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ABSTRACT. Advertising can be regarded as having two
separate functions, one of persuading and one of inform-
ing consumers. Against some who claim that persuasive
advertising using irrational means is moral as long as
the product or service it represents is good or useful,
this paper argues that by denigrating human reason such
advertising is always immoral. On the other hand,
advertisements which present information in a straight-
forward and truthful way are always moral no matter
what they advertise; indeed, only such advertisements
are moral.

Advertising in contemporary society is generally
regarded as having two central and correlative
functions, that of informing and that of persuad-
ing consumers. The informative function is like-
ly to be stressed by the defenders of the adver-
tising practise, for by providing information to
consumers about products, services, and prices
advertising allows the consumer to make reasoned
choices about the things on which he/she will
spend his/her money. On the other hand critics
of advertising are likely to point to its persuasive
function as dominant. Advertising does not
only inform people of the availability of a prod-
uct but entices them to buy it.

These preliminary observations do not by any
means exhaustively cover the nature of adver-
tising. In the first place, advertising may well
have other important functions, such as rein-
forcing a set of economic institutions and prac-
tises or providing a kind of entertainment. There
is little doubt, however, that the main rationale
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for its existence as a marketing tool of business
lies in its ability to inform and to persuade. In
the second place, the informative-persuasive
function of advertising does not clearly demar-
cate it as practise from other forms of rhetoric.
Sales-talk, political speech making, parental
advice-giving have clear and strong informative
and persuasive qualities. A full discussion of the
meaning of advertising as a species of rhetoric
and its place in modern culture cannot be given
here. My purpose in this paper is to offer a
limited moral analysis of these two functions of
advertising as though they could be abstracted
from the total social and historical background
in which they must ultimately appear. I take
advertising to be that which nearly everyone
sees on television and in magazines promoting
some product or service, and, by taking a whole
capitalist economy and liberal value system for
granted, [ shall try to determine when advertising
should be regarded as moral and when immoral.
A similar limited approach to advertising, that
is one which does not subject its ultimate social
and economic presuppositions to critical analysis,
has been tried by Burton Leiser.? Leiser attempts
from a largely utilitarian point of view to deter-
mine when advertising is morally good and when
it is morally bad (prescinding as he puts it from
matters of its tastefulness). Like most intellectu-
als he is uneasy about the seductive attractions
of advertisements and brands as immoral those
advertisements which stimulate a want for those
things which people do not need or which in
fact are positively harmful to them. On the other
hand, he believes that advertisements promoting
products and services which people really need
are moral “by any utilitarian standard”.3 As an
example he offers an insurance advertisement
“that induced a young man to purchase a policy
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just a few days before his untimely death, thus
assuring his widow and small children of a
modest income”.* Since he does not say other-
wise and since he explicitly appeals to utilitarian
standards we should suppose Leiser to hold that
advertisements using means primarily intended
to stimulate wants, to seduce as it were its viewer
into buying the product, would still be moral
given the fact ex hypothesi that the consumer
really needed the product and that the purchase
had good consequences for everybody. Pressing
this a bit we could say that a wide range of
seductive devices could be morally proper for
the advertiser in his efforts to persuade the
consumer to buy something that is ultimately
good for the consumer and which might not
have been bought without such devices. Hence
in assessing the morality of the persuasive func-
tion of advertising, Leiser would claim that it is
not the style or content of the advertisement
which makes it moral or immoral but the product
being promoted and the existence of an actual
need for that product on the part of those to
whom the advertisement is being directed.

What then of the morality of advertising in-
tended to inform rather than or as well as to
persuade? Leiser contends that information
about products or services which are essential
and useful to people is clearly moral. Legal
advertising would be an example of this type.
If, however, advertisements inform us of “per-
sonally or socially harmful products or services”
then they are “immoral on their face”.> Exam-
ples of this would be advertisements for cock-
fights or slave auctions or job notices which
were openly discriminatory. Advertisers may
inform us in good conscience of their products
or services if these things are themselves benefi-
cial, otherwise not.

The scheme by which Leiser evaluates the
informative and persuasive functions of advertis-
ing can be diagrammed this way:

Essential  Harmful

Needed Not Needed
Informative  Good Bad
Persuasive Good Bad

The scheme is appealing and seems based on
common sense. I would like, however, to argue
for a different scheme for appraising the two
functions of advertising.

Let us begin with the persuasive function. It
is well known that the distinguishing characteris-
tic of the modern system of marketing is that it
seeks to create needs and cultivate wants for
things beyond the basic necessities of life. To
assess this aspect of advertising by moral criteria
it would seem necessary to have a clear idea of
the difference between a need and a want. This
in itself could call for a long philosophical ex-
position, but it is possible to formulate a brief
working definition of need and desire (or want)
which is reasonable and clear. A need, we shall
say, is an objectively real deficiency requiring
fulfilment, whether or not that deficiency is
known as such and whether or not that fulfil-
ment is sought. For instance, one may be defi-
cient in a vitamin but not know it; or one may
lack a vitamin and know it but not care to do
anything about it. I purposely eschew all ques-
tions concerning what are objectively real needs
and how one knows them to be such. Suffice
it to say that the definition will admit all sorts
of specialized and changing needs as well as those
considered to be constant and basic needs,
although it is admittedly very difficult to deter-
mine in some cases when something is really a
need. Turning now to a want or desire, we shall
say that it is a felt deficiency requiring fulfil-
ment, whether or not the deficiency can be
objectively determined to be real. A want then
is an emotion, while a need is an objective state
of affairs. I may want another piece of steak
while in fact there is no corresponding lack in
reality which the consumption of the steak
would fill. Of course, I could also want a steak
and actually need its nutrients and calories.

The determination of a need calls for a rational
examination of biological, social, religious,
educational, artistic reality, for human beings
have many types of needs. The fulfilment of
needs, however, is not entirely a matter of rea-
son, but also a matter of will and desire. Thus,
for one who may well know he has a need for
an item it may be necessary to arouse in him
a desire for that item if he is otherwise indif-
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ferent about fulfilling the need. A child may in
some manner know she needs to drink milk,
but nevertheless must be persuaded to do so by
her parents. The arousal of a desire, however, is
not a rational process unless it is preceded by
a knowledge of actual needs. Whereas the process
of filling needs has both a cognitive and affective
component, the gratification of desires, con-
sidered as desires only in isolation from needs, is
merely an affective process.

Now, in order for advertising to be morally
persuasive by Leiser’s criterion it must be ad-
dressing itself to a real need; if it is then it may
also arouse the desire which will help to fulfil
that need. Two relevant questions follow; first,
how can advertisers restrict their message to
those who really need their product or service;
second, how can advertisers, or anyone else for
that matter, determine the genuine needs of
various individuals? By way of reply to the first
question it should be noted that because nearly
all advertising is directed to a general public
there seems to be no feasible way of restricting
advertising’s slogans and models to appearing
before target groups preselected on the basis
of an existing need for what the advertisement is
promoting. The great bulk of advertisements
appears not in specialized journals but in public
media indiscriminately broadcasted and distrib-
uted to anybody who wants them. Hence, while
the young man in Leiser’s example who was
persuaded to buy life insurance just before he
died was fortunate in being induced to buy
something he needed, there would no doubt
have been many thousands, conceivably more,
who were also subject to the advertisement and
prodded by it into wanting a life insurance they
in fact did not need. Thus while rhetorical per-
suasion may be desirable and even necessary in
individual cases with defined deficiencies where
there is no movement to meet those deficiencies,
a general appeal to a mass audience whose needs
have not been defined in a rational way, certain-
ly not by the advertising industry, seems neither
desirable nor moral.

To reply to the second question, let us assume
that genuine needs can be known only by those
who are capable of rational understanding. Is it
likely that a society subject to the persuasive

effects of mass advertising will be inclined to
develop a rationality capable of an honest assess-
ment of human needs? Consider the longrange
effects of having desires for things implanted in
people, irrespective of the fact that these people
may actually not need these things, through an ex-
clusive appeal to senses and emotions, taking
place day after day, month after month, without
interruption on television, on radio, and in
magazines and newspapers. Consider also the
fact that everybody in that society including
advertisers and business persons is subject to
commercial media. It is not plausible that in
such circumstances anyone will acquire the
objective understanding and insight necessary
to determine what are and what are not real
needs. Leiser defends the gimmickny of product
promotion which meets genuine needs, but he
does not see that is is precisely through the
machinations of advertising that the education
of a critical mind which is able to descern the
difference between real and spurious deficien-
cies in the first place is hampered. Taken as a
general, ongoing practise, addressed not to iso-
lated individuals but to society as a whole, an
advertising which concentrates on the cultiva-
tion of wants through irrational means fails to
meet the criterion of utility for it lessens the
well-being of society by undermining the cogni-
tive means for understanding what our real
needs are.5 Thus even if it were certain that
everyone needed to drink milk, it would still
not be proper for some agency to persuade
people by irrational appeals that this is what
they needed, since it would be better for society
to have citizens so educated that they were able
rational means to ascertain what their present
and future needs were.

Let us now consider advertising as a type of
information. The purest form of such advertising
is to be found in the classified sections of news-
papers and in the telephone book’s ‘yellow pages’.
Here to advertise means to convey useful infor-
mation without an overt intent to persuade or
entice consumers. Such advertisements are like
signs; they simply announce the availability of
a product or a service. It is best to keep this kind
of classified advertising in mind when judging
the morality of the informative function since
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that function is usually overwhelmed by the
persuasive dimension in other more prevalent
and powerful types of advertising.”

Can the sheer conveying of information be
immoral in any way? Naturally, as a statement
of facts the advertisement can be true or false
and so would be subject like any other state-
ment to moral principles concerned with lying.
Leiser suggests, however, that even if an informa-
tional statement is true it can in the case of
advertising also be immoral if what it speaks
about is a product or service which is harmful
ot otherwise despicable. For example, suppose
a prostitute were to inform us of her availability
by a notice in the personal section of a news-
paper. Suppose furthermore she were to do so
without any effort to entice customers (an
unlikely supposition to be sure). Or, take an
example of a business man advertising a job with
the blunt stipulation that no blacks need apply.
Leiser would say that the advertisements in both
cases are immoral because they are promoting
immoral practices. Another way that advertising
information could promote immoral activities
and thus be immoral itself according to Leiser
would be if such information were placed in a
publication which was the organ of a ‘hate’
group such as the Nazi party. So, he is actually
alluding to at least four ways in which the in-
formative function of advertising could be
regarded as immoral: (1) by advertising harm-
ful or dangerous products; (2) by advertising
immoral services: (3) by exposing immoral
practices in an announcement for something
which itself is neither harmful nor immoral
(such as the discriminatory job announcement
— it is not the job which is bad); (4) by adver-
tising in media which are the organs and supports
of immoral groups. Leiser’s principle is 2 hypo-
thetical one; he does not argue that things like
prostitution, producing dangerous items, racial
discrimination, and Nazism are bad, but only
that if they are immoral then the advertising of
such things is also immoral. Is his view correct?

There are really two ethics by which the moral-
ity of advertising can be studied and Leiser’s
analysis seems to miss this. There is an ethics
proper to statement-making as such and a much
more comprehensive ethics which investigates

the broader aims and conduct of the people and
institutions who make statements. To illustrate
this, let us suppose we are examining news
reports in a Nazi newspaper. Does it make sense
to demand morally that reporters make their
reports as honestly and accurately as possible
even when working for a Nazi newspaper? I
think it does, and therefore from one standpoint,
if their reports are honest and accurate, the re-
porter’s giving of information is moral. Likewise,
advertising, which is a type of statement, when
it is presented truthfully, is morally proper no
matter where it appears. Of course, the making
of truthful statements is not the only moral
issue connected with reporting or advertising.
A quite separate issue, calling for an extensive
and complicated discussion of different moral
principles, would be concerned for instance with
whether or not a reporter should work for the
Nazis in the first place. This issue is concerned
not with the reporter’s statements as such but
with the goals and values that the bearer of
statements supports. Analogously, questions
about the goals and values that advertising sup-
ports is different from questions about the
propriety of the statements appearing in adver-
tisements, and ought to be treated separately.
Leiser’s work has given the appearance of
suspending all investigation into the values and
economic assumptions underlying the practise
of advertising, and this paper has followed him
in this. For instance, he does not reflect on the
ends of the capitalist systems which advertising
fosters, but takes them for granted, and purports
to be dealing with the moral use of persuasive
and informative advertisements. Whether or not
an advertiser ought to advertise in a Nazi publica-
tion is a very large question akin to the question
of whether or not there ought to be any adver-
tising at all, given the fact that capitalist institu-
tions benefit from it; it is not a question really
which is concerned with the informative func-
tion of advertising in itself. Thus, as long as we
refrain from making a moral critique of the basic
values of our social and economic system there
is no special reason to condemn an advertiser for
speaking truthfully in a Nazi newspaper, no
more than there would be to condemn him for
speaking the truth in a capitalist or communist
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newspaper. From the limits of moral discourse
which are in place here, what one must conclude
is that the evil aims of the publication in which
advertising is displayed do not detract from the
rectitude of accurate informative advertising.
Such advertising is as morally proper as the
truthful statements of a Nazi reporter.

If this position holds then it follows that the
prostitute’s advertisement, the advertisements of
the manufacturer of defective goods, and the
discriminatory job notices are also moral taken
as statements of correct information, as long as
we are interested in the morality of statement-
making only and not in the morality of persons
who use such statements. Surely, if I serve notice
that I am willing to drown a person of your
choosing at a reasonable price, there may be
something wrong with my service, but there is
nothing particularly wrong with my saying that
it is my service. Equally, there is nothing wrong
with informing the public about the availability
of a harmful product, though there is no doubt
a great deal wrong with the making and selling
of such a product. While we may think there is
something abominably evil in a corporation
choosing its employees on the basis of race,
must we believe that a corporation does wrong
in telling people it does this — which is what
effectively happens in a job notice? Consider
also the possibility that advertising informing
us about the availability of bad things is itself
a positive good and ought by utilitarian standards
to be welcomed in a society. One may simply
assume that because the informative function of
advertising is a means of making sales it must
help to sustain the continuation of the service
or product being advertised; and if the product
or service is bad in some way, then the advertise-
ment by perpetuating the existence of bad
things is itself bad. But the opposite could be
true. Classified advertising could be seen as a
means of exposing the evils in a society. If
citizens are seriously opposed to the product
or practise being advertised then they should
welcome the advertisement as a means for re-
vealing their enemies. The point is that if one
opposes a practise then one should want to
eliminate that practise, not the very thing which
reveals its existence and location. Simply find-

ing an advertisement disturbing or offensive, with-
out being moved to do anything about the thing
advertised, suggests that one does not believe the
thing in question to be so bad or immoral after
all or that one does believe it to be bad but is
fleeing one’s responsibilities as a citizen by
making the messenger of evil the scapegoat of
one’s anxieties. If I were really convinced that
prostitution and racism were evil then I would
want the prostitutes and racists to continue to
give notice of their whereabouts in order to
keep track of them and better eliminate them.
It would be much worse to have those activities
remain concealed.

I suspect that some people will find this a
remote and peculiar argument. The reason is of
course that in real life the informative function
of advertising is greatly minimized. I have been
supposing that an advertisement is truthful and
not intent on enticement. It seems to me that a
truthful, arid notice about the availability of a
dangerous thing is moral because I am assuming
that the notice in order to be truthful must in-
form the consumer about the dangers of the
product or service. To advertise a product with-
out disclosing its dangerous characteristics is
a type of fraud and enticement, since in any
sale there is a tacit, but strong, presupposition
that neither party will be harmed by the transac-
tion.® Since in the real world even the driest
of classifieds tend to withold much information,
all advertisements will tend to be acts of irra-
tional persuasion, and I have already categorized
such things as immoral for denigrating human
reason in decision making.

There is, however, one way in which the
communicating of information can be regarded
as harmful in itself and therefore immoral, even
when it is as truthful as possible, and that is
when those receiving the information are unable
to respond to it in a normal, mature manner. It
is wrong to tell children about death, sex, or
rape when they are too young to assimilate this
information in a healthy manner. Such informa-
tion disturbs their judgment and emotional well-
being and may lead them to harmful things.
What is immoral about the purveying of pure
information in this situation is not the subject
matter as such but the confusion of young minds
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unable to integrate the data into their experience.
Likewise with advertising it is not the product
or service that need be bad; information even
about inherently good things such as medicinal
drugs may be destructive if presented at the
wrong time in the child’s development. There-
fore there is a moral obligation on the part of
advertisers and parents to be prudent about
having children see and hear even the most non-
enticing information about the best of products.

My scheme for evaluating advertisements is
then different from Leiser’s. Unlike Leiser I have
argued that all forms of persuasive advertising
are immoral whether or not they help supply
real needs. Furthermore, I have argued that all
forms of informative advertising are moral
whether or not the things advertised are good or
bad, with the qualification that those obtaining
the information are mature enough not to be
seriously harmed by it (and experience suggests
that the possession of knowledge is rarely harm-
ful in itself). My scheme looks like this:

Essential ~ Harmful
Needed Not Needed
Informative  Good Good
(excepting (excepting
children)  children)
Persuasive Bad Bad

Prescinding as we have done from raising the
question of whether the capitalist system of
production and distribution is moral, we should
conclude that the only moral kinds of advertising
ate straightforward announcements of the
availability of goods and services which are
honest about all relevant matters and which are
directed to those who can hear them without
harm. To be morally defensible advertisements
should be purged of all attractive and colorful
properties and slotted in a functional system
much like newspapers classifieds and the ‘yellow
pages’. This may sound extreme but there is no
reason why this should hurt the economy.
People can still make things and sell them;
people can still need things and buy them;
advertising can still exist. The change would be
to have the consumer-citizen be responsible for

ascertaining what it is he or she needs and for
seeking out those products and companies in
some list, for example, which would meet those
needs. If some companies go under because no-
body sought them out and because they were
not able to use skin and sand and catchy tunes
to attract customers, we ought not to worry;
it is clear no one needed what they had to offer
and so they should not exist anyway.
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