ADVERTISING AND CONSUMER CULTURE
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CHAPTER 5 Media and Ideology

Advertisements occupy increasingly large amounts of public space.
This photo shows a particularly striking example of ads towering
over an urban setting. Ads also populate our daily tandscape in less
dramatic ways. In addition to the regular media, T-shirts, bumper
stickers, grocery bags, junk mail, and many other sites all carry ads.
Where have you seen advertisements today?
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Despite the diversity of advertising messages and their frequ
there is an underlying commonality to aimost all advertisements: They are fundamentally

about selling. They address their audiences as consumers and celebrate and take for
granted the consumer—capitalist organization of society. This perspective is, of course,
decidedly ideological. Ads tell us that happiness and satisfaction can be purchased, that
each of us is first and foremost an individual consumption unit, and that market relations
of buying and selling are the appropriate——perhaps the only—form of social relations out-
side the intimacy of the family. Sometimes even the intimacy of the family is seemingly up
for sale. One recent commercial implied that a father could spend more quality time with
his son if he bought a DirecTV satellite dish! Advertising presumes and promotes a culture
of consumption, normalizing middle- or even upper-middle-class lifestyles and making
buying power a measure of both virtue and freedom.
In the process, advertising elevates certain values—specifically, those associated with
acquiring wealth and consuming goods—to an almost religious status. Moreover, advertis-
ing promotes a worldview that stresses the individual and the realm of private life, ignoring
collective values and the terrain of the public world (Schudson 1984). The values that
advertising celebrates do not come out of thin air, but this does not make them any less
ideological. Whether or not ads are successful at selling particular products—some ad

ent use of irony and humor,
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Not... . In the broader context of a burgeoning commercial culture, the foremost
political imperative wag what to dream, (p. 108)
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individuality and freedom, which merge into the concept of consumer choice. Dreams are
| fulfilled by individual consumers who make choices about what to buy: Coke, Pepsi,
or 7Up; Calvin Klein, The Gap, or Ralph Lauren; Nike or Reebok; Macintosh or IBM; Avis or
Hertz. The route to happiness in this electronic dreamworld is consuming the “right” prod-
uct. Think about how happy the diners are in McDonald’s commercials or how peaceful

the world is in the Ralph Lauren magazine ads.

Specifj

~rated by profit-making companies, it should not be surprising that the cornucopia of
3 onverges in the promotion of the benefits of a consumer society. Given the rapidly
agesgc global economy, American-based companies see the international market as one
nkeys to 21st-century SUCCESS. ' '
If advertisements and exported entertainment promote the American way of life, what
xactly are they selling? After all, it is difficult to reduce the United States, a diverse and
ted culture, to simple, unambiguous themes. The images on global display, like
dvertising, are about dreams. America is portrayed as a kind of dreamland
ividuals can fulfill (or buy?) their desires. The images of the dreamland do not

The world portrayed in television programs, such as Modern Family or Brothers and

sisters, similarly displays images of attractive people living comfortable lives surrounded
by contemporary consumer goods. Both advertisements and entertainment media promote
a commitment to the latest styles—for example, in clothes, cars, leisure activities, and
food—that requires not just consumption but continuous consumption to keep up with
stylistic changes. The focus on style is directed particularly at youth, who are increasingly
the most coveted market and who are particularly avid media users. The international
advertising, television, and music scenes have helped generate an emerging cross-national,
global youth culture in which teens and young adults in different countries adopt similar
styles in clothes and appearance and select the same brands; consume the same soda,

cigarettes, and fast food; and listen to and play the same kinds of music. The international
teen market may cross national boundaries; but, with the help of American media prod-
ucts, youth style is based to a great degree on American images and consumer goods.
American media products may be the most prominent in global circulation, but they are
not the only media images out there. Various European and Japanese companies also pro-
duce media and advertising for an international market, often in concert with U.S.-based
companies. Herbert Schiller (1992), one of the early critics of the export of American mass
media, argues that globally circulating media images all promote a similar ideology, regard-
less of their national origin. While the use of mass media as a tool for marketing lifestyles
may have had its origins in the United States, it has become a global phenomenon. Although
global media images may display national cultural differences as part of the sales pitch, they
highlight difference as part of the promotion of the value of consuming and acquiring
things. Ironically, cultural differences in global media images—such as multicultural images
in American media—attract audiences for the promotion of a consumerist ideology that
most fundamentally aims to bring different cultures together into an increasingly homoge-
neous, international consumer culture. If “we are the world,” as the 1980s hit song for
famine relief asserted, it is because we all buy, or dream about buying, the same things.
Culture has become increasingly global, with media images circulating across national
boundaries. At the same time, U.S. media images display more difference than they did a



iener.ation 2g0. But what m
Mericans and the Status of f ;
addresses ideolog 2

In his styg
. ; Y of advertising ;
— ological analys;s of ac;:Teg images of forei

abOUt the
estj0n fuﬂd :s i

m
th

pusiness ad
on set of goals.
reatening “them : : -
jimited ce—international businesspeople—than are the travel or product ads. Busi-
others, evenl

about
fundam
ships with “t
Media in a gl
int :
underlying message in
on age-old assumptions a
dinate foreigners.

CHAPTER 5 Media and Ideology 182

s emphasize that Americans and foreigners share a perspective and have a com-
Foreign businesspeople are depicted not as “others”—as an exotic or
—but as people just like us. These ads are directed at a much more

udien
¢ wever, do suggest that there is an alternative to the depiction of foreigners as
£ it is now limited to the global corporate community.
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obal culture may provide more images of foreign people and lands—and
ernational business ads suggest that new kinds of images are emerging—but the

advertisements about who we are and who they are draws
bout the relationship between powerful Americans and subor-

CONCLUSION

This chapter has looked at the content of mass media by adopting an ideological approach.
We have reviewed the underlying theoretical frameworks of ideological analysis and exam-
ined several specific cases to detect ideology at work in mass media. As our examples sug-
gest, there is no singular ideology that is promoted by popular media. Researchers who
study the ideology of media are interested in the underlying stories about society that the
media tell, the range of values that the media legitimize, and the kinds of behaviors that are
deemed “normal.” Most popular media promote, often in subtle and even contradictory
ways, perspectives that support our basic social arrangements and endorse the legitimacy
of social institutions, marginalizing attitudes and behaviors that are considered to be out of

the “mainstream.”

Media images can and sometimes do challenge this mainstream, status quo-oriented
ideology by providing a critique of contemporary social organization and norms, but com-
mercialization makes it difficult for media to maintain a critical voice. The search for
popularity, wider distribution, and profitability tends to dull the critical edges of media
imagery, pushing media back toward more mainstream (and marketable) ideologies. There
are, to be sure, media that consistently promote alternative ideological perspectives. Local
weekly newspapers, journals of opinion, public access television, and independent films
are often quite self-conscious about providing perspectives that differ from the dominant
popular media. These alternatives, however, remain on the margins of the media scene,
reaching small audiences and lacking the capital to mount a serious challenge to the

dominant media.
In this chapter, we have explored the ideology of various media texts, examining the

underlying perspectives within the images that confront us every day. As we examine
media content, we need to look even more specifically at the ways that mass media repre-
sent the social world. In Chapter 6, we turn our attention to the relationship between media

images and social inequality.



