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After this, we compared each others ‘brain’. It was really 
interesting to see the different ways people had approached 
this exercise; whether illustrative, abstract, or by what they felt 
physically as well as mentally.

A discussion based on McGilchrist’s concept of us living in a 
world dominated by the left hemisphere then started. During 
this, we were asked if we agreed that the world is governed 
by left hemisphere characteristics, starting a heated discussion 
in the group about responsibility in design and the influence 
individuals can have in society. Some believed that they can not 
directly make changes to improve society whilst others argued 
you definitely can and you should always try. This links to 
Adriana Eysler’s lecture about designers being agents for social 
change.

Despite being interested by the concepts raised by Edwards, 
this lecture didn’t captivate me as much as the previous ones 
did and it’s perhaps not a topic I will read further into after 
comparing it to some of the other issues and themes talked 
about.
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Kenneth Goldsmith 

“Even in their 
most abstracted 
form, letters are 
embedded with 

semantic, semiotic, 
historical, cultural 
and associative 

meanings.” 
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This lecture continued on from the theme of Uncreative 
Writing, previously explored in Mason’s ‘Holding Text’ lecture. 
This time looking at literary texts which put emphasis on form, 
over plot; whilst questioning the political aspect of language 
and art.
We were asked to look at writing not as text, but as art. 
Offering a new way of seeing and provoking a more 
personal response to the piece.

“Like a logo, a poem should be instantly recognisable.”

Concrete poetry, a term coined in the 1950s, is the treatment 
of words and letters as building blocks with the intention of 
using letter arrangements to enhance the meaning of a poem. 
Examples of concrete poetry: 
 
After the Concrete Poetry movement, came Oulipo,in the 
mid 20th century. It had similar characteristics, working with 
restraints and non emotional writing. ‘A Void’, written by 
George Perec, a key member of this movement, was written 
entirely without the use of the letter ‘E’ whilst following the 
Oulipo style, which links to the non emotional aspect, as he 
cannot make reference to his own name, or his family and 
their names.
 
In the lecture, we were asked to create our own concrete 
poetry. This is my attempt. 
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This lecture, despite more interactive than 
others, didn’t keep me captivated, perhaps 
because I was already set on basing my 
essay on Eysler’s First Things First lecture/
topic. I learnt a lot about the different 
movements in poetry and I have been taught 
to view written language in a more extensive 
range of forms however it is not a theme I am 
particularly interested in perusing.

“Speaking from above, at such accelerated virtue, you’re more 
dark outside than in.”
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Essay 
“We will uncool their 
billion dollar brands.” 
What is the Culture 

Jammer’s Movement’s 
analysis of our culture, 

and what is Culture 
Jamming trying to do? 

How successful is 
Culture Jamming as a 

technique?
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Immersed in their advertisements, we live not as people but, as 
targets for visual stimulation from the ‘billion dollar brands’; 
as suggested by New York based consumer culture lecturer, 
Stuart Ewen (1976, p. 84). The billion dollar brands achieve 
their mass profit by using well implemented and manipulative 
branding to encourage consumption. However, it is important 
to understand that branding goes beyond the visual aspects. 
What makes a brand is invisible; it’s an ethos, a set of values, 
and unfortunately the marketing skills of these corporations 
make us blind to lies and exploitation. Often mistaken simply 
as a vandal, a Culture Jammer is someone against these billion 
dollar brands, with a goal to expose the true price we are 
paying for these products, a price not of money, but of ethics. 
A Culture Jam is an interception, “an X-ray of the subconscious 
of a campaign” as described by ‘No Logo’ author Naomi Klein 
(2010, p. 282), which can be achieved in a number of methods. 
The origins of Culture Jamming shall be explored, as well as 
the Culture Jammer’s analysis of our culture; I shall discuss their 
efforts to rebel against our culture, and the level of success their 
techniques can have.

The way in which contemporary society came to be the way it 
is now, and the origins of Culture Jamming itself, must be first 
explored in order to explain the Culture Jammer’s analysis of 
our culture. 

Working in the early 20th Century, Edward Bernays was 
the founder and leader of modern and commercial public 
relations and can be identified as the man who shaped the 
consumerist society we live in today. As written by Guardian 
journalist, Tim Adams (2002), Bernays was one of the first to 
recognize that the subconscious of the human mind could be 
appealed to in order to sell. He therefore “treated all people 
as mechanically identical” and called for a “mass psychology” 
to be implemented in order to control the public (Ewen, 1976, 
p. 83). As a result of this, Bernays and therefore the advertisers 
of this time knew how to appeal to the masses. This is evidenced 
by the 1929 ‘Torches of Freedom’, a campaign created by 
Bernays to encourage women’s smoking. At this time, it was not 
publicly acceptable for women to smoke, meaning cigarette 
companies were not profiting to their full potential. Under the 
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American Tobacco Company’s employment, Bernays staged a 
dramatic public display of women smoking in New York City, 
during the Easter Day Parade. The campaign was considered 
successful as sales of cigarettes to women increased after this. 
As a result, cigarette companies followed Bernays’s lead and 
created ad campaigns that targeted women. (Christensen, 
2012). Manipulating the, then current, issue of women’s rights 
to sell cigarettes highlights Bernays’ using psychology to push 
products on the masses. 
 

Using similar techniques, soon advertisers didn’t even need 
to work as hard, they had already created ‘a fear’. “The 
individual was constantly judged by others… fear in women of 
being frumps, fear in men of being duds.” (Ewen, 1976, p.96).  
This fear ensured that people kept buying what was sold to 
them as the new trends and ensured the ‘billion dollar brands’ 
would keep profiting. The alternative for those of whom did not 
buy into the new trends? As suggested by Ewen (1976, p.95), 
rejection, quizzical looks and doubtful stares. This is the Culture 
Jammer’s dubious analysis of our culture, and this is what they 
are fighting against.

The term Culture Jamming was coined in 1984, however its 
origins can be traced considerably further back. Formed in 
1954, The Situationists International, were a group of agents 
for social change; their notion of détournement is very similar 
to Culture Jamming, in which expressions of the capitalist 
system and media culture were turned against themselves (Holt, 
2010, p.252). However authors Heller and Vienne (2003, 
p.210-211) believe the act of Culture Jamming can be traced 
further back than even the Situationists. The trans-historical 
and ancient figure of the trickster serves as a foreshadowed 
characterisation for Culture Jammers. “The trickster is a 
boundary crosser and a speaker of profanities… The trickster 
can bring to the surface a distinction previously hidden from 
sight. He disrupts and reshapes the world around him.” (LePore, 
2012). This description strongly emulates the intentions of the 
Culture Jammer; it highlights their analysis of our culture by 
suggesting there is something to be exposed, and that there is a 
need for a reshaped society. 
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Prominent examples of contemporary Culture Jams, influenced 
by the Situationist’s concept of détournement, and similar to 
the acts of the trickster shall be explored; however, before 
discussing how Culture Jamming is being used to reshape our 
society, we need to know the shape it is now in, and how it 
came to be molded this way…

Through their many methods, Culture Jammers are trying to give 
people a free and authentic life, which founder and editor of 
Adbusters magazine Lasn, (1999) believes is made impossible 
today. “Our role is mostly to listen and watch – and then, 
based on what we have heard and seen, to buy.” (Lasn, 1999). 
Adbusters, based in Vancouver, use Saul Alinsky’s analogy 
of jujitsu to explain Culture Jamming; “You slap the giant on 
the back. We use the momentum of the enemy” (Klein, 2010, 
p.281). Translating simply as using the billion dollar brand’s 
own influence on the public to take them down, by distorting 
their messages to reveal what the Culture Jammer sees as the 
truth. Adbusters has railed against consumerism since 1989 
using several different types of Culture Jams. Most notably 
Adbusters popularised the annual ‘Buy Nothing Day’ (Kingsley, 
2012). In 1992, ‘Buy Nothing Day’ was promoted by Adbusters, 
with the aim to convince people not to purchase anything on 
Black Friday, the Friday after Thanksgiving in America; a 
highly popular day for shopping due to reduced prices for 24 
hours. Evidently this was a near impossible task, and didn’t stop 
people spending, however Heller and Vienne (2012, p.168) 
suggest that although it didn’t work as such, the campaign gave 
out a serious message about consumption and still made people 
think twice. As well as events like this Adbusters and Culture 
Jammers alike, use many other techniques to uncool the ‘billion 
dollar brands’, some with more success than others…

With the goal to “reclaim public space from the increasing 
‘contamination’ of commercial messages” (Harold, 
2007), Culture Jammers use a variety of methods in their 
communication. The recent development of technology and 
software such as Photoshop has meant that the anti-brand 
communication can be a lot more effective. It has helped 
distinguish the culture jammer from the common vandal, and 
has therefore made more people susceptible to the ‘Jammer’s’ 
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messages. Using photo editing means Culture Jammers can 
communicate a conflicting message to what a brand intended, 
whilst using that brands own aesthetic characteristics; resulting 
in the onlooker being humored by it. Adbusters use photo 
editing to parody a lot of adverts, their ‘Absolut Craze’ series 
is an example of this, where they use similar aesthetics to that 
of Absolut Vodka’s advertising campaigns, but instead use it 
to convey an opposing message about the dangers of their 
product. As suggested by Klein (2010, p.281), sophisticated 
Culture Jams aren’t just ‘ad parodies’, they’re interceptions and 
counter messages. This is evidenced in the Absolut Craze series 
of posters. These hard hitting and powerful images counteract 
Bernays concept of appealing to the subconscious of the 
human brain, by using the same technique to instead create a 
disapproval towards the product in the viewer’s mind. Making the 
intended viewer associate the product with death, thus preventing 
their desire to purchase it. This fits in with Klein’s (2010, p. 281) 
description of sophisticated Culture Jams sending a message 
which is “starkly at odds with the one that was intended”. Making 
the brand ‘Absolut’ about death, rather than drinking with friends 
and having fun. 

      
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The ‘Absolut Craze’ series of posters, created by Adbusters. 
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In contrast to using photo editing as a technique for Culture 
Jamming, there is the method of physically defacing adverts to 
convey a message. Culture Jamming is executed by individuals 
so many still chose to graffiti and deface billboards, however 
generally speaking it has evolved from simply spray-painting a 
billboard to actually adapting it in much more innovative way. 
This is evidenced in the Liberated Landscapes - Anti Advertising 
Campaign video (Liberated Landscapes, 2012). The video 
acts as instructions or advice for Culture Jammers on possible 
techniques for physically adapting street adverts. One example 
exhibits a protester blocking a bus stop advert with a custom 
made cover, written on it, the message “Advertisement Board 
Suspended, this advert has been deemed hazardous and 
therefore has been suspended by ARS”. 

  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
An ‘Advertisement Board Suspended’ cover on a bus stop advert, 
taken from a screenshot in the ‘Liberated Landscapes – Anti 
Advertising Campaign’ Youtube video.
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The reactions of the public are filmed, and it is evidenced 
that many members of the public try to lift up the cover to see 
what’s underneath. This highlights the success of the protest 
as it has provoked human interaction; people have read the 
message and are intrigued as to what has been ‘blocked’, when 
they lift up the cover and see that underneath is an everyday 
advert it triggers a curiosity. It makes them think more into the 
advert than they would have ordinarily; which is the aim of the 
Culture Jammer.

Measuring the success of Culture Jamming is difficult due to the 
many variety of methods within it, all gaining different levels 
of success. Using an interview I have conducted on the issue of 
Culture Jamming, I shall gage an overall idea of the method’s 
success. 

Culture Jamming is used to provoke a personal response; 
to make a viewer rethink about purchasing from the billion 
dollar brands. Based on this idea, I interviewed student, Elliott 
Lyttleton, someone who often purchases clothing from brands 
such as Nike and Adidas; brands that frequently fall victim to 
Culture Jamming protests due to being notorious for exploiting 
their workers. After presenting him with examples of Culture 
Jams against these brands he stated “I am aware that brands 
such as Adidas exploit their workers, and I have seen several 
different Culture Jams against these brands, however that’s not 
what’s going through my head when I buy my clothes, and it’s 
the same for most other shoppers.” To some, this may suggest 
that Culture Jamming is not a successful technique, however 
more accurately it means that the interviewee likes the brands 
no matter what, the intention of a Culture Jam is to get a 
message across, it was successful in this because the interviewee 
is aware of the brands unethical exploitation; he’s just made a 
conscious decision to continue buying from them. It indicates that 
it is not the Culture Jamming failing to get a message across; it 
has just failed to change someone’s intentions to purchase from 
those brands.
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These were the Culture Jam’s I presented to interviewee Elliott 
Lyttleton, they are campaigning against the brands he often 
purchases from, thus I was trying to gage their effectiveness and 
influence on him.
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Overall the Culture Jammer’s Movement’s analysis of our culture 
is that we as consumers are oblivious to the true nature of the 
billion dollar brands; that they exploit us as customers as well 
as their workers. They believe we are not living life to its full 
potential and as indicated by ‘Jammer’s’ such as Lasn (1999) 
we have no freedom and are living an unauthentic life. Culture 
Jamming is trying to change people’s views of the ‘billion dollar 
brands’…

Looking too much at examples of Culture Jammer’s such as 
Adbusters with their ‘Buy Nothing Day’, would suggest that 
their ultimate goal is to fully stop people purchasing from these 
brands; however this is not their primary focus… It is more 
about allowing people to make a conscious decision about 
what they purchase; to stop people being brainwashed by the 
advertisements that surround them, as achieved by Bernays. 
Based on this analysis, Culture Jamming as a technique is 
hugely successful, as through their various methods, such as 
Adbuster’s ad parodies, and physical adaptations to billboards 
implemented by the Liberated Landscapes Organization, 
amongst others, they get highly poignant messages across to 
consumers. Consumers are given the option to think twice by 
Culture Jammers; allowing them to know the full picture before 
purchasing. Some may argue that Culture Jamming could be 
made more successful by being so effective that it completely 
stops people from purchasing from the billion dollar brands; 
but this primarily would be taking people’s freedom of choice 
away from them and would go against everything the Culture 
Jammer fights against. This point is suggested in the interview 
I conducted, where Lyttleton was aware of Nike and Adidas’s 
exploitation towards workers based on the messages he had 
received through various Culture Jammer’s campaigns; yet 
he makes the choice to continue shopping with them. Culture 
Jamming in its many forms has been around for centuries and 
with growing technologies shall continue to thrive; it is important 
that these ‘tricksters’ carry on campaigning, and encourage 
freethinking for the public.
“We are governed, our minds are molded, our tastes formed, 
our ideas suggested, largely by men we have never heard of.” 
(Ewen, 1976, p.94). 
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(Ewen, 1976, p.94). 
“We are 

governed, 
our minds are 

molded, our tastes 
formed, our ideas 
suggested, largely 
by men we have 
never heard of.”  
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