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Introduction 

This dissertation will discuss how modern photography has been a key component in the propagation of our consumerist values. It has mainly achieved this by visually stating how one can be changed via consumption. The main theorists to be discussed will be Edward Bernays and John Berger. Further discussion will be in relation to the theories of Jean Baudrillard and Guy Debord. The first chapter will discuss the foundations of the modern publicity image, and its main criticisms as stated by John Berger. The second chapter will discuss the psychoanalytical basis of such imagery via Lacan’s mirror stage, and also Baudrillard's theory of objects value beyond their practical use. The third chapter will discuss the need to return to 'being' over 'appearing', as contemplated by Debord, and also the concept of détournement. The conclusion put forward as a result of this discussion will be that society must begin to realise how our visual language is a mere fallacy, and we must instead look away in order to pursue true virtue and desires, key to our well-being and happiness. The time frame of the discussion will be post Second World War, as this was the point at which Bernays ideas gained influence, and now in our current Western societies. 






Chapter One 
Despite the vast advances of our modern societies, the majority of the population still faces a monotonous and at times, bleak state of living on a daily basis. We are often encouraged into repetitive careers and jobs, with very few managing to become exempt from this insipid situation. Yet, surrounding this miserable state of affairs are countless and pervasive examples of an ‘other’ life. Communicated via the form of the modern publicity image, such visual statements feature subjects endowed with apparent happiness, freedom and greatness. Furthermore, the vast growth in the accessibility of photography has allowed the majority to create content that aspires to the publicity image. As a society, we exhibit such images through social media, thus providing sustenance and support for our wider visual language. Although our visual language is wide and varied, this dissertation will refer to the notion of publicity imagery in its context. The rampant increase of social media widens the chasm between what is real and what is visually depicted. This contrast of reality and fantasy provide some reasoning behind how we respond, and thus act, to the enveloping of the modern publicity image. I believe that by rejecting the publicity image, and its inherent values, society and individuals can attempt to seek true happiness. This can be sought by perusing desire and virtues. Desire refers to the true forms of what is often depicted in publicity imagery, such as sexual desire, love, friendship etc. Virtues refer to the ancient Greek philosophical view. A key component of this idea, and the one I propose in the context of virtue, is that of ‘Eudaimonia’, which is pointed out by L.P Poiman (2009: 146) can be translated to mean mainly, ‘wellbeing’, ‘happiness’ and ‘human flourishing’.
To fully understand the impact the modern publicity image imparts on our Western society and us, one must recognise the importance of Edward Bernays seminal text, Propaganda. The nephew of Sigmund Freud, Bernays approached publicity from a psychoanalytical perspective. During the first half of the twentieth century, the overriding fear of the upper-class elite was that the majority of the population could cause society itself to crumble and fall, as a result of their ever-increasing freedoms. Bernays stated that the solution to such a supposed problem was to encourage consumerism, 'Democracy requires a supra-governmental body, to keep the national enterprise from blowing up or crashing to a halt' (1928: 16). This elite body would actively encourage and promote the virtues of consuming products, as a means to effectively distract and occupy the majority of society. However, the previous approach towards consumerism would no longer suffice. Prior to Bernays involvement individuals had generally purchased products in regard to their functionality and practical use. Yet, if consumerism were to fully envelope the lives of the majority, consuming products would have to vastly increase in scale. The consumerist ideology would need to influence every sphere of society. It is at this stage where the product itself was transformed from a simple practical tool, into an altogether different concept. The proposed notion was that a product could be sold on the belief that it would fulfill an inadequacy in the consumer’s life. Bernays believed that society would have to be educated in a particular fashion in order for this to become a reality, 'Mankind can surely be taught to think’ (1928: 16). However, in order to avoid society noticing such a seismic shift, the approach would have to be equal parts subtle and far-reaching. The dissemination of such ideas would have to connect with the most human of all emotions; that of desire. This evolution can clearly be observed in the publicity imagery of the time. 
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Fig. 1.

The above image is an advertisement for cigarettes aimed at increasing sales to women. The denotations of the publicity is that such cigarettes are of high quality, and also that they compare favourably to its competitors. The surface meaning of the publicity image serves only the deeper suggestions, which aim precisely at human desire . Thus, the connotations of Fig 1. state that by smoking such cigarettes, and therefore consuming the product, your very life will change. This is the very crux of the modern publicity image. The image and accompanying statement in Fig 1. confidently states that whoever decides to consume the product will gain increased confidence, a greater ability to achieve what they desire, and they will become equal to the individual depicted. The importance and reliance upon such connotations has continued to be present in our current publicity imagery, as John Berger discusses throughout his writings. The current manifestation of the publicity image focuses even more heavily on connotations, provoking human desire with little practical value. 

Drawing on his comprehensive understanding of psychoanalysis, Bernays aimed to alter the very way in which the consumer thought, and more importantly felt about various products. He understood that the previous system whereby a manufacturer would state a plea to buy their product could no longer suffice. Bernays details this by describing the means he used to help Mozart Pianos sell more of its products. Instead of begging the consumer to 'please buy a piano', the previous method, he 'reversed the prospective purchaser to say to the manufacturer, please sell me a piano.’ (1928: 79) his monumental reversal of consumer relations utilised and corrupted the photographic image. 
A core tenant of Bernays approach was also a sense of control and manipulation. The division of the modern publicity image was in order to control and guide the masses towards a certain collective goal, that of consumerism. Bernays refers to a Walter Lipmann phrase in his own writing, ‘The manufacture of consent is a necessity throughout the public sphere’ (1928: 13). The rational of those behind such construction was not based on want, but rather necessity. They felt it had become a necessary imperative to cajole the masses via consumerism to avoid the downfall of society. Those who insisted upon such a system, ‘a benign elite of rational manipulators’ (1928: 16), feared the realisation of true freedom within the minds of the majority. Even more so they feared the freedom of actual human desire, a virtue encouraged by the writings of Nietzsche. Nietzsche encourages individuals to instead take control of their own happiness, and not be swayed by majority thought. 
Bernays understood that individuals were not mechanical beings, so did not attempt to remove their human desire. Rather, he proposed to subvert its existence into consumable entities that could be controlled and manipulated. Bernays also understood how powerful and alluring the notion of transformation via consumption of a product could be, ‘Propaganda would at once exalt the nation and advance the civilisation process, teaching folks of modest means how to transform themselves, through smart consumption, into happy and presentable Americans.’ (1928: 13). This is essentially the motive of the modern publicity image. Such visual language states to the majority that they can become greater beings if they purchase a product, and the image claims to provide testament of this. The concept of a possible transformation is heavily critiqued by John Berger’s writings. Although such detrimental beliefs were initially propagated by ‘invisible rulers’ (1928: 61), they have since corrupted our visual language in pursuit of the interests and fears . Such fantastical concerns continue to encourage the consumerist system. It is only once the majority accepts the fallacy of what is proposed can true happiness be achieved, through a pursuit of actual tangible desire. 
The initial denotation of the modern publicity image is that its main purpose is to cause the viewer to purchase a product. Although indeed true, therein lays a far more penetrating connotation within such visual language. As John Berger explains in his seminal text, Ways of Seeing, ‘The purpose of publicity is to make the spectator marginally dissatisfied with his present way of life. Not with the way of life of society, but with his own within it.’ (1972: 142) Such advertising imagery has become so widely disconnected from our actuality, that when we are collectively surrounded by it, it seeks to mainly create a sense of inadequacy and guilt that we are not as great as that which we view. This creates a ‘vacuous cycle’, in which the viewer perceives that the only possible solution to such feelings of dissatisfaction is to consume the product featured. Our vast and widespread hunger to consume is no longer simply targeted towards mere products however. In the current situation, which the modern publicity image created and thus sustained, we seek to consume the lives of those we visually perceive to be complete. 
The notion that advertising imagery could penetrate deeper than simply selling a product was first practiced by Bernays, who aimed to firstly transform the purchaser’s entire life. As Berger states (1972: 131), the modern image thus has this effect;
It proposes to each of us that we transform ourselves, or our lives, by buying something more. This more, it proposes, will make us in some way richer – even though we will be poorer by having spent our money.
The desire for transformation and alteration we seek to impart upon ourselves is a direct result of the contrast between our tedious state of being, and that of the glamour we supposedly see, in the modern image. Such a desire for transformation into a greater being can also be seen in Lacan’s theory of the mirror stage. Lacan’s theory states that feelings of inadequacy felt as an infant continue into later life and it us upon this rift which consumerism thrives. As suggested by Terry Gamel (2009), Lacan noted how when infants look into a mirror they, ‘assume an image.’ This accumulation of an image is the very psychological rift upon which consumerism fills and exploits. 
By presenting such notions of transformation however, we create a system whereby what we desperately seek to achieve is impossible, as a direct result of that which causes such desires. Such imagery confidently states that consuming will produce happiness, which is depicted visually in a quantifiable state. However, I believe this maxim is a fallacy. True happiness cannot be achieved by consumption. Indeed one needs to consume in order to survive. However, the consumption visually promoted proclaims that in order to achieve a life that is worth living, we must consume on a boundless scale, as Berger suggests, ‘The power to spend money is the power to live.’ (1972: 143). Such rampant consumption can be explained by how products have now become symbols beyond their practical use. The French philosopher and critic of modern life Jean Baudrillard believed, ‘Commodities are bought and displayed as much for their sign-value as their use-value.’ (1989: 15). By registering values such as individuality and prestige with products creates a system whereby pursuit of the values themselves is degraded in favour of accumulating their representations. 
The opposing belief within our society driven by consuming is also equally as powerful. The idea that if an individual does not consume and does not possess such exalted objects, then they will become worthless. Their status as an individual will become diminished and essentially they will lack any purpose. This fear is utilised in order to support and substantiate the language of our visual culture, ‘The anxiety on which publicity plays is the fear that having nothing you will be nothing.’ (Berger: 1972: 143). By doing so, the modern publicity image exploits the deeply rooted rift within an individual’s ego, as explained by Lacan’s theory of the mirror stage. It states that one will not be a complete being, unless they pursue that which they view. It can be claimed that the majority believes modern publicity is a varied array of different products and lifestyles, which we are all free to choose. However, ‘publicity is not merely an assembly of competing messages: it is language in itself, which is always being used to make the same general proposal.’ (Berger: 1972: 131). The consistent denial that there may exist another route, other than consumerism, along which an individual will achieve happiness is perhaps one of the most damaging aspects of our visual culture. This denial of another truth bears similarity to the prior dominance of Christian religious beliefs in our Western society, as suggested by Sayers (2008: 33), 'The implicit religion of hyper-consumerism contains many of the echoes of the Christian Faith. Malls and movie theatres resemble churches. Celebrities resemble saints.' Although I am not calling a return to Christian values dominating all else, as a society we must become fluent in another visual language, one that stimulates greater virtues than that orchestrated in the modern publicity image.  Another integral component key to the successful seduction of the modern image is the notion of glamour. Such a quality is relatively new in our visual vocabulary, although similar qualities existed in the modern publicity’s genesis, which was oil painting. Indeed, qualities such as power, elegance and virtuosity amount to something similar to our modern notion of glamour, yet it is a fundamentally different concept. John Berger describes our current understanding of the term as 'the happiness of being envied is glamour.' (1972: 132). The social context at the height of oil painting was incredibly rigid; the class one was born into was fixed and immovable. Yet in our current society, which is vastly more flexible, the notion of glamour is rooted firmly in what we collectively envy. There was no rational reason for envy during the popularity of oil painting; it was a futile position to take. 
The modern image has thus fundamentally exploited our less archaic society, drawing upon our freedoms, and encouraging the ability to envy. The vast majority of modern publicity imagery focuses solely on this new state of envy, in which;
the power of the glamorous resides on their supposed happiness ... it is this which explains the absent, unfocused look of so many glamour images. They look out over the looks of envy which sustain them.' (Berger: 1972: 133)
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Fig 2.

This can clearly be observed in Fig 2, although any number of examples could be used, pervasive as this approach is in our visual culture. Such imagery projects an image of a future self into the consciousness of the viewer. The concept of a false and distant realm was also discussed by Nietzsche, who felt it was negative to follow ideologies which were disregarded in a different geographical region, 'It is so provincial to bind oneself to views which are no longer binding a couple of hundred of miles away.' (Armstrong: 2013: 11). Similarly, the modern image provides a similar realm, although one located in an unspecified future. The present is subjugated by the promise of the future, 'the publicity image which is ethereal uses only the future tense. With this you will become desirable. In these surroundings all your relationships will become happy and radiant.' (Berger: 1972: 144). After viewing such imagery, the viewer contemplates the notion that a version exists of themselves in which they w ill share the happiness and pleasure viewed, ‘publicity is always about the future buyer.’ (Berger: 1972: 132). By doing so, they become envious of themselves, which is an entirely negative state to inhabit. Furthermore, there is no alternative proposed except to consume in a fruitless manner, causing yet more inadequacy. And so the cycle of consumerism, driven by the image, continues. 











Chapter Two
The basis of such feelings can be explained in the context of psychoanalysis, in regard to Lacan's theory of the mirror stage. As is suggested by Tony Myers, during a child's infancy they are unable to act and communicate in a coherent manner, yet they observe a cohesive being in the form of an adult which, 'constantly undermining the very rectitude and unity it seeks to impart’ (2003: 22). This deep division continues into later life, and is exactly the foundation upon which the modern publicity image builds, a notion previously discussed. Furthermore, the notion of a separate image one holds of oneself is integral, 'the ego is constitutionally sundered, riven by the division between itself and the image of itself. It is thus forever trying to reconcile the other to its same.' Whereas during infancy the image of a cohesive self is based upon the adult, the current concept is instead based upon that which we view in the modern publicity image. Although to some extent we gain the ability to communicate effectively as adults, such imagery constantly reminds us that we are still in fact inadequate and inferior. Bernays equally recognised that the majority of society requires a guiding force, although he proposed an elite cabal would provide such instruction. 
However, the damaging aspect arises by the fallacy this approach relies on. The viewer is led to believe that the subjects in Fig 2 . are happy and lead a pleasurable life . By doing so, the viewer is again reminded that perhaps, there exists a version of them which is greater than their current state. The notion of the future self is the cornerstone of the modern publicity image. Although the infant is equally transfixed by a future self, the adult viewer subjected to our current visual language is promised a future self that cannot be fulfilled. This is a result of the implausibility of the promise, that 'if we buy what it is offering, our life will be different from what it is' (Myers: 2002: 22) not only will it be different, but it will be the same as those in the image. 
A further effect of the mirror stage is how ‘The imaginary designates a restless self, a process of amalgamating more and more instances of replication and resemblance in order to bolster up the fable of its unity.’ (Myers: 2003: 22). This remark can relate to the ever-growing influence of social media, particularly the images we create and share via these systems. Prior to such mediums existing, the modern publicity image was created by a minority to be disseminated in order to affect the majority. However, through the democratisation of photography and social media platforms, the majority now actively partakes in the creation of such images. The vast majority of such content exclaims to its viewers, ‘This is I. I am here, and this is what I am doing.’ Although perhaps the connotations of such imagery are not as subtlety executed as professional publicity imagery, it nonetheless fulfills the same objectives. This imagery is often highly idealised moments, purportedly depicting a moment of happiness and fulfillment of the creator. The individual who is then relayed this moment via a screen often feels a sense of inadequacy, the main function of the modern publicity image as described by Berger. However, such social media imagery does not explicitly advertise a physical product. Instead, a way of life is described, one that causes the viewer to reflect upon their own existence. A feeling of inadequacy produced causes the viewer to repeat the process of exhibiting idealised imagery as a means of compensation, or encourages further physical consumption. Both outcomes perpetuate the cycle of consumerism and the strong role the modern image plays. So the viewer consumes the product, yet the feelings of inadequacy inevitable arise. Although a brief pause in the viewer’s monotonous state may occur, such feelings will nonetheless return. However, there is no pause in the pervasive language of the modern image; it still remains to exclaim the 'other' life, repeating the incessant and worthless cycle. 
The writer Baudrillard also critiqued the mass envelopment of consumerism, particularly noting the effects of the transition from competitive capitalism towards full monopoly consumerism; a system encouraged by Bernays. He stated that the use of an object had become neglected in favour of what it has come to represent; 
outside the field of its denotation, the object becomes ssubstitutable in a more or less unlimited way within the connotations, where it assumes sign-value. Thus the washing machine serves as an appliance and acts as an element of prestige, comfort etc.’ (Baudrillard, 1998: 77)

This relates to Berger’s theories also, in particularly to how an object has become a signifier for something greater than the sum of its parts. For example, the car as an object has become far more than a simple object. It has been amalgamated with virtues such as sexual desire and power. The transmission of these statements utilises the modern publicity image. Although a corruption of virtues is detrimental to society, it is the overwhelming occurrence of such imagery that allows its degradation to become pervasive. Baudrillard’s theories stem from the Frankfurt School of thought, who stated that ‘individuals were controlled by ruling institutions and modes of thought.’ (Douglas: 2005)
Baudrillard develops this strain of thinking, stating that consumerism is now the dominant institution of our time ‘in which individuals become overpowered by consumer values, media ideologies and role models’ (Douglas: 2005). This is evident in how the modern publicity image has become so exalted within our society, that role models who possess true virtues are deferred in favour of ‘glamourous’ individuals, and how the pursuit of desire is replaced by the lust of a product. A leading member of the Frankfurt School of Thought was Theodor Adorno. He also felt that modern society driven by consumerism was detrimental, quoting the Austrian writer Ferdinand Kürnberger in his text, ‘life does not live.’ (Adorno: 2005: 19). This can relate to Baudrillard’s thoughts on how modern living has become a mere facsimile of what it could possibly be. 
Furthermore, Baudrillard describes how our consumer society has become essentially detached from all true meaning, driven by the seduction of the modern publicity image. The detachment between the modern image and reality relates to Baudrillard’s simulacrum theories, ‘in the media and consumer society, people are caught up in the play of images, spectacles, and simulacra, that have less and less relationship to an outside, to an external reality.’ (Douglas: 2005). By neglecting reality in such a widespread fashion, all that remains is the desire to consume. As Bernays stated in his writings, this fully complies with the desires of the elite, who wanted to create a society whereby the majority are devoid of actual desire in its truest form. The modern publicity image is complicit in this system by flooding our visual language with a uniform message, that of consumption equals happiness, as Chris Horrocks suggests;

Department stores and malls magically negate scarcity and synthesise all consumer activities -leisure, spectacle, consumption – offering a universalist model which invades all aspects of social life. (1999: 15)

Such bastions of consumerism as department stores actively endorse the corruption of the essence of imagery, pervading under the notion that our imagery states competing claims. Whereas in fact it is a singular message. This visual language is not only negative in how it promotes the desire of objects, but more so in how it actively prevents true individual and collective actualisation. Thus we have become a ‘silent majority.’ (Baudrillard, 1983: 13). The modern image promises transformation through consumption, although true transformation is realised via social change, reality and the pursuit of truth. 
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Fig 3.
This can be observed in Fig 3. The language of the image signifies that if you purchase these products, you will also become carefree, attractive and share the visualised happiness of the subjects. Although seductive and effective, such imagery as Baudrillard states does not provide any message other than to consume, and instead we are ‘bathed in a media message’ (Douglas: 2008). Furthermore, F ig 3 clearly states how being ‘dumb’ is a state one should embrace, at the expense of knowledge. This describes how the modern image is a means to degrade actual virtues, providing instead a rapid and incredibly short - lived burst of supposed happiness. Furthermore, Fig 3 is overtly sexual, once again describing how products are viewed by the majority as a means of acquiring certain attributes, in this case sexual validity and prowess. This strengthens Baudrillard's theory of how the sign-value of an object, as shown in F ig 3 by how the clothes will make you sexually attractive, has become far more important than its use-value. 














Chapter Three 
Although the critique of the modern publicity image is incredibly important in itself, it is equally necessary to provide an alternative mode of practice, both in an individual and societal sense. As John Berger stated, the publicity image is fervently located in the future, depicting such a future life in which consumption of a product will result in gained happiness and pleasure. By using a fixed tense, our visual language creates a severe sense of inadequacy within the individual. Such inadequacy is planted firmly within an individual’s ego from an early age, and the modern publicity image seeks only to exploit this vulnerability. Instead the role of the image and indeed society itself I believe, must aim to remediate this quandary and promote virtues such as truth, liberty and desire as an effective solution. It is only through the abandonment of the modern publicity image can the endless cycle of consumerism be achieved; the visual promise of a ‘happy’ future must be ousted as a complete fallacy. 
One such writer who proposes an alternative to the current system is Guy Debord. Through his many theses, Debord describes the downfall of society, stating that we have become entirely dependent upon simulated activities. He describes this in his text T he Society Of The Spectacle, 'The obvious degradation of being into having... to a generalized sliding of having into appearing.’ (Debord: 2005, 17). This is supported through the type of imagery we as a society exhibit through social media. Such imagery is a direct consequence of the modern publicity image, we no longer feel satisfied to merely experience an activity. Instead, it has to be meticulously documented via idealised images, as if to exclaim how the moment complies with the publicity imagery that surrounds us. Furthermore, this point is supported by Slavoj Zizek's theories as discussed by Tony Myers, 'A poet or a driver does not become operative f or me or anyone else concerned until it is registered by the big Other of the Symbolic institution' (2003: 51). The representation of our experiences has essentially supplanted themselves, only becoming worthy once viewed and judged by others. This state of appearing stems from what a viewer appears to observe in the modern publicity image. A system of thought is triggered once viewed. They view those who appear to be happy as a result of an object or experience, and thus imagine their future self in possession of said object, and seek to consume it. This fallacy detracts from what Debord states we ought to return to, that of b eing. Although such a process would be arduous and difficult, the pursuit of being over appearing is key to pleasure and true happiness. The modern publicity image seeks only to obstruct this cause, stagnating individuals into the cycle of consumerism. 
Debord also describes the correspondence between the viewer and the publicity image, 'The spectacle is not a collection of images, but a social relation among people, mediated by images.' (2005: 4) Consumerism has thus promoted the use of the modern publicity image as a mediator of social interactions. By doing so it has reduced such interactions into instances that can be controlled and adjusted, having an entirely negative effect on their true purpose. Debord provides a remedy for our current consumerist system, encouraging ‘détournement’, the French word for re-routing or hijacking. Although a difficult concept to define, it is generally regarded to mean, ‘Detournement proposes a violent excision of elements—painting, architecture, literature, film, urban sights, sounds, gestures, words, signs—from their original contexts, and a consequent restabilization and recontextualization through rupture and realignment. (Adcock: 2014). 
This process can essentially reverse the modern publicity image, using its own language against itself, in order to ridicule its promises. This creates the possibility of a new visual language, one that could eventually begin to proclaim true virtues over false idols. This concept will be exercised in the visual chapter that accompanies this text. 
 















Conclusion
Perhaps the most damaging aspect of the modern publicity image is the notion of the future, or as John Berger described, 'The dream of later tonight.' (1972: 131). Nietzsche often exalted the qualities of the German writer Johann Goethe, for example his anti-historical approach to his principles and work. In our current visual framework, one must now become anti-future. Our visual language must now look beyond the false future of the publicity image, and thus reclaim the virtues that have consequentially become corrupted, thus allowing a more truthful pursuit of happiness and pleasure. To some degree, we as a society find comfort in the knowledge that such futures depicted in imagery are false. Following Zizek's notion of the cynical subject, by which 'They know that, in their activity, they are following an illusion, but still, they are doing it.' (2008: 30). Individuals subjected to the propaganda of the modern publicity image cannot lay blame with themselves if they fail to reach the unfeasible heights depicted, if they know within themselves that it is inherently false. Despite our knowledge of this, we still consume as if otherwise. If one understands the idols in our imagery are located in some future realm separate to ours, one feels no need fight against its negative impact. Nietzsche describes this also, stating the individual is locked in 'A trade off we make between the desire for domestic peace and quiet, and the will to argue, demand, order and fight' (Armstrong: 2013: 14). I believe it is imperative that one does wholeheartedly argue and fight the language of our visual culture, for this language placates and stalls the progress of one’s individual pleasure and one’s ability to feel the virtue of true desire. 
The visual chapter, which accompanies this text, aims to demonstrate the fallacy of the publicity image. I have combined both constructed and found imagery, attempting to create a playful and satirical piece aimed at subverting the many visual tropes we are surrounded by. The distortion and destruction of such images seeks to reveal the falseness of such idols. By doing so I aim to demonstrate to the viewer how the modern publicity image seeks only to stall our individuality and by reneging against its values can we achieve true happiness via desire and virtues. 
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