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It used to be that if an ad was offensive, you would 
complain, or you might deface it.  



It used to be that if an ad was offensive, you would 
complain, or you might deface it.  



This defacement usually took the form of scrawling 
oppositional messages on advertising hoardings in the 
form of graffiti.  



Hoardings are a one-
way lecture. Graffiti 
creates a two-way 
communication. 
  
Jill Posener 1982, 11 



Strictly speaking, these ads are is not examples of 
subvertising... 



But this is... 
 



and this... 
 



and this... 
 



and this... 
 



So what’s the difference?  
 



 
 

Subvertising works to 
interrupt the 
signification process 
of an advertisement, 
altering it in an 
attempt to invest it 
with an alternative 
message aimed at 
raising a critical 
awareness of anything 
from a particular 
product to industry 
wide practices. 
  

Nomai 2008, 159 



 
 A “subvertisement" 

mimics the look and feel 
of the target ad, 
prompting the classic 
double take as viewers 
realize what they're 
seeing is in fact the very 
opposite of what they 
expected. 
  

Lasn 2001, 131 
 



Subvertising 
overthrows or subverts 
mainstream ads. It 
uses the power of 
brand recognition and 
brand hegemony either 
against itself or to 
promote and unrelated 
value, or idea. 
  

Joseph & Cortese 
2004, 19 

 





Antonio Gramsci



For Gramsci, the ruling 
class, which exercises its 
cultural and ideological 
dominance by using its 
influence to engineer 
consent through 
projecting its own 
ideology as common 
sense while excluding, or 
absorbing alternatives. 
  

Chandler & Munday 
2011, 184 

 



Cognitive Dissonance  



Cognitive Dissonance 
is where two 
inconsistent beliefs are 
held simultaneously or 
when there is a conflict 
between a person's 
beliefs and their 
actions.  
 

O'Shaughnessy & 
O'Shaughnessy 2004, 151 



How cognitive dissonance works for advertising ...   

Firstly, when there is little difference between one product 
and another, except for the false expectations generated by 
the advertising. 

Mercury boy’s trainer                                                         Nike boy’s Trainer 

        £3.95                               £110 



Cognitive dissonance works for advertising ...   

Secondly when 
consumers are made 
to feel hypocritical 
because an ad has 
highlighted 
inconsistencies in 
their beliefs and 
actions.  



However, 
cognitive 
dissonance can 
also work 
against 
advertising. 





The shock of such 
contrasts is 
considerable: not 
because of the 
coexistence of the two 
worlds shown, but 
because of the cynicism 
of the culture which 
shows them one above 
the other. 
,,,,,,,,,, 

John Berger 1972, 153  



If you  are advertising any product never see 
the factory in which it was made… because 
you see, when you know the truth about 
anything, the real inner truth - it is very hard to 
write the surface fluff which sells it. 
 

Helen Woodward (copywriter) 1928,  
Quoted in Ewan 1976, 80 



Television … is a space that is very safe for commercial 
messages. So if you suddenly introduce a note of cognitive 
dissonance... there’s a powerful moment of truth. 
 

Kalle Lasn – Adbusters,  
Quoted in Klein 2001, 296 











Our business is to topple 
existing power structures 
and forge a major 
rethinking of the way we 
will live in the twenty first 
century. We believe that 
culture jamming will 
become in our era, what 
civil rights was to the 
60s, feminism was to the 
70s and environmental 
activism was to the 80s.  
 

Adbusters, quoted in 
Gobé 2002, 34 

 



The countercultural 
idea originated during 
the 1950s, it is 
appropriate that the 
evils of conformity are 
most conveniently 
summarized with 
images of 1950s 
suburban correctness. 
 

Frank, 2002 , 317 



But then came the 60s and 
the revolt against mainstream 
culture… as well as its 
advertising. 



In the late 1980s, 
advertising entered a 
period of crisis. 
Between 1978 and 
1988 total ad spending 
rose from $43 billion to 
$118 billion, however 
profits slipped from 
20% to 10% industry 
wide.   
          

Goldman 1992, 227 



Exercisers at health clubs boycotted treadmills placed 
near monitors showing advertising; people hung up on 
calls when advertising was played while they were on 
hold and television remote controls made ‘ad avoidance’ 
a national pastime. 

Twitchell 1996, 247 



By the late 1980s, a 
new cutting-edge 
advertising emerged, 
as advertisers began 
to indulge in self-
reflective banter to 
win back the favour 
of disenchanted 
consumers. 
 

Goldman & Papson 
1996, 4 





The countercultural 
idea has become 
capitalist orthodoxy ... 
We consume not to fit 
in, but to prove, on 
the surface at least, 
that we are rock 'n' 
roll rebels, each one 
of us as rule-breaking 
and hierarchy-defying 
as our heroes of the 
60s, who now pitch 
cars, shoes and beer. 
 

Frank 2002, 319   





What were indeed 
subversive 
messages in the 
sixties ... now 
sound more like 
Sprite or Nike 
slogans. 
 

Klein 2001, 283 



At the vanguard of this new 
reflexive anti advertising 
movement spearheaded by 
Wieden+Kennedy, an ad agency 
who coopted anti-art styles such 
as Dada to sell products to 
counter-culture baby-boomers. 







I threw my urinal in their 
faces as a challenge… 
 

Marcel Duchamp 



…now they admire it for its aesthetic 
beauty. 



Appropriation 



Williamson's (1978) 
exploration into the 
signification process in 
advertising and its 
relationship to ideology 
argues that the 
placement of various 
objects and texts within 
the structure of the ad 
invites the viewer to 
make connections 
between them. 
 

Nomai, 2008, 159-60  



Since the connections do 
not exist naturally and are 
only suggested by the ad. 
viewers must make those 
connections themselves 
and thus rely on various 
pre-existing '"referent 
systems .... These are 
clearly ideological 
systems [that] draw their 
significance from areas 
outside advertising”  
 

Williamson 1978, 19 



49 

The repeated 
juxtaposition 
of a product 
with a celebrity 
associates 
their glamour 
with the 
product in the 
consumer’s 
mind.  

1970 UK 



50 

‘The Marlboro 
Cowboy… 
conditions us to 
feel that if we 
smoke the 
Marlboro brand 
then people will 
see us as being 
tough and 
independent.’ 

1975 USA 



Williamson says this 
process works to mask 
the goal of the 
advertisement, to create 
connections where there 
are none. This is what 
subvertising works 
against: It illustrates the 
constructedness of 
advertising while creating 
connections between 
products and the 
consequences of their 
consumption.  
 

Nomai, 2008, 160  
 



Instead of the hip 
sexiness of Absolut 
vodka there is impotence. 
Instead of the ineffable 
beauty that comes from 
Calvin Klein there is 
neurosis. Thus, 
subvertising relies on the 
same signification 
process as advertising, 
but aims to link referents 
to meanings that counter 
the standard ideological 
work of ads and raise 
consciousness. Nomai, 2008, 160  





Subvertising is not parody for the sake of parody... 



Subvertising is not parody for the sake of parody... 



Subvertising is not parody for the sake of parody... 



The idea of  
subvertising, “is… a 
kind of cultural 
jujitsu.” 
  
Twitchell 1996, 248  
 



“...you use the ad's 
force against itself.”  
 
 
 
Twitchell 1996, 248  
 



Naomi Klein (2000), 
calls subvertising an, 
‘x-ray of the 
subconscious of an 
advertising 
campaign, 
uncovering not an 
opposite meaning 
but a deeper truth 
behind the layers of 
euphemisms.’ 
 

Klein 2001, 281-2 



The modern urban landscape is dominated by advertisements. 



Poor neighbourhoods have a disproportionately large number 
of advertisements for tobacco, fast-food, or alcohol products.  
 

Klein, 2000, 280  





The strategy of Camel cigarettes is to entice the very young 
into smoking. A 1991 study found that children in the US were 
as familiar with Joe Camel as they were with Mickey Mouse.  
 

Goldman and Papson 1996, 3 



Re-versioning the character Joe Camel as a toddler calls 
attention to the real audience of consumers that Camel is 
targeting with its advertising. 



Subvertising is part of a wider movement known as 
Culture Jamming, a term coined in 1984 by the band 
Negativland. 



Culture jammers are 
a guerrilla movement 
of loosely affiliated 
artists, activists and 
other individuals who 
target advertising. 
 

Twitchell 1996  
 



Jamming works follow 
the same strategy of 
advertisers; they act like 
their target to subvert it. 
The context of an  
additional signified 
creates a paradigmatic 
change and this is the 
point which the strategy 
of ads is destroyed.  
 

Onal 2005, 62,3 
 



Since advertisers fund media outlets there is often a power 
imbalance. 

David and Goliath 



In 1990 a small political advocacy group called Neighbor to 
Neighbor challenged the Bush-Reagan policy of support for 
the EI Salvador regime by organizing a consumer boycott of 
corporate-brand coffees distributed in the United States.  
 

Goldman & Papson 1996, 253 



Neighbor to Neighbor's bought advertising time on local TV 
stations to present ads that argued that Folgers (a Proctor & 
Gamble brand name) "brews misery, destruction and death.” 
 

Goldman & Papson 1996, 253 



When the ad ran, Proctor & Gamble (P&G) became incensed 
and threatened to withdraw all product advertising from 
offending stations. P&G’s ad spend was in excess of $600 
million annually, 25 out of 28 stations agreed to ban the ad.  
 

Goldman & Papson 1996, 253 



This all changed when McDonald’s took on a tiny 
anarchist collective 



•  The libel case became famous: it 
lasted seven years, the longest-
running court action in English history. 

•  It cost McDonald's £10 million.  

•  Evidence proved extremely 
embarrassing for the company. 

•  The case is often described as the 
biggest public relations disaster in 
history. 

•  Before the trial the pamphlet was 
regarded as something of a failure, 
afterwards it was translated into 
twenty-six languages. 



Negativland ‘Pepsi’ (Dipepsi [1997] The Greatest Taste Around) 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9HWN0uG3Xyk 

This is Negativland’s anti Pepsi song called, ‘The 
Greatest Taste Around’. 



“I got fired from my job – 
Pepsi!”   
 
“Nailed Jesus to the cross 
– Pepsi!”  
 
“The Ghastly stench of 
puppy mills – Pepsi!”  
 
“Sheets with stinking 
urine, Bloody shards of 
glass, Mud flaps burnt by 
hot exhaust, Drunkards 
passing gas – Pepsi!” 

These are the lyrics… 



Instead their spokesperson said, “It was a pretty 
good listen.”  

quoted in Klein 2000, 288 

Mindful perhaps of the McDonald’s case, Pepsi did not sue...  



Tactics knows no politics. A 
good idea associated with the 
left can be co-opted by the 
right. A strategy used to 
promote anti-advertising can 
be used by advertisers. 



For the master's tools will 
never dismantle the 
masters house. They may 
allow us to temporarily beat 
him at his own game, but 
they will never enable us to 
bring about genuine 
change. And this fact is only 
threatening to those [of us] 
who still define the master's 
house as their only source 
of support. 
  

Lorde 2007, 112 







One of the masters of this art of reverse subversion 
is the Diesel brand. 



Diesel jeans 
incorporated the 
political content of 
adbusting’s anti-
corporate attacks on 
freemarket 
globalisation... 
 

Klein 2001, 299 



highlighting inequality by juxtaposing First 
World Icons with Third World scenes... 



This visual critique 
of one worldism is 
precisely what 
Diesel’s ‘Brand O’ 
campaign attempted 
to co-opt... 
 

Klein 2001, 299 





Australian Nike Campaign 



Even Negativland’s music was co-
opted by Wieden+Kennedy into 
an ad selling Miller Lite. 



...it made me really depressed because I had thought 
that our aesthetic could not be absorbed into 
marketing. 

Mark Hosler – Negativland, quoted in Klein, 2001 



After a while, what began as a way to talk back 
to ads starts to feel more like evidence of our 
total colonization by them. 
  

Klein 2001, 297  
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