Image-Based Culture
Advertising and Popular Culture

Sut Jhally

B ecause we live inside the consumer culture, and most of us have done so for most of
our lives, it is sometimes difficult to locarte the origins of our most cherished values
and assumptions. They simply appear to be part of our natural world. It is a useful exer-
cise, therefore, 1o examine how our culture has come to be defined and shaped in specific
ways—to excavate the origins of our most celebrated rituals. For example, evervone in
this culture knows a “diamond is forever” It is a meaning that is almost as “natural” as
the link between roses and romantic love. However, diamonds {just like roses) did not
always have this meaning. Before 1938 their value derived primarily from their worth as
scarce stones (with the DeBeers cartel carefully controlling the market supply}. In 1938
the New York advertising agency of N.W. Ayers was hired to change public attitudes
roward diamonds—ro transform them from a financial investment into a symbol of com-
mitred and everlasting love. In 1947 an Avers advertising copywriter came up with the
slogan “a diamond is forever” and the rest, as they say, is history, As an N.W. Ayers
memerandum put it in 1939: “Since 1939 an entirely new generation of voung peopie has
grown to marriageable age. To the new generation, a diamond ring is considered a neces-
sity for engagement to virtually everyone.™

This is a fairly dramatic example of how the institutional structure of the consumer
society orients the culture {and its attitudes, values, and rituals) more and more toward
the world of commodities. The marketplace {and its major ideological tool, advertising}
15 the major structuring institution of conteraporary consumer society.

This of course was not always the case, In the agrarian-based soclety preceding indus-
trial society, other institutions such as family, community, ethnicity, and religion were the
dominant institurional mediators and creators of the cultural forms. Their influence
waned in the transition to industrial society and then consumer society. The emerging

institution of the marketplace occupied the cultural terrain letr void by the evacuation of
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these older forms. Informanon about
oroducts ”cmpmﬁ inte public discourse.
More speaifically, pubhc discourse spon
necame domtnated by the “discourse
Arough and abour objects ™

At first, this fourse ¢ upos';
sransmitting information x’ﬂmw prodec
alone, using the available means of textual
communication offered hfa NeWspapers,
As the possibility of more ¢ foctive *u!or
tHustration emerged and as
developed as competitors for x
dollars, this “discourse” moved from
being purely text-based. The f'"“'hc* inte-
gration of first radio and then television
inro the  advertising/media compie\‘
ensured that commercial communication
would be characterized by the domination
of imagistic modes of representarion.

Again, because our world is so familiar,
it is difficult to tmagine the process through
which the present conditions emerged. In
this context, it is instructive to focus upon
that period in our history that marks the
transition point in the development of an
image-saturated society—the 1920s. In
that decade the advertising industry was
faced with a curious problem—the need to
sell increasing quantities of “nonessential”
goods in a competitive marketplace using
the potentialities offered by printing and
color photography. Whereas the initial
period of national advertising (from
approximately the 1880s to the 1920s)
had focused largely in a celebratory man-
ner on the products themselves and had
used text for “reason why” advertising
{even If making the most outrageous
claims), the 1920s saw the progressive
integration of people (via visual represen-
ration) into the messages. Interestingly, in
this stage we do not see representations of
“real” people in advertisemments, but rather
we see representations of people who
*stand for” reigning social values such as
family structure, status differentiation, and
hierarchical authority.

While this period is instructive from the
viewpoint of content, it is equally fascinating

st U

trom the viewpoint of form; for while the
possibilities of using visual imagery existed
with the development of new technologies
there was no guarantee that the audience
was sufficiently literate n visual imagery to
properly decode the ever-more complex
messages. Thus, the advertising industry had
to ecducate as well as sell, and many of the
ads of this period were a fascinating combi-
nation where the written (textualj material
explained the visual material. The consumer
society was literally being taught how 1o
read the commercial messages. By the post-
war periad the education was complere and
the function of written text moved away
from explaining the visual and toward a
more cryptic form where it appears as a
“key” to the visual “puzzle)”

In the contemporary world, messages
about goods are all pervasive—advertising
has increasingly filled up the spaces of our
daily existence. Our media are dominared
by adverrising images, public space has
been taken over by “information” about
products, and most of our sporting and
cultural events are accompanied by the
name of a corporate sponsor. There is even
an attempt to get television commercials
into the nation’s high schools under the
pretense of *free” news programming.
Advertising is ubiquitous—it is the air that
we breathe as we live our daily lives,

Advertising and the

Good Life: Image and “Reality”

I have referred to advertising as bemng
part of “a discourse through and about
objects” because it does not merely tell us
about things but of how things are con-
nected to important domains of our lives.
Fundamentally, advertising talks to us as
individuals and addresses us abour how
we can become happy. The answers it
provides are all oriented to the market-
place, through the purchase of goods or
services. To understand the system of
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images thart constitutes advertising we
need 1o inquire into the definition of hap-
proess and satisfaction in contemporary
social Life, ) ’

Quality of life surveys that ask people

vhat they are secking in life—what it is
that makes them happy-—report quite con-
sistent results. The conditions that people
are searching for——what they per:f:i“e will
make them happy—are things such as hav-
e prrsonul autonomv and coarrol of

e’ elf-esteem, a happy fanuly hife
VNG I":L}UOUS, a

relaxed, tension-free
wisure time, and g..()ud friendships., The
anifying theme of this hst is thar these
things are not fundamentally connected to

oods. [t s primarily “social” life and not
“material” hfe that seems to be the locus
of perceved happiness. Commodiries are
only weakly related to these sources of
satisfacnon,’

UA market society, however, is guided by
the principle that sarisfaction should be
achieved via the markerplace, and through
it mstitutions and structures it orients
pehavior in that direction. The data from
the guality of life studies are not lost on
advertisers. If goods themselves are not
the locus of perceived happiness, then
they need to be connected in some way
with those things that are. Thus adver-
tising promotes images of what the
audience conceives of as *the good life”:]
Beer can be connected with anything
from eroticism to male fraternity to the
purity of the old West; food can be tied
up with family relations or health; invest-
ment advice offers early retirements in
tropical settings./The marketplace cannot
directly offer the real thing, but it can
offer visions of it connected with the pur-
chase of products.

[ Advertising thus does not work by cre-
ating values and attitudes out of nothing
but by drawing upon and rechanneling
concerns that the target audience {and the
culture) already sharesJAs one advertising
executive put itz “Advertising doesn’t
always mirror how people are acting but
how they're dreaming. In a sense what

we're doing 15 wrapping up your emotions
and selling them back to you.” Advertising
absorbs and fuses a variety of symbolic
practices and discourses, it appropriates
and distifls from an unbounded range of
cultural references. In so dotng, goods are
knit*ed into the fabric of social hfe and
cultural significance. As such, advertising
is not simple mampulation, bur what ad-
maker Tony Schwartz calls “parnpula-
tion,” with the audience participating in s
own mampulation .

Whar are the consequences of suchh 4
system of images and goods? Given that
the “real” sources of satisfacnion cannot be
provided by the purchase of commodirie
‘merely the “image” of rthar source), o
should not be surprising that happiness
an d contentmen: appear Hlusory i con-
Lcmporarv sociery. Recent social thinkers
describe the q)mcmpnf v scene as a tjoy-
less economy,” or as reflecting the “paradox
of affluence.” It 15 not simply a mateer of
being “tricked™ by the false blandishments
of advertising. The problem is with the
mstitutional structure of a market society
thar propels defininon of satisfaction
through the commodity/image system. The
modern context, then, provides a curious
satisfaction experience—one that Willam
Leiss describes as “an ensemble of sausfac-
tions and dissatisfactions™ in which the
consumption of commodities mediated by
the image-system of advertising Ieads to
consumer uncertainty and confusion.® The
image-system of the marketplace reflects
our desires and dreams, yet we have only
the pleasure of the images to sustain us in
our actual experience with goods.

The commodity image-system thus
provides a particular vision of the world—
a particular mode of self-validation thar is
integrally connected with what one has
rather than what one is—a distinction
often referred to as one between “having”
and “being,” with the latter now being
defined through the former. As such, it
constitutes a way of life that is defined
and structured in quite specitic political
ways. Some commentators have even
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described advertising as part of a new
religinns SYStem u which people construce
rheir idennties theough the commodity
oy
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enchantment and transtormanon,
g nstant happiness and gravfication,
capturing the forces of nature, anid

15 a passport o hitherto untrave

fomains and group refationst

in shorr, the advertisioy Gmage-sy
constantly propels us toward rthmgs i
means to sanstacuon. In the sense that
every ad says it is betier 1o buy than not

3

buy, we can best regard advertising as 4
propaganda system for commuodines. In
the image-system as a whole, happmess
iies at the end of a purchase. Moreover
this is not a munor propaganda system—1t
s all pervasive. It should not surprise us
then to discover that the problem that it
poses—how to getr more things for everv-
one (as that is the root to happnessi—
guides our political debates. The goal of
economic growth {on which the commod-
ity vision is based) s an unquestioned and
sacred proposition of the political culrure.
As the environmental costs of the strategy
of unbridled economic growth become
more obvious, it is clear we must, as 3
society, engage in debare concerning the
nature of future economic growth.
However, as long as the commodiry image-
system maintains 1ts ubiquirous presence
and influence, the possibilities of opening
such a debate are remote. At the very
moment we most desperately need to pose
new questions within the political culture,
the commodity image-system propels us
with even greater certainty and persuasion
along a path that, unless checked, 1s des-
tined to end in disaster. . ..

The visual image-svstem has colonized
areas of hife that were previously largely
defined {although not solely? by auditory
perception and experience. The 19805
! a change i the way that popular
music commodites {records, tapes, com-
pact dises) :
videos becoming an mdispensable compo
neat of an overall strategy. These videos

)

were markered, with music

were produced as commercials for musical
commodities by the advertising industry,
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asirg techniques learned from the marker
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ords, there of
caourse Jues not have 1o be. Video makers

thev are commercals for e

sre i the same posinon as ad makers in

of srving to ger artenuon for their

» and making 1 visually pleasur
able. Trogs hiethe wonder then thae represen-
tanons anvolving  sexuality higure so
prominently tas in the case ot regular
product advertising;. The visuals are cho-
sen for their abithty to seli.

Many peopie report that hstening to 2
song atter warching the video strongly
atfects the interpretanon they give 1o it—

the

imaginauion. In that sense, the surround

she visual images ace replaved an

ing commaodity image-system works 1o
fix—or atr least to himit—the scope of
imaginanve interpretation. The realm of
Listening becomes subordinated to the
realm of seeing, to the influence of com-
mercial images. There is also evidence sug-
gesting that the composition of popular
music is affected by the new video context.
People write songs or lines with the vital
marketing tool in mind.

Speed and Fragmentation

In addition to issues connected with the colo-
nization of the commodiry image-system of
other areas of social life (gender soctalization,
politics, children’s play, popular cultural
forms), there are also important broader




