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Let me begin with two readings of advertisements. 'I'he fi:rst is by a student
in a university writing course:

The DumSoft's commercial opens with a man's voiceover, similar to the Calvin's voice,
which is slightly feminine and artistic sounding. The nran is reciting his own prose about
thewomanofhisdreamsassheis shownfloatingdown toearth: "... likeanangeldropped
down from heaven , . . with eyes as brown as . . . bark."' Then he pauses, "No, tltat's not
it." The sound of a film rewinding is heard as she re-aiicen(ls back up into the clouds, all
in a choppy fashion. He then says: ". . . with eyes as violet as the colors of a child's
imagination." Thebeautifuldreamwoman thenstaresrdirectlyinto thecamerawithvery
unnatural, almost glowing blue-violet-colored eyes.

While the overall look and sound of this commercial is very pleasing to the senses,
an educated and aware person sees it on a deeper level. 'Iihe purpose of the Durasoft
commercial is to sell colored soft contacts to women. Thewayihacommercial achieves
this is by making the viewer (read woman) want to be, as beautiful and desirable as the
dream N'oman seen and described in the ad.

While this ad is.soothing to the eyes and ears, and, to a rlegree, fires the imagination,
itisactuallypropagandaspecificallyaimed atimpressionableyoungwomen and insecure
women, who have become that way with Lhe "help', of the riame medium. , . . At the end
of this ad, the man's ioice says, "DuraSoft Colors Contact knses. Gives Brown Eyes
a Second Look." How sad that is. According.to this ld, lhose of us not "blessed" with
blueeyesmustnowchangeoureyecolortobeconsideredlat t ract ive.  Ahdrhesaddest
part of all is that most people aren't even aware of it.

And here is Leslie Savan writing in the VillageVoice onanother DuraSoft a<1,
this one targeted more directly at black women:

In one TV spot, three pretty women-two white, one black-frown into mirrorr;. The
blackwoman is ethnically correct ("good hair,,' looks like Lisa Bonet), but she's as sad
ashereyesaredeepbrown. "There'ssomeonespecial insideyou,andDuraSoftcolors
contact lenses can change your eye color to hers,,' a fernale voice-over says. Now
bejeweled and glowing with emerald eyes, our black larly is ogled by a guy-as shc gazes
off into the sunset, savoring her ($200-$300) secret. .

Women of all races seem eager to unleash that sper:ial someone imprisoned by their
irises. . . . The light ooh-la-la, purchasable fun of henrra, fake eyelashes, or dotred nail
polish that women can reimagine themselves with has always been a little burst of
wildness, a temporary freedom from the physical self. That's fashion and facl. But it's
hard to distinguish the difference between remodeliirg the self out of boredo)n and
remodeling out of desire to become another. (56)
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In one sense, there's not much to argue with in either of these readings. As
both writers are quick to point out, the aim of advertisements is indeed to sell
things, and they usually try to do so by suggesting that you will somehow be
happier or prettier if you buy what they have to offer. The writing in both
pieces is lively, fun, and accurate. And each does a nice job of showing how
the DuraSoft ads play on (and ddd to) the ways women in our culture are
made to feel anxious about how they look. (Though' I'd argue that this sort

of criticism has become so easy and familiar that most of us can do it pretty
well without giving it much thought, which is perhaps one reason why the
writings here of a college student and a professional critic seem so much
alike.) What troubles me, though, is how each writer seems to describe not
her own response to the ad but that of some other viewer. And so while my
student speaks indignantly and eloquently in the nameof those "impression-
able young women and insecure women" who are taken in by the DuraSoft
spot, she also hints that she is among those "educated and aware" viewers
who see it "on a deeper level." Similarly, Savan notes the eagerness of
"women of all races . . . to unleash that special someone imprisoned by their
irises," while at the same time implying that there are still a few of us left who
can make that hard distinction between "remodeling the self out of boredom
and remodeling out of desire to become another." In short, neither is fooled,
though both think that others are.

The problem, of course, is finding those other dumber viewers. Our
society is saturated with ads. Everyone sees through them; no one is immune
from their appeal. If we want to understand anything about how they work,
we need to unravel this paradox. Instead, most writing on advertising treats
the viewer as either a skeptic or a shill. And so, for instance, John Berger
writes that advertising "is always about the future buyer. It offers him an
image of himself made glamorous by the product or opportunity it is trying
to sell. The image then makes him envious of himself as he might be" (132).
But it's hard to imagine Berger himself falling for such a sqlm. And,similarly,
when Mark Miller writes of a TV spot for Shield soap that its "strategy is not
meant to be noticed," we know immediately that here is one viewer who has
not been taken in (48). But who has?

A Discourse of Alarm
I don't mean to side herewith advertisers like Hal Rineywho argue that since
"people today are adwise," there's nothing really to worry about (qtd. in
Miller 49). My point is that before we can have effective criticism of
advertising, or of any other part of popular culture, we need to admit that all
of us respond to it in ways that are often at once both pleased and skeptical,
amused and doubting, open and resisting. Whatwon't help is speaking in the
name of someone who fails to see what we do, or who falls for things that we
dorl't:
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And yet this is often precisely whal happens. For instance, a few years
ago, I asked a group of universitystudent s to come up with a magazine ad they
found interesting or compelling and to wlite a piece that told why. Aweek
or so later we sat in class and talked aborxt two of their responses: one poked
fun at the macho Americanism of an ad forr Hero cologne; the other mocked
the tacky fantasy of a layout for Forever Kl)rstal perfume. The students were
happy, thiswas easystuff, theyfelt in the l(n,cw. To a person, they had decoded
my assignment as meaning: show me how you see through this ad. I looked
around the room and counted eighteen pairs ofjeans and eighteen pairs of
running shoes. (I was the only exception. with my proper academic penny
loafers and baggy corduroys.) How is it, I asked, that nobody here is taken in
by advertising and yet we all dress alike? (hn we find a way of talking about
the effects ads have not on other people but on ourselves? And then our
conversation, which had been going so rvell, began to falter.

We have few models of what such talk or wriring might look like. What
we have instead is a long tradition of sperking, usually in tones of consterna-
tion and dismay, about the effects popu.lar texts could have on some other
reader. We can trace this discourse of alarm back to the worries of Socrates
and Plato that many of the Homericverses theythemselves are able to quote
by heart might have a corruptinginfluerrce on lesser men, could in fact turn
them into cowards or religious skeptirx, and thus that all but the most
"austere and less pleasure-giving" poets would need to be banned from their
ideal city (Republic398b). Similarly, a ce,ntral aim of modern literarystudies
has been to get students to resist the (sup-posedly) coarse pleasures of
popular culture in favor of the more relined ones offered by art-as can be
seen in Matthew Arnold's concern wiith domesticating the tastes of the
"bawling, hustling, and smashing" popuJace of his day (451), and later in the
worries of F.R. Iravis about the thrt:ats posed to ..culture" by ..mass

civilization." since then there has been no lack of critics from Theodor
Adorno and Dwight MacDonald to Lau.ra Mulvey and Guy Debord to talk
about how the mass media continue to fix the spectator (that is, other
spectators) in a state of critical apathy :rnd listlessness. And many current
postmodern or leftist critics are just as presumptuous. Asalient case in point
is E. Ann Kaplan, who claim s in Ro cking,4round th e Clock to account for how
"the institutional practices [of MTV] construct subjects to the tune of 28
million" (29),without feeling a need to talkwith any one of these.,subjects"
personally, or to explain how she alone a mong them escaped the hegemonic
clutches of music television.

One response to such moralizing has been to argue that the actual
readers ofpopular texts are in fact far mcrre active and resistant than they are
often assumed to be. While this is in maLny ways an appealing stance, it still
places the critic in the odd position of d{}scribing how someone else reads a
text with the result that it is often not cle'a r how the critic reads it. My hunch
is that theresponses ofsuch "other'readers," howeverwell orsympathetically


