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The Morality (?) of Advertising 

 
 
       Most people spend their money carefully. Understandably, they look out for larcenous 
attempts to separate them from it. Few men in business will deny the right, perhaps even the 
wisdom, of people today asking for some restraint on advertising, or at least for more accurate 
information on the things they buy and for more consumer protection. 
 
       Yet, if we speak in the same breath about consumer protection and about advertising's 
distortions, exaggerations, and deceptions, it is easy to confuse two quite separate things--the 
legitimate purpose of advertising and the abuses to which it may be put. Rather than deny that 
distortion and exaggeration exist in advertising, in this article I shall argue that embellishment 
and distortion are among advertising's legitimate and socially desirable purposes; and that 
illegitimacy in advertising consists only of falsification with larcenous intent. And while it is 
difficult, as a practical matter, to draw the line between legitimate distortion and essential 
falsehood, I want to take a long look at the distinction that exists between the two. This I shall 
say in advance--the distinction is not as simple, obvious, or great as one might think. 
 
       Consider poetry. Like advertising, poetry's purpose is to influence an audience; to affect its 
perceptions and sensibilities; perhaps even to change its mind. Like rhetoric, poetry's intent is 
to convince and seduce. In the service of that intent, it employs without guilt or fear of criticism 
all the arcane tools of distortion that the literary mind can devise. Keats does not offer a truthful 
engineering description of his Grecian urn. He offers, instead, with exquisite attention to the 
effects of meter, rhyme, allusion, illusion, metaphor, and sound, a lyrical, exaggerated, 
distorted, and palpably false description. And he is thoroughly applauded for it, as are all other 
artists, in whatever medium, who do precisely this same thing successfully. 
 
       Commerce, it can be said without apology, takes essentially the same liberties with reality 
and literality as the artist, except that commerce calls its creations advertising, or industrial 
design, or packaging. As with art, the purpose is to influence the audience by creating illusions, 
symbols, and implications that promise more than pure functionality. Once, when asked what 
his company did, Charles Revson of Revlon, Inc. suggested a profound distinction: "In the 
factory we make cosmetics; in the store we sell hope." He obviously has no illusions. It is not 
cosmetic chemicals women want, but the seductive charm promised by the alluring symbols 
with which these chemicals have been surrounded--hence the rich and exotic packages in which 
they are sold, and the suggestive advertising with which they are promoted. 
 
       Neither the poet nor the ad man celebrates the literal functionality of what he produces. 
Instead, each celebrates a deep and complex emotion which he symbolizes by creative 
embellishment--a content which cannot be captured by literal description alone. Neither is 



satisfied with nature in the raw, as it was on the day of creation. Neither is satisfied to tell it 
exactly "like it is" to the naked eye, as do the classified ads. It is the purpose of all art to alter 
nature's surface reality to reshape, to embellish, and to augment what nature has so crudely 
fashioned, and then to present it to the same applauding humanity that so eagerly buys Revson's 
exotically advertised cosmetics. 
 
       Few, if any, of us accept the natural state in which God created us. We scrupulously select 
our clothes to suit a multiplicity of simultaneous purposes, not only for warmth, but manifestly 
for such other purposes as propriety, status, and seduction. Women modify, embellish, and 
amplify themselves with colored paste for the lips and powders and lotions for the face; men as 
well as women use devices to take hair off the face and others to put it on the head. Like the 
inhabitants of isolated African regions, where not a single whiff of advertising has ever 
intruded, we all encrust ourselves with rings, pendants, bracelets, neckties, clips, chains, and 
snaps. 
 
       Man lives neither in sackcloth nor in sod huts--although these are not notably inferior to 
tight clothes and overheated dwellings in congested and polluted cities. Everywhere man 
rejects nature's uneven blessings. He molds and repackages to his own civilizing specifications 
an otherwise crude, drab, and generally oppressive reality. He does it so that life may be made 
for the moment more tolerable than God evidently designed it to be. As T. S. Eliot once 
remarked, "Human kind cannot bear very much reality." 
 
       One does not need a doctorate in social anthropology to see that the purposeful 
transmutation of nature's primeval state occupies all people in all cultures and all societies at all 
stages of development. Everybody everywhere wants to modify, transform, embellish, enrich, 
and reconstruct the world around him--to introduce into an otherwise harsh or bland existence 
some sort of purposeful and distorting alleviation. Civilization is man's attempt to transcend his 
ancient animality; and this includes both art and advertising. 
 

 
 
Essay Topic:  To what extent are you convinced by Levitt's argument in defense of the 
distortions of advertising?  Support your observations by evaluating his essay and by referring 
to your own reading, observations, or experience. 
 
 


