February 1st, 2013

Michael J. Phillips: The Inconclusive Ethical Case Against Manipulative Advertising

Professor Robert Heilbroner saw advertising as a force that debases language, drains thought, and undoes dignity. If used in the public sector it would be named as corrosive but because it’s used in the private sector it escapes that description. Business and advertising participants argued that advertising stimulates technological advance by enabling firms to inform consumers. This then leads to competition enhancement, and prevents market concentration and stagnation.

William Winpisinger agreed with Heilbroner but he also went on to say that advertising exploits and manipulates the vast range of human fears and needs. 

Michael Phillips made two assumptions about “manipulative advertising”:
1. It plays a major role in increasing the general tendency to consume.
2. It powerfully influences individual consumer purchase decisions. 

Manipulative Advertising
Michael Phillips defines manipulative advertising as advertising that tries to favorably modify consumers’ perceptions of the advertised product by appeals to factors other than the product’s physical attributes and functional performance. 

John Waide refers to the most common type of manipulative advertising as “associative advertising”. Advertisers use this to favorably influence consumer perceptions of a product by associating it with a nonmarket good (ex. sex, power, status). By purchasing the product, their ads suggest the consumer will somehow get the nonmarket good (“buy me and you will enjoy life”). It seeks to increase the product’s perceived value and thus to induce its purchase. 

What the Critics Think
John Kenneth Galbraith wrote The Affluent Society where he talks about the dependence effect. 
The dependence effect is the way the process of consumer goods production creates and satisfies consumer wants. Increased production means increased consumption.

Richard Lippke says background factors (unequal access to higher education) paves the way for advertising’s success by depriving people of autonomy. 

Krutch likens society to a huge machine whose aim is the conversion of natural resources into consumer products. For the machine to work the human components must play their roles. This can be done by:
1. Implanting in people an intense desire for consumer goods.
2. Requiring that they do productive work to get the money to buy those goods. 
If what he says is accurate then advertising plays a major role in sustaining the system. Galbraith suggested that based on what Krutch was saying the worker/consumer could be compared to a squirrel who races full force to keep up with a wheel propelled by his own efforts. Business leaders agree with Krutch that advertising is essential to prosperity. 

William H. Genge said large advertising expenditures are an essential allocation and the driving force behind consumption, job creation, and prosperity. 
Assumption and Plan of Attack
Four possible ethical attacks on manipulative advertising:
1. Has negative consequences for utility
2. Undermines personal autonomy
3. Violates Kant’s categorical imperative
4. Weakens the personal virtue of its practitioners and its victims

One defense for manipulative advertising would be that eliminating it would be worse than its continuance.

In order for all four values or theories to be fully valid at the same time would be hard. Therefore, Michael Phillips treats them as prima facie valid: he assumes their claims must be balanced against one another if there are any conflicts. 
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