Anti-ad practices

So far, we have discussed what consumers do with ads
and products, but advertisements can be themselves directly the subject of
resistant cultural practices. The public service ads that we discussed earlier are
exemplary in their use of advertising's dramatic text and image juxtapositions
to emphatically present, political and public service messages. The form of
advertisements themselves has also been the focus of work by artists who are
interested in critiquing commodity culture. Artist Hans Haacke has created a
whole series of works that use the codes of advertising as forums for political
critique. In 1978, he reworked a series of advertisements for Leyland Vehicles,
which make Jaguars and Land Rovers, in which he incorporated information
about the company's practices in South Africa during Apartheid, and created
new slogans for the company, such as "a breed apart" and "nothing can stop
us now," in order to comment on its elitism. Haacke has consistently produced
works that address the workers who are rendered invisible by the process of
commodity fetishism, and the costs to these workers of their labor. In a 1979
image pictured on the next page, Haacke used the famous Breck shampoo
campaign of the 1970s that featured the motif of a well-coiffed "Breck girl" to
make a political critique of Breck's labor practices. The text refers specifically
to the fact that American Cyanamid, Breck's parent company, gave women

workers of child-bearing age whose jobs posed reproductive health risks the
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"choice" of losing their jobs, transferring, or being sterilized. Haacke's "ad" is
thus not only a parody of Breck's campaign, it is a political statement about the
treatment of workers and the kinds of oppressive practices that corporations
are allowed to use against workers. The image is thus explicitly about the
absence of the female Breck worker in the original Breck ad, and her differences
from the idealized Breck girl. As such, it offers a biting commentary on the way
in which advertising sells a superficial concept of choice.

Advertisements are not only the subject of artistic parody, they can also be
the site of on-site political messages. For instance, in Australia in the mid-
1970s, a movement took place in which a series of billboards were "re-written"
or vandalized by activists wielding spraypaint who were offended by the
advertising messages and wanted to change them. Members of the group,
and many others, signed their work "BUGA UP,” an acronym for Billboard
Utilizing Graffitists Against Unhealthy Promotions, which is pronounced
"bugger up,” meaning to screw up. They achieved, for a period of time,
popularity for their work in changing the messages of ads. BUGA UP would
change slogans such as this one, from Southern Comfort to Sump Oil, "Marl-
boro" to "its a bore" and "Eyewitness News. Always First" to "We are witless

nits: always are." Others were explicit critiques of advertising's underlying
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messages, such as a billboard of two hands grasping a beer can that was
labeled "masturbation fantasy #133," For the time period in which they were
on display, these billboards were anti-ads and political statements about com-
modity culture, as well as other issues.

Since the late 1970s, a group in San Francisco, called the Billboard Liberation
Front, has also been reworking billboards against their intended messages.
The group redesigns billboards so that it is not readily obvious that they have
been tampered with. For instance, the early cigarette ad, on the previous page,
was changed to state "I'm real sick. | only smoke FACTS." The BLF states that
the group is not anti-billboard (in fact, several of its members work in the adver-
tising industry); it believes that billboards should be available to all. They state,
"to Advertise is to Exist. To Exist is to Advertise. Our ultimate goal is nothing
short of a personal and singular Billboard for each citizen."® The BLF continues
their work at a time when advertisers are increasingly attempting to coopt
styles of anti-corporate messages. For example, the group reworked the Apple
Computer "Think Different" slogan which is itself intended to get viewers to
stop and attempt to identify the person in the image, by rewriting it as "Think
Doomed" and "Think Disillusioned.” BLF also reworked a Levi's Jeans billboard
to include mass murderer Charles Manson as its spokesperson, and rewrote a
Kent cigarette ad to read "Kant—The Choice is Heteronomy." The work by
groups such as BUGA UP and BLF has been defined by cultural critics as "culture
jamming," a term that refers to the CB radio terms for jamming someone's
broadcast and which was coined by the band Negativiand.” Writer C. Carr notes
that these guerrilla artists are working out of the tradition of the Situationists
of the 1960s, which we mentioned in Chapter 5, and its analysis of the role of
spectacle in producing a banal experience of "pseudo-life." The interventions
of billboard artists, whether shock or humor is their strategy, thus changes the
messages of the marketplace, startling viewers into thinking about those mes-
sages differently. It is the case, though, that advertisers are also using these
self-mocking techniques to get attention, and thus the distinction between ads

and anti-ads is increasingly difficult to make.

These processes testify to the complex ways in which processes of hege-
mony and counter-hegemony function in a continuous dynamic. Cultures are
always in flux and are being constantly reinvented; they are always the site of
struggles for meaning. In the culture of late capitalism, when the meanings of
coolness and hipness are understood to be central to the exchange of com-

modities, there is a continuous appropriation of the styles of marginal cultures,
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which are in turn in a constant state of reinvention. And, in the cultural realms
of art, politics, and everyday consumer life, mainstream values are constantly
questioned and political struggles are waged. As subversions and resistances
at the cultural margins are appropriated into the mainstream, new forms of
cultural innovation and refusal are found. Thus, in late capitalism, the bound-
ary between the mainstream and the margins is always in the process of being

renegotiated.
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