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PART 2 CLASS  
 
2.8 Judith Williamson—Decoding Advertisements  
Additional material 
 
Judith Williamson:  on ‘cooking’ natural products in advertisements.  
 
Using Levi-Strauss’s anthropological terminology, Williamson refers to the way 
advertisements transform natural products into cultural ones as ‘cooking’. Some 
advertisements ‘cook’ directly by eliding the natural and the commodity. An orange is 
shown with a ring-pull and a Birds Eye label. A potato is cracked open like an egg and 
Mccain’s chips pour out. Coty advertises their fake tan Sunshimmer with the message 
‘Even the sun can use a little help’. This latter shows the ‘cooking’ of the sun. While the 
product imitates the sun in that it provides a tan, it is better than the sun because it not 
only provides an even, painless and rapid tan but is always available. ‘Some days the sun 
doesn’t even come out. But Sunshimmer comes out any time you squeeze the neat, little 
tube’. What has happened is that the natural thing, the sun, has been improved by the 
manufacturers. Coty ‘cooked’ the sun and it is the difference between the natural and the 
product that is being sold. The advertisement highlights the difference between the real 
natural thing and the product but in so doing presents the product as the real thing.  

 ‘The advert has taken the reality of nature, scooped out its actual content (the real 
sun) and placed the product there, so that it means in terms of a certain system, it 
appropriates the place of the sun, while filling this place with a transformed 
content, a tube of fake tan.’ Thus the advertisement, in highlighting the 
convenience of the product, effects an exchange where the ‘cooked’ version of the 
sun, the product, is ‘given significance in terms of the sun; in a ‘referent system’ 
that endows the sun, and hence the product, with the connoted meanings of 
‘naturalness’, ‘health’, ‘beauty’, ‘perfection’ and so on’ (Williamson, 1978, p. 
106). 

 
The relationship between object and referent in this advertisement takes the 

correlative mechanism one stage further by actually making the product a version of the 
referent. It is the technologically cooked model of a natural phenomenon. Deneuve and 
the Chanel bottle were linked by juxtaposition, the bottle then took Deneuve’s place in a 
differentiating system, a system of meanings. With Sunshimmer the transference is 
blurred because Coty replaces the sun in two ways. First, semiologically, through the 
form of the advertisement. Second, literally, in through the content. Sunshimmer 
connotes the sun while denying its inadequacies. As such, nature is hi-jacked by the 



advertisement and forced to play a role in both a symbolic and imaginary system. 
Symbolically, the significance of the sun comes from its difference to a cultural product. 
On the imaginary level, however, it merges with the product, the ‘other’, to give it 
symbolic status. The product thus has qualities of both ‘sun’ and ‘non-sun’. This 
contradiction reflects the inherent contradiction in the signifying process that is grounded 
in the ideological distinction between nature and culture. 

Coty fake tan is not the sun. But the advertisement generates connotative meaning 
for the product through a system of knowledge about the sun, its qualities, its ‘place’ in 
‘nature’; and in filling this place yet denying its original content, it is clear that only a 
hollow structure, an ideal or imaginary system, is used. Our knowledge is denied all 
material content because on the level of denotation. Coty is not like the sun, what we 
know is actually negated by the replacement of Coty for the sun. In other words the 
connotation and denotation work in opposition: Coty is denoted as not sun but connoted 
as like sun. The sun, or an orange, or potato, are ‘shells’ of signs: there is nothing in them 
(except tans, juice, and chips) since they are hollowed out and the product inserted as the 
‘reality’ that fills their inherent vacancy as symbols (Williamson, 1978, p. 108–9). 

What is going on in advertisements that cook nature is the presentation of a 
culture-nature relationship at some point around a circle that appears to flow from nature 
to culture and back again but which is ‘short-circuited’ by ideology. What happens is as 
follows.  
 NATURE is ‘cooked’ to become CULTURE (or cultural product). CULTURE 
produces SCIENCE, which is able to reveal the NATURAL. But the NATURAL is not 
NATURE. It is just a symbolic representation of NATURE and not nature itself. It is thus 
irreconcilable with it. The natural signifies nature but they cannot be conflated, as one is 
sign and the other referent. The apparent circuit is completed by the NATURAL feeding 
back into CULTURE via ideology. Thus CULTURE does not draw on NATURE but on 
an ideological construction of nature, the NATURAL 

What is ‘natural’ is not ‘of nature’ but is entirely obvious, taken-for-granted and 
desirable. Such is the ideological usage of ‘natural’ in Western capitalism. The natural is 
timeless and unchangeable, it re-presents the status quo and presents it as wholesome and 
beautiful, the ‘unnatural’ is undesirable. Ideology misrepresents the relationship of 
workers to the means of production. Natural applied to products idealises the productive 
process. Technology reveals nature but it is transparent in that we see only the natural not 
the technology; not the means of production, only the product.  

Science plays a major role, it appears to order nature through classifying it; it can 
control nature; and through technology can reproduce it. Advertisements make use of 
science in their ‘internal currency’. Manufactured forms, such as Sunshimmer, impose an 
order on the image of nature. In a similar way, products are represented as engaging or 
defying nature: a car that is reliable in inhospitable terrain and weather conditions; a 
camera that works on the top of mountains that Chris Bonnington climbs; and a chemical 
company that can control nature through science. Science, in this kind of approach is an 
ideological presentation of science. 

What advertisements have done is to pick up and exploit the legitimacy of 
‘science’ and welded that to ‘the natural’ in their ‘insatiable need for referent systems’. 
The desirability of the natural is, Williamson claims, something created by 
advertisements. While culture, through science and technology ‘cook’ nature, the created 



products are linked back to nature, for example by placing a bar of soap in a nest of 
herbs, a car in a hothouse full of flowers.  

What is retained is not nature but the natural, which refers to an emptied nature; 
one ideologically transformed. The result is the generation of the desire to acquire the 
inevitable ‘or to put it more mildly, wanting things to be how they already are. In this 
way the whole confused but symbolically resonant area of ‘nature’ and ‘the natural’ is 
denied recognition of its material function in our lives by being made to perform an 
ideological one (Williamson, 1978, p. 137).  

Advertisements use various techniques to get messages across but these all 
depend on the participation of an active subject involved in an exchange predicated upon 
already-constituted knowledge and directed to an already implicated consumer. In 
addressing the nature of the content of the referent that advertisements appropriate, it 
became clear that there is no content, but a referent system emptied of content. Nature 
and history, for example, are content, apparently, but in actuality are reusable empty 
referent systems. Mushrooms are shown as made of, and as meaning, cans of soup. 
Stonehenge is propped up by a cigarette packet. Blues music was caused by a lack of, and 
means, a type of whiskey. Williamson’s analysis thus reveals that irrespective of any 
focus on the content of an advertisement its real meaning resides in the signifier. One has 
to address the structure of signs in an advertisement, because what the sign should or did 
refer to has been totally effaced and it has been made to point inwards, to the ad itself and 
the product it is selling. 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 


