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The Model President: 

George W. Bush Advertising Star

Arguably, it is an invasion of even his high-profi le life to

exploit W’s stature in order to pitch retail commodities

(unless it is somehow done as parody or social comment).

But an entirely different tenet applies when using him

as a symbol. In recent years, there has been a trend, of

sorts, to juxtapose W with other world symbols – or other

world fi gures who represent a range of unsavoury policies

and acts – in order to illustrate distinct points of world

view, often related to his policies. Although it is common

to satirize politicians in political or topical cartooning,

using advertisements to make or exploit a political state-

ment is a relatively recent practice (Olivierio Toscani

and Tibor Kalman’s advertisements for Benetton in the

mid-nineties took on social issues, but they never used

an American president’s visage). So when a company like

SK Bedding advertises its ‘Dreamland’ mattress with a

portrait of Bush collaged among photos of burned babies,

fl ag-draped coffi ns and images of Abu Ghraib, under

the title: ‘Who Says There’s No Rest for the Wicked?’, the

conventional rules have obviously been changed. What’s

more, this campaign also includes depictions of Kim

Jong-il and Robert Mugabe. The idea that the leader of

the free world would be ideologically lumped together

with murderous dictators gives one pause. Was this just

an anomaly or is this how people view the United States

and its leader?

Politics and commerce are not such strange bedfellows

after all. A campaign for the newspaper Milenio may not

be such an overt condemnation of Bush as SK Bedding’s,

but its conceptual conceit forces critical comparisons.

The campaign’s big idea is based on an equation (A +++

B = C). For example, Fidel Castro + a mariachi band ==

Hugo Chavez. Another shows a gorilla + razor = ArnoldArnold

Schwarzenegger. The piece de resistance shows

Homer Simpson + John Wayne = (a scowling) Bush. TheThe

juxtapositions here are very revealing. Likewise ads

for Paintpark, a recreational venue in Great Britain

for paintball shooting, uses characters wearing Bush,

Saddam and Bin Laden masks – the concept is pretty

obvious. While the image is benign enough, under the

headline ‘War Games: Recruit your Company For a Game

of Paintball’, the idea that Bush is thrown together with

Saddam is disturbingly humorous. Another odd one

is the series of poster-like advertisements for Dogotel,

a Mexican kennel, playing off the Mexican translation

of the word dogotel, meaning ‘low life’. Bush, Bin Laden

and Castro are rendered separately in incriminating

vignettes. The Bush iteration, admittedly a shoddy render-

ing, shows him against mushroom clouds and missiles.

Daimler Chrysler, Smart: Bush

Daimler Chrysler, Smart: Bush

Daimler Chrysler, Smart: Bush

Still looking for weapons of mass 

Still looking for weapons of mass 

Still looking for weapons of mass 

destruction. Not smart. Smart. 

destruction. Not smart. Smart. 

destruction. Not smart. Smart. 

Open your mind.
Open your mind.
Open your mind.

Advertising Agency: Crush, 

Advertising Agency: Crush, 

Advertising Agency: Crush, 

Petaling Jaya, Malaysia

Petaling Jaya, Malaysia

Petaling Jaya, Malaysia

Creative Director: Kenneth Lim

Creative Director: Kenneth Lim

Creative Director: Kenneth Lim

Art Directors: Adrian

Art Directors: Adrian

Art Directors: Adrian Tan / Danny Thong

Copywriter: Kenneth Lim

Copywriter: Kenneth Lim

Photography: Corbis
Photography: Corbis

Published: June 2007

Published: June 2007

SK Bedding: George W. Bush

SK Bedding: George W. BushAdvertising Agency: Publicis, 

Advertising Agency: Publicis, 

Advertising Agency: Publicis, 
South AfricaExecutive Creative Director: 

Executive Creative Director: 
Kady WinetzkiCreative Director: Kamlesh Jogee

Art Director: Kamlesh Jogee
Copywriter: Lauren Pybus, 
Des WilliamsClient: SK Bedding and mattresses

 and mattresses

Dogotel: Bush
Dogotel: Bush
Dogotel: BushWe don’t discriminate any kind 

We don’t discriminate any kind 

We don’t discriminate any kind 
of breed. (In Mexico ‘Dog’ means 

of breed. (In Mexico ‘Dog’ means 

of breed. (In Mexico ‘Dog’ means 
lowlife) Dog boarding kennel

lowlife) Dog boarding kennel

lowlife) Dog boarding kennelAdvertising 
Advertising 
Advertising Agency: Tanque Group, 

Agency: Tanque Group, 
Mexico City, Mexico
Mexico City, Mexico
Mexico City, MexicoCreative Directors: Veronica Flores, 

Creative Directors: Veronica Flores, 

Creative Directors: Veronica Flores, 

Creative Directors: Veronica Flores, 

Oliver Meneses, Kiko Leitao

Oliver Meneses, Kiko Leitao

Oliver Meneses, Kiko Leitao

Oliver Meneses, Kiko Leitao
Art directors/Illustrators: 

Art directors/Illustrators: 

Art directors/Illustrators: 
Pascual Garcia, Sergio Rivera

Pascual Garcia, Sergio Rivera

Pascual Garcia, Sergio Rivera

Pascual Garcia, Sergio Rivera
Copywriters: Lorena Luqueno, 

Copywriters: Lorena Luqueno, 

Copywriters: Lorena Luqueno, 

Copywriters: Lorena Luqueno, 
Daniel Ortiz, Veronica Flores

Daniel Ortiz, Veronica Flores

Daniel Ortiz, Veronica Flores

GeorgeGeorgeGeorge
b
George

y Steven Heller
y Steven Heller

George
y Steven Heller

George

When was the last time a sitting president of the United

StatesStates was a model for a commercial advertising campaign?

TheThe answer is: never! After all, there are protocols that

preventprevent commanders-in-chief from touting products. As

the leader of the capitalist free world, while in elected

offi ce, presidents are not CEOs; they are spokespersons

for all American goods, and therefore ethically prevented

from throwing their weight behind any single product.

Other than the occasional public service announcement,

presidents must be above the promotion and public

relations fray. Once they are out of offi ce, well, even then

they are not free to hawk commercial wares, either. It’s

just not dignifi ed. In the United States this is an unwritten

regulation, yet else where in the world there are no such

restrictions, which is not say American expresidents

supplement their retirement incomes by making com-

mercials abroad. Still, that doesn’t stop advertisers from

co-opting the images of sitting or retired presidents.

During George W Bush’s last term (2004 – 2008), he

may not (to paraphrase Lyndon B Johnson) have sought

nor did he accept advertising jobs, but his image has

nonetheless been employed in scores of foreign campaigns

for organi zations such as Amnesty International; media

conglomerates, including newspapers and television

stations; and even commercial products such as Lipton Tea,

Arno Blenders and Daimler Chrysler’s Smart Car, which

features a photo of W under the headline ‘Still looking for

weapons of mass destruction. Not smart.’
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OtherOther advertisements are less about being critical of Bush

thanthan exploiting his familiar face. The SIC News Channel’s

campaigncampaign shows various world leaders having conversa-

tionstions where a fl y is on the nose of one of the conversers

(i.e. on George W Bush) – it’s hard to say what the point of

thatthat one is. In the ad for IPPU, a label printer, Bush is arm-

in-armin-arm with a smiling Fidel Castro, which, of course, is just

plainplain silly. And speaking of silly, to promote its smaller

sizesize newspaper, the German Welt Kompakt campaign shows

babybaby versions of world leaders, such as Bush, Angela

MerkelMerkel and Pope Benedict, under the headline ‘BIG NEWS.

SmallSmall Size’. The World Association for Newspapers’ cam-

paignpaign pairs world foes together: under ‘Hide & Seek’ is a

collagecollage of Bush seeking out Bin Laden.

Never before in the history of advertising has an American

president been used so recurrently and por trayed in

this kind of advertising (even going back to the nineteenth

century). One reason may be the increase in ‘social com-

mentary’ ads by companies such as Benetton, Kenneth

Cole, Ben & Jerry’s, and others. Maybe another reason is

that, as a form of entertainment, advertising is taking

more rule-busting chances. Still, one wonders if US policy

had not lost its long-held positive stature, and President

Bush were more popular elsewhere in the world, would

this trend be happening today? What’s most telling is that

advertising refl ects what the masses know and understand;

in this crop of campaigns, apparently, the world seems

to hold this leader of the free world in fairly low esteem.

adad forfor ArnoArno blendersblenders may not be as biting as thisthis

is decidedly humiliating. ItIt showsshows a photophoto of President

George Bush I in a blender with a picture of Alfred

Neuman; next to the blender, presumably after it was

blended, is a glass with a photo of George Bush (in all

fairness, they also have a similar one with Bill Clinton).

The Marmite Squeezy syrup ad shows a chocolate

portrait of W with the tagline ‘You either love it or hate it’

(meaning the syrup, of course). That’s pretty benign, but

the Lipton Tea advertisements, however, are surprisingly

impertinent: in its parody of a newspaper front page

(titled The Daily Focus) a lead story with a photograph of

Bush drinking water sits next to the headline ‘George

W Bush successfully names all 50 US states’. A similarly

goofy photograph of Kim Jong-il as a Pee-Wee Herman-

lookalike accompanies the headline ‘Kim Jong-il Chooses

not to Spank His Dog’. While these stories are more silly

than offensive, the idea that Bush has parity with Kim is

of interest. Conversely, the ad for Cape Times newspaper

lands a more directly offensive blow. Its papier-mâché

effi gy of W under the heading ‘Public enemy No. 1?’ is a

pretty strong indictment. While Egoista magazine’s ‘Bushit’

advertisement simply takes a swat, showing W with a splat

of pigeon poop on his shoulder with the caption ‘Since

1945 there have been only 26 days of peace in the world’.
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The most damning ads are predictably from the political

advocacy organizations, such as Amnesty International,

which for one campaign produced a series of enlarged com-

memorative stamps attacking torture in dictatorial regi-regi-

mes – including those in Myanmar, Iran and Zimbabwe –

with portraits of their leaders. The last stamp in the series,series,

to ‘Stamp out torture’, includes President Bush. Another

Amnesty campaign, for the ‘Make Some Noise for HumanHuman

Rights’ concert, includes photographs of world leaders –

including Bush, Kim Jong-il and Mugabe – holding their

ears. And in Amnesty’s ‘The Power of Your Voice’ campaign,campaign,

Bush is linked to Presidents Putin and Ahmadinejad.


