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Introduction: ThePropagandists
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The issue ofhow to have a democracy and at the same time restrain the mob and
maintainsocial stability has occupied American political theorists throughout ourhistory.
In his historical analysis Bernays expounded the view that"economic power tends to
draw after it political power...[and that] theindustrial revolution shows how that power
passed from the king and thearistocracy to the bourgeoisie. Universal suffrage and
universal schoolingreinforced this tendency, and at last even the bourgeoisie stood in
fear of thecommon people. For the masses promised to become king.

"To-day,however, a reaction has set in. The minority has discovered a powerful
help ininfluencing majorities. It has been found possible so to mold the mind of
themasses that they will throw their newly gained strength in the desireddirection." [14]

Bernayswould have us believe that public relations and advertising are
progressivetools of democratic governance and the market economy. The conflation of
marketchoice and the democratic political process is, however, problematic. Althoughthe
advertising industry is very good at promoting the consumption of goods andservices, at
its heart it is profoundly anti-democratic. A brief review of thehistorical development of
modern marketing and the tools deployed by marketersto promote their client’s interests
reveals the nature of the threat thatmodern mass marketing poses to democratic political
institutions in general andpublic education in particular.

By the endof the nineteenth century American business and industry was, for the
firsttime, able to produce more than American’s could consume. This did not meanthat
poverty had been abolished. It meant that more goods and services wereavailable than
American society as it was then structured could consume. Theproblem facing the
American economic system was in large measure how to promoteand make possible
mass consumption without threatening the position of theexisting political and economic
elites.

As StuartEwen writes in Captains of Consciousness, "It became a centralfunction
of business to be able to define a social order which would feed andadhere to the
demands of the productive process and at the same time absorb,neutralize and contain
the transitional impulses of a working class emergingfrom the unrequited drudgery of
nineteenth century industrialization." [15] Education was central to this process. Itwas,
however, education of a very particular sort. Ewen quotes the Boston departmentstore
merchant, Edward Filene, to make the point. Filene argued that,"Mass production
demands the education of the masses." [16] And that in their education, "the masses must
learn to behavelike human beings in a mass production world." [17] According to Ewen,
Filene wanted to build an industrial and socialdemocracy based on what he termed "fact
finding." To Filene thismeant that modern education should focus on "the ‘facts’ about
what isbeing produced rather than questioning the social bases upon which those
factslay" [18] It should, perhaps, not besurprising that it was Filene who founded and
initially directed ConsumersUnion, [19] an organization devoted toproviding the "facts"
about products and services to America’sconsumers.

Theessentially conservative character of Filene’s conception of education in
anindustrial democracy is suggested in Otis Pease’s study of the development
ofAmerican Advertising between 1920 ...1940. [20]In discussing the consumer
movement’s response to advertising Pease maintainsthat "while the consumer movement
was forced to attack advertising on theissue of its literal truthfulness, the advertising
industry itself recognizedthat the question of literal truth or falsity was largely irrelevant,
since theappeal of the advertisement lay not in the factual assertions of its contentsbut in
the associations which it set up in the mind of the reader. Thispsychological factor to a
great extent shifted the battle to a field where...the barrier between literal truth and literal
falsity was obscured andwhere, in consequence, it lost much of its effectiveness. ...The
practices ofthe advertising men merely confirmed the suspicion that there existed in



theindustry no operating concept which would encourage the public to exercise freeor
rational judgements as consumers." [21]

One mightadd to Pease’s comments the observation that a powerful privately
controlledinstitution that systematically sets out to undermine the ability of people
tomake rational judgements 1is inherently anti-democratic because it subverts
theintellectual qualities and debases the civic relationships that make democraticlife
imaginable. What is, therefore, promoted to the detriment of genuinedemocratic civic
culture is mass consumerism in commerce and politics. AsStuart and Elizabeth Ewen
argue in Channels of Desire, which waspublished during the military build-up of the
Reagan administration’s earlyyears, "The goal of the advertising industry is to link the
isolatedexperience of the spectator with the collectivized impulses and priorities ofthe
corporation. ...If HRJRPLF consumerism tends to organizedisconnected individuals into
coherent and predictable markets, it is SRDMDQ@onsumerism that defines the current
state of western democracy seekingto create a vast patriotic unity ...a unity without
solidarity." [22] In other words, a unity defined byconsumption rather than creation and
participation.

In thefalse or virtual unity of consumer culture, the individual is thus more of
amarketing icon than a social reality. Drawing on the work of Elizabeth Hurlock,the
Ewens argue that although market research techniques "may be seen asways of trying to
understand how ‘paralyze the critical powers of an individualwith the result that he or
she follows the lead, whatever that lead may be,’fashion merchandisers attempted to
surround the actual sales process with anaura of individuality." [23] For theEwens the
individual in contemporary American society lives "in a visualspace consumed by the
imagery of commerce, a society organized around thepurchase....The ‘constant rapidity’
with which we are encouraged to tire ofconsumable objects, of our elusive pleasures, is
generalized as an axiom forexistence. To buy is to succeed." [24]

What thiscultural value might it portend for democratic institutions was described
by anadvertising executive writing anonymously in The Nation over forty yearsago,
"Social scientists in the past have paid attention to the irrationalpatterns of human
behavior because they wish to locate their social origins andthus be able to suggest
changes that would result in more rational conduct.They now study irrationality ...and
other aspects of human behavior ...togather data that may be used by salesmen to
manipulate consumers." [25] One outcome is no doubt the creation ofwhat David
Riesman termed the "lonely crowd" % a crowd thatrepresents the negation of both the
individual genuine community. [26] Members of Riesman’s lonely crowd define
themselves by theirpossessions and express their individuality by looking, smelling, and
thinkinglike everyone else.
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The viewsof Bernays are profoundly different from John Dewey’s conception of
science springingout of and inseparable from an engaged democratic community built on
rationalinteractions. Indeed, in every aspect advertising ideology is the enemy
ofDewey’s philosophy. There is no room in the thinking and practice of Bernaysand his
public relations offspring for either Dewey’s conception of democracyor his conception
of an educative experience. Indeed, the edifice of Americanmass marketing is built on
what, in Experience and Education, Deweytermed mis-educative experiences.
Sophisticated marketing techniques concealbut cannot alter the reality that the purpose of
mass marketing is tomanipulate the many for the benefit of the few. It is, as Dewey
characterizedtraditional education, imposition from above and from the outside. [27]

Ifadvertising is, as I believe, the twenty-four hour a day, seven day a week,three
hundred and sixty-five day a year curriculum of our culture thenAmericans young and
old are being relentlessly mis-educated and, as aconsequence, our society is
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individual advances in knowledge,self-control, and freedom, and the democratic
community is progressivelyimproved. Dewey explained, what is "learned in the way of
knowledge andskill in one situation becomes an instrument of understanding and
dealingeffectively with the situations that follow. The process goes on as long aslife and
learning continue. ..A fully integrated personality ...exists onlywhen successive
experiences are integrated with one another. It can be built uponly as a world of related
objects is constructed. Continuity and interactionin their active union with each other
provide the measure of the educativesignificance and value of an experience." [37]
Where Dewey seeks the integrative experiences in the service ofthe individual and the
community, advertising seeks to destroy continuity,fragment experience, and encourages
us to give into our irrational impulses forthe purpose of manipulating our behavior.

The scopeof modern advertising is almost impossible to quantify. It might well
be easierto identify those areas where advertising is not present (there won’t be
many)than to document the volume of advertising unleashed on the American public.
In1994 Leslie Savan estimated that television watching American’s see about
onehundred commercials a day. Add other commercial venues such as
billboards,shopping cards, clothing labels, and city buses, and the number of ads
thatclamor for attention form each American reaches 16,000 a day. [38] One need only
consider the explosive growth of web based marketingover the past five years to realize
that by now the number is likely to be muchhigher. There is little doubt that
contemporary Americans live in anadvertising-saturated environment and lead what
Savan termed "sponsoredlives."

The impactof advertising on our personal lives and our communal relationships
has beenexplored in a number of recent books such as Stiffed: The Betrayal of
theAmerican Man, [39] Luxury Fever: Why MoneyFails to Satisfy in an Era of Excess,
[40]Deadly Persuasion: Why Women and Girls Must Fight the Addictive Power

ofAdvertising, [41] and The OverspentAmerican: Upscaling, Downshifting, and the New
Consumer. [42] The nature and impact of marketing in schools has been taken up

inGiving Kids the Business: The Commercialization of America’s Schools [43] and
American Education and Corporations:The Free Market Goes to School. [44]Other

recent books such as Harvesting Minds: How TV _Commercials Control Kids,[45] and
KinderCulture: The CorporateConstruction of Childhood [46] haveaddressed
advertising’s impact on children.

If themethods of modern mass marketing to adults threaten the happiness
ofindividuals and undermine the well being of our society, deploying them
againstchildren colonizes our future. No one can seriously suggest that childrenrepresent
the rational consumer of market ideology; that is, children can in nosense be considered
to have the same power, information, and freedom thatadults are said to have to freely
enter into contracts for goods and services inthe idealized market place. Advertising to
children is then a kind of immoralwar on childhood, waged for the profit of adults who
should be childhood’sguardians. Furthermore, when advertising is conducted in schools
the immoralityis compounded because the power of the state is twisted to the service
ofspecial interests, the ethical standing of educators compromised, andorientation of the
school shifted toward mis-educative experiences.

Schoolhouse Commercialism:Historical Background

Schoolhouse commercialism is not new. Itsdevelopment parallels that of the
public relations industry as a whole. Asearly as 1929, the National Education
Association’s Committee on Propaganda inthe Schools surveyed school officials to
determine what sponsored materials hadbeen received and what policies or other
mechanisms were in place to deal withthem. The committee also conducted a review of



state education departments’laws or policies governing the use of such materials,
interview sessions withgroups of teachers, school visits, and an examination of
advertisements forsponsored materials.

In 1953, the Association for Supervisionand Curriculum Development issued
"Using Free Materials in theClassroom." In 1955, the American Association of School
Administrators followesuit with a similar pamphlet, "Choosing Free Materials for Use in
theSchools." Both publications were written to assist teachers in the use ofsponsored
materials in their classrooms. Both guides warned teachers againstuncritical acceptance
of sponsored materials, but also recommended that theynot reject such offerings outright.

In her1979 book Hucksters in the Classroom, Sheila Harty described the resultsof
four questions related to teachers’ use of "industry [-sponsored]materials" in the 1976-77
annual Membership Survey of the NationalEducation Association. The responses of
1,250 teachers suggested thatapproximately half of U.S. teachers used sponsored
materials, and indicatedthat a wide variety of commercial interests were represented,
including banks,utilities, manufacturers, and food processors.

Huckstersin the Classroom included an examination of many sponsorededucational
materials, a review of state education departments’ policies, asurvey of teachers, and a review of
advertisements for sponsored materialsappearing in education-related publications. In addition to
discussing theethical dilemmas inherent in sponsored materials, Harty also described indetail

many examples showing bias, racial prejudice and sexism, inaccuracies, andincomplete or
outdated information.

ChannelOne, the 12-minute current events program which carries two minutes
ofcommercials, was launched in 1990, and is widely considered the bellwether ofthe
recent expansion of commercial influences in the schools. As such, it hasbeen the subject
of several studies on the extent of its use, its educationalefficacy, and the financial value
of the service and equipment provided.Critiques of Channel One’s content include Fox,
[47] Miller, [48] and Rank. [49] "Channel One in the Public Schools:Widening the
Gaps" found that showed that schools with high concentrationsof poor students are
almost twice as likely to use Channel One as schools servingmore wealthy students. [50]
Greenberg andBrand found that students who watched Channel One were more likely to
expressmaterialist values such as "Money is everything," or "A nice caris more important
than school." [51]

"CaptiveKids: A Report on Commercial Pressures on Kids at School," produced
byConsumers  Union  Education  Services in 1995, outlined various
commercializingactivities in schools. "Captive Kids" provided reviews and ratings
ofover 100 sponsored materials and contests and included a listing of nationaleducation
organizations and their positions on school commercialism, andprovided a comparison of
Channel One and CNN classroom news programs.

7KH* IRZWR 6 FKRRBRXVH&RP P HADDWP LIQWH1 L[OHAHY

For thepast two years (1998 and 1999) I have conducted an annual analysis
ofadvertising trends in the schools by tracking the number of citations relatingto each of
seven areas of schoolhouse commercialism. In doing my analyses I conductedsearches of
four media databases, the popular press, the business press, themarketing press, through
Lexis-Nexis, and the education press, throughEducation Index. Press citations were used
to attempt to understand the scopeand the development of marketing activities directed at
schools because primarydata are largely unavailable. Firms engaged in school-based
commercialactivities may, at different times, have an interest in making
exaggeratedclaims about the number of children reached (in order to attract
clients);remaining silent (to shield market research and product introductioninformation
from competitors); or minimizing the size of their efforts (tolessen the possibility of a
negative public reaction). In addition, the variedand particular purposes for which
organizations gather data on school-focusedcommercializing activities results in
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