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Extreme and Empty Promises: How VO5 Distorts Ethics

A guy walks into a subway car, sees a face identical to Artemis’s staring back at him, and with those “come hither” eyes she jumps his bones.  She is consumed with the thrill of the hunt, her quest for lust.  The strangers have wild and passionate sex from 24th Street all the way to 108th:  uncontrollable, unashamed.  They tear at each other’s clothes and grope for what small degree of comfort they can find in the restrictive seats.  Why would two such people reach out for each other in the dingy recesses of the local tube?  Naturally, the reason would be in VO5’s new Extreme line of hair product.  VO5 claims to “Break the Mold,” and, for just a few dollars, everyone can have promiscuous sex.  It only takes one bottle of product…and it would seem America is simple-minded enough to believe it.  It sounds like a joke, using promises of random hook-ups to sell perfect hair, but the American audience is more than ready and willing for prodding.  This ad works extremely well because its simple, seductive message brainwashes impressionable girls into believing a product will add passion and intrigue to life—and its subtle symbolic qualities subconsciously embed themselves in the collective psyche of young female “readers” of teen magazines. 

This scene was the subject of VO5’s advertisement in the November 2007 issue of Lucky, a magazine targeted at young women and their libido.  What do ads like this point to, aside from disheveled-looking youths caught in sex comas?  The fact is our desire for sex is stronger than we would like to think.  It is in our television, our music, our magazines, our speech, and our dreams at night.  Marketing agencies have honed in on this primal instinct, creating false conclusions in order to sell product.  Whether people would like to admit it our not, advertising is more powerful than any amount of reason or individual thought we would like to think we have, “not in the sense of hidden messages imbedded in ice cubes, but in the sense that we aren’t consciously aware of what advertising is doing” (Kilbourne 114).  


Ads like VO5’s are everywhere, but this particular one serves as a good example of how America is being completely seduced, following whoever promises crazier and more gratuitous fantasies.  In this case, these fantasies involve having sex in one of the most public of places, a subway car.  The characters in the ad are acting as “extreme” as the product line they support and show no shame in their actions.  What VO5 is saying is that when using its product, consumers will become one of the special, one of the desired; so desired in fact, that beautiful men and women alike will be dying for sex with them at any place and any time.  By changing this one aspect of personal hygiene, using this one simple hair product, does VO5 expect an entire country to believe that they can honestly indulge in such eroticism?  Yes.  Not only that, but they do it with significant success.  Between 2006 and 2007, when the Extreme ad campaign was launched, VO5 boasted a 10.2 % boost in annual net sales (Alberto-Culver Reports 19).  Imagine how many impressionable young readers had their minds trapped by VO5 using the slightest suggestion of sexual freedom.  Using promiscuity, companies like VO5 would agree that “many teens fantasize that objects will somehow transform their lives, give them social standing, and respect” (Kilbourne 123).  With this specific ad, the hair products will give teens a sexual mystique that leads them to a false sense of achievement or accomplishment.


What this ad also suggests is the role of lust over love.  Love is somehow unimportant by Extreme standards, only instant gratification of sexual desires.  Love is lost in the background, shadowed by a sexual revolution.  John Lennon proclaimed, “All you need is love” when he should have been saying, “All you need is product.”  This false sense of happiness through the use of material objects only shows how moral values have slipped, and that as much as we want to think and act purely, we are unable to.  Society is in a battle between their ideals and their impulses, and the impulses seem to be steadily gaining ground.  Love is lost to lust, just like the media wants people to believe.  If the media says that lust is more important and that using their hairspray is going to get teens the hip-grinding action they deserve, the general public is going to believe them.  People are turning in a new sexual revolution, desperately trying to cling to what is right, when the world around them is seducing them into doing what they know is both wrong and manipulative.


This is not to say that this form of sexual liberation is a new concept to America.  Particularly since the 1960s, people have been yearning for free love and a peaceful existence.  It was a time when love was childlike and free, unbound by a rusty code of ethics.  Alfred Kinsey, a researcher on human sexuality, stated, “the only unnatural sexual act is that which you cannot perform,” a perfect summarization of what the 60s stood for:  when love, not lust, was capable of saving the world.  Words like “Woodstock” and “San Francisco” became symbols for independence and the American dream.  It was a time of innocence, where Love was a scared virgin in a new city meeting her corporate pimp for the first time.  As the doors were opened to this sexual advance, the media was soon to catch on and harness it for their own purposes.  If the kids were so comfortable with sex, why not use sex as a way to sell product?  VO5’s subway ad is nothing new to society, merely a sad repackaging of old tactics.  America knows that they are being led around by their sexual desires; we even create cliché phrases like “Sex Sells” to point out what we already know.  Despite the fact that society knows about sex marketing, people plug their ears and continue to blindly believe it. Marketing irreparably changed love, and the new form of love was spelled L-U-S-T.   As the 60s (and innocence) came to a close, so did any hope for real human resolve.  Peace, love, and hope were snatched up by marketing agencies for their own monetary advantages.


Though VO5 claims to “Break the Mold,” it is not breaking any mold at all, and to believe that statement would be a testament to the success of corporate mind control and the failure of individualism.  As much hope any one person can put in humanity, it seems that our own opinions are not ours at all.  What is more insulting is that ad agencies are sending us like cattle down the chutes to be branded with whatever hot iron they choose to have us scorched with.  In this case, VO5 chooses us and has us believing a can of hairspray will make all of our dreams come true.  To get caught up in such a ridiculous ad campaign would be nothing out of the ordinary.  Cattle and people become one in the same: they follow whomever they are told to follow, and do whatever they are told to do.  Ads where young, attractive people are having sex are nothing new to society at all.  We are familiar with it, and we know how to handle it:  believe and buy.

To speak in a language that people have heard before I must say that sex sells.  In fact, “VO5 has launched a multi-million dollar marketing effort to dust off its VO5 brand and pitch it to a younger audience” (VO5 Takes on a Younger Look 1).  This is for a new generation of consumers, and VO5 has created a sleeker, streamlined version of the old scene, where sex is still the most potent force around.  People buy into this idea and expect to become the characters in the ads they see on television and in magazines.  These impressionable stargazers have their eyes set on some new sexual adventure because they have a new product.  This is not only a sexual venture, but one that exists without love.  Sex has become a language, a lifestyle, and a religion.  In many ways people choose to worship what looks best and what is “hot” rather than what is right.  If Nietzsche was right and God really is dead, His successor must be Sex, because it seems to be one of the instinctive foundations of an appetitive society.  America has turned its back on truth so that it may become more fashionable and lusty.  It has buckled under the new regime, and continues to be led around by whoever decides to take charge, as long as the promised outcome meets the immediate demands of the consumer.  So let us live the lie of unattainable gratification and long live the product so that we may get precisely what we have asked for—empty promises.
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