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BecaUse we live inside the consumer culture, and most of us have done so for most of our 
lives, it is sometimes difficult to locate the origins of our most cherished values and 

assumptions. They simply appear to be part of our natural world. It is a useful exercise, there­
fore, to 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, everyone 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 mean­
ing. 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 toward diamonds-to transform 
them from a financial investment into a symbol of committed and everlasting love. In 1947 
an Ayers advertising copywriter came up with the slogan "a diamond is forever" and the rest, 
as they say, is history. As an N.W. Ayers memorandum put it in 1959: "Since 1939 an entirely 
new generation of young people has grown to marriageable age. To the new generation, a 
diamond ring is considered a necessity for engagement to virtually everyone." 1 

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 inajor ideological tool, advertising) is the 
major structuring institution of contemporary consumer society. 

This of course was not always the case. In the agrarian-based society preceding industrial 
society, other institutions such as family, community, ethnicity, and religion were the domi­
nant institutional 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 left void by the evacuation of these older forms. 

From Jhally, S. (1990, July). Image-based culture: Advertising and popular culture. The World and I, 
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Information about products seeped into 
public discourse. More specifically, public 
discourse soon' became dominated by the 
"discourse through and about objects. "2 

At first, this discourse relied upon trans· 
mitting information about products alone, 
using the available means of textual com­
munication offered by newspapers. As the 
possibility of more effective color illustra· 
tion emerged and as magazines developed 
as competitors for advertising dollars, this 
"discourse" moved from being purely text· 
based. The further integration of first radio 
and then television into the advertising! 
media complex ensured that commercial 
communication would be characterized 
by the domination of imagistic modes of 
representation. 

Again, because our world is so familiar, it 
is difficult to imagine 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 transi­
tion 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 com­
petitive marketplace using the potentialities 
offered by printing and color photography. 
Whereas the initial period of national adver­
tising (from approximately the 1880s to the 
1920s) had focused largely in a celebratory 
manner 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 representation) into the 
messages. Interestingly, in this stage we do 
not see representations of "real" people in 
advertisements, but rather we see representa­
tions 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 fas­
cinating from 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 
in visual imagery to properly decode the ever­
more complex messages. Thus, the adver­
tising industry had to educate as well as 
sell, and many of the ads of this period 
were a fascinating combination where the 
written (textual) material explained the 
visual material. The consumer society was 
literally being taught how to read the 
commercial messages. By the· postwar 
period the education was complete 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 dominated 
by advertising images, public space has 
been taken over by "information" about 
products, and most of our sporting and cul­
tural 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 being part of 
"a discourse through and about objects" 
because it does not merely tell us about things 
but of how things are connected to important 
domains of our lives. Fundamentally, adver­
tising talks to us as individuals and addresses 
us about how we can become happy. The 
answers it provides are all oriented to the 
marketplace, through the purchase of goods 
or services. To understand the system of 
images that constitutes advertising we need to 
inquire into the definition of happiness and 
satisfaction in contemporary social life. 
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Quality of life surveys that ask people 
what they are seeking in life-what it is that 
makes them happy-report quite consistent 
results. The conditions that people are 
searching for-what they perceive will 
make them happy-are things such as hav­
ing personal autonomy and control of one's 
life, self-esteem, a happy family life, loving 
relations, a relaxed, tension-free leisure 
time, and good friendships. The unifying 
theme of this list is that these things are not 
fundamentally connected to goods. It is pri­
marily "social" life and not "material" life 
that seems to be the locus of perceived hap­
piness. Commodities are only weakly 
related to these sources of satisfaction. 3 

A market society, however, is guided by 
the principle that satisfaction should be 
achieved via the marketplace, and through 
its institutions and structures it orients 
behavior in that direction. The data from 
the quality 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 advertising pro­
motes images of what the audience con­
ceives 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 rela­
tions or health; investment 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 purchase of products. 

Advertising thus does not work by creat­
ing values and attitudes out of nothing but 
by drawing upon and rechanneling concerns 
that the target audience (and the culture) 
already shares. As one advertising executive 
put it: "Advertising doesn't always mirror 
how people are acting but how they're 
dreaming. In a sense what we're doing is 
wrapping up your emotions and selling 
them back to you." Advertising absorbs and 
fuses a variety of symbolic practices and dis­
courses, it appropriates and distills from an 
unbounded range of cultural references. In 

so doing, goods are knitted into the fabric of 
social life and cultural significance. As such, 
advertising is not simple manipulation, but 
what ad-maker Tony Schwartz calls "par­
tipulation," with the audience participating 
in its own manipulation. 

What are the consequences of such a 
system of images and goods? Given that the 
"real" sources of satisfaction cannot be 
provided by the purchase of commodities 
(merely the "image" of that source), it should 
not be surprising that happiness and con­
tentment appear illusory in contemporary 
society. Recent social thinkers describe the 
contemporary scene as a "joyless economy, ,,' 
or as reflecting the "paradox of affluence.'" 
It is not simply a matter of being "tricked" 
by the false blandishments of advertising. 
The problem is with the institutional struc­
ture of a market society that propels defini­
tion of satisfaction through the commodity/ 
image system. The modern context, then, 
provides a curious satisfaction experience­
one that William Leiss describes as "an 
ensemble of satisfactions and dissatisfac­
tions" in which the consumption of com­
modities mediated by the image-system of 
advertising leads 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 pro­
vides a particular vision of the world-a 
particular mode of self-validation that 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 specific political ways. Some com­
mentators have even described advertising 
as part of a new religious system in which 
people construct their identities through the 
commodity form, and in which commodi­
ties are part of a supernatural magical 
world where anything is possible with the 
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purchase of a product. The commodity as 
displayed in advertising plays a mixture of 
psychological, social, and physical roles in 
its relations with people. The object world 
interacts with the human world at the most 
basic and fundamental of levels, performing 
seemingly magical feats of enchantment 
and transformation, bringing instant hap­
piness and gratification, capturing the 
forces of nature, and acting as a passport 
to hitherto untraveled domains and group 
rela tionships. 7 

In short, the advertising image-system 
constantly propels us toward things as 
means to satisfaction. In the sense that 
every ad says it is better to buy than not to 
buy, we can best regard advertising as a 
propaganda system for commodities. In the 
image-system as a whole, happiness lies at 
the end of a purchase. Moreover, this is not 
a minor propaganda system--it is all perva­
sive. It should not surprise us then to dis­
cover that the problem that it poses--how 
to get more things for everyone (as that is 
the root to happiness)--guides our political 
debates. The goal of economic growth (on 
which the commodity vision is based) is an 
unquestioned and sacred proposition of the 
political culture. As the environmental costs 
of the strategy of unbridled economic 
growth become more obvious, it is clear we 
must, as a society, engage in debate con­
cerning the nature of future economic 
growth. However, as long as the commod­
ity image-system maintains its ubiquitous 
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 cul­
rure, the commodity image-system propels 
us with even greater certainty and persua­
sion along a path that, unless checked, is 
destined to end in disaster .... 

The visual image-system has colonized 
areas of life that were previously largely 
defined (although not solely) by auditory 
perception and experience. The 1980s [saw] 
a change in the way that popular music 
commodities (records, tapes, compact discs) 

were marketed, with music videos becoming 
an indispensable component of an overall 
strategy. These videos were produced as 
commercials for musical commodities by 
the advertising industry, using techniques 
learned from the marketing of products. 
Viewing these videos, there often seems to 
be little link berween the song and the visu­
als. In the sense that they are commercials 
for records, there of course does not have to 
be. Video makers are in the same position as 
ad makers in terms of trying to get attention 
for their message and making it visually 
pleasurable. It is little wonder then that rep­
resentations involving sexuality figure so 
prominently (as in the case of regular prod­
uct advertising). The visuals are chosen for 
their ability to sell. 

Many people report that listening to a 
song after watching the video strongly 
affects the interpretation they give to it-the 
visual images are replayed· in the imagina­
tion. In that sense, the surrounding com­
modity image-system works to fix--or at 
least to limit-the scope of imaginative inter­
pretation. The realm of listening becomes 
subordinated to the realm of seeing, to the 
influence of commercial images. There is 
also evidence suggesting that the composi­
tion 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 col­
onization of the commodity image-system 
of other areas of social life (gender social­
ization, politics, children's play, popular 
cultural forms), there are also important 
broader issues connected with its relation to 
modes of perception and forms of con­
sciousness within contemporary society. 
For instance, the commodity information­
system has two basic characteristics: 
reliance on visual modes of representation 
and the increasing speed and rapidity of the 
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images that constitute it. It is this second 
point that I wish to focus on here .... 

I The visual images that dominate public 
space and public discourse are, in the 
video age, not static. They do not stand 
still for us ro examine and linger over. 
They are here for a couple of seconds and 
then they are pne. Television advertising 
is the epitome of this speed-up. There is 
nothing mysterious in terms of how it 
arose. As commercial time slots declined 
from sixty seconds to thirty seconds (and 
recently to fifteen seconds and even 
shorter), advertisers responded by creating 
a new type of advertising-what is called 
the "vignette approach"-in which narra­
tive and "reason-why" advertising are sub­
sumed under a rapid succession of lifestyle 
images, meticulously timed with music, that 
directly sell feeling and emotion rather than 
products. As a commercial editor puts it of 
this new approach: "They're a wonderful 
way to pack in information: all those 
scenes and emotions-cut, cut, cut. Also 
they permit you a very freestyle approach­
meaning that as long as you stay true to 
your basic vignette theme you can usually 
just drop one and shove in another. They're 
a dream to work with because the parts are 
sort of interchangeable."8 

The speed-up is also a response by adver­
tisers to rwo other factors: the increasing 
"clutter" of the commercial environment 
and the coming of age, in terms of dispos­
able income, of a generation that grew up 
on television and commercials. The need 
for a commercial to stand out to a visually 
sophisticated audience drove the image­
system to a greater frenzy of concentrated 
shorts. Again, sexuality became a key fea­
ture of the image-system within this. 

The speed-up has rwo consequences. 
First, it has the effect of drawing the viewer 
into the message. One cannot watch these 
messages casually; they require undivided 
attention. Intensely pleasurable images, 
often sexual, are integrated into a flow of 

images. Watching has (0 be even more 
attentive to catch the brief shots of visual 
pleasure. The space "in berween" the go"d 
parts can then be filled with other informa­
tion, so that the commodity being adver­
tised becomes a rich and complex sign. 

Second, the speed-up has replaced nar­
rative and rational response with images 
and emotional response. Speed and frag­
mentation are not particularly conducive 
to thinking. They induce feeling. The speed 
and fragmentation that characterize the 
commodity image-system may have a sim­
ilar effect on the construction of conscious­
ness. In one series of ads for MTV, a 
teenage boy or girl engages in a continu­
ous monologue of events, characters, feel­
ings, and emotions without any apparent 
connecting theme. As the video images 
mirror the fragmentation of thoughts, the 
ad ends with the plug: "Finally, a channel 
for the way you think." ... 

Notes 

1. See Edward Epstein, The Rise and Fall of 
Diamonds (New York: Simon & Schuster, 
1982). 

2. This is discussed more fully in William 
Leiss, Stephen Kline, and Sut Jhally, SOCIal 
Communication in Advertising (Toronto: 
Nelson, 1986). 

3. See Fred Hirsch, Social Limits to Growth 
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1976). 

4. Tibor Scitovsky, The Joyless Economy 
(New York: Oxford University Press, 1976). 

5. Hirsch, Social Limits. 
6. William Leiss, The Limits to Satisfaction 

(Toronto: Toronto University Press, 1976). 
7. See Sut Jhally, The Codes of Advertising 

(New York: St. Martin's Press, 1987) and John 
Kavanaugh, Following Christ in a Consumer 
Society (New York: Orbis, 1981). 

8. Quoted in Michael Arlen, Thirty Seconds 
(New York: Penguin, 1981), 182. 




