
Belonging and difference 
Adver t i sements sell both concepts of belong-

ing (to a communi ty , nat ion, family, or special group or class of people) and 
di f ference ( f rom others). Somet imes w h e n adver t isements ask us to consume 
commod i t y signs, they at tach to their products concepts of the nat ion, family, 
communi ty , and democracy. Hence, the ideological funct ion of many adver-
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create emot ional at tachment. 
touch someone" promotes the telephone (and AT&T service) as a means to 
communicat ion. For instance, the wel l-known AT&T slogan "reach out and 
through commodit ies, which are shown as facilitating familial emot ion and 
strengthened. In these ads, people relate to each on the most int imate levels 
presented as the means by which the family is held together, aff irmed, and 
problems that cannot be solved by commodit ies. Indeed, commodi t ies are 
family is a site of harmony, warmth , and security, an idealized uni t w i t h no 
family as nuclear, concerned, and, above all, consumerist . In many ads, the 
is a central aspect of political debates, and many advert isements depict the 
it of ten emerges as a focus of advert isements. The concept of " family values" 

Because the idea of the nuclear family is central to most national ideologies, 
participate in national ideology 
consumer. These products are presented as the means by which we can 
good citizen and to properly participate in the nation, one must be an active 
other nations to market products are selling the concept that in order to be a 
citizenship. In other words, ads that use an image of America or Britain or 
ism, in order to equate the act of purchasing a product w i th a practice of 
t isements takes the fo rm of speaking a language of patr iot ism ancf national-



Advert ising about the nuclear family exemplifies the Marxist crit ique of 
reification, the process by which products are awarded human qualities and 
human relations are mediated through commodit ies. McDonald's can be 
successful in sell ing a last-food meal as the proper replacement for a 
home-cooked family meal. In many McDonald's ads, the restaurant is pre-
sented as the place where family togetherness is reaff irmed because going to 
McDonald's is someth ing the family members agree on and which they can 
share. In therapeutic terms, McDonald's makes up for what the family cannot 
do (find t ime to have both a meal and a meaningful experience together at 
home). McDonald's achieves this message, and the presumpt ion of relevance 
within it (in order for viewers to not ask the question, why is an evening out at 
a fast-food restaurant the perfect family meal?), in part, because it has estab-
lished itself as a patriot ic symbol through years of advertising. 

Ads that sell concepts of the nation and the family as norms speak to 
viewers as if they are members of these social realms. Membership in an exclu-
sive club is of ten a selling point that allows consumers to feel that they can 
aspire to such exclusivity whi le feeling anxious about whether or not they 
really do belong there. In this ad, American Express establishes its product as 
not simply a credit card but a club in which one is a member (and to which 
famous people—in this ad, basketball player Lisa Lesl ie—who are unidentif ied 
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in the ad, belong). The ad poses its question in a way that can promote anxiety. 
The concept of membership is underscored by the fact that images of the 
celebrities are actually embedded within the design of the card itself. In addi-
tion, many advertisements establish particular codes for class difference and 
represent class relations. Ads for high-end, expensive products establish the 
class to which they belong through understood conventions such as classical 
music, references to fine art, and other codes of wealth and prestige. These 
ads interpellate all consumers as potential members of a class regardless of 
their actual class status. 

In the same way that advertising sells the idea of belonging, it also 
establishes codes of difference in order to distinguish products. Ads of ten 
establish norms by demonstrat ing things that are different from the norm 
through marking. As we discussed in Chapter 3, the unmarked category is the 
unquestioned norm and the marked category is the one seen as different or 
other. For instance, a whi te model is unmarked, the normative category, 
precisely because consumers are not meant to register the fact of his/her 
whiteness, whereas a nonwhi te model is marked by race. Traditionally, race 
has been used in advertising to give a product a kind of "exot icism" and 
foreignness. 

For example, there has been a long tradit ion of advertisements that use 
images of the "islands" and unidentified exotic locales to sell things such as 
cosmetic products and lingerie. These unidentified locales are coded as 
closer to nature and offering access to the "pr imit ive." These ads situate the 
tropics as the source of beauty aids precisely because they are represented 
as more natural, less tainted by modernity, and as the source of innocence 
and beauty. They work both to erase colonial politics and the reality of life in 
the Third World (where, in fact, most, of the low-paid labor that produces 
First World products takes place) and to re-code these places as sites of leisure 
and playlands for tourists. Here again, we can see how commodity fetishism 
operates as a process of mystification, obscuring the complex reality of 
colonized places and former colonies in order to attach the meanings of dif-
ference to products. Ironically, while these products promise to whi te con-
sumers the qualities of otherness, commodity culture is about the denial 
of difference, in that it encourages conformist behavior through the act of 
consumption. 

Increasingly, markers of ethnicity and race are used in advertisements to 
demonstrate social or racial awareness and to give a product an element of 
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cultural sophist icat ion. There are an increasing number of ads tha t use models 
of many different, ethnici t ies in an a t t emp t to both unmark race and to at tach 
to their products the mean ing of social awareness. The mos t obvious example 
of this is the advert is ing of United Colors of Benet ton. Benet ton ads are 
in tended to signify racial ha rmony and ethnic diversity. Whi le they have pro-
duced a famous adver t is ing campaign using documen ta ry images, wh ich we 
wil l discuss in Chapter 7, in their adver t isements that display c loth ing the 
company always uses models of many di f ferent races posed together . In these 
adver t isements , cul tural di f ference sells. 

Hence, Benet ton 's ads bo th unmark race and mark i t qui te consciously. 
V iewers are mean t to register the many races represented by the models 
and to read this diversity as progressive and hip. This campaign can be said 
to reduce the concept of racial ident i ty to one simply of skin color as 
someth ing fashionable, an associat ion that simplif ies the complex i ty of cultural 
and ethnic identity. In o ther words, racial di f ference is an integral part of one's 
ident i ty and culture, it is no t simply a color that, one takes on and off. Through 
its associat ion w i th the product of Benet ton clothing, the idea of racial 
ha rmony is reduced to the idea of put t ing on and taking off different, colored 
clothing. 

Benet ton is sell ing a celebrat ion and erasure of dif ference and a kind of uni-
versal human ism. At the same t ime, the company is p romot ing mul t icul tura l -
ism as someth ing that one can buy. The concept of mul t icu l tura l ism in some 
cases has been t ied to commod i t y cul ture, as if one might buy one's way into 
another cul ture. Many people see themselves as part ic ipat ing in mul t icul tur-
al ism simply by purchasing products f r om o ther cultures and eat ing in "e thn ic " 
restaurants. Consuming o therness Is central to commod i t y cul ture in the 
global era. 
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