Chapter 1

RAYMOND WILLIAMS

ADVERTISING
The Magic System

HIS ESSAY WAS ORIGINALLY WRITTEN IN THE EARLY 1960s and

reflects much on the British advertising experience. It is valuable in its insights
about the historical development of advertising, but also amazingly timeless in its
observations about modern advertising throughout the world, despite the essay’s early
publication date and British focus. In the first half of the essay, Williams delineates a
few important themes in the development of modern advertising. These themes include
(1)-the use of “puffery,” or exaggerated language to promote a product; (2) the influ-
ence of government policy and regulation on how advertising operates; (3) the degree
to which advertising “clutter” may be present not just in individual media, but even in
our social environments (such as Times Square); (4) the movement of advertising
from primarily a “‘newspaper-style” classified and largely textual form to a more
“display-ad style’ and visual form; (5) the role of public relations as a complement to
advertising campaigns; and (&) the constant complaint that “ads cannot get much
worse,” when history continues to prove this prediction wrong.

The second half of the essay develops one particular characteristic of modern advertis-
ing. In a famous observation, Williams writes that advertising, in its current form, is
not persuasive to us because people are too materialistic, but rather it is effective
because modern people are not materialistic enough. (We see this point echoed by
James Twitchell in a later chapter.) If we were truly materialistic, then we would just
want material goods for their pure material function, their inherent “use value.” But
Just showing the product in an ad would not easily differentiate brands that are often
exactly alike in substance and function. Ads, therefore, frequently say that buying the
material product (the brand) will solve non-material problems: buying a car will pro-
vide family security; buying a medicated skin cream will offer peer admiration and
romance. In this sense, advertising makes brands “magic.” In ads, brands have the
power to solve our problems, Williams notes that modern capitalistic society cannot
truly solve many of our deeply human needs. In fact, he argues that capitalism creates
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many of our social and personal problems. But advertising, positioning us as indi-
viduals with plenty of consumer choice, helps to alleviate this. It tells us that we do
have agency, or individual power, in our lives. The agency is that we can choose from
among many, many brands! As a form that encourages individual agency, though,
consumer choice is extremely limited in how it may solve larger problems of society.
Williams’ argument is similar to other critics who point to the “commodity fetishism*
that advertising encourages; the celebration of brands and consumption, no matter
what the specific product being advertised is, or how that product was made.

History

It is customary to begin even the shortest account of the history of advertising by
recalling the three thousand year old papyrus from Thebes, offering a reward for a
runaway slave, and to go on to such recollections as the crier in the streets of Athens,
the paintings of gladiators, with sentences urging attendance at their combats, in ruined
Pompeii, and the flybills on the pillars of the Forum in Rome. This pleasant little ritual
can be quickly performed, and as quickly forgotten: it is, of course, altogether too
modest. If by advertising we mean what was meant by Shakespeare and the translators
of the Authorized Version—the processes of taking or giving notice of something—it is
as-old as human society, and some pleasant recollections from the Stone Age could be
quite easily devised.

The real business of the historian of advertising is more difficult: to trace the
development from processes of specific attention and information to an institutionalized
system of commercial information and persuasion; to relate this to changes in society
and in the economy: and to trace changes in method in the context of changing
organizations and intentions,

The spreading of information, by the crier or by handwritten and printed
broadsheets, is known from all periods of English society. The first signs of anything
more organized come in the seventeenth century, with the development of news-
books, mercuries and newspapers. Already certain places, such as St Paul’s in London,
were recognized as centres for the posting of specific bills, and the extension of
such posting to the new printed publications was a natural development. The material
of such advertisements ranged from offers and wants in personal service, notices of
the publication of books, and details of runaway. servants, apprentices, horses and
dogs, to announcements of new commodities available at particular shops, enthusiastic
announcements of remedies and specifics, and notices of the public showing of mon-
sters, prodigies and freaks. While the majority were the simple, basically factual and
specific notices we now call ‘classified’, there were also direct recommendations, as
here, from 1658:

That Excellent, and by all Physicians, approved China drink, called by the
Chineans Tcha, by other nations Tay alias Tee, is sold at the Sultaness Head
Cophee-House in Sweeting’s Rents, by the Royal Exchange, London.

Mention of the physicians begins that process of extension from the conventional
recommendations of books as ‘excellent’ or ‘admirable’ and the conventional adjectives
which soon become part of the noun, in a given context (as in my native village, every
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dance is a Grand Dance). The most extravagant early extensions were in the field of
medicines, and it was noted in 1652, of the writers of copy in news-books:

There is never a mountebank who, either by professing of chymistry or
any other art drains money from the people of the nation but these
arch-cheats have a share in the booty—because the fellow cannot lye
sufficiently himself he gets one of these to do’t for him.

Looking up, in the 1950s, from the British Dental Association’s complaints of mislead-
ing television advertising of toothpastes, we can recognize the advertisement, in 1660,
of a ‘most Excellent and Approved Dentirrics’, which not only makes the teeth “white
as Ivory”, but

being constantly used, the Parties using it are never troubled with the
Tooth-ache. It fastens the Teeth, sweetens the Breath, and preserves the
Gums and Mouth from Cankers and Imposthumes.

Moreover

.the right are onely to be had at Thomas Rookes, Stationer, at the Holy
Lamb at the east end of St Paul’s Church, near the School, in sealed papers
at 12d the paper.

In the year of the Plague, London was full of

sOVEREIGN Cordials against the Corruption of the Air.

These did not exactly succeed, but a long and profitable trade, and certain means of
promoting it, were now firmly established.

With the major growth of newspapers, from the 1690s, the volume of advertise-
ments notably increased. The great majority of them were still of the specific ‘classified’
kind, and were grouped in regular sections of the paper or magazine. Ordinary house-
hold goods were rarely advertised; people knew where to get these. But, apart from the
wants and.the runaways, new things, from the latest book or play to new kinds of luxury
or ‘cosmatick’ made their way through these columns. By and large, it was still only in
the pseudo-medical and toilet advertisements that persuasion methods were evident,
The announcements were conventionally printed, and there was hardly any illustration.
Devices of emphasis—the hand, the asterisk, the nB—can be found, and sailing
announcements had small woodcuts of a ship, runaway notices similar cuts of a man
looking back over his shoulder. But, in the early eighteenth century, these conventional
figures became too numerous, and most newspapers banned them. The manufacturer of
a ‘Spring Truss’ who illustrated his device, had few early imitators.

A more general tendency was noted by Johnson in 1758:

Advertisements are now so numerous that they are very negligently per-
used, and it is therefore become necessary to gain attention by magnifi-
cence of promises and by eloquence sometimes sublime and sometimes
pathetick. Promise, large promise, is the soul of an advertisement. I
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remember a washball that had a quality truly wonderful—it gave an exquis-
ite edge to the razor! The trade of advertising is now so near to perfection
that it is not easy to propose any improvement.

This is one of the earliest of ‘gone about as far as they can go’ conclusions on advertisers,
but Johnson, after all, was sane. Within the situation he knew, of newspapers directed to
a small public largely centred on the coffee-houses, the natural range was from private
notices (of service wanted and offered, of things lost, found, offered and needed)
through shopkeepers’ information (of actual goods in their establishments) to puffs for
occasional and marginal products. In this last kind, and within the techniques open to
them, the puffmen had indeed used, intensively, all the traditional forms of persuasion,
and of cheating and lying. The mountebank and the huckster had got into print, and,
while the majority of advertisements remained straightforward, the influence of this
particular group was on its way to giving ‘advertising’ a more specialized meaning,

Deve]opment

There is no doubt that the Industrial Revolution, and the associated revolution in
Commumcatlons fundamentally changed the nature of advertising. But the change was
not simple, and must be understood in specific relation to particular developments, It is
not true, for example, that with the coming of factory production large-scale advertis-
ing became economically necessary. By the 1850s, a century after Johnson's comment,
and with Britain already an industrial nation, the advertising pages of the newspapers,
whether The Times or the News of the World, were still basically similar to those in
eighteenth-century journals, except that there were more of them, that they were more
closely printed, and that there were certain exclusions (lists of whores, for example,
were no longer advertised in the Morning Post).

The general increase was mainly due to the general growth in trade, but was aided by
the reduction and then abolition of a long-standing Advertisement Tax. First imposed in
1712, at one shilling an announcement, this had been a means, with the Stamp Duty, of
hampering the growth of newspapers, which successive Governments had good reason to
fear. By the time of the worst repression, after the Napoleonic Wars, Stamp Duty was at
4d a sheet, and Advertisement Tax at 3s 6d. In 1833, Stamp Duty was reduced to 1d, and
Advertisement Tax to 1s 6d. A comparison of figures for 1830 and 1838 shows the effect
of this reduction: the number of advertisements in papers on the British mainland in the
former year was 877,972; by the later date is stood at 1,491,991, Then in 1853 the
Advertisement Tax was abolished, and in 1855 the Stamp Duty. The rise in the circula-
tion of newspapers, and in the number of advertisements, was then rapid.

Yet still in the 1850s advertising was mainly of a classified kind, in specified parts of
the publication. It was still widely felt, in many kinds of trade, that (as a local newspaper
summarized the argument in 1859)

it is not respectable. Advertising is resorted to for the purposes of intro-
ducing inferior articles into the market.

Rejecting this argument, the newspaper (The Eastbourne Gazette and Fashionable Intel-
ligencer) continued:




ADVERTISING: THE MAGIC SYSTEM 17

Competition is the soul of business, and what fairer or more legitimate
means of competition can be adopted than the availing oneself of a channel
to recommend goods to public notice which is open to all? Advertising is
an open, fair, legitimate and respectable means of competition; bearing
upon its face the impress of free-trade, and of as much advantage to the
consumer as the producer.

The interesting thing is not so much the nature of this argument, but that, in 1859, it
still had to be put in quite this way. Of course the article concluded by drawing
attention to the paper’s own advertising rates, but even then, to get the feel of the
whole situation, we have to look at the actual advertisements flanking the article. Not
only are they all from local tradesmen, but their tone is still eighteenth-century, as for

example:

To all who pay cash and can appreciate
Goob anND FINE TEas
CHARLES LEA
Begs most respectfully to solicit a trial of his present stock which has been
selected with the greatest care, and paid for before being cleared from the
Bonded warehouses in London . . .

In all papers, this was still the usual tone, but, as in the eighteenth century, one class
of product attracted different methods. Probably the first nationally advertised product
was Warren’s Shoe Blacking, closely followed by Rowland’s Macassar Oil (which pro-
duced the counter-offensive of the antimacassar), Spencer’s Chinese Liquid Hair Dye,
and Morison’s Universal Pill. In this familiar field, as in the eighteenth century, the new
advertising was effectively shaped, while for selling cheap books the practice of including
puffs in announcements was widely extended. Warren’s Shoe Blacking had a drawing of
a cat spitting at its own reflection, and hack verses were widely used:

The goose that on our Ock’s green shore
Thrives to the size of Albatross

Is twice the goose it was before

When washed with Neighbour Goodman’s sauce.

Commercial purple was another writing style, especially for pills:

The spring and fall of the leaf has been always remarked as the periods
when disease, if it be lurking in the system, is sure to show itself.
(Parr’s Life Pills, 1843),

The manner runs back to that of the eighteenth-century hucksters and mountebanks,
but what is new is its scale. The crowned heads of Europe were being signed up for
testimonials (the Tsar of all the Russias took and recommended Revalenta Arabica,
while the Balm of Syriacum, a ‘sovereign remedy for both bodily and mental decay’, was
advertised as used in Queen Victoria’s household). Holloway, of course a ‘Professor’,
spent £5,000 a year, in the 1840s, spreading his Universal Ointment, and in 1855
exceeded £30,000,
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Moreover, with the newspaper public still limited, the puffmen were going on the
streets. Fly-posting, on every available space, was now a large and organized trade,
though made hazardous by rival gangs (paste for your own, blacking for the others). It
was necessary in 1837 to pass a London act prohibiting posting without the owner’s
consent (it proved extremely difficult to enforce). In 1862 came the United Kingdom
Billposters Association, with an organized system of special hoardings, which had
become steadily more necessary as the flood of paste swelled. Handbills (‘throwaways’)
were distributed in the streets of Victorian London with extraordinary intensity of
coverage; in some areas a walk down one street would collect as many as two hundred
different leaflets. Advertising vans and vehicles of all sorts, such as the seven-foot lath-
and-plaster Hat in the Strand, on which Carlyle commented, crowded the streets until
1853, when they were forbidden. Hundreds of casual labourers were sent out with
placards and sandwich boards, and again in 1853 had to be officially removed from
pavement to gutter. Thus the streets of Victorian London bore increasingly upon their
face ‘the impress of free trade’, yet still, with such methods largely reserved to the
sellers of pills, adornments and sensational literature, the basic relation between adver-
tising and production had only partly changed. Carlyle said of the hatter, whose ‘whole
industry is turned to persuade us that he has made’ better hats, that “the quack has
become God”, But as yet, on the whole, it was only the quack.

The period between the 1850s and the end of the century saw a further expansion
in advertising, but still mainly along the lines already established. After the 1855
abolition of Stamp Duty, the circulation of newspapers rapidly increased, and many new
ones were successfully founded. But the attitude of the Press to advertising, throughout
the second half of the century, remained cautious. In particular, editors were extremely
resistant to any break-up in the column layout of their pages, and hence to any increase
in size of display type. Advertisers tried in many ways to get round this, but with little
success.

As for products mainly advertised, the way was still led by the makers of pills, soaps
and similar articles. Beecham’s and Pears are important by reason of their introduction
of the catch-phrase on a really large scale; ‘“Worth a Guinea a Box’ and ‘Good morning!
Have you used Pears’ Soap?’ passed into everyday language. Behind this familiar van-
guard came two heavily advertised classes: the patent food, which belongs technically to
this period, and which by the end of the century had made Bovril, Hovis, Nestlé,
Cadbury, Fry and Kellogg into ‘household names’; and new inventions of a more
serious kind, such as the sewing-machine, the camera, the bicycle and the typewriter. If
we add the new department-stores, towards the end of the century, we have the
effective range of general advertising in the period, and need only note that in method
the patent foods followed the patent medicines, while the new appliances varied
between genuine information and the now familiar technique of slogan and association.

The pressure on newspapers to adapt to techniques drawn from the poster began to
be successful from the 1880s. The change came first in the illustrated magazines, with a
crop of purity nudes and similar figures; the Borax nude, for example, dispelling.
Disease and Decay; girls delighted by cigarettes or soap or shampoos. The poster
industry, with its organized hoardings, was able from 1867 to use large lithographs, and
Pears introduced the ‘Bubbles’ poster in 1887. A mail-order catalogue used the first
colour advertisement, of a rug. Slowly, a familiar world was forming, and in the first
years of the new century came the coloured electric sign. The newspapers, with
Northcliffe’s Daily Mail in the lead, dropped their columns rule, and allowed large type
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and illustrations. It was noted in 1897 that ‘The Times itself’ was permitting ‘advertise-
ments in type which three years ago would have been considered fit only for the street
hoardings’, while the front page of the Daily Mail already held rows of drawings of
rather bashful women in combinations. Courtesy, Service and Integrity, as part of the
same process, acquired the dignity of large-type abstractions. The draper, the grocer
and their suppliers had followed the quack.

To many people, yet again, it seemed that the advertisers had ‘gone about as far as
they can go’. For many people, also, it was much too far. A society for Checking the
Abuses of Public Advertising (scapa) had been formed in 1898, and of course had been
described by the United Bill Posters Association as ‘super-sensitive faddists’. Scapa had
local successes, in removing or checking some outdoor signs, and the 1890s saw other
legislation: prohibiting uniform for sandwich-men (casual labourers, dressed as the
Royal Marine Light Infantry or some other regiment, had been advertising soaps and
pills); regulating skyline and balloon advertisements; restricting flashing electric signs,
which had been blamed for street accidents. It is a familiar situation, this running fight
between traditional standards (whether the familiar layout of newspapers or respect for
building and landscape) and the vigorous inventiveness of advertisers (whether turning
hoardings into the ‘art-galleries of the people’, or putting an eight-ton patent food sign
halfway up the cliffs of Dover). Indeed ordinary public argument about advertising has
stuck at this point, first clarified in the 1890s with ‘taste’ and ‘the needs of commerce’
as adversaries. In fact, however, even as this battle was raging, the whole situation was
being transformed, by deep changes in the economy.

[

‘Public Relations’

Advertising was developed to sell goods, in a particular kind of economy. Publicity has
been developed to sell persons, in a particular kind of culture. The methods are often

basically similar: the arranged incident, the ‘mention’, the advice on branding, pack- .

aging and a good ‘selling line’. I remember being told by a man I knew at university (he
had previously explained how useful, to his profession as an advertiser, had been his
training in the practical criticism of advertisements) that advertisements you booked
and paid for were really old stuff; the real thing was what got through as ordinary news.
This seems to happen now with goods: ‘product centenaries’, for example. But with
persons it is even more extensive. It began in entertainment, particularly with film
actors, and it is still in this field that it does most of its work. It is very difficult to pin
down, because the borderline between the item or photograph picked up in the ordin-
ary course of journalism and broadcasting, and the similar item or photograph that has
been arranged and paid for, either directly or through special hospitality by a publicity
agent, is obviously difficult to draw. Enough stories get through, and are even boasted
about, to indicate that the paid practice is extensive, though payment, except to the
agent, is usually in hospitality (if that word can be used) or in kind. Certainly, readers of
newspapers should be aware that the ‘personality’ items, presented as ordinary news
stories or gossip, will often have been paid for, in one way or another, in a system that
makes straightforward advertising, by comparison, look respectable. Nor is this con-
fined to what is called ‘show business’; it has certainly entered literature, and it has
probably entered politics.
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The extension is natural, in a society where selling, by any effective means, has
become a primary ethic. The spectacular growth of advertising, and then its extension
to apparently independent reporting, has behind it not a mere pressure-group, as in the
days of the quacks, but the whole impetus of a society. It can then be agreed that we
have come a long way from the papyrus of the runaway slave and the shouts of the town-
crier: that what we have to look at is an organized and extending system, at the centre of

our national life.

The System

In the last hundred years, then, advertising has developed from the simple announce-
ments of shopkeepers and the persuasive arts of a few marginal dealers into a major part
of capitalist business organization, This is important enough, but the place of advertising
in society goes far beyond this commercial context. It is increasingly the source of
finance for a whole range of general communication, to the extent that in 1960 our
majority television service and almost all our newspapers and periodicals could not
exist without it. Further, in the last forty years and now at an increasing rate, it has
passed the frontier of the selling of goods and services and has become involved with the
teaching of social and personal values; it is also rapidly entering the world of politics.
Advertising is also, in a sense, the official art of modern capitalist society: it is what ‘we’
put up in ‘our’ streets and use to fill up to half of ‘our’ newspapers and magazines:
and it commands the services of perhaps the largest organized body of writers
and artists, with their attendant managers and advisers, in the whole society. Since
this is the actual social status of advertising, we shall only understand it with any
adequacy if we can develop a kind of total analysis in which the economic, social and
cultural facts are visibly related. We may then also find, taking advertising as a
major form of modern social communication, that we can understand our society itself
in new ways.

It is often said that our society is too materialist, and that advertising reflects this.
We are in the phase of a relatively rapid distribution of what are called ‘consumer
goods’, and advertising, with its emphasis on ‘bringing the good things of life’, is taken
as central for this reason. But it seems to me that in this respect our society is quite
evidently not materialist enough, and that this, paradoxically, is the result of a failure in
social meanings, values and ideals.

It is impossible to look at modern advertising without realising that the material
object being sold is never enough: this indeed is the crucial cultural quality of its
modern forms. If we were sensibly materialist, in that part of our living in which we use
things, we should find most advertising to be of an insane irrelevance. Beer would be
enough for us, without the additional promise that in drinking it we show ourselves to
be manly, young in heart, or neighbourly. A washing-machine would be a useful
machine to wash clothes, rather than an indication that we are forward-looking or an
object of envy to our neighbours. But if these associations sell beer and washing-
machines, as some of the evidence suggests, it is clear that we have a cultural pattern in
which the objects are not enough but must be validated, if only in fantasy, by association
with social and personal meanings which in a different cultural pattern might be more
directly available. The short description of the pattern we have is magic: a highly organ-
ized and professional system of magical inducements and satisfactions, functionally
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very similar to magical systems in simpler societies, but rather strangcly coexistent with
a highly developed scientific technology.

This contradiction is of the greatest importance in any analysis of modern capitalist
society. The coming of large-scale industrial production necessarily raised critical prob-
lems of social organization, which in many fields we are still only struggling to solve, In
the production of goods for personal use, the critical problem posed by the factory of
advanced machines was that of the organization of the market. The modern factory
requires not only smooth and steady distributive channels (without which it would
suffocate under its own product) but also definite indications of demand without which
the expensive processes of capitalization and equipment would be too great a risk. The
historical choice posed by the development of industrial production is between different
forms of organization and planning in the society to which it is central. In our own
century, the choice has been and remains between some form of socialism and a new
form of capitalism. In Britain, since the 1890s and with rapidly continuing emphasis, we
have had the new capitalism, based on a series of devices for organizing and ensuring the
market. Modern advertising, taking on its distinctive features in just this economic
phase, is one of the most important of these devices, and it is perfectly true to say that
modern capitalism could not function without it.

Yet the essence of capitalism is that the basic means of production are not socially
but privately owned, and that decisions about production are therefore in the hands of a
group occupying a minority position in the society and in no direct way responsible to
it. Obviously, since the capitalist wishes to be successful, he is influenced in his decisions
about production by what other members of the society need. But he is influenced also
by considerations of industrial convenience and likely profit, and his decisions tend to be
a balance of these varying factors. The challenge of socialism, still very powerful
elsewhere but in Britain deeply confused by political immaturities and errors, is essen-
tially that decisions about production should be in the hands of the society as a whole, in
the sense that control of the means of production is made part of the general system of
decision which the society as a whole creates. The conflict between capitalism and
socialism is now commonly seen in terms of a competition in productive efficiency, and
we need not doubt that much of our future history, on a world scale, will be deter-
mined by the results of this competition. Yet the conflict is really much deeper than this,
and is also a conflict between different approaches to and forms of socialism. The
fundamental choice that emerges, in the problems set to us by modern industrial
production, is between man as consumer and man as user. The system of organized
magic which is modern advertising is primarily important as a functional obscuring of
this choice.

‘Consumers’

The popularity of ‘consumer’, as a way of describing the ordinary member of modern
capitalist society in a main part of his economic capacity, is very significant. The
description is spreading very rapidly, and is now habitually used by people to whom it
ought, logically, to be repugnant. It is not only that, at a simple level, ‘consumption’ is a
very strange description of our ordinary use of goods and services. This metaphor
drawn from the stomach or the furnace is only partially relevant even to our use of
things. Yet we say ‘consumer’, rather than ‘user’, because in the form of society we
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now have, and in the forms of thinking which it almost imperceptibly fosters, it is as
consumers that the majority of people are seen. We are the market, which the system of
industrial production has organized. We are the channels along which the product flows
and disappears. “In every aspect of social communication, and in every version of what
we are as a community, the pressure of a system of industrial production is towards
these impersonal forms,

Yet it is by no means necessary that these versions should prevail, just because we
use advanced productive techniques. It is simply that once these have entered a society,
new questions of structure and purpose in social organization are inevitably posed. One
set of answers is the development of genuine democracy, in which the human needs of
all the people in the society are taken as the central purpose of all social activity, so that
politics is not a system of government but of self-government, and the systems of
production and communication are rooted in the satisfaction of human needs and
the development of human capacities. Another set of answers, of which we have had
more experience, retains, often in very subtle forms, a more limited social purpose.
In the first phase, loyal subjects, as they were previously seen, became the labour market
of industrial ‘hands’. Later, as the ‘hands’ reject this version of themselves, and claim
a higher human status, the emphasis is changed. Any real concession of higher status
would mean the end of class-society and the coming of socialist democracy. But inter-
mediate concessions are possible, including material concessions. The ‘subjects’ become
the ‘electorate’, and ‘the mob’ becomes ‘public opinion’.

Decision is still a function of the minority, but a new system of decision, in which the
majority can be organized to this end, has to be devised. The majority are seen as ‘the
masses’, whose opinion, as masses but not as real individuals or groups, is a factor in the
business of governing, In practical terms, this version can succeed for a long time, but it
then becomes increasingly difficult to state the nature of the society, since there is a real
gap between profession and fact. Moreover, as the governing minority changes in
character, and increasingly rests for real power on a modern economic system, older
social purposes become vestigial, and whether expressed or implied, the maintenance
of the economic system becomes the main factual purpose of all social activity. Politics
and culture become deeply affected by this dominant pattern, and ways of thinking
derived from the economic market—political parties considering how to sell them-
selves to the electorate, to create a favourable brand image; education being primarily
organized in terms of a graded supply of labour; culture being organized and even
evaluated in terms of commercial profit—become increasingly evident.

Still, however, the purposes of the society have to be declared in terms that will
command the effort of a majority of its people. It is here that the idea of the ‘consumer’
has proved so useful. Since consumption is within its limits a satisfactory activity, it can
be plausibly offered as a commanding social purpose. At the same time, its ambiguity is
such that it ratifies the subjection of society to the operations of the existing economic
system. An irresponsible economic system can supply the ‘consumption’ market,
whereas it could only meet the criterion of human use by becoming genuinely respon-
sible: that is to say, shaped in its use of human labour and resources by general social
decisions. The consumer asks for an adequate supply of personal ‘consumer goods’ at a
tolerable price: over the last ten years, this has been the primary aim of British govern-
ment. But users ask for more than this, necessarily. They ask for the satisfaction of
human needs which consumption, as such, can never really supply. Since many of these
needs are social—roads, hospitals, schools, quiet—they are not only not covered by the
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consumer ideal: they are even denied by it, because consumption tends always to
materialize as an individual activity. And to satisfy this range of needs would involve
questioning the autonomy of the economic system, in its actual setting of priorities.
This is where the consumption ideal is not only misleading, as a form of defence of the
system, but ultimately destructive to the broad general purposes of the society.

Advertising, in its modern forms, then operates to preserve the consumption ideal
from the criticism inexorably made of it by experience. If the consumption of individual
goods leaves that whole area of human need unsatisfied, the attempt is made, by magic,
to associate this consumption with human desires to which it has no real reference. You
do not only buy an object: you buy social respect, discrimination, health, beauty,
success, power to control your environment. The magic obscures the real sources of
general satisfaction because their discovery would involve radical change in the whole
common way of life.

Of course, when a magical pattern has become established in a society, it is capable
of some real if limited success. Many people will indeed look twice at you, upgrade you,
upmarket you, respond to your displayed signals, if you have made the right purchases
within a system of meanings to which you are all trained. Thus the fantasy seems to be
validated, at a personal level, but only at the cost of preserving the general unreality
which it obscures: the real failures of the society which however are not easily traced to
this pattern.

It must not be assumed that magicians—in this case, advertising agents—disbelieve
their own magic. They may have a limited professional cynicism about it, from knowing
how some of the tricks are done. But fundamentally they are involved, with the rest of
the society, in the confusion to which the magical gestures are a response. Magic is
always an unsuccessful attempt to provide meanings and values, but it is often very
difficult to distinguish magic from genuine knowledge and from art. The belief that high
consumption is a high standard of living is a general belief of the society. The conversion
of numerous objects into sources of sexual or pre-sexual satisfaction is evidently not
only a process in the minds of advertisers, but also a deep and general confusion in
which much energy is locked.

At one level, the advertisers are people using certain skills and knowledge, created
by real art and science, against the public for commercial advantage. This hostile stance
is rarely confessed in general propaganda for advertising, where the normal emphasis is
the blind consumption ethic (‘Advertising brings you the good things of life’), but it is
common in advertisers’ propaganda to their clients, ‘Hunt with the mind of the
hunter’, one recent announcement begins, and another, under the heading ‘Getting any
honey from the hive industry?’, is rich in the language of attack:

One of the most important weapons used in successful marketing is adver-
tising. Commando Sales Limited, steeped to the nerve ends in the skills of
unarmed combat, are ready to move into battle on any sales front at the
crack of an accepted estimate. These are the front line troops to call in
when your own sales force is hopelessly outnumbered by the forces of
sales resistance . . .

This is the structure of feeling in which ‘impact’ has become the normal description of
the effect of successful communication, and ‘impact’ like ‘consumer’ is now habitually
used by people to whom it ought to be repugnant. What sort of person really wants to
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‘make an impact’ or create a ‘smash hit’, and what state is a society in when this can be
its normal cultural language?

It is indeed monstrous that human advances in psychology, sociology and com-
munication should be used or thought of as powerful techniques against people, just as it
is rotten to try to reduce the faculty of human choice to ‘sales resistance’, In these
respects, the claim of advertising to be a service is not particularly plausible. But
equally, much of this talk of weapons and impact is the jejune bravado of deeply
confused men. It is in the end the language of frustration rather than of power. Most
advertising is not the cool creation of skilled professionals, but the confused creation of
bad thinkers and artists. If we look at the petrol with the huge clenched fist, the
cigarette against loneliness in the deserted street, the puppet facing death with a life-
insurance policy (the modern protection, unlike the magical symbols painstakingly
listed from earlier societies), or the man in the cradle which is an aeroplane, we are
looking at attempts to express and resolve real human tensions which may be crude but
which also involve deep feelings of a personal and social kind.

The structural similarity between much advertising and much modern art is not
simply copying by the advertisers. It is the result of comparable responses to the
contemporary human condition, and the only distinction that matters is between the
clarification achieved by some art and the displacement normal in bad art and most
advertising. The skilled magicians, the masters of the masses, must be seen as ultimately
involved in the general weakness which they not only exploit but are exploited by. If the
meanings and values generally operative in the society give no answers to, no means of
negotiating, problems of death, loneliness, frustration, the need for identity and
respect, then the magical system must come, mixing its charms and expedients with
reality in easily available forms, and binding the weakness to the condition which has
created it, Advertising is then no longer merely a way of selling goods, it is a true part
of the culture of a confused society.

(Questions )

1 What specific examples of policy changes encouraged or discouraged the
growth of advertising?

2 ° How did posters and handbills encourage the development of advertising
as a visual symbol system?

3 Why does Williams disagree with the criticism that “our society is too
materialist,” and does he use advertising to support his claim?

4 Why does Williams feel there is a difference between people being “users”
versus “consumers,” and what is the danger of a widespread use of the
consumer metaphor?

5 What recent examples of advertisements attributed “magic” powers to
brands?




