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The 1999 Fiesta Bowl was a proud moment in the history of University of Tennes-
see football. Beating Florida State University, the Vols won their second national
championship in school history and the first for their coach, Phillip Fulmer. Perhaps
the most glorious moment was to be the awarding of the national championship tro-
phy on ABC television immediately after the game ended. However, as Coach
Fulmer and his family and friends hugged each other on the award dais at the begin-
ning of the presentation, a vice president from Tostitos, the sponsor of the bowl,
shoved a bag of chips at the coach and asked, “how about a little bag of Tostitos,
there?” At that moment, in front of millions, selling took precedent over sentiment.

It is no secret that we live in an advertising-oriented and consumer-based cul-
ture, as this story shows. Economically, for example, advertising is a massive insti-
tution. In 1998, for the first time in human history, one country—the United
States—saw businesses spending more than $200 billion to advertise to its citizens
(Coen, 1999). In the same year, one company, Procter & Gamble, spent more than
$3 billion to advertise outside the United States, solidifying its global reach (Wentz,
1999). Culturally, advertising is a major symbol system in its own right, exposing
us to thousands of promotional messages each week. These messages may bom-
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bard us with social stereotypes (Kilbourne, 1999) or fragment us into niche-de-
signed target markets (Turow, 1997). Institutionally, scholars have written about
the increased influence of advertising and consumerism on such institutions as
broadcasting generally (Andersen, 1995; Budd, Craig, & Steinman, 1999), public
broadcasting specifically (Ledbetter, 1997), schools (Molnar, 1996), and chil-
dren’s entertainment (Pecora, 1998).

This special issue ofMass Communication & Societyon advertising and con-
sumer culture proposes to further the dialogue about the growing power of com-
mercialization and consumerism. The authors of the four articles in this issue ap-
proach this topic from a variety of perspectives and methodologies.

The first article, by Inger Stole, is a meticulously researched accounting of
the early battles waged over advertising regulation. Using archival research,
Stole shows how legislation originally designed to protect consumers was, as a
result of massive advertising industry lobbying, transformed into legislation that
functioned more to protect advertisers. The ramifications of this early legisla-
tion, according to Stole, can still be seen today in the advertising industry’s ram-
pant use of puffery and promises of emotional and social rewards that products
cannot really deliver.

One type of social reward often promised by advertising is class or status mo-
bility—the promise that, by using a product, a person will appear to be of a
higher social class than he or she really is. In her article, Judi Puritz Cook exam-
ines the phenomenon of home shopping channels to determine how issues of so-
cial class are incorporated into their sales discourse and specifically the
class-based promises they make to viewers. Analyzing 2 weeks of programming
on the home shopping channels, Home Shopping Network, Quality–Value–Con-
venience, and Q2, Cook shows how “the promise of status mobility through con-
sumption” (p. 373) permeates the sales discourse of these channels—in
particular the first two, which, she notes, are designed to appeal to a work-
ing-class audience and to encourage them to buy, buy, buy.

Although the United States has had many decades to become a consumer soci-
ety, other countries are still fairly new to the process. Through her analysis of bank-
ing commercials in Hong Kong, Wendy Siuyi Wong shows how, since the 1970s,
the discourse of these ads changed from a celebration of traditional Chinese values
(including an emphasis on saving and hard work) to a celebration of more Western,
consumer values (including the importance of spending and attaining material pos-
sessions). Supported by her in-depth analysis of sample commercials from two dif-
ferent Hong Kong banks, Wong suggests “that the process of modernization in
Hong Kong was a process of Westernization, through which values and ideals de-
veloped in the West were imported to carry out the imperatives of consumer capi-
talism” (p. 412).

Finally, Matt Soar’s article focuses on a subject all too often missing from stud-
ies of advertising and consumer culture—the advertising creatives themselves. Al-
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though advertising scholarship typically focuses on decoding messages, Soar’s
study, based on interviews with nine advertising professionals, is an analysis of the
process of encoding such messages. Through these interviews, he finds that
creatives’ definition of successful advertisements is based less on sales effective-
ness and more on creativity as it is defined by their peers in the industry. Modifying
Richard Johnson’s circuit of culture, Soar concludes that “in terms of cultural pro-
duction [the creatives’] first audience, and hence their first source of inspiration, is
themselves and their work” (p. 433).

As the contributor of the Scholarly Milestone Essay, we are honored to have Stu-
art Ewen, Professor and Chairman of the Department of Film and Media Studies at
Hunter College and Professor in the PhD programs in History, Sociology, and
American Studies at the Graduate Center of the City University of New York.
Ewen’s work pioneered critical approaches to advertising and consumer culture.
His 1976 book,Captains of Consciousness: Advertising and the Social Roots of
Consumer Culture,focused a critical eye on the development of advertising and
greatly influenced later histories of advertising and media as well as research about
the social influence of modern advertising. Highly praised by scholarly, trade, and
popular publications when it was first published, this book has been cited by well
over 300 academic journal articles. In 2001, a 25th anniversary edition with a new
preface and illustrations will be published.

Ewen’s later works on consumer and promotional culture have also been highly
influential and lauded.Channels of Desire: Mass Images and the Shaping of Ameri-
can Consciousness,coauthored with Elizabeth Ewen and published in 1982, is still
in print and it addressed the social issues involved with the mass production of mes-
sages. His 1986 book,All Consuming Images: The Politics of Style in Contempo-
rary Culture,was a central source for Bill Moyers’s 1989 PBS series, “The Public
Mind.” Ewen’s (1996) latest book,PR! A Social History of Spin,was called by a re-
viewer in The New York Times(Newman, 1997) an “exhaustive and ambitious
study” (p. G19); it chronicles the development of public relations and publicity in
influencing public wants and undermining rational thought. Who better, then, to
contribute the Scholarly Milestone Essay on advertising and consumer culture to
this special issue?

Of course, the authors are but a few of the people responsible for this issue of
Mass Communication & Society.We wish to thank the editor of the journal, David
Demers, for giving us the opportunity to focus on this topic. We also owe a debt of
gratitude to the many reviewers who worked hard—and on deadline—to provide
valuable input to the articles submitted for this special issue. These reviewers were
Amy Aidman, Robin Andersen, Jane Banks, Susan B. Barnes, Mary Bentley,
Bonnie S. Brennen, Duncan H. Brown, Raymond Gozzi, Rachel L. Holloway, W.
Wat Hopkins, Gina Marchetti, Norma Pecora, Mary Beth Oliver, Edward H.
Sewell, Jr., Jane Stokes, Lance Strate, Jill Swenson, Jonathan Tankel, Joseph
Turow, Angharad Valdivia, Christopher A. Vaughan, and Karin G. Wilkins.
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