
Anti-ad practices 

So far, we have d iscussed w h a t consumers do w i th ads 

and p roduc ts , b u t adver t i sements can be themselves di rect ly the subject o f 

resistant cul tural pract ices. The publ ic service ads that we d iscussed earl ier are 

exempla ry in thei r use of advert is ing's dramat ic tex t and image jux tapos i t ions 

to emphat ica l ly present, pol i t ical and publ ic service messages. The f o r m of 

adver t i sements themselves has also been the focus of w o r k by art ists w h o are 

in teres ted in cr i t iqu ing c o m m o d i t y cul ture. Ar t is t Hans Haacke has created a 

who le series of works tha t use the codes of adver t is ing as fo rums for pol i t ical 

c r i t ique. In 1978, he reworked a series of adver t i sements for Leyland Vehicles, 

wh i ch make Jaguars and Land Rovers, in wh ich he inco rpo ra ted in fo rmat ion 

a b o u t the company 's pract ices in South Afr ica dur ing Apar the id , and created 

new slogans for the company, such as "a b reed apar t " and " n o t h i n g can s top 

us now," in o rde r to c o m m e n t on its el i t ism. Haacke has cons is tent ly p r o d u c e d 

w o r k s tha t address the workers w h o are rendered invisible by the process of 

c o m m o d i t y fet ishism, and the costs to these workers of thei r labor. In a 1979 

image p ic tu red on the next page, Haacke used the famous Breck s h a m p o o 

campa ign of the 1970s tha t fea tured the mot i f of a wel l -coi f fed "Breck girl" to 

make a pol i t ical cr i t ique of Breck's labor pract ices. The tex t refers specif ically 

to the fact that Amer i can Cyanamid, Breck's paren t company, gave w o m e n 

workers of ch i ld-bear ing age whose jobs posed reproduc t ive heal th risks the 
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Hans Haacke, The Right to Lile, 

1979 

" c h o i c e " o f los ing t h e i r j o b s , t r a n s f e r r i n g , o r b e i n g s ter i l i zed. Haacke 's " a d " i s 

t h u s n o t on ly a p a r o d y of Breck 's c a m p a i g n , i t is a po l i t i ca l s t a t e m e n t a b o u t t h e 

t r e a t m e n t o f w o r k e r s a n d t h e k inds o f o p p r e s s i v e p rac t i ces t h a t c o r p o r a t i o n s 

are a l l o w e d to use aga ins t w o r k e r s . The i m a g e i s t h u s exp l ic i t l y a b o u t t h e 

a b s e n c e o f t h e f e m a l e Breck w o r k e r i n t h e o r ig ina l Breck ad, a n d h e r d i f f e r e n c e s 

f r o m t h e idea l i zed Breck gir l . As such , i t o f f e rs a b i t i n g c o m m e n t a r y on t h e w a y 

in w h i c h a d v e r t i s i n g sells a super f ic ia l c o n c e p t of cho ice . 

A d v e r t i s e m e n t s a re n o t on l y t h e s u b j e c t o f a r t i s t i c pa rody , t h e y can a lso be 

t h e s i te o f on-s i te po l i t i ca l m e s s a g e s . For ins tance , in Aus t ra l ia in t h e m id -

1970s, a m o v e m e n t t o o k p lace in w h i c h a ser ies o f b i l l b o a r d s w e r e " r e - w r i t t e n " 

o r v a n d a l i z e d b y ac t iv is ts w i e l d i n g s p r a y p a i n t w h o w e r e o f f e n d e d b y t h e 

a d v e r t i s i n g m e s s a g e s a n d w a n t e d t o c h a n g e t h e m . M e m b e r s o f t h e g r o u p , 

a n d m a n y o t h e r s , s i g n e d the i r w o r k "BUGA UP," an a c r o n y m for B i l l boa rd 

Ut i l iz ing Graf f i t is ts A g a i n s t U n h e a l t h y P r o m o t i o n s , w h i c h i s p r o n o u n c e d 

" b u g g e r up , " m e a n i n g to s c r e w up . They ach ieved , fo r a p e r i o d o f t i m e , 

p o p u l a r i t y fo r t he i r w o r k in c h a n g i n g t h e m e s s a g e s o f ads. BUGA UP w o u l d 

c h a n g e s l o g a n s s u c h a s th is o n e , f r o m S o u t h e r n C o m f o r t t o S u m p Oil, " M a r l -

b o r o " to " i ts a b o r e " a n d "Eyew i tness News . A l w a y s First" to " W e are w i t less 

n i ts : a lways are . " O t h e r s w e r e exp l i c i t c r i t i q u e s o f adve r t i s i ng ' s u n d e r l y i n g 
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messages, such as a b i l lboard of t w o hands grasping a beer can tha t was 

labeled " m a s t u r b a t i o n fantasy #133," For the t i m e per iod in wh ich they were 

on display, these b i l lboards were ant i-ads and pol i t ical s ta tements a b o u t com-

m o d i t y cul ture, as wel l as o the r issues. 

Since the late 1970s, a g roup in San Francisco, called the Bi l lboard Liberat ion 

Front, has also been rework ing b i l lboards against the i r in tended messages. 

The g roup redesigns b i l lboards so tha t i t is no t readily obv ious that they have 

been t a m p e r e d w i th . For instance, the early c igaret te ad, on the previous page, 

was changed to state " I 'm real sick. I only smoke FACTS." The BLF states tha t 

the g roup is not ant i -b i l lboard (in fact , several of its m e m b e r s w o r k in the adver-

t is ing industry) ; i t bel ieves tha t b i l lboards should be available to all. They state, 

" to Adver t ise is to Exist. To Exist is to Adver t ise. Our u l t imate goal is n o t h i n g 

shor t of a personal a n d singular Bi l lboard for each ci t izen."0 The BLF cont inues 

thei r w o r k at a t i m e w h e n adver t isers are increasingly a t t e m p t i n g to c o o p t 

styles of an t i -corpora te messages. For example, the g r o u p reworked the A p p l e 

C o m p u t e r "Think Di f ferent" s logan wh ich is itself i n tended to ge t v iewers to 

s top and a t t e m p t to ident i fy the person in the image, by rewr i t ing i t as "Think 

D o o m e d " a n d "Think Disi l lusioned." BLF also reworked a Levi's Jeans b i l lboard 

to inc lude mass m u r d e r e r Charles Manson as its spokesperson, and rewro te a 

Kent c igare t te ad to read " K a n t — T h e Choice is Heteronomy." The w o r k by 

g roups such as BUGA UP and BLF has been def ined by cul tural cr i t ics as "cu l ture 

j amming , " a t e r m tha t refers to the CB radio t e rms for j a m m i n g someone 's 

broadcast and wh ich was co ined by the band Negat iv iand. 7 Wr i ter C. Carr notes 

tha t these guerr i l la art ists are w o r k i n g out of the t rad i t ion of the Situat ionists 

of t h e 1960s, w h i c h we m e n t i o n e d in Chapter 5, and its analysis of the role of 

spectac le in p r o d u c i n g a banal exper ience of "pseudo- l i fe ." The in tervent ions 

of b i l lboard art ists, w h e t h e r shock or h u m o r is thei r strategy, thus changes the 

messages of the marketp lace, s tar t l ing v iewers into th ink ing a b o u t those mes-

sages di f ferent ly. I t is the case, t hough , tha t advert isers are also using these 

sel f -mocking techn iques to get a t ten t ion , and thus t h e d is t inc t ion b e t w e e n ads 

and ant i-ads is increasingly dif f icult to make. 

These processes test i fy to the complex ways in wh ich processes of hege-

m o n y and c o u n t e r - h e g e m o n y func t ion in a con t inuous dynamic . Cultures are 

always in f lux and are be ing constant ly re invented; they are always the site of 

s t ruggles for meaning. In the cul ture of late capi ta l ism, w h e n the meanings of 

coolness and h ipness are u n d e r s t o o d to be centra l to the exchange of com-

modi t ies , there is a con t inuous appropr ia t ion of the styles of marg ina l cul tures, 
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w h i c h are in t u r n in a c o n s t a n t s ta te o f r e i n v e n t i o n . A n d , in t h e cu l tu ra l r e a l m s 

o f a r t , po l i t i cs , a n d e v e r y d a y c o n s u m e r life, m a i n s t r e a m va lues are c o n s t a n t l y 

q u e s t i o n e d a n d po l i t i ca l s t r u g g l e s are w a g e d . A s s u b v e r s i o n s a n d res i s tances 

a t t h e cu l tu ra l m a r g i n s are a p p r o p r i a t e d i n to t h e m a i n s t r e a m , n e w f o r m s o f 

cu l tu ra l i n n o v a t i o n a n d re fusa l are f o u n d . Thus, i n late cap i ta l i sm, t h e b o u n d -

a ry b e t w e e n t h e m a i n s t r e a m a n d t h e m a r g i n s i s a lways in t h e p r o c e s s o f b e i n g 

r e n e g o t i a t e d . 
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