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WRITING ASSIGNMENTS

1. In his article “Confessions of a Shop-a-holic,” Stephen Danner comments (h
the roots of materialism are deeply connected to human nature—ever since we
were hunter-gatherers. If materialism is an important element of civilization,

why do so many critics of consumerism imply that our desire for things is bad
for our culture and our society?

at

2. With a group of classmates, make a list of at least 15 to 20 appliances and
equipment that people have in their homes—refrigerators, microwave ovens.
DVD players, computers, VCREs, televisions, stereos (include components), etc.
Individually, rank each item as a necessity, a desirable object, or a luxury item.
For example, you may decide a refrigerator is a necessary item, but that an air
conditioner is a luxury item. Compare your list with others in your group. How
do the lists compare? What accounts for the discrepancies? Write an essay de-
tailing your discussion and conclusions.

3. Access the Web sites for several similar soft or sports drinks, such as <http:/
www.pepsi.com>, <http://www.coke.com>, <http://www.gatorade.com>, and
<http://www.powerade.com>. How do the Web sites promote their products?
Who is the target audience, and how do their sites reflect this audience? What
techniques do they use to sell? Write an essay evaluating how these drinks sell
their products. Address the fact that the products are essentially the same. How
do they convince consumers to part with their money?

. Adbusters addresses the unethical ways advertisers manipulate consumers to
“need” products. However, if we study ads long enough, we can determine for
ourselves the ways we may be manipulated. Select several printed or television
advertisements and analyze how they manipulate consumers to increase their

“quest for stuff.” Is there anything wrong with this manipulation? Why or why
not?

THE LANGUAGE OF ADVERTISING

With These Words, | Can Sell You Anything

William Lutz

Words such as “help” and “virtually" and phrases such as “new and improved” and “acts
fast” seem like innocuous weaponry in the arsenal of advertising. But not to William Lutz, who
analyzes how such words are used in ads—how they misrepresent, mislead, and deceive
consumers. In this essay, he alerts us to the special power of “weasel words"—those famil-
iar and sneaky little critters that “appear to say one thing when in fact they say the opposite,

or nothing at all.” The real danger, Lutz argues, is how such language debases reality and the
values of the consumer.,
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William Lutz has been called the “George Orwell of the 1990s." Hevteaches Engllsh at
Rutgers University and is the author of several books, including Beyond Nineteen Eighty-Four
(1984) and Doublespeak Defined (1999). The following article is an excerpt from Lutz's book

Doublespeak (1990).

BEFORE YOU READ

Consider the phrase “like magic™ as it might Re used in an ?ld—lfor‘exa?:
ple, “Zappo dish detergent works like magic. What. does t le P ;a;: a; ega
gest at a quick glance? What does it mean upon detagefi analysis o

list of other such words used in advertising to make “big promises.

AS YOU READ

A “weasel word” is a word so hollow it has no meaning. As you ;Iead
Lutz’s article, consider your own reaction to such worq,s when you hear
them. Have they ever motivated you to make a purchase?

1 One problem advertisers have when they try to convince you that the product they

e pushing is really different from other, similar products is [ha't their claims arti
ub'zrcl F;o some laws. Not a lot of laws, but there are some designed to p;er\:zg_
ffraddulent or untruthful claims in advertising. Even (c:ilijngg thekhzﬂszny;:sr:hz s
i i : the FTC did crac
lation under President Ronald Reagan, : ' ;
It-)eli:lant abuses in advertising claims. Generally speaku:(g. fadvm;,lmse(r:j :;vset:](; )I:Z ;31;:-
i i ir ads, i ims they make for the pr
what they say in their ads, in the claims .
f?slemParity cla);ms are safe because they are legal and supported by a number o
cou-rt decisions. But beyond parity claims there are wease? words.l oy
Advertisers use weasel words to appear to be making a c;h ait e i
when in fact they are making no claim at all. Weasel wor(.is get their n e o
way weasels eat the eggs they find in the nests of other animals. A weals(e. o
a silnall l;ole in the egg, suck out the insides, then place the egg baf: tl\]n e
Only when the egg is examined closely is it found to bg, h(;llov;/. Tll::;aitysous1 ﬁnz; =
i ising: i 1 words closely a
i 1 words in advertising: Examine wease : -
mg:’xezzehollow as any egg sucked by a weasel. Weasel words appear to say on

thing when in fact they say the opposite, or nothing at all.

oduct

“Help”—The Number One Weasel Word

5 % nel » Now “help”
The biggest weasel word used in advertising doublespeak is C::lll)l.e rl\;?op‘ elimpi-
only means to aid or assist, nothing more. It does not mez‘m to"helq" it, i
nate. solve, heal, cure, or anything else. ‘l?ut once the ad s::ys he nl:;ng R
about anything after that because “help” qualifies eve;y.t‘ lnsgu SO g A
trick is that the claim that comes after theﬂweasel wor x% [u: only 0 dpeig-howc:
dramatic that you forget the word “help” and con;enfm «.l con};ain S
claim. You read into the ad a message that the ad does no :
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tantly, the advertiser is not responsible for the claim that you read into the ad, even
though the advertiser wrote the ad so you would read that claim into it.

| The next time you see an ad for a cold medicine that promises that it “helps re-
lieve cold symptoms fast,” don’t rush out to buy it. Ask yourself what this claim is
really saying. Remember, “helps™ means only that the medicine will aid or assist.
What will it aid or assist in doing? Why, “relieve” your cold “symptoms.” “Relieve”
only means to ease, alleviate, or mitigate, not to stop, end, or cure. Nor does the
claim say how much relieving this medicine will do. Nowhere does this ad claim it
will cure anything. In fact, the ad doesn’t even claim it will do anything at all. The
ad only claims that it will aid in relieving (not curing) your cold symptoms, which
are probably a runny nose, watery eyes, and a headache. In other words, this medi-
cine probably contains a standard decongestant and some aspirin. By the way, what
does “fast” mean? Ten minutes, one hour, one day? What is fast to one person can be
very slow to another. Fast is another weasel word.

Ad claims using “help” are among the most popular ads. One says, “Helps keep
you young looking,” but then a lot of things will help keep you young looking, in-
cluding exercise, rest, good nutrition, and a facelift. More importantly, this ad doesn’t
say the product will keep you young, only “young looking.” Someone may look
young to one person and old to another.

A toothpaste ad says, “Helps prevent cavities,” but it doesn’t say it will actually
prevent cavities. Brushing your teeth regularly, avoiding sugars in foods, and floss-
ing daily will also help prevent cavities. A liquid cleaner ad says, “Helps keep your
home germ free,” but it doesn’t say it actually kills germs, nor does it even specify
which germs it might kill.

“Help” is such a useful weasel word that it is often combined with other action-
verb weasel words such as “fight” and “control.” Consider the claim, “Helps control
dandruff symptoms with regular use.”” What does it really say? It will assist in con-
trolling (not eliminating, stopping, ending, or curing) the symptoms of dandruff, not
the cause of dandruff nor the dandruff itself. What are the symptoms of dandruff?
The ad deliberately leaves that undefined, but assume that the symptoms referred to
in the ad are the flaking and itching commonly associated with dandruff. But just
shampooing with any shampoo will temporarily eliminate these symptoms, so this
shampoo isn’t any different from any other. Finally, in order to benefit from this
product, you must use it regularly. What is “regular use”—daily, weekly, hourly?

Using another shampoo “regularly” will have the same effect. Nowhere does this ad-
vertising claim say this particular shampoo stops, eliminates, or cures dandruff. In
fact, this claim says nothing at all, thanks to all the weasel words.

Look at ads in magazines and newspapers, listen to ads on radio and television,
and you’ll find the word “help” in ads for all kinds of products. How often do you
read or hear such phrases as “helps stop . . . " “helps overcome . . . ,” “helps eliminate
-..y “helps you feel . ...” or “helps you look . . »? If you start looking for this weasel
word in advertising, you'll be amazed at how often it occurs. Analyze the claims in
the ads using “help,” and you will discover that these ads are really saying nothing.

There are plenty of other weasel words used in advertising. In fact, there are so
many that to list them all would fill the rest of this book. But, in order to identify the
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doublespeak of advertising and understand the real meaning of an ad, you have to be
0 ; ) . 2 S
aware of the most popular weasel words in advertising today.

Virtually Spotless

{ - ic “virtually.” a word so innocent that most
g {“05'1 PZ‘:ef;l:tle:’gg:ei: i(zr(vj:h:n :llrits ude in an advertising cla.it‘n. But
people d°[].~i/'F:-‘tlyal] 4 is used in advertising claims that appear to rpake spfcmc, dqef-
f”i_“Ch OUL" ; uher)xl there is no promise. After all, what does “vmua}ly : mean.. It
e ETS:]“ZS%‘;:CC of effect, although not in fact” Look a.t that dehr:tlon r:lesr{:
T\??rrt)ﬁally” means not in fact. It doF:s not mean ‘l‘almost orv e]russltl ::(:u: nt‘a(l:lswaord. ré_
or anything else. And before you dlsqlnss all this concern o
member that small words can have blg cons.ec.]uences. it
In 1971 a federal court rendered its dec1sxop on a case ﬁ i
' { while taking birth control pills. She sued the manufacturer, .
ll),e'ﬁan;idpgf::::my for breach of warranty. The woman lost h?r case. l?;:::tg:?v ::: :
'mlg il)n a statement in the pamphlet accompanying the pills, w[l:;?o:itfhe Cm,m g
e i e L Vcil““élrlg’ l]i(e):(c)i [:;;Ctetﬁteﬂ(l)ls were’absolutely effec-
ﬂ'm thef_e 'Waf‘. 4 vt\;inca:gt g)(()?r:f:;eou(t);l:at,paccc;rding to Webster's Third New Inter-
“Ve: i FU l'n%r.ar\* “yirtually” means “almost entirely” and clearly does not megn
{‘50"0"01 ?'C\:/(;z 'rrir'r‘ ton v. Eli Lilly and Company, 333 F. Sup!). 98). In other wor 's,‘
absoll'ultj?ll : corlnparg;y wa; really shying that its birth control plll, even when taBl;etn Fjllsl
lhe Etld ld?,d not in fact provide 100 percent protection against pregn.ar}\‘(;y;‘ot e
(lj.lll:le; t:ﬁ;in’t want to put it that way because then many women mig
i l?mh C:)):t;(;:aptll:les.ad that says that this dishwasher dcterger)t “lefavgs
5 = The-ne).(tllnme )tlless " just remember how advertisers twist the meaning O lh ﬁ
easliognd )’ 'Spoall o You can have lots of spots on your dishfes after using t l:
:i:;le:;(::d t\tlxl::d c)lgim will still be true, because whatlthis %:/?m r::/zlrl))/, (:ef:: (l)r
: [ ishes spotless. ene :
L b detergemt?(:eljszglﬂllz J::cc),rc:ea\‘rlfn{xz;llryd l;:set lrznslate that claim into its' T'earll
- ff“ - da;lm tt lz::visio‘n set that is “virtually trouble free” beco.me’s' the televm(l)i-
meam"g- 5 'e ? ct trouble free, the “virtually foolproof operation of any“apfm_
pararde lnn s eration that is in fact not foolproof, and the prod‘uct that *“vi
ailllifent::i(::r::das ser?vice“ becomes the product that is not in fact service free.
a s

New and Improved

“improved” is the
If “new” is the most frequently used word on a product package, “1mp
13

secon WO W S y S to ether. lt
. W

is * i  The next time
.cems just about everything sold these days is “new aqd m}pmv:,;ie i
you' eJin the supermarket, try counting the numbe.r of times you e i
youdijcts But. you'd better do it while you're walking down just one aisic,
pro :

you'll need a calculator to keep track of your counting.
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Just what do these words mean? The use of the word “new” is restricted by reg-
ulations, so an advertiser can’t just use the word on a product or in an ad without
meeting certain requirements. For example, a product is considered new for about
six months during a national advertising campaign. If the product is being advertised
only in a limited test market area, the word can be used longer, and in some in-
stances has been used for as long as two years.

What makes a product “new”? Some products have been around for a long
time, yet every once in a while you discover that they are being advertised as “new.”
Well, an advertiser can call a product new if there has been “a material functional
change” in the product. What is “a material functional change,” you ask? Good
question. In fact it’s such a good question it’s being asked all the time. It’s up to the
manufacturer to prove that the product has undergone such a change. And if the
manufacturer isn’t challenged on the claim, then there’s no one to stop it. Moreover,
the change does not have to be an improvement in the product. One manufacturer
added an artificial lemon scent to a cleaning product and called it “new and im-
proved,” even though the product did not clean any better than without the lemon
scent. The manufacturer defended the use of the word “new” on the grounds that the
artificial scent changed the chemical formula of the product and therefore consti-
tuted “a material functional change.”

Which brings up the word “improved.” When used in advertising, “improved”
does not mean “made better.” It only means “changed” or “different from before.”
So, if the detergent maker puts a plastic pour spout on the box of detergent, the prod-
uct has been “improved,” and away we go with a whole new advertising campaign.
Or, if the cereal maker adds more fruit or a different kind of fruit to the cereal,
there’s an improved product. Now you know why manufacturers are constantly
making little changes in their products. Whole new advertising campaigns, designed
to convince you that the product has been changed for the better, are based on small
changes in superficial aspects of a product. The next time you see an ad for an “im-
proved” product, ask yourself what was wrong with the old one. Ask yourself just
how “improved” the product is. Finally, you might check to see whether the “im-
proved” version costs more than the unimproved one. After all, someone has to pay
for the millions of dollars spent advertising the improved product.

Of course, advertisers really like to run ads that claim a product is “new and im-
proved.” While what constitutes a “new” product may be subject to some regulation,
“improved” is a subjective judgment. A manufacturer changes the shape of its stick
deodorant, but the shape doesn’t improve the function of the deodorant. That is,
changing the shape doesn’t affect the deodorizing ability of the deodorant, so the
manufacturer calls it “improved.” Another manufacturer adds ammonia to its liquid
cleaner and calls it “new and improved.” Since adding ammonia does affect the
cleaning ability of the product, there has been a “material functional change” in the
product, and the manufacturer can now call its cleaner “new,” and “improved” as
well. Now the weasel words, “new and improved™ are plastered all over the package
and are the basis for a multimillion-dollar ad campaign. But after six months the
word “new” will have to go, until someone can dream up another change in the
product. Perhaps it will be adding color to the liquid, or changing the shape of the
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package, or maybe adding a new dripless pour spout,. or perh?ps a_— . The
“improvements” are endless, and so are the new adve'zmsmg c.la.lms and camp'algns.

“New” is just too useful and powerful a word in advem‘smg for advems.ers Fo
pass it up easily. So they use weasel words that say '“newj’ without rc_:allx saying it.
One of their favorites is “introducing,” as in, “Introducing 1mprov§d Tide,” or “Intro-
ducing the stain remover.” The first is simply saying, here’s our improved soap; tl!e
second, here’s our new advertising campaign for our detergent. A'nothe-r favorite is
“now.” as in “Now there’s Sinex,” which simply means thal‘Sinex is available. Then
there are phrases like “Today’s Chevrolet,” “Presenting‘Dnstan," and “A fre:sh way
to start the day.” The list is really endless because advertisers are al.v\./ays ﬁndfng new
ways to say “new” without really saying it. If there isa se.:cond edition of this book,
I'll just call it the “new and improved” edition. Wouldn’t ymi reaﬂy rather have a
“new and improved” edition of this book rather than a “second” edition?

Acts Fast

“Acts” and “works” are two popular weasel words in advertising because they bring
action to the product and to the advertising claim. When you see the‘ ad for the cough
syrup that “Acts on the cough control center,” ask yourself what this cough syrup is
claiming to do. Well, it’s just claiming to “act,” to do something, to perffm'n an ac-
tion. What is it that the cough syrup does? The ad doesn’t say. It only claims to per-
form an action or do something on your “cough control center.".By the way, what
and where is our “cough control center”? I don’t remember learning about that part
of the body in human biology class. )

Ads that use such phrases as “acts fast.” “acts against,” “acts to prevent, and .lhe
like are saying essentially nothing, because “act” is a word empt?" of"any specific
meaning. The ads are always careful not to specify exactly w’l3at act” the prodl,_lct
performs. Just because a brand of aspirin claims to “act fast for headaﬁhe ,r,ellef
doesn’t mean this aspirin is any better than any other asp‘inn. What is the a.ct that
this aspirin performs? You’re never told. Maybe it just dissolves gulckly. Since as-
pirin is a parity product, all aspirin is the same and therefore functions the same.

Works Like Anything Else

If you don’t find the word “acts™ in an ad, you will probat.)ly find [‘h? weasel word
“works.” In fact, the two words are almost interchangeable in advenlsln%. Wa‘t‘ch out
for ads that say a product “works against,” "works. like,” “works for,” or work‘sl
longer.” As with “acts,” “works™ is the same meaningless verb used 'to make. )110r
think that this product really does something, and maybe even somethl.ng special 0
unique. But “works,” like “acts,” is basically a word empty of any specific meaning.

Like Magic

Whenever advertisers want you to stop thinking about the product and to start thltrllll;;
ing about something bigger, better, or more attractive than the product, they use
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very popular weasel word, “like.” The word “like” is the advertiser’s equivalent of a
magician’s use of misdirection. “Like” gets you to ignore the product and concen-
trate on the claim the advertiser is making about it. “For skin like peaches and
cream” claims the ad for a skin cream. What is this ad really claiming? It doesn’t say
this cream will give you peaches-and-cream skin. There is no verb in this claim, so it
doesn’t even mention using the product. How is skin ever like “peaches and cream™?
Remember, ads must be read literally and exactly, according to the dictionary defin-
ition of words. (Remember “virtually” in the Eli Lilly case.) The ad is making ab-
solutely no promise or claim whatsoever for this skin cream. If you think this cream
will give you soft, smooth, youthful-looking skin, you are the one who has read that
meaning into the ad.

The wine that claims “It’s like taking a trip to France” wants you to think about

a romantic evening in Paris as you walk along the boulevard after a wonderful meal
in an intimate little bistro. Of course, you don’t really believe that a wine can take
you to France, but the goal of the ad is to get you to think pleasant, romantic thoughts
about France and not about how the wine tastes or how expensive it may be. That lit-
tle word “like” has taken you away from crushed grapes into a world of your own
imaginative making. Who knows, maybe the next time you buy wine, you’ll think
those pleasant thoughts when you see this brand of wine, and you'll buy it. Or,
maybe you weren’t even thinking about buying wine at all, but now you just might
pick up a bottle the next time you're shopping. Ah, the power of “like” in advertising.

How about the most famous “like” claim of all, “Winston tastes good like a cig-
arette should™? Ignoring the grammatical error here, you might want to know what
this claim is saying. Whether a cigarette tastes good or bad is a subjective judgment
because what tastes good to one person may well taste horrible to another. Not
everyone likes fried snails, even if they are called escargot. (De gustibus non est dis-
putandum, which was probably the Roman rule for advertising as well as for defend-
ing the games in the Colosseum.) There are many people who say all cigarettes taste
terrible, other people who say only some cigarettes taste all right, and still others
who say all cigarettes taste good. Who's right? Everyone, because taste is a matter of
personal judgment.

Moreover, note the use of the conditional, “should.” The complete claim is,
“Winston tastes good like a cigarette should taste.” But should cigarettes taste good?
Again, this is a matter of personal judgment and probably depends mostly on one’s
experiences with smoking. So, the Winston ad is simply saying that Winston ciga-
rettes are just like any other cigarette: Some people like them and some people
don’t. On that statement, R. J. Reynolds conducted a very successful multimillion-
dollar advertising campaign that helped keep Winston the number-two-selling ciga-
rette in the United States, close behind number one, Marlboro.

Can’t It Be Up to the Claim?

Analyzing ads for doublespeak requires that you pay attention to every word in the
ad and determine what each word really means. Advertisers try to wrap their claims
in language that sounds concrete, specific, and objective, when in fact the language
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of advertising is anything but. Your job is to read c.are.fully and listen (’:’ritically S0
that when the announcer says that “Crest can be of significant .value S y(?u kno.w
immediately that this claim says absolutely nothing. Where is the doublespeak in
is ad? ith the second word. :
- zgncztiga\:lr:t you have to look at what words .really mean, not what yfou gnnk
they mean or what the advertiser wants )fou.lo think they‘ mean. Thlt;. adh or Crest
only says that using Crest “can be” of “significant value.” What really t r(;lws yo:;j
off in this ad is the brilliant use of “significant.” It draws your altegtlon to t e wor
“yalue” and makes you forget that the ad only claimf thz}‘t Cre§t san be. fThe1 ad
doesn’t say that Crest is of value, only that it is “able™ or possible” to be of value,
) that “‘can” means.
becarts': ;i:)atezsz;ll[o miss the importance of those li:t!e words, “can be."dA.dmost as
easy as missing the importance of the words “up ‘t‘o in an ad. Thesc(:) \fwf?r [\; a\ie ;//;121
popular in sales ads. You know, the ones that say, “Up to 50 percent Oit:" Now, )
does that claim mean? Not much, because the store qr manufacturer has to lc'le ulcret
the price of only a few items by 50 percent. Everything else can be redffucef z;l (‘)r)
less, or not even reduced. Moreover, don’t you want tp knqw 50 percen.t 0 oh'w ha t
Is it 50 percent off the “manufacturer’s.suggested list price, wl;xch is hthe dngg “is
possible price? Was the price artificially mﬂated and then“reduced. lp ot ?r i S, lhz
to” expresses an ideal situation. The medicine that works “up to ten u‘l:nes ast er, =
battery that lasts “up to twice as long,” and t.he soap that gets you “up to . wwh- .
clean” all are based on ideal situations for using these products, situations in whic
you can be sure you will never find yourself.

Unfinished Words

Unfinished words are a kind of “up to” claim if‘ advertising. 'Ijhe claim.that albatter);
lasts “up to twice as long” usually doesn’t finish the companson—-twwe as tongn:(i) t
what? A birthday candle? A tank of gas? A ch.eap .batt.ery .made in a coun ryl “
noted for its technological achievements? The implication is Fhat the battery' e;?e}
twice as long as batteries made by other battery makers: or twice as long as e;d'rms

model batteries made by the advertiser, but the ad dogsn t really make t!nese clai :
You read these claims into the ad, aided by the visual images the advertiser so care

fuuyl?:%::iii:d words depend on you to finish them, to provide the words the 'adzerj
tisers so thoughtfully left out of the ad. Pall Mgll ci.garettes were once :dv'c:gnseth:;
“A longer, finer and milder smoke.” The question is, longer, ﬁner., anl‘ mi ;(r)ctom
what? The aspirin that claims it contains “Twice as mucfh of the. pain reliever : of:
recommend most” doesn’t tell you what pain rehe\{er it Cf)ntalns twice as ;nuc irin.
(By the way, it’s aspirin. That’s right; it just contains twice t;\e amounlt 1;) a:;) [ha;
And how much is twice the amount? Twice of w.hat am.ount.) Panad:“ :)a's fing
“nobody reduces fever faster.” but, since Panadol is a parity produfzt, 't ‘15 [ 'a:mci -
ply means that Panadol isn’t any better than any other Product in its Ea?:/.s ;;u
“You can be sure if it's Westinghouse.” you're lolq, but just exa(itly w a’ i 1" yOu
can be sure of is never mentioned. “Magnavox gives you more” doesn’t tell y
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what you get more of. More value? More television? More than they gave you be-
fore? It sounds nice, but it means nothing, until you fill in the claim with your own
words, the words the advertisers didn’t use. Since each of us fills in the claim differ-
ently, the ad and the product can become all things to all people, and not promise a
single thing.

Unfinished words abound in advertising because they appear to promise so
much. More importantly, they can be joined with powerful visual images on televi-
sion to appear to be making significant promises about a product’s effectiveness
without really making any promises. In a television ad, the aspirin product that
claims fast relief can show a person with a headache taking the product and then, in
what appears to be a matter of minutes, claiming complete relief. This visual image
is far more powerful than any claim made in unfinished words. Indeed. the visual
image completes the unfinished words for you, filling in with pictures what the
words leave out. And you thought that ads didn’t affect you. What brand of aspirin
do you use?

Some years ago, Ford's advertisements proclaimed “Ford LTD—700 percent
quieter.” Now, what do you think Ford was claiming with these unfinished words?
What was the Ford LTD quieter than? A Cadillac? A Mercedes Benz? A BMW?
Well, when the FTC asked Ford to substantiate this unfinished claim, Ford replied
that it meant that the inside of the LTD was 700 percent quieter than the outside.

How did you finish those unfinished words when you first read them? Did you even
come close to Ford's meaning?

Combining Weasel Words

A lot of ads don’t fall neatly into one category or another because they use a variety
of different devices and words. Different weasel words are often combined to make
an ad claim. The claim, “Coffee-Mate gives coffee more body, more flavor,” uses
Unfinished Words (“more™ than what?) and also uses words that have no specific
meaning (“body” and “flavor”). Along with “taste” (remember the Winston ad and
its claim to taste good), “body” and “flavor” mean nothing because their meaning is
entirely subjective. To you, “body” in coffee might mean thick, black, almost bitter
coffee, while I might take it to mean a light brown, delicate coffee. Now. if you think
you understood that last sentence, read it again, because it said nothing of objective
value; it was filled with weasel words of no specific meaning: “thick,” “black,” “bit-
ter,” “light brown,” and “delicate.”” Each of those words has no specific, objective
meaning, because each of us can interpret them differently.

Try this slogan: “Looks, smells, tastes like ground-roast coffee.” So, are you
now going to buy Taster’s Choice instant coffee because of this ad? “Looks.”
“smells,” and “tastes” are all words with no specific meaning and depend on your in-
terpretation of them for any meaning. Then there’s that great weasel word “like,”
which simply suggests a comparison but does not make the actual connection be-
tween the product and the quality. Besides, do you know what “ground-roast” coffee
is? I don’t, but it sure sounds good. So, out of seven words in this ad. four are definite
weasel words, two are quite meaningless, and only one has any clear meaning.
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Remember the Anacin ad—"Twice as much of the pz}in rgliever (.io.ctorsh resorE-
mend most™? There’s a whole lot of weaseling going on in this ‘ad. Flrfst. what .s.[ e
pain reliever they're talking about in this aq? Aspmn.ﬂof course: In a'ct: ‘z'ul\ly t‘lrltl)e
you see or hear an ad using those words “pain r.ellever. you can dulo.rtl)mm,af y sub-
stitute the word “aspirin™ for them. (Makers o.t aceta.mmophe‘:n and i upro en palln
relievers are careful in their advertising to idenn'f)f th.t‘.ll'.pl‘OdULlS as n0ndb[l)(lrln pr::, a.t
ucts.) So. now we know that Anacin has aspirin }n it. Morx?over.‘ we hncuw A
Anacin has twice as much aspirin in it, but we don t‘k.now KWI;:efas mu;' tas v:] :;:
Does it have twice as much aspirin as an 'oxl'dmary z.lspmn t'at‘))let. I S0, wml‘:c ;: :\s o
dinary aspirin tablet, and how much aspirin does it contain’ ‘;Fglce z:;ber e
cedrin or Bufferin? Twice as much as a choc‘olale Chlp. cookie? Reme s
finished Words and how they lead you on without gaymg anything. e

Finally, what about those doctors who are d(.)mg all that recomg:env va.la[ -
are they? How many of them are there? What kind of do.ctors‘z.lre l?gf‘;ersq e
their qualifications? Who asked them about recommending };zuln trfn e u.emom
other pain relievers did they recommend? {\nd there are a whole lo me (?u ; ; thé
about this “poll” of doctors to which I'd like to know the answers, i:'in aﬁd s
point. Sometimes, when | call my doctor, stTe tells me toqtake two asp
her office in the morning. Is that where Anacin got this ad?

Read the Label, or the Brochure

Weasel words aren’t just found on television, on the radio, or irTlTewspz}pe[;l al:;!():\t:lliz
e sociated with a product will contain the
azine ads. Just about any language associal e
speak of advertising. Remember the Eli Lilly case and the doublespeak orll the in
}nation sheet that came with the birth control pills. Here s another exa(r)r:lp:\ :éd -
Estée Lauder cosmetics company ann
[Several years agol], the tics . vy
i ir.” tributed with the product ¢
‘ “Night Repair.” A small brochure dis %
[ e i i se Lauder’s U.S. laboratories
“Ni i i Ily formulated in Estée Lauders U.
that “Night Repair was scientifica . P sl
i -Controlling Skincare Program. Althoug y ‘
as part of the Swiss Age Con : e
i ess, thi helps control the signs of aging g
rols the aging process, this program -
tskin to Io<g>k in% feel younger.” You might want to read these two sentences aga
5 é thing. ,
because they sound great but say no S ‘ — ws
First n);)te that the product was “scientifically tormqlate.d‘ lfn the Icg?::i Y)(') ]
i 5 2 What constitutes a scientific formufation:
laboratories. What does that mean’’ e
: : i that the product was casually, m :
wouldn’t expect the company to say e i
sly f j together one day when the peop e
carelessly formulated, or just thrown PO e
coats did)xll’t have anything better to do. But the word “scientifically” lends an
isi is just isn’t there.
cision and promise that justisn't ! ' ‘ . ol
i It is the sf:)cond sentence, however, that’s really \x{easely: both syntactclic;dl;l);dem
selnantically The only factual part of this sentence 1s the mtroduct'oryhe a}:l o
;:lau%e—"only nature controls the aging process.” Thtlnls. the.onlly lflz:;:t :;1 htiCh c(,r;tains
: clause,
? ‘lause, a clause dependent on the main _ o
T i i ts to contradict the inde
ite i ati t all and indeed purports ¢
no factual or definite information a g ke VD-Gon oo
pendent clause. The new “skincare program” (notice it's nota skin cream b p
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gram”) does not claim to stop or even retard the aging process. What, then, does
Night Repair do? According to this brochure, nothing. It only “helps,” and the
brochure does not say how much it helps. Moreover, it only “helps control,” and
then it only helps control the “signs of aging,” not the aging itself. Also, it “encour-
ages” skin not to be younger but only to “look and feel” younger. The brochure does
not say younger than what. Of the sixteen words in the main clause of this second
sentence, nine are weasel words. So, before you spend all that money for Night Re-
pair, or any other cosmetic product, read the words carefully, and then decide if
you're getting what you think you're paying for.

Other Tricks of the Trade

Advertisers’ use of doublespeak is endless. The best way advertisers can make
something out of nothing is through words. Although there are a ot of visual images
used on television and in magazines and newspapers, every advertiser wants to cre-
ate that memorable line that will stick in the public consciousness. I am sure pure
joy reigned in one advertising agency when a study found that children who were
asked to spell the world “relief” promptly and proudly responded “r-o-1-a-i-d-s.”

The variations, combinations, and permutations of doublespeak used in adver-
tising go on and on, running from the use of rhetorical questions (“Wouldn’t you re-
ally rather have a Buick?” “If you can’t trust Prestone, who can you trust?”) to flat-
tering you with compliments (“The lady has taste.” “We think a cigar smoker is
someone special.” “You've come a long way, baby.”). You know, of course, how
you're supposed to answer those questions, and you know that those compliments
are just leading up to the sales pitches for the products. Before you dismiss such
tricks of the trade as obvious, however, Just remember that all of these statements
and questions were part of very successful advertising campaigns.

A more subtle approach is the ad that proclaims a supposedly unique quality for
a product, a quality that really isn’t unique. “If it doesn’t say Goodyear, it can’t be
Polyglas.” Sounds good, doesn’t it? Polyglas is available only from Goodyear be-
cause Goodyear copyrighted that trade name. Any other tire manufacturer could
make exactly the same tire but could not call it “Polyglas,” because that would be
copyright infringement. “Polyglas™ is simply Goodyear’s name for its fiberglass-
reinforced tire.

Since we like to think of ourselves as living in a technologically advanced coun-
try, science and technology have a great appeal in selling products. Advertisers are
quick to use scientific doublespeak to push their products. There are all kinds of
elixirs, additives, scientific potions, and mysterious mixtures added to all kinds of
products. Gasoline contains “HTA,” “F-130,” “Platformate,” and other chemical-
sounding additives, but nowhere does an advertisement give any real information
about the additive.

Shampoo, deodorant, mouthwash, cold medicine, sleeping pills, and any num-
ber of other products all seem to contain some special chemical ingredient that al-
lows them to work wonders. “Certs contains a sparkling drop of Retsyn.” So what?
What's “Retsyn™? What's it do? What's so special about it? When they don’t have a
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Advertising Doublespeak Quick Quiz

Now it’s time to test your awareness of advertising doublesPeak. The following
is a list of statements from some recent ads. Your job is to figure out what each
of these ads really says.
DOMINO'S PIZZA: “Because nobody delivers better.”
SINUTAB: “It can stop the pain.”
TUMS: “The stronger acid neutralizer.”

MAXIMUM STRENGTH DRISTAN: “Strong medi-

cine for tough sinus colds.”

LISTERMINT: “Making your mouth a cleaner place.”
CASCADE: “For virtually spotless dishes nothing beats
Cascade.”

NUPRIN: “Little. Yellow. Different. Better.”

ANACIN: “Better relief.”

SUDAFED: “Fast sinus relief that won’t put you fast
asleep.”

ADVIL: “Better relief.”

PONDS COLD CREAM: “Ponds cleans like no soap

»

can.
MILLER LITE BEER: “Tastes great. Less filling.”
PHILIPS MILK OF MAGNESIA: “Nobody treats you
better than MOM (Philips Milk of Magnesia).”

BAYER: “The wonder drug that works wonders.”
CRACKER BARREL: “Judged to be the best.”
KNORR: “Where taste is everything.”

ANUSOL: “Anusol is the word to remember for relief.”
DIMETAPP: “It relieves kids as well as colds.”
LIQUID DRANO: “The liquid strong enough to be

called Drano.”

JOHNSON & JOHNSON BABY POWDER: “Like
magic for your skin.”

PURITAN: “Make it your oil for life.”

PAM: “Pam, because how you cook is as important as
what you cook.”

TYLENOL GEL-CAPS: “It’s not a capsule. It's better.”
ALKA-SELTZER PLUS: “Fast, effective relief for win-
ter colds.”
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secret ingredient in their product, advertisers still find a way to claim scientific va-
lidity. There’s “Sinarest. Created by a research scientist who actually gets sinug
headaches.” Sounds nice, but what kind of research does this scientist do? How do
you know if she is any kind of expert on sinus medicine? Besides, this ad doesn’t tell
you a thing about the medicine itself and what it does.

The World of Advertising

In the world of advertising, people wear “dentures,” not false teeth: they suffer from
“occasional irregularity,” not constipation; they need deodorants for their “nervous
wetness,” not for sweat; they use “bathroom tissue,” not toilet paper; and they don’t
dye their hair, they “tint” or “rinse” it. Advertisements offer “real counterfeit dia-
monds™ without the slightest hint of embarrassment, or boast of goods made out of
“genuine imitation leather” or “virgin vinyl.”

In the world of advertising, the girdle becomes a “body shaper.” “form per-
suader,” “control garment,” “controller,” “outerwear enhancer.” “body garment,” or
“anti-gravity panties,” and is sold with such trade names as “The Instead,” “The Free
Spirit,” and “The Body Briefer.”

A study some years ago found the following words to be among the most popu-
lar used in U.S. television advertisements: “new,” “improved,” “better,” “extra.”
“fresh,” “clean,” “beautiful,” “free,” “good,” “great,” and “light.” At the same time,
the following words were found to be among the most frequent on British television:
“new,” “good-better-best,” “free.” “fresh,” “delicious,” “full,” “sure.” “clean,” “won-
derful,” and “special.” While these words may occur most frequently in ads, and
while ads may be filled with weasel words, you have to watch out for all the words
used in advertising, not just the words mentioned here.

Every word in an ad is there for a reason; no word is wasted. Your job is to fig-
ure out exactly what each word is doing in an ad—what each word really means, not
what the advertiser wants you to think it means. Remember, the ad is trying to get
you to buy a product, so it will put the product in the best possible light, using any
device, trick, or means legally allowed. Your own defense against advertising (be-
sides taking up permanent residence on the moon) is to develop and use a strong
critical reading, listening, and looking ability. Always ask yourself what the ad is re-
ally saying. When you see ads on television, don’t be misled by the pictures, the vi-
sual images. What does the ad say about the product? What does the ad not say?
What information is missing from the ad? Only by becoming an active, critical con-
sumer of the doublespeak of advertising will you ever be able to cut through the
doublespeak and discover what the ad is really saying.

QUESTIONS FOR ANALYSIS AND DISCUSSION

I. How would a copywriter for an advertising agency respond to this ar-
ticle? Would he or she agree with the way Lutz characterizes all ad-
vertisements as trying to trick consumers with false claims into buy-
ing a product?





