136

Reprinted from The Nation (June 1, 1964), pp. 555-57. Used by permission of publisher.

The Day the Ads Stopped

GEORGE G. KIRSTEIN

THE day the advertising stopped began just like
any other day—the sun came up, the milk was
delivered and people started for work. I noticed
the hrst difference when 1 went out on the porch
to pick up The New York Times. The newsdealer had
advised me that the paper would now cost 50¢ a
day so I was prepared for the new price beneath
the weather forecast, but the paper was thinner
than a Saturday edition in summer. I hefted it
thoughttully, and reflected that there really was no
alternative to taking the Times. The News had sus-
pended publication the day before the advertising
stopped with a final gallant editorial blast at the
Supreme Court which had declared the adverusing
prohibition constitutional. . . .

As I glanced past the big headlines chronicling
the foreign news, my eye was caught by a smaller
bank:

| KILLED, | INJURED IN

ELEVATOR ACCIDENT AT MACY'S.
The story was rather routine; a child had somehow

gotten into the elevator pit and his mother had tried
to rescue him. The elevator had descended, killing
the woman, but fortunately had stopped before
crushing the child. It was not so much the story as
its locale that drew my attention. 1 realized that this
was the first time in a full, rich life that I had ever
read a newspaper account of an accident in a de-
partment store. | had suspected that these mis-
fortunes befell stores, as they do all business
institutions, but this was my first conhrmation.

There were other noticeable changes in the Times.
Accounts of traffic acadents now actually gave the
manufacturers’ names of the vehicles involved as,
“A Cadillac driven by Harvey Gilmore demolished
a Volkswagen operated by. . . .” The feature
column on “Advertising” which used to tell what
agencies had lost what accounts and what assistant
vice president had been elevated was missing. As a
matter of fact, the whole newspaper, but particu-
larly the Financial Section, exhibited a dearth of
“news” stories which could not possibly interest
anyone but the persons mentioned. Apparently,
without major expenditures for adverusing, the
promotion of Gimbels’ stocking buyer to assistant
merchandise manager was not quite as “news-
worthy” as it had been only yesterday. Movies and
plays were listed in their famihar spot, as were
descriptions of available apartments in what used to
be the classified section. The women's page was
largely a catalogue of special offerings in depart-
ment and food stores, but no comparative prices
were given and all adjecuves were omitted. One
could no longer discover from reading the Times,
or any other paper, who had been named Miss
National Car Care Queen or who had won the Miss
Rheingold contest.

Driving to work, I observed workmen removing
the billboards. The grass and trees behind the wall
of signs were beginning to reappear. The ragged
posters were being ripped from their tamihar loca-
tions on the walls of warehouses and stores, and
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the natural ugliness of these structures was once
more apparent without the augmenting tawdriness
of last year's political posters or last week’s neigh-
borhood movie schedules.

I turned on the car radio to the subscription FM
station to which I had sent my $10 dues. The music
came over the air without interruption, and after
awhile a news announcer gave an uninterrupted
version of current events and the weather outlook.
No one yet knew which radio stations would be able
to continue broadcasting. It depended on the loyalty
with which their listeners continued to send in their
subscription dues. However, their prospects were
better than fair, for everyone realized that, since
all merchandise which had previously been adver-
used would cost considerably less on the store
counter, people would have funds available to pay
for the news they read or the music or other pro-
grams they listened to. The absence of the familiar
commercials, the jingles, the songs and the endless
repetition of the nonsense which had routinely
offended our ears led me to consider some of these
savings. My wife’s lipsticks would now cost half as
much as previously; the famous brand soaps were
selling at 25 per cent below yesterday’s prices; razor
blades were 10 per cent cheaper; and other appl-
ances and merchandise which had previously been
natonally advertised were reduced by an average of
5 per cent. The hallowed myth that retail prices did
not reflect the additional cost of huge advertsing
campaigns was exploded once and for all. Certainly
these savings should add up to enough for me to
pay for what I listened to on my favorite radio
station or read in the newspaper of my choice.

After parking my car, I passed the familiar news-
stand between the garage and the office. “Life $1,”
the printed sign said. “Time and Newsweek, 75¢.”
Next to these announcements was a crayon-scrawled
message! “Consumer Reports sold out. Bigger ship-
ment next week.” I stopped to chat with the newsie.
“The mags like Consumer Reports that tell the truth
about products are selling like crazy,” he told me.
“Reader’s Digest is running a merchandise analysis
section next month.” I asked about the weekly
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journals of opinion. He said, “Well now they are
half the price of the news magazines— The Nation
and The New Republic prices have not gone up, you
know, but I don't think that will help them much.
After all, a lot of magazines are going to begin
printing that exposé-type stuff. Besides, people are
buying books now. Look!” He pointed across the
street to the paperback bookstore where a crowd
was milling around as though a fire sale were in
Progress.

I walked over to the bookstore and found no
special event going on. But books represented much
better value than magazines or newspapers, now
that the latter were no longer subsidized by adver-
tisements, and the public was snapping up the
volumes.

Sitting 1n my office, I reviewed the events and the
extraordinary political coalition that had been
responsible for passing the advertising prohibition
law through Congress by a close margin. The
women, of course, had been the spearhead of the
drive. Not since the Anti-Saloon-League days and
the militant woman-suffrage movement at the
beginning of the century had women organized so
militantly or expended energy more tirelessly in
pursuit of their objective. Their slogans were
geared to two main themes which reflected their
major grievances. The hrst slogan, “Stop making
our kids killers,” was geared mainly to the anti-
television campaign. The sadism, killing and assorted
violence which filled the TV screens over all chan-
nels from early morning to late at night had finally
so outraged mothers’ groups, PI'As and other
organizations concerned with the country’s youth
that a massive parents’ movement was mobilized.

The thrust of the women’s drive was embodied
in their effective two-word motto, “Stop lying.”
Women's organizations all over the country es-
tablished committees to study all advertisements.
For the first time in history, these common messages
were analyzed in detail. The results were published
in anti-advertising advertisements, by chain letter
and by mouth. The results were devastating. No
dog-food manufacturer could claim that pets loved
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his product without having the women demand,
“How in the name of truth do you know? Did you
interview the dogs?” No shampoo or cosmetic
preparation could use the customary blandishments
without having the women produce some witch who
had used the particular product and who had lost
her hair, developed acne, or had her fingernails
curl back.

Women led the attack, but the intellectuals soon
joined them, and the clergy followed a little later.
The intellectuals based their campaign largely on
the argument that the English language was losing
its usefulness, that word meanings were being so
corrupted that it was almost impossible to teach
youth to read to any purpose. One example com-
monly cited was the debasement of the superlative
“greatest.” The word had come to mean anything
that didn’t break down; viz., “the greatest lawn
mower ever,” interpreted realisucally, was an instru-
ment that, with luck, would cut grass for one sum-
mer. The clergy’s campaign was geared simply to
the proposition that it was impossible to teach
people the virtues of truth when half-truths and
lies were the commonly accepted fare of readers
and viewers alike.

Opposition to the anti-advertising law was 1m-
pressive, and at the beginning it looked as 1t all the
big guns were arrayed against the women. Spokes-
men for big business contended throughout the
campaign that elimination of advertising meant
eliminaton of jobs. The fallacy of this argument
was soon exposed when all realized that it was not
men’s jobs but simply machine running time that
was involved. By this decade of the century, the
cybernetic revolution had developed to a point
where very few men were involved 1n any of the
production or distribution processes. No one could
feel much sympathy for the poor machines and
their companion computers because they would be
running only four hours daily instead of six.

Some merchants tried to blunt the “stop lying”
slogan by telling the absolute truth. One San
Francisco store adverused:

2.000 overcoats—only $12 Let's face it—our buyer
goofed! These coats are dogs or you couldn't possibly
buy them at this price. We're losing our shirt on this
sale and the buyer has been fired. But, at least, many
of these coats will keep you warm.

The trouble with this technique was that it back-
fired in favor of the women. The few true ads, by
contrast, drew attention to the vast volume of
exaggeration, misrepresentation and outright hes
that were printed as usual. The advertising industry
published thirteen different editions of its “Adver-
users Code” in the years preceding the law’s pas-
sage, but few could detect any difference from the
days when no code at all existed.

The press, of course, was the strongest opponent
and loudest voice against the advertising prohibi-
tion. Its argument was largely legalistic, based on
the First Amendment to the Constitution, for the
publishers had decided at the outset of their defense
not to emphasize the fact that if advertising stopped,
readers would actually have to pay for what they
read, rather than have America’s largest corpora-
tions pay for the education and edification of the
public. However, the words “Free Press” came to
have a double meaning —both an unhampered
press and a press that charged only a nominal fee
for the publications.

The constitutional argument was really resolved
in that final speech on the floor of the Senate betore
a gallery-packed audience, by Senator Thorndike
of Idaho. His memorable oration, certainly among
the greatest in the Senate’s distinguished history,
concluded:

And so, Mr. President, the opponents of this measure
[the advertising prohibition] claim that the founders of
this republic, our glorious forefathers, in their august
wisdom, forbade the Congress to interfere with the free-
dom of the press to conduct itself in any way it found
profitable. But | say 10 you, that the framers of our Con-
stitution intended to protect the public by permitting the
press, without fear or favor, to examine all of the institu-
tions of our democracy. Our forefathers planned a press



free to criticize, free to analyze, free to dissent. They
did not plan a subsidized press, a conformist press, a
prostitute press.

The applause was thunderous and the bill
squeaked through the Senate by four votes. Three
years later, the Supreme Court upheld Senator
Thorndike’s interpretation. That was two days ago,
and today the advertsing stopped.

All morning 1 worked in the office, and just before
noon I went uptown for lunch. The subway cars
were as drab as ever and seemed a hittle less bright
because of the absence of the famihar posters.
However 1n one car the Camera Club of the Tech-
nical Trades High School had “hung” a show of
New York City photographs chosen from student
submissions. In another car, the posters on one
side carried Session I of a course in Spanish for
English-speaking riders, while the opposite side
featured the same course in English for those
speaking Spanish. This program was sponsored by
the Board of Education which had subcontracted
the administration of it to the Berlitz school. A
poster 1n both languages in the middle of the car
explained that the lessons would proceed on a
weekly basis and that by sending $1 to the Board of
Education, review sheets and periodic tests would
be available upon request.

On Madison Avenue, the shopping crowds were
milling around as usual, but there was a noticeable
absence of preoccupied and hatless young men
hurrying along the street. The retirement plan
that the advertsing industry had worked out
through the insurance companies was fairly gener-
ous, and the majority of key personnel that had
been laid off when the agencies closed were relieved
not to have to make the long trek from Westport or
the nearer suburbs each day. Some of the copy-
writers who had been talking about it since their
youth were now really going to write that novel.

Others had set up shop as public relations
counselors, but the outlook for their craft was not
bright. Without the club of advertising, city editors
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looked over mimeographed press releases with a
new distaste, and it 1s even rumored that on some
newspapers the orders had come down to throw
out all such “handouts™ without exception. On the
magazines, the old struggle between the editonal
staff and the adverusing sales staff for dominance
had finally been resolved by the elimination of the
latter. There were even some skeptics who believed
that public relations counseling would become a
lost art, like hand basket weaving. So most former
advertising copywriters planned to potter about in
their gardens, cure their ulcers and give up drink-
ing. They were not so many. It was a surprise to
most people to learn that the advertsing industry,
which had had such a protound effect on the coun-
try’s habits and moral atutudes, directly employed
fewer than 100,000 people.

Outside 383 Madison Avenue, moving vans were
unloading scientific equipment and laboratory
accessories into the space vacated by Batten, Barton,
Durstine & Osborn. The ethical drug industry had
evolved a plan, in the three-year interim between
the passage of the advertising prohibition and the
Supreme Court’s validation of 1t, to test all new
drugs at a central imparual laboratory. Computers
and other of the latest information-gathering
machinery were massed in the space vacated by this
large advertising agency to correlate the results of
drug tests which were being conducted 1n hospitals,
clinics, laboratories and doctors’ ofhces throughout
the world.

The Ford Foundation had given one of 1ts richest
grants, nearly three-quarters of a billion dollars, to
the establishment of this Central Testing Bureau.
The American Medical Association had finally
agreed, under considerable public pressure, to take
primary responsibility for its administration. It was
pointed out to the doctors that when the drug
companies could no longer make their individual
claims through advertisements in the AMA bulletin
or the medical society publications, a new and more

rehable method of disseminating information would
be required. At the outset, the AMA had joined
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the drug companies in fighting bitterly against the
prohibituon, but the doctors now took considerable
pride in their centralized research and correlation
facilities. The AMA bulletin, once swollen to the
bulk of a small city’s telephone directory, was now
only as thick as a summer issue of Newsweek. Doctors
no longer would find their mail boxes stuffed with
throw-away material and sample pills; but they
would receive the weekly scientific report from
Central Testing Bureau as to the efhicacy of and
experience with all new preparations.

Late in the afternoon, I began to hear the first
complaints about the way the new law worked. One
of the men came in and picked up a folder of
paper matches lying on my desk. “I'm swiping
these; they're not giving them out any more, you
know.” Someone else who had been watching TV
said that the two channels assigned to the govern-

ment under a setup like that of the B.B.C., were
boring. One channel showed the ball game, but the
other had been limited to a short session of the
Senate debating the farm bill, and a one-hour view
of the UN Security Council taking up the latest
African cnisis. My informant told me the Yanks had
won 8 to 0, and the Senate and the UN weren't
worth watching. I reminded him that when the
channel that was to be supervised by the American
Academy of Arts and Sciences got on the air, as
well as the one to be managed by a committee of
the local universities, things might improve. “Cheer
up,” I told him, “At least it’s better than the West-
erns and the hair rinses.”

Oh, there were some complaints, all nght, and 1
suppose there were some unhappy people. But per-
sonally I thought the day the adverusing stopped was

the best day America had had since the last war ended.



