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The Magic Mirror 

Can marketing ever be a good thing? 

 

Hélène Wilkinson 

 

 

I hope that the title of this essay makes it obvious that my immediate answer to the question 
of whether marketing can ever be a good thing would be no. What I propose to do here is 
to ask the question in more precise terms, following one rule only: I promise to undertake 
no extensive research in writing this essay. In fact, I will limit myself to an occasional check 
of the assertions I make below, by glancing through the contents of Google and Wikipedia, 
those modern founts of universal human knowledge, those enemies of powerful 
witchdoctors and wise people everywhere. An estimate of the number of messages of all 
kinds that we are subjected to, made a few years ago, came to over a thousand per day, 
probably more, ensuring that I will at least not be short of subject matter to draw on 
personally … 

The different possible answers I will then provide will be subjected to the same restriction 
on research, guaranteeing the thoroughly unscientific approach throughout. 

**** 

Dredging my memory of lectures I attended some twenty-five years ago, I will start with a 
definition of marketing which, in my time as a business school student in France in the late 
1980s, was described as a classic one that still held good. Marketing is said to consist in the 
combination of four Ps: product, price, place and promotion, a concept due to Philip Kotler. 
I have a feeling that I will be talking mostly about promotion in the lines that follow, or rather, 
about the effect of “promotion” (also known as advertising) on “product”, but we can check 
that later. 

Before tackling the question of marketing’s worth, value or goodness, let us take a look at 
its effectiveness. The power of advertising is, I think, self-evident. My mother (whom I have 
to believe occasionally) has told me that my first spoken words were to repeat the words of 
a television advert for biscuits, sweetly lisped by an actress not much older than I. I 
enthusiastically repeated “ça se croque?” (meaning somewhere in between “is it crunchy?” 
or “does one chew it?”) and later “AÏE Pé-PI-to”, a jingle which is bound to remind any French 
person my age of chocolate covered biscuits.  And this despite the fact that I was brought 
up in a home where television viewing hours were limited. I am sure that I am not the only 
whose first speech was to repeat a “commercial”; there are countless other testimonies to 
the power of the televised advertisement especially. 

Moving away from fast moving consumer goods, is marketing as effective in other sectors? 
How about cultural products, does it work for them? Of course it does: literary agents do a 
great job at dragging notoriously reclusive writers kicking and screaming into the realm of 
interviews, book signings and conferences. (If I were nasty, I would point out that many 
authors can be described as “coy” rather than “reclusive”.)  
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Entire doctoral theses have, I am sure, been written on pop stars and music bands and 
their managers. Suffice it to say that marketing has actually filtered into the creative 
process here, with producers building easy listening into the songs written by performing 
artists. Songs written by professional songwriters tend to have optimised producing built in, 
with the expected interval between verse and bridge, the appropriate chords for upbeat or 
soulful songs, etc. 
 
Sporting, educational, scientific, cultural, political, environmental and even charitable and 
faith organisations all make heavy use of marketing techniques (that is, the 4Ps above 
combined). The sporting world has, in some areas, including formula one racing, football, 
the Olympics, combined marketing with sophisticated finance (not to mention sometimes 
blatant corruption but again, that’s for another discussion). The increasingly professional 
and organised fundraisers in educational settings play the full marketing range with their 
alumni. Research organisations and other places of science do it with their public or private 
sponsors. Theatres, museums and the like spend their marketing budgets with the general 
public and with the richer corporations, usually banks or insurance companies, where a taste 
for opera, old masters, an experimental stage production of Ibsen or whatever, can 
confidently be expected from some of their Board members. Each country does its political 
marketing differently (what is it with Americans and ticker tape?), but every politician knows 
they have to pay considerable attention to the speech writer and to the photographer. And 
so it goes on. 

In fact, it may be more useful to consider whether marketing is absent from any field and the 
answer is that it probably isn’t. Consider markets such as those in emerging countries, where 
it could be expected that consumer spending levels would not justify marketing campaigns. 
Take a walk down any favela or township to convince yourself of the opposite. 

Consider also our knowledge of events past, as transmitted and learnt via historians. There 
is definitely a form of marketing by victors at play here, with documents, testimonies, objects 
and even buildings painting widely different pictures. In the end, can you really tell me, hand 
on your heart, whether Richard III was Shakespeare’s power-crazed and ruthless nephew-
murdering monster, or a tragically misunderstood man?1 Apparently Marie-Antoinette never 
actually said about the starving peasants: “Ils n’ont pas de pain? Qu’ils mangent de la 
brioche !” (“They have no bread? Let them eat cake!”), but that story was too good not to 
invent, as part of the revolutionaries’ battle against the terrible injustices in their country. 

 
*** 

I said earlier that even faith organisations were not exempt from marketing activities. 
Ignoring any literature on the subject, and focusing on the religion I know best, I can’t help 
but notice that Christ himself had an eye for a message. That entry into Jerusalem on a 
donkey for instance would, I am sure, have had spin doctors of the time raise their eyebrows 
in admiration.  

  
                                                
1 In The Daughter of Time, by the excellent Josephine Tey, the author begs to differ with Shakespeare and 
makes an excellent case for Richard III’s defence. Historians still debate Richard’s acts and motives and he 
has been the object of posthumous mock trials involving illustrious international lawyers and judges, usually 
acquitting him. I think it’s fair to say the jury’s still out on this one. Shakespeare’s beautifully crafted Tudor 
propaganda is nonetheless the version we tend to remember. 
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The nativity, told purely as a story, could also be seen as a marketing masterpiece for 
someone wanting to launch a new messiah: the angel Gabriel building up the interest with 
his message for Mary the lowly maiden, engaged to be married with a good man, willing to 
overlook the shame of her pregnancy, the birth in a lowly stable, complete with shepherd 
men-of-the-people witnesses, matched  by the intriguing gift-bearing learned men, dubbed 
“kings” by public imagination.  

Jesus’s birth and then his ministry, his teachings and miracles, his passion and resurrection, 
as told in the new testament, which refers back constantly to earlier messages in the old 
testament, are all described as being integral to God’s message. Going back to Kotler, the 
“product” here is this message, the gospel, the “good news”. In the very early days, in the 
years 27 to 30 AD approximately, the product/message was provided by Jesus himself. In 
terms of marketing tools, from a secular point of view, he was a gifted teacher, with doubtless 
considerable oratory powers (a gift recognised before him by the Ancient Greeks especially, 
who understood its power and ensured it was part of an educated young man’s training). He 
was also anything but conventional, getting himself into all sorts of trouble and indeed ended 
up being crucified. Modern marketers love “disruptive personalities” although in fairness to 
them they’d probably frown on the crucifixion bit. Of course, from a Christian point of view, 
Jesus’s skills, including his marketing ones, are God’s own, poured onto the Son of Man, 
via the Holy Spirit (and let’s face it, a spot of healing the lame, driving out demons, restoring 
sight and raising the dead wasn’t going to hurt any marketing campaign in Pontius Pilate’s 
Judea). But does the fact that Jesus can be said to have practiced a form of marketing mean 
that marketing is appropriate in faith matters? 

In this particular case, marketing strategies would in any case obviously differ quite radically, 
depending on whether they emanate from churches or from Richard Dawkins, say. Dawkins, 
a self-proclaimed “militant atheist” is in fact conducting an anti-marketing campaign, but that 
does not detract from the point, as marketing for/against are but two sides of one coin. It 
should be noted that churches more than individuals - prophets or otherwise - engage to a 
greater or lesser extent in marketing, and in fact, churches do come in different “brands; 
they range from the small, friendly Anglican community I belong to in France to the infamous 
Westboro Baptist church, to the more or less “Famille pour Tous” French Catholics I know 
and all the myriad denominations and configurations you can think of… 

Back to Kotler again. If the Christian product is the gospel, literally the “good news”, what 
about the other Ps? Price could the willingly given offertories often contributing to charitable 
causes - or it could be cash for pardons. Is promotion of the “good news” best exemplified 
by people obtaining fulfilment and joy by “finding Jesus” or by a bloody crusade? The point 
is, it seems to me that talking about marketing in Christianity clearly shows that applying a 
marketing model means taking a position on the Christian message; this would be perfectly 
fine, if you could be certain that the message did not suffer in the process. 

*** 

And there’s the rub. I perceived evidence of message distortion recently, having come 
across a video made by two gay men, who had identified a particular problem: far too many 
teenagers still commit suicide because their sexual orientation feels like an unsurmountable 
challenge. They therefore shot a video explaining their (happy) story and repeated 
throughout that “it gets better”. “It gets better” then became a movement and many different 
people have posted their own videos, telling young people that it gets better, often referring 
to prejudices of varying sorts they might have encountered when they were younger.  
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Videos have been produced by individuals, and also by organisations, with various 
employees testifying. This sounds great, but having viewed a few of these clips, I came to 
the conclusion that the better produced the videos are, the less powerful and sincere the 
message they present becomes, at least as far as I was concerned. 
 
For me, the carefully chosen upbeat background music, the soft lighting behind an emotional 
witness to prejudice, the very editing of the pictures chosen, all distract me from what is 
actually being said. Worse, I hear other messages creeping in: “I’m a politician, and you will 
like the position I’m taking on gay rights.” or: “At Cool Corp, we have all sorts of creative 
whacky people, LGBT no problem.”  

(Maybe I’m hearing wrong, and I will happily admit to being a curmudgeonly old European 
type, but those putting messages out need to be attentive to how these messages might be 
received, by lots of different people, some even grumpier than I.) 

I have not quite suggested that marketing is equivalent to downright lying. It often does 
include some, of course: from time immemorial, marketers (just a reference to the origins of 
marketing, for any of you who might have been dozing) have turned their apples shiny side 
up on their stalls, to hide the bruised and wormy bits. The problem is that modern marketing 
is far more sophisticated, so the equivalent of turning over apples before buying them is a 
much more complex affair of stripping out Photoshop, ignoring graphically illustrated 
“scientific” proofs, wonderful incidental music, sincere looking and articulate people etc. 

An outright lie is much easier to spot than the deviousness of marketing. 

 
  **** 

What happens when there is no marketing? The problem with that question is that it is very 
much an academic one. Marketing is woven into the very fibres of modern society’s fabric. 
Occasionally, you may come across an expensive product with its wrapping pared down to 
a brown paper bag, but more often than not, it’s an “inverted marketing” approach to cater 
for the inverted snobs among us.  You know the sort of thing: “Our brown paper bag is cool, 
stylish and environmentally friendly. We know that you, a discerning customer, don’t need 
vulgar and ostentatious wrapping, and will pay over the odds for these organic fair trade 
chocolates without a pretty beribboned box.” 

There is one area where I willingly concede that what could be described as marketing is 
not only necessary, but actually a Good Thing: translating books and songs, dubbing or sub-
titling films and stage performances and all manner of other things that contain a potential 
language barrier. I’ll go to great lengths to watch, listen to or read the original version if I 
understand the language, but why should I be deprived of Dante’s Divine Comedy or a 
Bollywood movie, simply because I don’t read old Italian or speak any Indian languages?  

Translating and the accompanying notion of localisation (such as introducing locally relevant 
content to a translated web site) is indeed a form of marketing, especially where it is part of 
a wider effort to adapt something to a foreign target audience. A classic example of this is 
the choice of local film stars to provide the voice overs for animated films or dubbing.  
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Of course, as someone who makes a living out of translation, it’s a little disingenuous of me 
to defend it in this context. But I have to admit that this particular form of marketing also 
induces message distortion, how could it not? Indeed, a good translator will take liberties 
with both the source and the target languages for a better overall result. And more 
fundamentally, we don’t all speak the same language because we don’t all think or behave 
in exactly the same way. Translating and localising will therefore obviously have the effect 
of changing the message beyond the purely linguistic point of view.  

 
*** 

Granted, I might not been very even-handed in my analysis, forgetting the considerable level 
of creativity, artistry, social commentary and often, humour, involved, and the millions of jobs 
linked to the industry, and the billions of dollars associated with it. I have also been 
incomplete, deliberately side-stepping any discussion of marketing in a digital and social 
media era.  

It is, however, safe to say that I am unlikely to change my basic position from my starting 
point. I’ve finessed it a little to point out that my main worry about marketing is message 
distortion. And it seems to me that it is unfair of marketing to distort as it often does the 
message it is conveying about the product it is targeting.  

 

To provide a little further nuance, I would add that if a “product” (object, idea, whatever) 
survives the process of acquiring a load marketing fuzz, it probably means that I really like 
it.  

So, despite Nespresso doing its best to lose me as a customer by attempting to force a 
Nespresso lifestyle down my throat (complete with leather keyring and a ring binder stuffed 
with ridiculous and useless information), I do love and buy huge quantities of their coffee 
capsules. 

 

Because I like fairy tales so much, I want to use one to offer my personal definition of 
marketing: it is a new kind of magic mirror. Like the one the evil queen uses in Snow White 
and the Seven Dwarves, the marketing mirror reflects a kind of reality that generally pleases 
those who look into it. But unlike the one the wicked mother-in-law uses, the marketing 
magic mirror has no scruples about lying, at least a little bit… 


