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When writing about the events of September 11, 2001, the date itself will suffice for an introduction.  It is a date that is marred into the collective psyche of world, as though it were a wound not yet healed.  The exact sequence of events and the degree of failure in the intelligence community prior to the destruction of the World Trade Center are still not completely known, and are open to investigation and debate.  What is known is what happened after 9/11.  The United States of America, having lost its sense of security, came together as a nation and neighbors overcame the isolation of modern life and embraced one another.  At the same time, the wheels of two of the greatest benefactors of this tragedy began to turn.  Charitable organizations received the greatest amount of donations during this period of time, the world had ever seen.  Their goals were noble, to help those who needed immediate assistance – the children and spouses of the victims of the 911 attacks.  With no prior experience in handling vast sums of money, how could the money get where it was needed?  While the charities coped with the problem of too much philanthropy, companies that were not non-profit did not forget their capitalist interests.  As in any tragedy, there is money to be made given the right public relations.  Thus began the advertising industry’s attempt to meet the demands of the market 911 had created -- co-opting the events of 911 as marketing for profit first and charity second -- if at all.  US flags hung from every building.  Red, white, and blue products lined store shelves.  Patriotism was at a record high.   “Is it just good ole, fine old capitalism at work when companies appeal to our grief, shock or renewed sense of nationalism with the products and services they peddle?  Or is it opportunism beyond all sense of decency?”  (Shales 1). The subsequent commercialization of September 11th by charities and advertisers was not only a great display of disrespect for those who died, but also evidence into the true nature of such organizations.  Charities and adverting post-911 promoted patriotism in other to promote a general moral conformity, which was then later exploited for profit.

Before explaining how charities and advertising used a torrent of patriotic imagery and rhetoric in order to appeal to the sentiments of the American people after 911, it is important to first define patriotism.  Patriotism is “the positive sentiments and loyalty one feels to a country” (Borna 2).  Borna argues that there are varying levels of patriotism:  extreme, moderate, and the universalist idea of patriotism.   In extreme patriotism there is an air of superiority which proclaims, I’ll follow my country regardless of what they do, for it is my duty as a patriot and citizen.  Moderate patriots act only when they feel the country’s actions are morally justified.  Universalists believe their nation is not important, but rather what is important is that actions can be universally justified in every instance for how all humans treat one another (Borna 2-3).

Having explained what patriotism is and the possible levels of variation among so-called patriots, (the ethics of appeals to patriotism will be discussed at the end) we can now explain how advertisers used patriotism for profit.  Initially after 911 advertisers “pulled ads and marking pieces to review their content, for inappropriate images…that would be considered insensitive” (Maddox 1).   An example of such an ad being pulled, was the complete cancellation of Coca-Cola’s “Life Tastes Good” ad campaign following September 11. (Whelan 1).  Such knee-jerk reactions and self-censorship could be seen as being sensitive to the issue at the time, in which one could find little fault in taking appropriate precautions against consumer backlash.  The advertisements, marketing campaigns, and the products that followed in the wake of Sept. 11th  lacked such sensitivity.  

Items that sold well included but are not limited to, American flags, commemorative plates and medallions (Shales 2).  Designer Ralph Lauren responded with an advertising campaign that reminded people that, “there comes a point when people have to come out of mourning and return to some sort of normalcy” (Shales 2).  These practices also extended into the marketing done by companies such as Ralph Lauren and Nautica, as they responded to Sept. 11th by incorporating the American flag into their clothes, for “what is the flag there for if not to be incorporated in prints and patterns that help sell more clothes and make people like Kenneth Cole, David Chu, and Ralph Lauren richer?” (Shales 2).  Other products such as patriotic themed candy bars, M&Ms, soda, etc, also appeared on the market (Turcsik 1).  Most of these products had profits go towards charities of various sorts.  100% of the profits from the patriotic, red, white, and blue packages of M&Ms went to the Red Cross (Turcsik 2).  Patriotism in this case was used as a means to promote the American Red Cross – one of the nation’s largest and oldest charitable organization.  Such action though, was not the common case.  Rather, the items on the market with either patriotic packaging, advertising, or themes not all had proceeds going to charity.  Most of these items said on their displays, “a portion of the proceeds will be donated to this or that charity involved in humanitarian efforts related to the tragedy.  A ‘portion’ is rarely defined or made quantitative” (Shales 2).  An example of such a case is Form Gum’s Stars ‘n Stripes gum.  It is advertised alongside the slogan that a portion of the profits will go to the Red Cross.  This portion is only a meager 10% (Turcsik 2).  The question concerning patriotism these practices raise is that if 

patriotism seemed and continues to seem a positive thing.  Flying a flag from one’s home or car these-were understandable gestures of people wishing to express a love of country.  But when commercial interests tap into the new patriotism it becomes something else again (Shales 2).
Why were these companies using patriotism for their products?  Did they seek to promote charity and better the general social welfare?  Was it merely a ruse to capitalize on the people’s emotions and earn money?  Was it as a means of promoting a consistent moral platform that consumers ought to literally buy into?  The issue of the ethics of patriotic inspired products and advertising does not end at advertising, but rather we ought to investigate the practices of the companies into which most of this money has flowed – the charities themselves.

There currently exists more than 200 charities / organizations  with tax-exempt status associated with Sept. 11 2001 disaster relief (Cristol 2).  This number was augmented by the fact that “as part of a post-September 11 effort to facilitate charitable donations, the IRS expedited the process by which it grants tax-exempt status to non-profits” (Cristol 1).  Those organizations applying for tax-exempt status merely had to write, “Disaster Relief, Sept. 11, 2001 atop their application to received ‘ immediate attention’…that reduced turnaround time …120 days—to as little as five days” (Cristol 2).  As a result many charities have been able to claim to be September 11th charities, when they’ve given nothing to the victims of September 11th and have wrongly been placed on the list of 9/11 charities.  Such a practice leaves the door wide open for charity fraud.  As tax-exempt non-profit organizations can be made in as little as five days, one has to wonder how many products and charitable donations whose proceeds have gone to charity, have actually gone to charity?  Are there charities that will disappear once their proceeds have been collected, as will their intended aid?  

The common thread Sept. 11th charities share with advertising and the commercialization of 9/11 is that they’ve used the same tactics as the advertising industry.  Their ads are often patriotic in nature with appeals to emotions, and therefore will be subject to the same critique of ethics.  However, let us first see what the charities have done.  As of April 2002, according to an article written by David H. Smith, more than “$3.1 billion was donated to charities to assist the victims and survivors.”  The American Red Cross setup a separate fund just for money towards 9/11 called the Liberty Disaster Fund, which has about $850 million.  The Salvation Army has raised $60 million.  The largest fund is the U.S. Government’s Victim Compensation Fund, which contains $6 billion.  There are also separate funds for firefighters and policemen who lost their lives during the attack. (Smith 2).  Let us look specifically at the case of the American Red Cross as a case study on the problems facing these charities.

First, of all of the 9/11 charities, the American Red Cross has collected the most money.  As a result there initially was a distribution problem.  More money was coming in than they knew what to do with.  Traditionally charities make a budget and try to raise money to meet it (France 1).  In this case the opposite occurred.  More money came in than expected and as a result there were internal disputes about how to best spend the money.  In October 2001, the then President of the Red Cross, Dr. Bernadine Healy, decided that the Red Cross would use about half of the money donated to the Liberty Disaster Fund, “to build an infrastructure to respond to future terror attacks, rather than passing it directly to the victims’ families” (France 1).  The Board of Trustees of the American Red Cross, as well as a number of members of the press, assaulted Healy for her decision to withhold funds.  As a result she was forced to resign.  The media tumult resulted in the Red Cross launching a multi-million dollar ad campaign to regain the trust of the American people, as many felt they had been decided and swore they would never donate to the Red Cross again.  Another problem is that the Red Cross as an organization had never given direct aid to victims before, (namely money), for “traditionally the Red Cross offers food and clothing vouchers and emergency shelter, not cash, to Americans in need” (France 3).  After the media pressing the issue and pressure from congress, the Red Cross was convinced to change it stance and has since then pledged 100% of the Liberty Disaster Fund to the victims and families of 9/11.  Though once that issue was decided, the Liberty Disaster Fund was closed off.  Any donations afterwards went directly to the Red Cross itself.  This was a fact that was not widely known or reported (France 3).  By the time the Liberty Disaster Fund was no longer accepting donations hundreds of millions of dollars had poured in, and more continued to do so.  How these new funds would be distributed was at the discretion of the Red Cross and the funds were free to go where ever the board of directors decided they were most needed.

The case of the American Red Cross was just one instance of many in which a charitable organization used its resources as a means to promote a social agenda and also exploit the situation for profit.  In this case their initial goal was not merely to aid the victims of 9/11 but to also replenish their resources for future disasters.  The Red Cross has been in existence for more than 120 years, during which money has gone where the board of directors and the President have felt it is most needed.  In this case the public, seeing the Red Cross having received a majority of all charitable contributions, wanted to see their money put to use as they had intended, a practice commonly called “donor intent” in which charities decide what money goes into which fund the donor wants (France 3).  The Red Cross’s social agenda was to be prepared for such future attacks (and the generous out pouring of donations that result), as well as to help the victims of 9/11.  However, being a charitable organization that deals with disaster relief on a global scale, their goals cannot be confined to just the Liberty Disaster Fund, as other people are in need of help as well.  Also, their sneaky tactics in closing off of the Liberty Disaster Fund, can be seen as a case of exploiting the situation.  Even if 100% of the profits were for the Liberty Disaster Funds, the donations that came in after the fund was closed were not.  The advertising and tactics of the Red Cross did not change to reflect this and such advertisements made it appear as though donations were still going directly to victims of 9/11 (France 3).  The exploitation of the events of September 11th by such an organization are deplorable, even if as a corporation they give aid to others, their methods ought to be morally sound as well.

Having explored the two of the main outgrowths of Sept. 11 attacks, advertising and organized charity, we can now return to the ethics concerning these matters.  The earlier mentioned criteria of extreme patriotism, “my country above all”, seems to reject outright moral egalitarianism (for it calls for always doing what is good for the country and not the individual, on the assumption that what is good for the country IS what is good for the individual, which might not be the case) and any prospect of universalization.  How can there be universals when your ideas are always in regard to your country and not other countries, or more specifically to all people in general?  (Borna 5).  Given that most people have a tendency to prefer a form of egalitarianism and universalism , let us therefore use as the basis for our argument that extreme patriotism is unethical as it goes against egalitarianism and universalism (Borna 5).  Borna generalizes and claims 

that patriotic advertisements were of 2 categories.  One which where paid for by corporations and used emotions to rally the nation.  The other were ads that exploited emotions, fears, and took advantage of the rise in extreme patriotism, and / or implied that selective consumption was ‘patriotic’” (5).  
Borna offers the example of an ad which has two American flags around a headline that reads “Creative Mirror is Cutting Prices, NOT jobs! Invest in your Home and American, Hurry!”  He goes onto argue that the timing of the ads is a play on economic fear and emotions and is exploiting feelings of patriotism.  Another ad, a tv ad for General Motors, says in voice over as a car drives by “The American dream.  We refuse to let anyone take it away.  So, GM announces interest-free financing.  On every new car.  And every new truck.  Now through Oct 31.  believe in the dream.  Believe in each other.  Keep America rolling” (1).  He also claims that such an ad implies buying a car is “if not a patriotic duty, at least a patriotic act” (5).  Borna rejects the assumption some advertisers provide that “consumption at certain times can be good for a country and therefore patriotic. If that premise is accepted, then public policymakers and economists, not individual marketers, should decide what categories of consumption meet societal needs.” (6).

A question that Borna does not address though, is to what extent does patriotic advertising and marketing contribute to moral conformity?  What if someone would say to you , “it is very unpatriotic of you not to wear your flag pin today, everyone else is” (France 4).  The assumptions there being that one you ought to be patriotic, two, it is your duty to show signs of patriotism, and three, that if the masses of people are patriots you’re obligated fall in line with their thinking.  In this case, such thinking is that one ought to wear a flag pin on their jacket.  Another problem is that as a result of patriotic ads for charity, people now scold those who do not regularly give to charity as being unpatriotic.  If one is forced to give to charity is it really charity then?  What role does conformity play?  Is charity always a good?  Lastly, there is the ethical dilemma of censoring images that are deemed inappropriate and / or unpatriotic post-September 11.  In censoring imagery another sort of conformity is being enforced, as well as a social agenda:  to turn people into patriots in an attempt to heal the nation after catastrophe. 

The actions of the advertising industry and organized charities have brought about issues reminiscent of those discussed in Nathanael West’s Miss Lonelyhearts.  West writes, “Men have always fought their misery with dreams.  Although dreams were once powerful, they have been made puerile by the movies, radio, and newspapers.  Among many betrayals, this one is the worst” (39).  In West’s novel he examines how the dreams of the American people have been comodified, sold back to us, and how such a practice is morally reprehensible and is akin to a sickness upon society.  In this case, advertisers and charities have done the opposite.  There are no more dreams to sell; the only profits left lie in the comodification of our nightmares.

There is one final piece of business that I feel symbolizes the entirety of this argument and America’s commercialization of 9/11.  George W. Bush decided to offer photographs of himself taken on 9/11/01 on Air Force One and a picture taken during his speech to the joint session of congress after 9/11, to people who gave a minimum campaign donation of $150.  Many democrats were upset about Bush’s use of said pictures to raise money.  A republican spokesperson responded saying the pictures of “part of a limited edition series…that are historic moments from the president’s first year…it is frankly offensive that anyone would suggest otherwise” (Solomon 1).  Al Gore commented on the episode, “While most pictures are worth a thousand words, a photo that seeks to capitalize on one of the most tragic moments in our nation’s history is worth only one – disgraceful.” (Solomon 1).  The practices of advertising and exploitative and ineffective charities were just that– disgraceful.
