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Rumors about green M&M chocolate candies acting as an aphrodisiac
began circulating on American university campuses in the early 1970s.
Today, the initial rumor is an urban legend. Thirty years have passed
since the early word-of-mouth transmission took place. The marketer of
M&M’s has taken advantage of the urban legend and successfully
incorporated chocolate and sex into a promotional/advertising
campaign for the past fifteen years. Rumors can be catastrophic for
corporations. The Mars M&M example is a rare exception to the usual
negative consequences of commercially focused rumors. Initially
denying any aphrodisiacal connections between green M&M’s and sex.
Mars Incorporated openly promotes the urban legend as true. Green
M&M’s are randy candy.

Chocolate as an Aphrodisiac
Hernan Cortes shipped cacao from the Yucatan to Spain in 1585.
Francisco Hernandez published “General History of the Things of New
Spain” in 1556, and asserted that cacao excited venereal appetites. Coe
and Coe (1996:274) believe that this was the earliest writing by a
European on the aphrodisiacal qualities of cacao (chocolate). Italian,
French, and English scholars subsequently contributed to the widening
belief that chocolate was the poison of chastity and that chocolate
injected into the wveins of those who drank was the spirit of
lasciviousness (Coe and Coe 1996:154). An English authority on
chocolate was Dr. Henry Stubbes (1632-72), a friend and confidant of
renowned philosopher Thomas Hobbes. In 1682, Stubbes, a believer in
chocolate as an aphrodisiac, wrote: “The great use of chocolate in
veneery and for supplying the testicles with abalsam, a sap ... is
already known” (in Coe and Coe 1996:295).

A chocolate-lover extraordinaire was the “Divine Marquis,”
Donatien Alphonse Francois, Marquis de Sade. Sadism, the sexual
aberration in which cruelty is inflicted in order to attain sexual release,
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is named after him. Chocolate was a major ingredient in de Sade’s
pursuit of sexual pleasure.

Casanova (Giovanni Giacomo de Seingalt, 1715-98), the Venetian
author and adventurer, consumed chocolate before bedding his female
conquests. He used chocolate to seduce his most difficult partners.

More recently a number of novels have included examples of
chocolate as a sexual stimulant. Diane Ackerman illustrates its use in
Orwell’s Nineteen Eighty-Four (1949) In this book sex is forbidden and
chocolate is “dull brown crumb stuff that tasted like the smoke of a
rubbish fire.” Just before risking sexual intercourse, Winston and Julia
eat real, full-bodied “darky and shiny” chocolate as a mood and action
enhancer (Ackerman 1990:157).

Lasse Hallstrom’s film Chocolat (2000) is based on Joanne Harris’s
book of the same title. The central theme of both presentations is a
battle between good and evil, abstinence and indulgence, and religion
and pagan beliefs. Chocolate is seen as the devil, creating “chocolate
orgies, fleshy excesses” (Harris 1999:127). A slogan repeatedly used to
refer to chocolate as a food of temptation is “Try-Me, Test me, Taste
Me” (310). Chocolat portrays a celebration of chocolate without guilt.
Chocolate is Harris’s metaphor for both the serpent’s apple and the
milk of human kindness.

James Runcie provides another romanticized history of chocolate as
an aphrodisiac in The Discovery of Chocolate. (2001). His main
character, Diego de Goday, is given the elixir of life in a chocolate
drink. A young Spanish conquistador with Cortes, he lives from the
early 16" century to the present. From 1518 he travels through time and
space and meets iconical, important figures in the history of chocolate:
Sacher of Vienna, Fry of England, Hershey of America, and Marquis
de Sade. Throughout the novel he is consumed with a passion to perfect
the taste and influence of chocolate. He understands chocolate to be a
magical substance and witnesses all the human passions and the
obsessions chocolate has inspired from its earliest days.

Throughout the 1990s, much scientific research was conducted on
the physiological and psychological changes that occurred when people
consumed chocolate. The overall consensus of scientific research
findings was that there was no conclusive proof that chocolate is an
aphrodisiac (Bishop 1996; Chase 1996; Schwarcz 1998).

Women and Chocolate

Veblen (1899) discusses honorific foods associating chocolate and
sugar consumption with women. Products such as alcohol and tobacco,
he believed, conferred and confirmed masculine privilege.
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Today, the self-identified chocoholics seem to be overwhelmingly
female. Stereotypically, chocolate provides their primary identity—
they are what they eat. Chocolate is legal yet sinful; the extent to which
it skirts similarity with drugs can be viewed in advertising images and
slogans, like celebrating a “Chocolate Overload.” The stereotype of the
female chocoholic represents a regressive identity celebrating female
weakness and surrendering to temptations. A woman without a taste for
sweets is too masculine. She is too hard and too masculine, and she
must “sweeten up.” Advertisements in women’s magazines encourage
self-indulgence in a manner that would be unacceptable for alcohol or
other drugs, as in the saying “If Chocolate Is Your Downfall You
Might As Well Enjoy the Trip” (Barthel 1989:432). Chocolates
promise escape from everyday life into narcissistic retreat. Your
fantasies can come true. Women are supposed to give in to men, with
chocolates symbolizing the impending breakdown of sexual resistance.

Cat Cox (1993) believes that chocolate now has a cultural
significance far removed from Mayan images of sanctity and
spirituality. Today, society recognizes and readily acknowledges the
reputation of chocolate as a romantic food associated with love and sex.
Agreeing with Barthel, Cox discusses the encouragement,
repetitiveness, and intrusiveness of advertising. Themes of passion,
indulgence, and sensuality are frequently presented. In images of sexual
allure, chocolate assumes a provocative symbolic significance which is
that of an aphrodisiac. Cox believes that women eat chocolate, a
symbol-laden food, as a sensual expression. By consuming chocolate,
women own their own sensuality. This reclamation process has evolved
recently after centuries of the suppression and subordination of
women’s feelings and emotions because of male domination.

Belk and Costa (1998) conducted a quantitative survey involving
women’s memories, thoughts, associations, desires, and patterns of
consumption involving chocolate. The female respondents reported a
fascination with the sinfulness of consuming chocolate. The advertising
of the product using phrases, such as “wickedly rich” and “death by
chocolate,” suggested to the women that chocolate is a forbidden food.
The study’s informants all ate chocolate. Their consumption habits and
thoughts went beyond the merely pleasurable. Some women felt
ecstatic, almost indescribable feelings, moving for some into the
metaphorical realm of sexual experience and orgasm. The findings of
this study support the present day stereotypes of women as the major
consumers of the luxurious emotion-laden product that is chocolate.
The researchers also concluded that chocolate did seem to act as an
aphrodisiac. Fuller (1994) also presented findings that support Belk and
Costa’s (1998) findings. On a note of levity Fuller included a t-shirt
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slogan that reinforced some of the recent findings: “Emergency Alert:
If the Wearer is Found Listless and Depressed Administer Chocolate
Immediately” (1994:4).

M&M’s Chocolate Candy

Forrest Mars, Sr., founder of the Mars Corporation, received a patent
for the M&M candy manufacturing process on March 3, 1941. One M
was for his last name and the other M was the last name of W. Murie of
Hershey Corporation. Hershey had a near monopoly on chocolate
supplies during World War 1l and supplied the ingredient to Mars. In
1954 the M&M brand/trade characters were introduced to coincide with
the increasing popularity of television. The anthropomorphized colored
characters appeared coincidentally with the famous slogan “The
Chocolate That Melts In Your Mouth, Not in Your Hand.” The initial
colors of the M&M candies were red, yellow, green, and brown. Red
was removed in 1976 because of a food coloring scare and re-
introduced in 1987. Orange was added in 1976 and blue in 1995.

The Color Symbolism of Green and the Female

The color green historically has long been associated with women and
reproduction, birth, love, and sex. The emerald (by superstition) was
believed to have miraculous powers of hastening childbirth. From time
immemorial green has been the color of active reproduction. The
Greeks had a green Venus, Aphrogine, born of the foam of the sea,
which they considered the goddess of celestial love. The Scandinavians
had their own green goddess, Freya (Evarts 1919). In the 17" and 18"
centuries, European peasant communities used green in a more
narrowly defined sexual sense. A green goose was a young female
prostitute (Partridge 1984); a green grove was pubic hair (Green 1998);
and a green gown or to give a green gown meant a tousle in newly
mown hay or, to go beyond the bounds of innocent playfulness, to
deflower a woman, to tumble a woman on the grass, to have sexual
sport (Partridge 1984). Thus, there has been a relationship between the
color green, the woman, and sexuality centuries before the rumor as
discussed by Brunvand and Morgan and Tucker.

Are Green M&M’s Randy Candy?

Morgan and Tucker (1987) and Brunvand (1986) discussed the urban
legend “green M&M’s make you horny.” The initial rumor of the
“passion power” of the “green one” was especially widespread on
American university campus from Boston to Colorado. Williams
(1997) reported several informants recalling their verbal and
psychological involvement with early rumor in the 1970s. Bev Richard,
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an eighteen year old from Los Angeles who was a freshman at Boston
University recalled, “The first time that | heard about the myth was in
6" grade. But it wasn’t until | got to college that | discovered for
myself that it was true.” Elias Bachman, a freshman at the University of
Colorado at Boulder, remembers I think it’s a psychological thing.
The more you believe, the better your chances of getting lucky”
(Williams 1997).

In March 1992, an entrepreneur capitalized on this longstanding
myth. Wendy Jaffe started the company, in Los Angeles, called “Cool
Chocolate Inc.” Her sole product, “Green Ones,” was a cloned Green
M&M chocolate candy. She marketed the ‘Green Ones’ as an
aphrodisiac. She openly admitted that M&M’s inspired her product,
because of the decades-old myth that green M&M’s and only green
ones turn people on. In fact, she remembered discreet gifts of green
M&M’s as a courtship ritual in high school. She went on a television
program, “Studs,” and dated two of the show’s bachelors, only one of
whom was allowed to try the ‘Green Ones.” “He was definitely the
steamier date,” she told People (1992:73). “Chocolate is supposed to be
an aphrodisiac and | consulted a color therapist who said that green
stimulates sexual activity. That may seem like a stretch buy hey ... they
do work for me” (73).

“Red with Anger, Not Green With Envy,” was the headline of the
National Law Journal on December 14, 1992 (Weidlich 1992). Ms.
Jaffe started her business venture in March of 1992. On October 8,
1992, Mars Inc., filed a lawsuit against her, charging trademark
infringement and unfair competition. The Hackettstown, New Jersey
based company asserted a common-law trademark on the phrase “The
Green Ones.” On November 17, U.S. District Judge Garrett E. Brown,
Jr. agreed with Mars Inc. and ordered Ms. Jaffe to stop marketing her
candies in the 1992 form. Given the publicity surrounding the case,
newspapers and popular magazines discussed “The Green Ones” and
Ms. Jaffe’s claims, as well as the Mars Inc. lawsuit, all added a degree
to the possible claim that green M&M’s are an aphrodisiac.

Trish Hall (1992) discussed the symbolic potency and social and
cultural meanings of food colors. Colors, she believed, are a form of
condensed messages that have all sorts of meanings. A point she raised
was that marketers do not control the images created by the colors they
use. For example, she discussed the mythology that had developed
concerning some of the other colored M&M?’s chocolate candies. If a
red one is the last one chosen, make a wish and it will come true; if the
last one out of the pouch is yellow, call in sick and stay home. Those
associations developed over the years with no participation by the
company, said Hans W. Fiuczynski, a spokesperson for Mars Inc.
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Lena Williams (1993) gave additional publicity to the case about
six months after the legal decision. The article repeated several
different informants from different areas of the United States that only
reinforced the myth as chocolate as an aphrodisiac. The article also
quoted Ms. Jaffe as saying that the national publicity that her product
had received was making American mothers nervous. Mothers
apparently were taking out the green M&M’s from the packages just in
case their little ones got some wrong ideas. A spokesperson from Mars
Inc. said that the company took legal action because

they felt the name, reputation, and the wholesome image of
M&M’s, which had been given to space shuttle crews and
soldiers in the war, was being impugned. M&M’s are an
American institution that’s become part of our everyday
lives. (Williams 1993)

In having the last word, Ms. Jaffe openly admitted M&M’s had
inspired her product but the amorous, passionate, effects do not just
apply to M&M’s. ““I’ve heard people say the same thing about green
jelly beans and Gummi bears,” she said” (Williams 1993).

The case surrounding green M&M’s as an aphrodisiac disappeared
from the commercial marketplace until January of 1997, when lo and
behold Mars Inc’s M&M/Mars took an unusually racy gambit for the
candy maker. It unveiled a new television commercial on Super Bowl
Sunday that reintroduced and played on the urban legend that green
M&M’s have aphrodisiac powers. In one television spot, comedian
Dennis Miller interviewed the first female M&M trade character
“GREEN,” a pouty-lipped female candy with long lush eyelashes,
asking, “Is it true what they say about green M&M’s?” “What have you
heard?!” exclaimed the green candy, shocked and defensive (Goll
Beatty 1997:B9).

The commercial launch marked a dramatic departure for the
conservative and secretive maker of the candy. In a press release Mars
explicitly referred to the candy’s mythical powers, noting that because
the green M and M is so “irresistible, it’s understandable how she adds
credence to the rumor that her mere presence is a turn-on.” Just to make
sure everyone got this joke, the company added, “There’s no scientific
evidence that green is not an aphrodisiac” (Goll Beatty 1997:B9).

I will discuss later what | believe to be one of the few examples
where such a legend about a supposedly aphrodisiacal product and
color was appropriated from the “folk” by a major commercial firm.
The myth from 1997 until 2008 has been an integral part of the creative
platform of most green M&M’s advertising. For example, an
advertisement features a headline in question form: “What is it about
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the green ones?” The green M&M’s scattered amongst the other colors
spell out the word “SEXY.” The second advertisement has the same
headline; in this visual image the green candies spell “DESIRE.” The
third image, again an advertisement, shows the slogan “Hot Under the
Candy,” and the fourth image uses the line “I Melt For No One.” The
fifth and concluding advertisement clearly uses a feminized green
candy and asks the question that has been used for over a decade:
“What Is It about the Green Ones?” Visually and semantically, each of
the five creative representations appears to use innuendoes, double
entendres and sexually laden words.

In the advertisements that show the green ‘Female’ trade character,
she is imagistically represented as being a woman. Her high-heeled
boots, white gloves, flirtatious eyes, long eyelashes, and full lips clearly
indicate the green M&M is female.

A 2008 campaign aimed to “Make Green the New Color of Love”
for Valentine’s Day, which involved the selling of all-green packets of
M&M’s. The press release explicitly addressed the legend-cycle, using
copy that had been circulated on the website in various guises for many
years previous.

Legend has it The Green Ones® are an aphrodisiac; rumors
of their special powers have been circulating since the ‘70s.
In fact a certain perm-bearing early ‘80s rock star had it in
his contract for three pounds of Green M&M’S® backstage
for, uh, “inspiration.” The Green Ones® have even made it
into outer space. Green M&M’S® Chocolate Candies have
been requested on 31 space shuttle flights. According to
unofficial reports, the astronauts wanted to keep that lovin’
feeling when traveling so far away from home. (Mars
Snackfood US 2008)

Examples of Commercial Rumors

Greenberg (1973) suggested teenage girls believed their boyfriends put
Spanish Fly—an aphrodisiac—into their food or drink. Fine (1980,
1985, 1989, 1992) focused much of his work on ‘mercantile legends.’
Brunvand (1986) and Morgan and Tucker (1987) discussed some recent
and historical commercial, corporate legends. Much of Kapferer’s
research focused on a rumor that accused ten well-known brands of
food and beverage products of being toxic and causing cancer
(1989:467).

Buchan (1984) at this conference discussed “modern tradition and
the Rolls Royce.” He found that the Rolls Royce automobile functioned
as an expression of national group consciousness rather than class
group consciousness, epitomizing centralities of Englishness.
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McConnell (1989) focused on many commercial examples of brand
names and showed how these names, because of widespread use of
familiarity, became enshrined in the English language.

Koenig (1985) was the first book published that dealt in depth with
corporate legends such as McDonalds, Strohs, Procter and Gamble, and
General Foods Cosmic Candy. In the introduction to his work he stated,
“next to an act of terrorism, what corporations fear most is that they
may be targeted with an outlandish tall tale” (v).

In the overwhelming number of cases, Koenig’s observation
appears to be verified; commercial/urban legends are negative, not only
socially and psychologically, but economically. Yet, as | have shown,
the Mars Inc. firm appropriated an urban legend and used it
successfully to promote a popular candy—M&M’s—as an aphrodisiac
(The Green One) with a five-year campaign which continues to run.

A European example, where Volkswagen used “legends” in one
advertisement, would be:

Jean-Philippe Martzel
Collection of Urban Legends
e  “The cat in the micro-wave oven.”
e  “The spider in the yucca plant.”
e The Golf Pack TD111 0 with air conditioning, 4
airbags.
A list of unbelievable equipment (VW Le Figaro 2000).

The aforementioned examples provide a very brief overview of some of
the many examples of corporate legends.

As noted earlier, M&M candies have been anthropomorphized,
taking on human qualities such as talking, body/facial posturing. and
behavior, and, in the case of the GREEN ONE, implied sexual allure.
Magical transformation of this kind is not new. Gossage (1961) stated:

when the product’s value to its user is largely subjective, the
appeals become so basic that they slide away from fact as we
know it. They go beyond reason into something more basic,
the most common denominator of all, magic. (65)

Sullenberger (1974) explored the exploitation of folklore or myth
by the mass marketers of America. He, as did Dégh (1994) and Dégh
and Vazsonyi (1979), discussed Mr. Clean, the Keebler Elves, Ajax,
Hermes, The Jolly Green Giant, Cinderella, and many other mythical
and folkloric figures. Dégh (1994) presented how many television
commercials invite and use magic openly. Tale formulas, actors,
actions and situations all come to life to spell out the magic truth about
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what is good and useful and to educate ignorant consumers with their
incantations (40).

Part of Dégh and Vazsonyi’s (1979) conclusion was that we as a
society are consumers of legends and consumers of irrationality (67).

M&M’s the Green One: Some Aspects of the Psychology of the Rumor
Belk, Gar, and Askegaard (1996) discussed sexual metaphors in
consumption behavior by consumers. One M&M advertisement spelled
out desire with green M&M?’s. Here, desire may be interpreted in
different ways: a strong longing, a fervent wish for chocolate or for sex,
a powerful driving emotion, an animal unconsciousness involving
eroticism, sexual pleasure, ecstatic frenzy, or even sadism as
experienced by de Sade, mentioned in previous comments. They
believed that there was a sexual yearning in consumers’ intense longing
for certain goods. When commercial interests anthropomorphize goods
as objects of longing (The GREEN ONE) the creative process created a
form of Totemic Fetishism: the goods, the candy, speak to us, to call
out to us to be bought (369). The discussing women’s craving for
chocolate, much more so than men, the social taboo against
overindulgence, clearly indicate the feminization of such a product and
much of the related advertising. As with sex, the sense of transgression
in ‘sinful’ consumer indulgence makes women relish the pleasure all
the more. Much of the creative elements of the green M&M’s
advertising campaign use traditional connotations of femininity.

In the context of the creative advertising processes used in the
GREEN campaign, rote memory becomes especially important. This
kind of memory plays a considerable part in ordinary rumor spreading.
If the rumor (and the ads inextricably linked to the rumor) has become
so crisp, so brief, so sloganized that it requires little effort to retain it in
the most literal forms in which it was heard, rote memory would seem
to be involved (Allport and Postman 1965). The ads do just this,
forming a process of rote memorization.

Is the rumor about green M&M’s invariably false? Allport and
Postman (1965) believed that every rumor may have a ‘kernel of truth,’
and for this reason alone the rumor should not be totally repudiated. As
they went on to state:

The truth about the kernel is simply this: nearly every
rumor starts with a precept of some sort, assuming that the
precept conforms to outer reality, then there is certainly a
core of credibility and dependability in the eyewitness. (147)

The long history of chocolate as an aphrodisiac, the tall tales from
World War Il, the campus narratives, the books on urban legends, the
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websites, the mass circulated consumer magazines, the in-store
promotions, the special occasion packaging, Ms. Jaffe’s appearance on
“STUDS,” her entrepreneurial venture, the newspaper discussions of
the Mars Inc., and the lawsuit against her venture are all eyewitnesses
to one degree or another. Each of the disseminating factors was part of
integrated and separate communication conduits within societies’
overall institutional structures. The essence of the story “What Is It
About The Green Ones” was and did become a unified impression. The
emotional significance of the statement and the impressions created by
green and chocolate led to Mars Inc. selecting their leading character as
candy, an animated object of passion and sex.

Allport and Postman also went on to say:

Rumor is a homely work of art. It represents the
embedding of a precept into the mental context and into the
mental mechanisms that comprise our own nature. What is
seen or heard must be simplified in accordance with the
economizing process of memory. (1965:146-7)

This embedding process is carried out by conventionalization.
Advertisements, slogans, clever use of words, and common words, are
all used to convey common meanings: sexy, desire, oh-la-la; hot under
the candy; what is it about the green ones; | melt for no one. The
integration and the interconnectedness of the M&M’s advertising and
promotional words not only accentuates a unified impression about the
chocolate candy but form a common denominator for M&M’s Green
One: sex, chocolate and perhaps an aphrodisiac.

Sherry (1984) discussed how consumers creatively adapt products
to new, unforeseen uses. For example, Crisco cooking oil has been used
as a tanning lotion and also as a sexual organ lubricant. While he
believed there are hundreds of products employed in unspecified or
unapproved fashion, one product in particular appears to have captured
the imagination of consumer in multiattribute deciphering; Coca Cola
(746). M&M chocolate candies also appear to have multiple uses.

Initially Mars Inc. fought and won the lawsuit against Ms Jaffee’s
“The Green Ones.” Mars saw her promotional connection to sex and
the aphrodisiac qualities of chocolate as unacceptable to the M&M’s
image. It saw the sexual/chocolate link as a threat that could possibly
damage the company’s reputation. Later on, as | have discussed, the
marketer appropriated the folk-ideas of green, the historical evidence of
the use of chocolate as an aphrodisiac and positioned The Green One in
a favorable marketing context. From denial to acceptance to use, Mars
Inc. has gone all the way, with no kernel of truth, no hesitancy, no
rethinking, the myth, the rumor, the urban legend. While visiting the
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Las Vegas strip, February 2002, | visited the four-floor M&M’s retail
store. | asked various members of the floor staff, “what is it about the
green ones?” All looked at me with some degree of vacuity. Then, as |
was about to leave the store, | saw a postcard by the cash register: “The
Rumors Are True.” M&M’s green one is an aphrodisiac, according to
Mars Inc. promotional postcard.

The campaign continued in 2008. The corporation issued the
following press release before Valentine’s Day: “Mars Snack food U.S.
is proclaiming green the new color of love this Valentine’s Day as the
brand celebrates the myths, the legends, and innuendoes surrounding
M&M chocolate candies. The Rumors Are True” (Mars Snackfood US
2008).
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