic order, including what role, if any, advertising was to
play. The government, not the individual elements of the economy,
chose the path.

By contrast, of course, our institutions tend to evolve from the
motivations of individuals, and only later do we step back to see what
it all means, what it’s doing, where it’s going, and whether or not
we’re pleased with the outcome. Debates about television program-
ming, the “proper” role of CATYV, and so on, all proceed from the
shared perception that what’s already there is the reference point.
Frequently, what’s there grew without a master plan, save the self-
interests of enterprising individuals.

And so it is with advertising. Rather than beginning with questions
about whether or not it can add to the citizen welfare, how much infor-
mation it should offer and in what forms, to whom it should be ad-
dressed, and so on, advertising thought emerged from advertising prac-
tice. When, in the late years of the last century, and the first years of this,
some individuals began to step back to say, in essence, “What have we
here?” advertising was well on its way to institutionalization, with all
the rigidity of thought and practice and “world-taken-for-granted” ac-
ceptance that we would expect.

And that, in large part, is what I find so fascinating about advertis-
ing. There seems to be no end to the sins that its detractors will accuse it
of, nor of the virtues its supporters will proclaim. It arrests the attention,
stirs the ire, or tickles the pride of a veritable galaxy of businesspeople,
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Foreword

economists, sociologists, historians, anthropologists, demographers,
philosophers, teachers, parents, and government officials, great and
small. Some worry about its activities and urge reform, while others de-
spair that it’s not tending to its existing practices effectively enough.

Such a feast, where gather claim and counterclaim, facts (few) and opin-

ions (many), ideologues and pragmatists!

And our editors here have set a bountiful table indeed. In the sec-
tion on institutional issues their contributors raise fundamental ques-
tions about advertising’s problem-solving mission in our complex soci-
ety, and whether the outcome should please or trouble us. A journey
through the sociodemographic landscape cautions that advertisers and
their minions are not sensitive enough to the movements of our popula-
tion seas for their own best business interests, and that they are insensi-
tive in dealing with some of the segments they do choose to flatter—or
ignore. Of course questions must be raised about how all this sound and
fury should be bound. What regulations, and from what source, seem
appropriate? Here contributors explore the arabesques of commercial
speech and the first amendment, as well as the proper role, and effective-
ness, of regulation of the industry. Then they explore how it is that ad-
vertising can be considered both friend and foe of free enterprise, saint
and sinner of the market system, honored and condemned both for what
it does and doesn’t do in working its ways in the American economic sys-
tem. And, finally, the questions are asked, What are we to make of the
ethical dimensions of all of this? Why do practitioners feel so put upon
by critics who condemn, and citizens who barely tolerate, a practice and
craft that they consider to be perfectly consistent with mainline Ameri-
can institutions and, indeed, one that is more useful, in a utilitarian
sense, than many?

As I look through these pages, I find both old friends and poten-
tially enlightening new acquaintances, professing engagingly about a
subject likely to be of lively interest to anyone holding this book. If, as
Patrick Dennis’s Auntie Mame once explained to her bewildered
nephew, “Life is a banquet table, and there are so many poor bastards
starving to death,” you need only blame the image in the mirror if you
choose not to sample to the full the familiar and the disquieting, the tart
and the mellow, which the editors offer. The subject offers challenges
and controversies. The company offers us insights.

We are, I believe, well served, as we wonder anew, “What have
we here?”

Kim Rotzoll
University of Illinois



Preface

It seems appropriate that a book about advertising and society begin
with a disclaimer. It is simply that any book on this topic is, by defini-
tion, incomplete. The heading is indeed so broad and so deep that a
complete treatment is impossible. It is hoped, however, that the works
that follow constitute a balanced sample of those available.

Befitting its complex nature, advertising is examined as a social,
cultural, and economic force. In turn, the impact of societal conditions
on advertising is assessed. Advertising is treated variously as cause and
effect, sin and savior, throughout these articles. And although the reader
may wish to quarrel with more than one author, all the points of view
presented should be thought provoking.

The book is divided into five interrelated sections. Although many
issues encompass a number of different dimensions and might easily fall
into more than one section, they were categorized as institutional issues,
sociodemographic issues, legal and regulatory issues, economic issues,
and ethical issues. Within each category, the articles share a common
focus or consistent theme.

The first set of articles is devoted to the broadest possible treat-
ment of advertising; it offers a historical perspective based on the so-
cioeconomic conditions that facilitated the practice’s rise. Some au-
thors view advertising as a bona fide institution, with all the
concomitant implications that the designation carries. Others look
more narrowly at institutional aspects of advertising—its role in
American economic development and in socializing the public. One
thing should be clear from reading this section. Regardless of one’s
feelings about advertising, it can never be separated from the socioeco-
nomic environment in which it exists.

The second section gives the reader a look at selected
sociodemographic trends that, taken together, suggest general shifts
in the way America lives. The changes that are occurring both within
segments, and across the population as a whole, present challenge and
opportunity for advertisers. For example, as women’s roles change, ad-
vertisers have to address them differently, as well as examine how these
changes affect other members of the household. The value in having ad-
vertisers adapt to social and demographic shifts is more than economic.

Xv



xvi

Preface

Ultimately it contributes to the quality of advertising and the media in
general.

Legal and regulatory issues are addressed in the third section. Of
particular interest here is the explanation of current regulatory policies
given the historical basis of advertising controls. It is obvious from these
articles that the regulation of advertising by any agency or group so em-
powered is anything but static. Evolution of theory and practice is im-
portant to most issues involving advertising; in the case of advertising
regulation, there is an important observable pattern.

The economic issues addressed in the fourth section are more
than purely economic. Though there is an emphasis on economic rela-
tionships involving advertising—such as its impact on prices and
sales—there are definite social and public-policy implications inher-
ent in these same issues. The institutional perspective offered in the
first section is useful throughout the book; it is especially helpful in
this one. There is plenty to criticize about advertising in economic
terms, but it can only be done fairly with an understanding of the
American socioeconomic system.

The book concludes, appropriately, with a collection of articles
concerned with ethical issues. These articles are devoted to either gen-
eral discussions of ethics in the field and the morality of advertising, or
to selected ethical problems related to specific audiences or advertising
situations. Several articles tie in many of the diverse issues raised in pre-
ceding sections of the book, thereby providing a fitting summary of this
complex field.

Overall, we have attempted to include the broadest possible selec-
tion of articles. In each section, classics appear along with the newest ap-
proaches to topics. Two articles were written especially for this book.
The collection constitutes a mixture of empirical and conceptual works.
And, although there is a natural emphasis on theory and concept, atten-
tion is also paid to practical implications inherent in the issues addressed.

Whole volumes could be written about almost any topic addressed
here. The motivated reader will find this book to be a useful introduc-
tion to issues that warrant a great deal more attention. Bearing in mind
the disclaimer offered earlier, the reader should find this to be, at the
very least, a fair and reasonably comprehensive collection of works de-
voted to topics of enduring concern to academics and practitioners alike.
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SECTION 1

Institutional Issues

MUCH OF WHAT HAS BEEN WRITTEN ABOUT
advertising has to do with the business of
advertising. The nature of advertising
content and the effects of this content on
audiences have been of special interest.
Considerably less attention has been paid
to the genesis of advertising as a force in
our social and economic system.

It is fitting that we begin to look at ad-
vertising in society with the broadest pos-
sible perspective. To approach it from a
narrower perspective invites the danger of
losing the forest for the trees. The interac-
tive relationship between advertising and
society is so multifaceted that a broad
foundation is essential for exploring the
many and diverse issues inherent in this
relationship.

Some might disagree that advertising
constitutes an institution in the traditional
sense. And although much of what adver-
tising does is considered ignoble, the role
of advertising in our society is so broad,
and its history so rich and so inextricably
linked to our economic system and culture
that an institutional approach to its study
is absolutely necessary.

The benefit of this kind of analysis is
that it promotes understanding of adver-
tising by examining the values inherent
in our economic system that allowed ad-
vertising to develop and that continue to
legitimatize its existence. By so doing, a
useful context is provided for further ex-
amining selected issues like the influ-
ence of advertising in creating stereo-
types, promoting or inhibiting competi-
tion, or exploiting children, to name
only a few. It is only through such a con-
text that issues like these can be fully
appreciated.

Implicit in an institutional approach is
the recognition of the highly interactive
relationship between advertising and soci-
ety. In the chapters that follow, advertis-
ing is treated as a consequence and a cata-
lyst. Understanding this dual interpreta-
tion is useful in examining subsequent
issues, for example, when advertising is
treated alternately as bane or boon. Hav-
ing a historical, cultural, and economic
foundation from which to view advertis-
ing allows one to reconcile its seemingly
contradictory roles.



2 Advertising in Society

The first three chapters in this section
present institutional views of advertising
based on analyses of the economic system
and the values on which it is based. In
“Some Institutional Aspects of Advertis-
ing,” Charles Sandage points out that
much criticism of advertising is really mis-
directed criticism of capitalism. This is a
point repeated by other contributors to the
collection, and it is an apt refrain for a
book of this kind. Sandage believes that
advertising’s primary responsibility is in
persuading and informing the public.

James Carey, in “Advertising: An Insti-
tutional Approach,” agrees that advertis-
ing is “market information,” though he
questions both the source and the form of
modern advertising. He too rests his argu-
ment on the historical foundation of the
market system as a guide to understanding
present-day advertising.

This same approach is used by Kim
Rotzoll et al. in “Advertising and the Clas-
sical Liberal World View.” The authors
explicate four major underlying tenets of
the classical liberal model that have facili-
tated the development of advertising. In
contrast to alternative economic systems
based on tradition and authority, the mar-
ket system is seen as the logical environ-
ment in which advertising would
flourish.

Though he reaches similar conclusions,
Michael Schudson uses a different ap-
proach in “Historical Roots of Consumer
Culture.” He looks at the social changes
that affected the public’s interest in prod-
ucts and the changes in the manufacturing
of goods—all of which led to both the de-
velopment of advertising and, at the same
time, the growth of a “goods-intensive
consumer culture.”

In “Advertising as Capitalist Realism,”
Schudson looks at advertising as a “perva-
sive art form” that plays a normative role
rather than a realistic one. He sees the
power of advertising not as religion, as
some have suggested, but as a ubiquitous
reinforcement of capitalism.

Similar notions are found in Vincent
Norris’s “Advertising History—According
to the Textbooks.” He focuses on the rela-
tionship between the industrial revolution
and the rise of national advertising. Norris
contests the typical textbook explanation of
advertising history because it too often
views advertising as merely a “tool” and not
as an economic institution significant not
only because of its pervasiveness but also be-
cause of its impact on people’s roles and the
economy.

In “The High Cost of Free Lunches,”
which concludes the section, Ben Bag-
dikian goes even further than Norris in his
assessment of advertising’s role in the dis-
tribution of both wealth and power. He
disputes the popular notion that advertis-
ing subsidizes the media for the ultimate
benefit of the public. In contrast to the
classical liberal interpretation, he finds
that advertising has the potential to in-
hibit competition and the laws of supply
and demand. By so doing, advertising has
promoted great inequities in the distribu-
tion of power.

These chapters, although not an ex-
haustive list of pieces of this kind, provide
a broad and thoughtful base from which
to explore the many and varied issues dis-
cussed in subsequent sections. It is hoped
that such explorations will give the reader
a powerful framework for understanding
the recurring questions that surround ad-
vertising today.



