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Advertising: More Than Meets the Eye?


Whether it is television commercials, billboards, or magazines, advertisements are everywhere, showing how the combination of the pictures, images, and words work together to create a message to sell products.  The initial impression is that the advertisers are just trying to sell their products to the consumer.  But, there often seems to be an underlying message.  It is often heard that “sex sells.”  So, many advertisers will use beautiful women and men in their advertisements to try to market a product.  The hope is that “sex will sell,” and people will go out and buy what the ads are selling.  There are many advertisements and commercials that use this approach.  Prime examples of this are the advertisements for Orbit Gum and A Diamond is Forever.  Also, the commercials for Levi jeans use sex to promote the sale of their brand.  As a way to explain how and why the media uses “sex to sell,” many articles have been written concerning this.  For instance, “Sex as Symbol in Fashion Advertising” by Arthur Asa Berger talks about the sexual undertones used in ads as a way to sell products.  Similarly, Jean Kilbourne’s “Beauty…and the Beast of Advertising” discusses the portrayal of women in advertisements as sex objects.  Finally, “Analyzing Signs and Sign Systems” by Arthur Asa Berger offers ways to analyze advertisements and their use of sex.  No matter what the advertisement is for; although it may seem that an advertiser is only trying to sell a product, the ways the advertisements are presented often have a hidden meaning.  


For example, in the ads for A Diamond is Forever; although, the company is selling engagement rings, it portrays a couple in a sensual pose.  In the ad, it looks as though they are naked.  The man is bending over the woman with his hands creating the shape of an oval around her.  Their faces are touching, and it appears that they are kissing.  The ad reads, “The oval-shaped engagement ring.  What shape reflects your love?”  When looking at the woman, the person cannot see her face and hands.  If the main point is really about engagement rings, shouldn’t the ring be seen on her finger?  Since there is no ring shown, it is implied that buying this ring will make your relationship more sensual.  It makes a man think that his girlfriend will love him even more for buying her that ring.  For a woman, it means that her boyfriend truly and deeply loves her.  It tries to play on people’s love for each other.  “Sex as Symbol in Fashion Advertising” points out that “the creators of any advertisement are trying to generate some kind of an effect or emotional response” (184).  This ad does exactly that.  It plays on a couple’s emotions.  


Likewise, the advertisers for Orbit Gum use a common situation involving a man and a woman to sell their product.  The ad pictures a side view of a construction worker’s face, with his mouth open, looking at a woman.  However, the only parts of the woman that are seen are her legs and feet.  The ad draws attention to the fact that the man is only looking at one part of the woman’s body.  The ad reads, “Dirty mouth?  Clean it up with Orbit.”  It is implied that since the man is looking at just the woman’s legs, he is thinking of something sexual, possibly even saying it out loud.  Therefore, he is being dirty, and the only way to become clean is to chew some Orbit gum.  In this ad, the woman is seen as a sex object.  As Jean Kilbourne points out, advertisements create “a climate in which the marketing of women’s bodies - the sexual sell and dismemberment [ . . . ] is seen as acceptable” (196).  Not only does this advertisement use sex to sell, it also incorporates the dismemberment of a woman by only showing a “sexy” part of her body.  In fact, this may have an opposite effect on women customers who may feel it is in a bad taste.


Just as with the Orbit ad focusing on only one part of a woman, there is a commercial for Levi jeans which has the same premise.  The commercial begins with the song, “I’m Coming Out” and a close-up view of a woman’s torso.  When the words of the song begin, the belly button begins singing.  Throughout the commercial, clips go to different women, but still only the torso is shown.  Even though there are many women shown, they all have perfect stomachs.  They are flat and well-defined.  At the end of the commercial, it is revealed that the commercial is for ultra low-rise jeans.  After watching the commercial, it seems as though these jeans would make anyone’s stomach look great, no matter what body type.  So, everyone has to go out to buy a pair.  As pointed out in “Analyzing Signs and Sign Systems,” “an advertisement may be about a pair of blue jeans, but it might, indirectly, reflect such matters as sexism [. . . ] conformism” (192).  The jeans commercial is a prime example of this.  It is pushing women to conformity.  If they all have these jeans, they would all look the same.  This may even stop some fat women from buying such jeans and produce effects contrary to what the ads aim at.


Finally, a common thread in all three advertisements is the use of sexual undertones as a means of selling products.  For instance, the three advertisements all use females as a way to market their products, with the exception of the ad for engagement rings, which also uses a male.  At first, it may not be obvious that the advertiser is using sex as a way to sell.  However, once the ads have been examined, paying particular attention to the people, words, and scenes created, it is easy to see that there are hidden messages.  An example of a hidden message is in the ad for Levi. The message is that if people wear their brand of jeans, they will look better and be more attractive.  The hidden message in the Orbit ad is that if people are talking about something dirty and inappropriate, chewing Orbit will clean their mouths out.  Lastly, is the ad for A Diamond is Forever, where the message is that if a man gives his girlfriend this engagement ring, it will make their relationship more sensual.  It is, therefore, obvious that in most advertisements, the advertisers play on the emotions of people, using the ads as a way to brainwash them.  Many ads often give the illusion of magic results, a better body, or a better lover if their products are used.  With so many different advertisements out there, watch out for many ways that sex is being used to deceive people into buying products that cannot fulfill all the promises in the ads.   
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