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This thesis addresses the issue of authenticity in brand culture. Brands
are increasingly purpose-driven and expected to take a stand on socio-
political issues. This is in line with the emerging marketization of
“wokeness.” Social action itself may be shifting shape into a
marketable commodity. By tapping into public discourse concerning
“wokeness,” it now seems that many brands try to leverage “woke”
credentials to project authenticity. However, failed attempts can lead to
backlash as it is perceived as mere virtue-signalling (so-called “woke-
washing”).
   Drawing on the ethical philosophy of Jacques Derrida (1930-2004),
this thesis proposes a circuit of “woke” authenticity in brand culture
consisting of deconstruction, citationality, hauntology, compromise,
and introjection. This framework helps us understand possible
transformative effects of “woke” marketing strategies.
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Abstract
Authenticity is often considered the holy grail in marketing. Prior research has focused on authenticity in consumption and
marketing communications based on countercultural images of personal freedom, including mythologies based on resistant
rebels and social outlaws. In turn, research has constructed an androcentric view of authenticity using only one-half (i.e.,
the masculine/agentic) of its inherently ambivalent dialectic of meaning. Little is known about the authentication of more
feminine/communally gendered consumers such as stigmatized seekers and other marginalized consumer segments. In that
respect the literature on authenticity in consumer research is highly problematic, because the dominant worldview tends to
essentialize an exotic version of the Other recognized as authentic while knowing next to nothing about the Other beyond
this stereotypical image.

This thesis fills an important gap in knowledge regarding the circuit of cultural ideologies around authenticity,
particularly in relation to brand culture and consumers’ authenticating acts. Through a patchwork ethnography consisting
of data collected in different empirical contexts (e.g., the Viking myth, queer cinema, disability in ads, etc.), the aim is to
deconstruct the androcentric gaze on authenticity. Findings help pave the way toward a more empathic marketing theory and
practice in which the Other is less confined by the harmful depiction of stereotypes. These findings are important because
we live in times when brands are increasingly purpose-driven and expected to engage in activism (e.g., by taking a stand
on socio-political issues even if they are not directly related to their business), while our social institutions are becoming
more and more like brands. Indeed, recent marketing tendencies indicate a shifting cultural economy in which myths of
personal freedom have been replaced with commodity activism in the “woke” discourse of authenticity in contemporary
brand culture.

I contribute to consumer research and conversations concerning the politics of authenticity, emphasizing issues of ethical
representation and responsibility toward the Other, which may alleviate androcentric failings in previous research. I do this
through thinking rooted in a deconstructive ontology, a feminist epistemology, and a transformative consumer research
axiology.
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To Sabrina





“Authenticity is one of the cornerstones of contemporary
marketing” (Brown, Kozinets, & Sherry 2003, p. 21).
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

1.1 Background 

Authenticity is often considered the holy grail in marketing research and 
consumer studies (Beverland 2005; Brown et al. 2003; Morhart et al. 2015; 
Potter 2010). This is partly due to the conception of authenticity as the bina-
ry opposite to global commercialism (Thompson et al. 2006). On a cultural 
level, critical theorists like Theodor W. Adorno, Walter Benjamin, Herbert 
Marcuse, and other disciples of the Frankfurt School—a school of social 
theory and critical philosophy associated with the Institute for Social Re-
search at Goethe University in the 1930s—have studied how authenticity 
encapsulates something beyond Western consumer capitalism. Indeed, such 
binarization is one of many paradoxes that often needs to be resolved for an 
act of authentication to proceed (Arnould & Price 2000; Brown 2006; Rose 
& Wood 2005). In that regard, it has also been suggested that authenticity 
can be appropriated as an alibi in the current neoliberal moment allowing 
corporate businesses to appear disinterested while actually planning their 
commercial activities meticulously (Beverland 2006; Gilmore & Pine 2007; 
Thompson et al. 2013). 

One way for brands to create such alibis and project authenticity is to res-
onate with leftist ideologies in public discourse (Heath & Potter 2005). For 
example, Holt (2004) demonstrated how a number of brands that became 
cultural icons sought to authenticate their symbolic significations through 
bohemian advertising imagery. As Boltanski and Chiapello (2007) have 
shown us, alternative and bohemian values are often used to fuel capitalism. 
Hence, in their famous 1984 commercial, Apple co-opted elements of au-
thenticity as manifested in personal freedom and emancipation against a 
backdrop of corporate bureaucracy. Such co-optation has gradually shifted to 
now include social causes and political activism (e.g., Mirzaei et al. 2021; 
Schmidt et al. 2021; Sobande 2020; Vredenburg et al. 2020). “Social action,” 
Mukherjee and Banet-Weiser (2012, p. 2) suggest, “may itself be shifting 
shape into a marketable commodity.” This is in line with the emerging mar-
ketization of “wokeness” (Middleton & Turnbull 2021). Sobande (2020) 
notes that “woke” became an Oxford English Dictionary entry in 2017. The 
term “woke” refers to a perceived awareness of issues concerning social and 
racial justice. By tapping into public discourse concerning “wokeness,” it 
now seems that many brands try to leverage “woke” credentials to project 
authenticity (Vredenburg et al. 2020). Thus, brands like Nike and Gillette 
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have recently sought to position themselves as supporters of ideological 
movements such as Black Lives Matter and #MeToo. The new reality show 
The Activist is another example that activism has been consumed by the cor-
porate world (Mahdawi 2021). 

Brands are increasingly purpose-driven and expected to take a stand on so-
cio-political issues (Mukherjee & Banet-Weiser 2012). Meanwhile, our so-
cial institutions are becoming more and more like brands (Beverland et al. 
2020). As a result, some scholars now believe that we live in a brand culture 
(e.g., Arvidsson 2006; Banet-Weiser 2012; Bauman 2001; Ritzer 1996; 
Schroeder & Salzer-Mörling 2006)—or even a brand society (Kornberger 
2010)—in which brands have become an integral part of our everyday lives. 
Brands circulate seamlessly within commodity culture. Through their ubiqui-
ty and visibility, Heilbrunn (2006, p. 107) argues that “brands shape the way 
we see ourselves, others and the world in general. They govern part of the 
way we consider our daily universe and most of our daily actions through 
very prescriptive discourses.” Hence, Sherry (1998) suggests that our cultur-
al landscape has become a “brandscape” (also O’Reilly & Kerrigan 2013; 
Stevens et al. 2019; Thompson & Arsel 2004). 

While once perceived as inferior to the “hard” sciences, culture has now 
come to occupy an increasingly important position in the seemingly material 
world of business and economics (Arnould & Thompson 2005; du Gay et al. 
1997). Cultural practices and institutions play a central role in the lives of 
consumers, informing ideologies about what constitutes authenticity (Bever-
land 2009). Meanwhile, Mukherjee and Banet-Weiser (2012) point out that 
“authenticity is often used by the hegemonic class to discipline the most vul-
nerable of populations” (p. 152). Hence, there is a pressing need to study 
how cultural ideologies about authenticity may inform consumers’ authenti-
cating acts (i.e., the ways consumers authenticate) as a form of disciplina-
tion. To this end, I employ a a cultural sociological perspective (Holt 2004). 

1.2 Problem formulation 

This thesis addresses the issue of authenticity in consumer culture. Previous 
studies have often been informed by the Frankfurt School of critical theory 
where authenticity is equated with personal freedom and/or market emanci-
pation. For example, Heath and Potter (2005) note that the entire apparatus 
of consumer capitalism is devoted to inculcating inauthentic or false needs 
and desires while repressing those that reflect our true selves. Hence, they 
write that “we need to look elsewhere for the authentic, which can be found 
only in relationships that are less modern, bureaucratic and repressive, more 
pristine, primitive or ‘natural.’ The exotic, in other words” (p. 276). Due to 
the pervasiveness of the Frankfurt School and its disciples in critical market-
ing theory, authenticity has come to be regarded as a sacred or lost object 
that needs to be redeemed by the individual in commoditized and profane 
mass culture. Proponents of this perspective argue that the expansion of 
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commodity production in the twentieth century has led to the proliferation of 
leisure and consumption activities, and, in turn, a homogenized mass culture 
(Horkheimer & Adorno 1979). This “commodity logic” saturates all aspects 
of society and stands in the way of a more “authentic” social existence. 
Horkheimer and Adorno’s (1979) argument, in short, is that because produc-
tion is thought to determine consumption, there is no space for individual 
human agency, which is taken as the epitome of authenticity. 

The discourse on authenticity in consumer research remains highly problem-
atic. For Potter (2010), the quest for authenticity is just another form of sta-
tus competition. In Brown’s (2009) words, the fabrication of authenticity is 
“frankly, ludicrous” (p. 271). My diagnosis, however, is less bleak; I simply 
argue that previous research has enforced a single-sided view by focusing on 
all too androcentric contexts. Stating that social science theory and methods 
are androcentric means that they represent masculine/agentic modes of per-
ceiving reality and of formulating and carrying out research programs 
(Hirschman 1991). In other words, androcentrism denotes the practice of 
placing the masculine/agentic at the center of one’s worldview, thereby mar-
ginalizing the feminine/communal. Specifically, two androcentric failings 
arise from the extant literature. First, countercultural market emergence has 
instituted an image of authenticity rooted in individualism. This research 
strand often builds upon Marcuse’s (2006) classical text Eros and Civiliza-
tion in which he argues that society necessarily is based on conformity and 
homogenization as manifested in the repression of personal freedom. Cultur-
ally, brands can co-opt such countercultural critique against social con-
formity, thus tapping into discourses of personal freedom to project authen-
ticity (Frank 1997; also Thompson et al. 2013). In turn, co-optation has insti-
tuted an androcentric gaze on authenticity based on radical individualism 
which is always-already posited in the realm of the agentic rather than the 
communal (Hirschman 1991). Second, commodity activism has encouraged 
commercial actors to assume social responsibility and be more inclusive in 
the current neoliberal moment. As Mukherjee and Banet-Weiser (2012) have 
shown us, commodity activism is a practice that merges consumer behavior 
with socio-political goals. Although such cultural work propels political ac-
tivism toward brand culture, these inclusions often consolidate an androcen-
tric gaze. For example, commodity activism is still rooted in the premise that 
entrepreneurial “consumer-citizens” can cultivate their personal identities 
through their consumer choices (e.g., Holt 2002), which is a highly agentic 
view. 

In short, the Western imaginary has instituted an androcentric utopia of au-
thenticity based on countercultural mythos. But the rebel (e.g., the Marlboro 
man) exposes how the semiotics of rugged individualism are often based on 
masculine values (Hirschman 2003; Holt & Thompson 2004; Martin & 
Gnoth 2009; Stern 1988), the artistic genius reifies the commodity logic by 
which individualism is celebrated (Bradshaw & Brown 2008; Fine 2003; 
Potter 2010), and the social outlaw is no more than a fetishization of the 
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marginalized (Botterill 2007; Heath & Potter 2005). In their highly cited pa-
per on modern mountain men re-enactors, for example, Belk and Costa 
(1998) note that “inasmuch as Native Americans are a highly oppressed if 
historically romanticized group, claiming Indian blood may be seen as an-
other aspect of identification with the alienated and marginalized” (p. 236). 
However, romanticized identification with society’s marginalized runs the 
risk of merely consolidating their continuous exclusion and exploitation. 
This is particularly the case of unwilling outsiders such as low-literacy con-
sumers (Adkins & Ozanne 2005), consumers with disabilities (Baker et al. 
2007), and newly arrived immigrants struggling to integrate into society 
(Peñaloza 1994). In addition, authenticity is important in commodity ac-
tivism. As stated above, brands and commercial actors are increasingly ex-
pected to take a stand on socio-political issues (Middleton & Turnbull 2021; 
Mirzaei et al. 2021; Sobande 2020; Vredenburg et al. 2020). Thus, Ellie 
Goldstein, a model with Down syndrome, recently gained fame after featur-
ing in a Gucci campaign that was explicitly said to center around the idea of 
authenticity (Weinstock 2020). More precisely, the brand’s creative director 
said, “I designed L’Obscur mascara for an authentic person who uses make-
up to tell their story of freedom, in their way.” 

Much of the academic work on authenticity in consumption has tended to 
privilege an androcentric view where certain connotations that are positively 
attributed from a Western perspective are taken as the only way to perceive 
authenticity (Sandıkçı & Ger 2010). For example, according to a recent 
study of Yelp reviews of restaurants in New York City, judging restaurants 
by authenticity tends to reflect a “white supremacy” gaze (Kay 2019). More 
precisely, the author argues that the average Yelp reviewer connotes the “au-
thentic” with negative characteristics such as kitsch and dirt when reviewing 
non-European restaurants, but when talking about cuisine from Europe, the 
authentic instead gets associated with more positive characteristics such as 
rustic and old elegance. It appears that the change in tone extends to restau-
rant staff too. Whereas the waiters at French restaurants were complimented 
for their accent, the servers at Chinese restaurants were accused of being 
rude when speaking in their mother tongue (Kay 2019). Yelp reviewers are 
also more likely to attribute food poisoning to Asian and Latin American 
restaurants (Simmons 2014). As Borgerson and Schroeder (2002) point !94
out, “even as more diverse human subjects are being represented in market-
ing and advertising images, their human identity suffers from racist, sexist 
and colonialist erasure” (p. 588). Indeed, “representations of subordinate 
groups, particularly marketing representations circulating within the domi-
nant semiotics of media culture, rarely contradict and typically reproduce 
versions of subordination” (p. 579). 

As indicated above, the dominant worldview tends to essentialize an exotic 
version of the Other—a philosophical term used here to signify the marginal-
ized—recognized as authentic, while knowing next to nothing about the 
Other beyond this stereotypical image (Bardhi et al. 2010; Borgerson & 
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Schroeder 2002; Brown et al. 1999; Costa 1998). In this thesis, the increas-
ingly “woke” notion of authenticity is used as an angle of inquiry from 
which to study ethical representation and responsibility toward the Other. 
This is important as it can both help companies gain legitimacy by being 
more inclusive in a present-day brandscape and contribute to social change 
by debunking damaging stereotypes for how marginalized consumers are 
represented. The argument, in short, is that market-mediated representations 
that try to be inclusive—but actually misrepresent the marginalized con-
sumer segment in question—may end up reinforcing harmful stereotypes 
(Foster & Pettinicchio 2021; Kearney et al. 2019). Hence, these brands can 
face backlash, for example by not gaining legitimacy among the marginal-
ized segment (Kates 2004). 

1.3 Aim of the thesis 

The aim of this thesis is to deconstruct the androcentric gaze on authenticity 
in consumer research, paving the way for a more ethical marketing theory 
guided by empathy, which is often dismissed as “unstable” in a normative 
marketing orientation (Holbrook & Hirschman 1982). Recognizing that prior 
consumer research on the topic of authenticity has been conducted from an 
androcentric perspective, the next step is to actively seek ways to incorporate 
the communal values encoded within the feminine worldview (Hirschman 
1991). Breaking away from the tradition of countercultural mythologization 
of the individual, this thesis seeks to incorporate a new marketing theory and 
practice rooted in deconstruction (a concept I will discuss in more depth in 
Chapter 2) and responsibility toward the Other. Hirschman (1991) argues 
that the ideology that excluded empathy from the sphere of scientific rigor 
embraced the very dualistic tradition from which deconstruction tries to 
break away. “One half of this duality,” Hirschman (1991, p. 325) suggests, 
“came to be regarded as scientific; the other—the feminine/communal por-
tion—came to be regarded as unscientific, and was excluded from inquiry.” 

Let me outline here why authenticity will be the subject of this thesis. The 
act of being true to oneself—at least in the androcentric tradition of Western 
philosophy—indicates a certain closedness to that which is other than one-
self. However, in addition to authenticity (i.e., an attribute), Arnould and 
Price (2000) remind us that it is useful to think of authenticating acts (i.e., 
activities). “All human activities,” Arendt (2018) emphasizes, “are condi-
tioned by the fact that men live together” (p. 22, italics added). I will explain 
myself with some help from Derrida’s ethical philosophy, in which openness 
toward the Other is seen as the highest good. As Derrida (1993a) points out, 
“inauthenticity is not an exterior accident, a sin or an evil that comes by sur-
prise to existence in its authentic mode” (p. 77). Moreover, I will apply a 
cultural sociological perspective in my analysis, paving the way for what 
Butler (2016) calls a social ontology beyond such “androcentrism” that has 
informed previous consumer research on authenticity (Hirschman 1991). For 
the purpose of this thesis, “social ontology” is to be understood as a political 
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critique of what counts as “being” in the androcentric realm of marketing 
thought. The outcome of my aim to deconstruct the androcentric gaze on 
authenticity—which has haunted Western imagination for centuries (e.g., 
Heidegger 1962; Rousseau 1933; Trilling 1972)—is to shed light on a more 
empathic mode of consumer research. Thus, I hope to advance the knowl-
edge on ethical representation (Schroeder & Borgerson 2005) and responsi-
bility toward the Other (Dobscha 2019; Giesler & Veresiu 2014) as well as 
the rich literature on authenticity in brand culture (e.g., Beverland & Farrelly 
2010; Brown et al. 2003; Grayson & Martinec 2004). 

To this end, I have conducted five studies. ‘Brand Authenticity: 25 Years of 
Research’ (Paper 1) offers a systematic literature review of previous research 
on authenticity in marketing and consumer research, calling for more decon-
structive approaches in the field. I next study the interplay between facticity 
and cultural imagination in historical re-enactments. More precisely, in 
‘From Aura to Jargon: The Social Life of Authentication’ (Paper 2), I ask the 
following research question: How does historicity and cultural imagination 
interplay in the negotiation of authenticity in cinematic artworks that re-en-
act historical epochs? This question is important as extant literature tends to 
overemphasize the notion of authenticity as being synonymous with “gen-
uine, real, and/or true” (Beverland & Farrelly 2010, p. 839). From Grayson 
and Martinec’s (2004) marketing perspective, facticity is understood as pure 
indexicality and cultural imagination as pure iconicity. Recently, this press-
ing issue was raised by critics of The Crown, a historical drama about the 
British royal family. Critics wanted Netflix to add a disclaimer at the begin-
ning of each episode to warn the viewers that the series is a work of fiction 
(Jenkins 2020). The purpose of this research paper is to rethink Grayson and 
Martinec’s (2004) distinction between indexicality and iconicity, which fails 
to capture many performative cues to authenticity. 

If Paper 2 addresses the production of authenticity in the context of historical 
re-enactment, ‘The Viking Myth: Nostalgia and Collective Guilt’ (Paper 3) 
deals with authenticity from a consumption perspective. More precisely, I 
study how authentication is often based on “white mythology” (Derrida 
1982b) or “white savior” myths (Sobande 2020), especially in relation to 
nostalgia where more sinister images from cultural memory may also be 
evoked when the myth is interpreted in a present-day zeitgeist. Consider, for 
example, Sainsbury’s, which took to Twitter to release its Christmas adverts 
for 2020. Featuring heartwarming home footage of a black family celebrat-
ing Christmas (arguably the most nostalgic of festivities), it was met with a 
number of racist responses in line with: “I’m dreaming of a WHITE Christ-
mas,” “Christmas in Nigeria,” and “You may as well rename yourself Black-
bury’s!” (Young 2020). In androcentric tradition, the utopian discourses of 
nostalgia and authenticity are deeply intertwined. For example, the Frankfurt 
School critique that present-day consumption merely compensates for the 
vast amount of inauthenticity in contemporary consumer capitalism suggests 
a certain conservatism where other periods in history, particularly the pre-
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industrial, are mythologized as authentic (Adorno 2003). But as Derrida 
(1982b) points out, “we must think of this without nostalgia, that is, outside 
of the myth” (p. 27, italics in original). Hence, Paper 3 addresses the follow-
ing research questions: (1) How are consumer feelings of nostalgia affected 
when myths are exposed to mask problematic elements in the past? (2) How 
do consumers resolve such mythological tension? As such, Paper 3 addresses 
responsibility toward the Other whereas the following papers deal more ex-
plicitly with ethical representation. 

In addition to nostalgia-elicited consumption based on “white mythology,” I 
will next study issues of authenticity in relation to identity. ‘Seeing the Invis-
ible: Brand Authenticity and the Cultural Production of Queer 
Imagination’ (Paper 4) explores the commodification of “queer” lives, where 
authenticity is conceptualized as a compromise between queer imagination 
and normative political ideology through the theoretical lens of false subla-
tion (Bürger 1984). More precisely, we address the following research ques-
tions: (1) How may the very capitalization of queer signifiers compromise 
the dominant order from within? (2) How can brands possibly draw on these 
signifiers to project authenticity? Furthermore, Paper 4 elucidates how cul-
tural production contributes to the dissemination of ideological meaning in 
an aesthetically oriented consumer culture (Holt 2004; Preece et al. 2019; 
Venkatesh & Meamber 2006). Thus, Paper 4 extends the literature on com-
modification and co-optation (Goulding et al. 2009; Heath & Potter 2005; 
Kates 2004) by illuminating emergent marketing practices such as queerbait-
ing. 

Finally, ‘Tales From the Crypt: A Psychoanalytic Approach to Disability 
Representation in Advertising’ (Paper 5) addresses advertising representa-
tions of consumers with disabilities, debunking the “hero myth” and its 
ableist underpinnings (Campbell 1949). As mentioned above, consumers 
with disabilities are often excluded from the market (Tah 2021). On the few 
occasions when they are actually included in media or advertising, they are 
often incorporated to please the androcentric gaze. Little is known about the 
heroic agency of consumers with disabilities beyond misrepresentational 
“supercrip” narratives . Hence, we raise the following research questions: (1) 1

How do stigmatized (or unspeakable) narratives enter the public conscious-
ness through advertising? (2) What are the unintended consequences? (3) 
Does the outcome of such inclusion hold the potential for destigmatization? 
Following Campbell (1949), the hero myth is a common cultural resource 
that is often appropriated in advertisements. However, marketing material 
invoking the hero myth typically affirms heroic agency as a patriarchal, able-

 A common stereotype in the disability literature is known as the “supercrip” 1

or someone who overcomes their disability in ways that are often seen by the 
public as inspiring. Excessive praise for engaging in everyday activities is 
thought to reflect low expectations about what a person with a disability can 
do.
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bodied experience (Botterill 2007; Kearney et al. 2019; Sobande et al. 2020). 
In this regard, the hero myth could be said to fuel oppression by maintaining 
a social order in which the hero—without whom the Other would be doomed
—steps in to save the day (Hirschman 2000). 

1.4 Thesis outline 

The remainder of this thesis is structured as follows. Chapter 2 provides a 
literature review of the consumer negotiation of authenticity in brand culture, 
with a particular focus on its androcentric underpinnings. I identify lacunae 
in existing literature that my deconstructive approach based on Derridean 
philosophy can help alleviate. Chapter 3 describes the patchwork ethno-
graphic research design, data collection, and mode of interpretation. I also 
provide an overview of the seemingly disparate empirical contexts that are 
“patched” together through an analytical frame based on the circuit of cul-
ture (du Gay et al. 1997). Chapter 4 presents a more extensive summary of 
the five articles included in this thesis. Chapter 5 discusses the findings, 
striving toward an empathic marketing theory guided by ethical representa-
tion and representation toward the Other. Finally, in Chapter 6, I present the 
theoretical contributions, the implications for consumer research, and some 
limitations and suggestions for future research. 
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Table 1: Thesis outline 
Research 
problem

Theoretical 
framework

Research 
method and 
empirical 
context

Findings and 
contributions

I seek to 
contribute to 
consumer 
research, 
specifically its 
discourse on 
authenticity. 
More precisely, I 
argue that 
consumer 
research on 
authenticity has 
been conducted 
from an 
androcentric 
perspective often 
informed by the 
Frankfurt School 
of critical theory 
in which 
authenticity is 
conceived as the 
binary opposite 
of consumer 
capitalism.

For the purpose 
of this thesis, I 
adopt a 
deconstructive 
approach guided 
by Derrida’s 
ethical 
philosophy. It 
allows me to 
envision a more 
empathic 
marketing theory 
in which 
ideologies around 
authenticity are 
more inclusive.

This thesis 
follows the 
methods of 
patchwork 
ethnography. 
Paper 1 seeks to 
conceptualize 
authenticity; 
Papers 2–5 draw 
on the circuit of 
culture to study 
authenticity as a 
cultural 
phenomenon in 
terms of 
production (Paper 
2), consumption 
(Paper 3), identity 
(Paper 4), and 
representation 
(Paper 5).

This thesis 
contributes to 
marketing theory 
by extending 
consumer 
research on 
authenticity. It 
deconstructs the 
androcentric gaze 
in previous 
research, drawing 
attention to an 
empathic 
marketing theory 
with emphasis on 
ethical 
representation 
and responsibility 
toward the Other.

!9



Chapter 2: Theoretical background 

2.1 Literature review 

This chapter highlights some specific perspectives on authenticity that are 
important for this thesis. Derived from the Greek words autos (“self”) and 
hentes (“doer,” “being”), authentikos implies someone acting on their own 
authority (Spiggle et al. 2012). Originating in the Romantic belief in a true 
intrinsic self, authenticity has been an ideal of Western thought at least since 
the writings of Jean-Jacques Rousseau (Laermans 2018; Potter 2010). While 
the term initially indicated rejection of conformity and resistance to various 
forms of extrinsic motivations, the sense of the word as a synonym to gen-
uineness or sincerity only entered the English language as late as the eigh-
teenth century (Trilling 1972). In other words, it would seem that the cultural 
meaning of authenticity has gradually shifted from the image of a rugged 
outlaw rebelling against society’s laws and institutions to now encapsulate 
values such as truthfulness, responsibility, and transparency (Banet-Weiser 
2012; Botterill 2007; Holt & Thompson 2004). 

The twentieth century saw ideals of authenticity and personal autonomy be-
ing co-opted by powerful economic forces whereby the symbolic resources 
of brands have come to offer transformations such that self-actualizing con-
sumers can enact their “true” selves (Arsel & Thompson 2011; Belk 1988; 
Thompson et al. 2013). In a similar vein, Holt (2004) demonstrates how 
iconic brands exude authenticity by encompassing political and cultural au-
thority as resources for self-expression, where consumers ultimately run the 
risk of feeling alienated from their aspirations and identity projects (Arnould 
& Thompson 2005). From a cultural branding perspective, coming across as 
fake or artificial can indeed be damaging for many brands (Holt 2004; Kates 
2004; Thompson et al. 2006). 

As Grayson and Martinec (2004) remind us, there is an important but subtle 
difference between being authentic and brand authenticity. Authenticity is 
part of the ongoing search for meaning and belonging in life. As traditional 
sources of meaning in our culture such as family and religious institutions 
have lost their pull on younger consumers, they turn to consumer products 
and communities instead (e.g., Beverland 2009; Muñiz & O’Guinn 2001; 
Thompson & Coskuner-Balli 2007). Morhart and colleagues (2015) have 
defined brand authenticity as “the extent to which consumers perceive a 
brand to be faithful and true toward itself and its consumers, and to support 
consumers being true to themselves” (p. 202). However, as it seems that 
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brand authenticity is a polysemous and multilayered concept (Akbar & 
Wymer 2017), it might not be helpful to compress it into a single definition. 
The concept of brand authenticity has not fallen from the sky fully formed, 
and it is no more inscribed in marketing discourse. 

As detailed in Figure 1, more than twenty-five years have passed since Bar-
bara B. Stern’s (1994) pioneering call for marketing scholars to take the top-
ic of authenticity into consideration. Accordingly, the fin de siècle brought 
about an amplified focus on authenticity in marketing and consumer research 
scholarship (e.g., Arnould & Price 2000; Goulding 2000; Peñaloza 2000). 
From iconic mainstream marketing strategies—from Coca-Cola’s “It’s the 
real thing” slogan, Porsche’s “Roots in Racing, Not Posing” advertisement, 
and Wrangler’s “Born Authentic” tagline to Dove’s “Real Beauty” campaign 
championing female empowerment, regardless of body size—it is apparent 
that the demand for authenticity or the “real thing” now permeates many of 
our social institutions, including business administration (Alexander 2009; 
Beverland 2009; Potter 2010). 
 

Figure 1: Timeline for authenticity studies 

Research on authenticity can broadly be divided into three empirical con-
texts: (1) brands (e.g., Beverland 2006; Brown et al. 2003; Leigh et al. 
2006); (2) consumption (e.g., Belk & Costa 1998; Beverland & Farrelly 
2010; Grayson & Martinec 2004); and (3) advertising (e.g., Beverland et al. 
2008; Botterill 2007; Stern 1994). Nonetheless, as noted by Becker and col-
leagues (2019), research examining authenticity in advertising remains 
sparse. The limited studies on this topic discuss authenticity in advertise-
ments with regard to a specific aspect—such as the relationship between 
brand authenticity and an advertisement’s persona or spokesperson (Stern 
1994)—or whether advertisements can reinforce brand authenticity claims 
by honoring brand heritage (Beverland et al. 2008). 
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While some have tried to deconstruct the authentic–counterfeit dichotomy 
using postmodern theory, most scholars agree that authenticity today is a 
contrivance rather than a reality (e.g., Brown et al. 2003; Canavan 2021; Hi-
etanen et al. 2020; Rose & Wood 2005). Thus, the focus of many studies is 
on rendering authenticity by drawing on real and stylized cues (Beverland 
2005; Gilmore & Pine 2007). In total, three research streams emerge from 
previous literature (see Table 2). The first research stream studied authentici-
ty in more epistemological terms, focusing on the characteristics that distin-
guish the “real thing” from the fake. The second research stream focused on 
the negotiation of authenticity in more sociological than epistemological 
terms. This research stream provided details on its social-historical and ideo-
logical patterning, and the various discourses of power legitimizing the for-
mation around authenticity in consumer culture. A third research stream fo-
cused on emotional and moral aspects of authentication. Studies in this 
stream focused more phenomenologically on the influence of lived experi-
ence and consumer imagination on the dynamics of authentication. 

Table 2: List of notable articles per research stream 

To date, the majority of the research has focused on characteristics that dis-
tinguish the “real thing” from the fake. In this research stream, the objective 

Research stream Notable articles

Characteristics that distinguish the 
“real thing” from the fake

Alexander (2009); Alhouti et al. 
(2016); Beverland (2005, 2006); 
Beverland et al. (2008); Bryce et al. 
(2015); Castéran & Roederer (2013); 
Chhabra (2005); Chhabra et al. 
(2003); Fritz et al. (2017); Grayson 
& Martinec (2004); Kolar & Zabkar 
(2010); Morhart et al. (2015); Muñoz 
et al. (2006); Napoli et al. (2014); 
Newman & Dhar (2014); Schallehn 
et al. (2014); Spiggle et al. (2012); 
Stern (1994); Zhou et al. (2013)

The legitimizing function of 
authenticity

Autio et al. (2013); Brown et al. 
(2003); Cohen & Cohen (2012); 
Goulding (2000); Holt (2002); Kates 
(2004); Leigh et al. (2006); Peñaloza 
(2000); Peterson (2005); Thompson 
et al. (2006); Vann (2006)

Emotional and moral aspects of 
authentication

Bardhi et al. (2010); Belk & Costa 
(1998); Beverland & Farrelly (2010); 
Chronis & Hampton (2008); 
Kozinets (2002); McIntosh & 
Prentice (1999); Michael (2015); 
Rose & Wood (2005)
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is to identify certain types of cues that are more likely to receive authenticity 
attributions by consumers and/or to demonstrate that brand authenticity gen-
erates higher consumer value ratings of market experiences. Although such 
research is necessary, there are two major limitations in such studies. First, 
they produce a diversity of conceptualizations of brand authenticity (Akbar 
& Wymer 2017). This is problematic as it may result in an inconsistent body 
of literature, which ultimately prevents theory development (Stern et al. 
2001). Failure to specify the conceptual meaning of brand authenticity can 
also be a cause of poor-quality research (MacKenzie 2003). Second, this re-
search stream is unable to account for unexpected results, such as consumer 
inclination to suspend disbelief (Brown et al. 2013; Chronis & Hampton 
2008; Stern 1994). However, the identification of the legitimizing function of 
authenticity as well as emotional and moral aspects of authentication may 
overcome those limitations. 

In addition to the continuous crystallization of more generalizable frame-
works of brand authenticity factors and attributes than prior models that have 
emerged, specifically from the characteristics that distinguish the “real 
thing” from the fake research stream (e.g., Bruhn et al. 2012; Morhart et al. 
2015; Napoli et al. 2014; Schallehn et al. 2014), opportunities for further 
research present themselves to better understand the qualities of indexical vs. 
iconic cues. For example, it would be interesting to examine how different 
types of consumers utilize the different cue types (Beverland et al. 2008; Ew-
ing et al. 2012; Kovács et al. 2014) and to assess the impact of the conflu-
ence of indexical and iconic cues on various brand types or brand authentici-
ties (Jian et al. 2019; Thompson & Tian 2008). Moreover, marketing re-
search may benefit from revisiting the semiotic distinction between indexi-
cality and iconicity in the context of brand authenticity in general. 

My overview suggests that extant literature primarily focuses on positive 
outcomes of authentication. Hartmann and Östberg (2013) note how authen-
ticity is often discursively mistaken for enchantment, even though the two 
terms are conceptually distinct. Bardhi and colleagues (2010) demonstrate 
that authenticity or the “real thing” can also be experienced as negative, not 
least in the markets of terroir and regional cuisine. Similarly, scholars have 
questioned the extent to which brands can be perceived as too honest and 
sincere (Becker et al. 2019; Sundar & Noseworthy 2016). It would be inter-
esting to see more research exploring possible negative aspects of authenti-
cation. If authenticity, as suggested by Freathy and Thomas (2015), serves “a 
propagandist role” (p. 190) to legitimize dominant socio-political meaning 
and ideology—for example by making hegemonic economic forces seem 
natural or masking different types of oppression—one may also wish to con-
sider the price we have to pay for collectively making the Other (as mani-
fested in other ways of organizing social life) seem inauthentic. 

In terms of sampling procedure, past research seldom examines consumers 
beyond the customary frame of “affluent, white, Anglo-Saxons of European 
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descent” (Burton 2009, p. 184). While Vann (2006) studied the limits of au-
thenticity in Vietnamese consumer markets, DeBerry-Spence and Izberk-
Bilgin (2021) note that “existing research fails to capture the nuances of con-
sumer authentication in the face of ideological and historical forces that ren-
der consumer identity ambiguous, disputed, and even stigmatized” (p. 150). 
In doing so, Bryce and colleagues (2015) suggest that the prevailing ethno-
centric perceptions in the literature need to be challenged, and I agree that 
this is one of the most pressing issues that a future research agenda should 
take into consideration. By exposing its ethnocentric (and its androcentric) 
underpinnings, future research on authenticity should follow the intersec-
tional research paradigm (see Gopaldas & DeRoy 2015), raising the question 
of who actually benefits from authenticity in terms of consumer well-being 
and social conditions, in line with the agenda for transformative consumer 
research (Mick et al. 2012). 

The first twenty-five years of research on brand authenticity have focused on 
positive attributions of authenticity following the characteristics that distin-
guish the “real thing” from the fake research stream. It might be time to con-
sider the potentially harmful side effects of brand authenticity on consumer 
well-being and on society. Thus, taking the growing need for consumer re-
searchers to take “intersectionality” (i.e., the interactivity of social identity 
structures such as race, class, and gender) into consideration, it will be im-
portant—especially for the legitimizing function of authenticity research 
stream—to highlight the “contextualization […] of systemic and structuring 
influences of market and social systems that is not necessarily felt or experi-
enced by consumers in their daily lives, and therefore not necessarily discur-
sively expressed” (Askegaard & Linnet 2011, p. 381) and strive toward a 
more diverse research agenda and inclusive conception of authenticity. 

Following the typology proposed by Scaraboto and Fischer (2013), previous 
research has studied authenticity in contexts where consumers are resistant 
rebels (e.g., Holt 2002; Kozinets & Handelman 2004; Thompson et al. 
2006). This thesis seeks instead to consider the case of stigmatized seekers 
who, Scaraboto and Fischer (2013) point out, “lack legitimacy in mainstream 
markets yet want more or better offerings from them” (p. 1253). Drawing on 
Hirschman’s (1991) framework, it could be said that resistant rebels signify 
values that are encoded in the masculine/agentic worldview whereas stigma-
tized seekers are more feminine/communal (and less androcentric). 

2.2 Philosophical underpinnings 

The concept of authenticity has long been under scrutiny in cultural sociolo-
gy (e.g., Fine 2003; Grazian 2005; Peterson 2005) and tourism (MacCannell 
1973; Wang 1999), and excessively so in the marketing and brand manage-
ment literature (Beverland & Farrelly 2010; Thompson et al. 2006). Market-
ing gurus Gilmore and Pine (2007) suggest that brand authenticity has now 
overtaken quality as a prevailing purchase criterion. Above, I identified three 
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streams of research in the literature on authenticity: (1) characteristics that 
distinguish the “real thing” from the fake, (2) the legitimizing function of 
authenticity, and (3) emotional and moral aspects of authentication. These 
streams can be seen as supplements to previous distinctions between objec-
tive, constructive, and existential (sometimes postmodern) authenticity (see 
Morhart et al. 2015). In addition, marketing scholars have recently suggested 
the interpretation of performative authenticity (e.g., Canavan 2021) (see Ta-
ble 3). 

Table 3: Types of authenticity 

Boorstin’s (1961) articulation of pseudo-events first brought issues of au-
thenticity into the realm of tourism studies (and, later on, marketing and con-
sumer research). According to him, inauthentic objects yield an inauthentic 
experience. This was followed by MacCannell (1973) who introduced the 
term “staged authenticity” to denote the ways traditional cultures are pre-
sented to outsiders (i.e., the authentic/real is hidden backstage). This theoret-
ical perspective provides the foundation for the objective approach in which 
authenticity is assessed on the basis of genuineness akin to objects in a mu-
seum (Handler 1986). The constructive approach shows that authenticity can 
be pluralistic and is often subject to interpretation. In consumer research, 
Grayson and Martinec (2004) used the terms “indexical” and “iconic” au-
thenticity to denote how objects that lack spatio-temporal authenticity can 
still be perceived as authentic on the basis of their iconicity. In turn, Wang 
(1999) introduced the term “existential” authenticity to denote a state of be-
ing when tourists at exotic locations feel as if they reveal their true inner 
selves. From this perspective, experienced authenticity concerns whether 
individuals feel as if they are in touch both with the real world and their real 
selves and has nothing to do with the originality of objects (Handler & Sax-
ton 1988). It has been suggested that the existential approach may have the 
most explanatory power to examine authenticity under the postmodern con-
dition where any originality can be subject to infinite reproduction. For ex-
ample, feelings of authenticity can emerge from intra-personal relations 
rather than from an object itself or its mode of production. 

Recently, the notion of performativity has started to pervade the literature on 
authenticity in an attempt to elucidate how consumer objects and social dis-
courses can exist in dialogue with experiences of being in touch with one’s 
true self (Canavan 2021; Cohen & Cohen 2012; Elliott & Davies 2006; 
Knudsen & Waade 2010; Zhu 2012). Harwood and El-Manstrly (2012) en-

Objective authenticity Authenticity is real

Constructive authenticity Authenticity is negotiated

Existential (postmodern) authenticity Authenticity is subjective

Performative authenticity Authenticity is agentic/structural
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capsulate this trend in “The Performativity Turn,” which focuses on con-
sumers’ authenticating acts rather than brand authenticity (e.g., consumers 
can authenticate brands, consumer objects, and experiences that lack indexi-
cal or iconic authenticity as long as they fit their goals or aspirations; these 
are often socially contingent). In this thesis, I position myself within a per-
formative domain following the legitimizing function of authenticity research 
stream suggested in Paper 1. In other words, I focus on the ideological for-
mation of authenticity in contemporary brand culture and its tensions. 

2.3 Theoretical approach 

For the purpose of this thesis, I employ a deconstructive ontological ap-
proach based on the ethical philosophy of Jacques Derrida (1930-2004) 
combined with the type of feminist epistemology Hirschman (1991) advo-
cates. In his essay Violence and Metaphysics, Derrida (1982a) honors an eth-
ical philosophy of openness toward the Other, which is taken as a central 
axiological assumption throughout this research project. As Murray and 
Ozanne (1991) have shown us, “social problems often result from groups in 
society being constrained by social structures and processes that they them-
selves construct and maintain” (p. 129). Schroeder and colleagues (e.g., 
Borgerson & Schroeder 2002; Schroeder & Borgerson 2005; Schroeder & 
Zwick 2004) also denote the ethics of representation in advertising and mar-
keting communications. 

In line with this agenda, I point to a more empathic trope of consumer re-
search characterized by diversity and inclusivity. Indeed, Derrida (1982a) 
goes along with the idea that to live for the Other is the highest good. How-
ever, he challenges the idea that only face-to-face interaction can be ethical. 
Whereas other ethical thinkers (e.g., Emmanuel Levinas, Hannah Arendt, 
Simone Weil) regard written communication as dead and unresponsive, Der-
rida (1982a) argues that writing can be just as valuable a space for ethical 
encounters. Social change takes place both on the streets and in the class-
rooms—in the hymen between activism and academia—or as Derrida (2016) 
famously proclaimed elsewhere, “there is no outside-text” [il n’y a pas de 
hors-texte] (p. 172). From this proclamation, two implications are derived: 
(1) consumer behavior is always discursively situated in a market or social 
system (e.g., Askegaard & Linnet 2011; Bristor & Fischer 1993; Thompson 
et al. 2013) and (2) consumer research can have a positive impact on con-
sumer well-being and the quality of everyday life (Mick et al. 2012). 

The first implication (i.e., that consumer behavior is always discursively sit-
uated) raises issues of structure and agency (Table 3). For example, structur-
al forces often reproduce stereotypes by which marginalized groups are rep-
resented with less agency, which can be damaging for the way these con-
sumers perceive themselves in the marketplace (e.g., Baker et al. 2005; Bris-
tor et al. 1995; Crockett 2017). In line with Borgerson and Schroeder (2002): 
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the claim is not that some advertising, as well as other forms of marketing 
communications, might offend the damaged group or its members, but that 
semiotically and ontologically associated groups and individuals, and their 
opportunities for the future, may be damaged by certain forms of representa-
tion 

( p. 571) 

The argument, in short, is that market-mediated representations of society’s 
most marginalized tend to reproduce images of subordination. This leads us 
to the second implication (i.e., consumer well-being). For the purpose of this 
thesis, it is assumed that consumer research can be transformative and con-
tribute to consumer well-being by actively seeking to encourage consumers 
to assume responsibility for the Other. 

Taking aim at the structuralism of Claude Lévi-Strauss, in a 1966 interven-
tion Derrida gave his first lecture (‘Structure, Sign, and Play in the Discourse 
of the Human Sciences’) to an audience in the United States as part of a con-
ference at Johns Hopkins University (Kamuf 2001). Published the following 
year as a chapter of Writing and Difference, the lecture is now considered the 
starting point of poststructuralism. Along with the more systematic work Of 
Grammatology (Derrida 2016), it is also programmatic for deconstruction, 
which has had an enormous influence on the course of critical thought in the 
humanities (Salmon 2021). 

The term “deconstruction” is an amalgamation of Heidegger’s concept of 
Destruktion (which means both to destroy and to retrieve) and Levinas’s 
concept of the Other, and is now synonymous with the work of Derrida. Cen-
tral to deconstruction is the conjunction of logocentrism and the history of 
the West. Following Derrida, European thought is centered around binary 
pairs (e.g., mind/body, culture/nature, speech/writing) where one is consid-
ered more privileged—more authentic, closer to the truth—than the other. 

In short, deconstruction is useful to trace the exclusions that haunt any ap-
pearance of homogeneity. Feminist scholars (e.g., Hélène Cixous, Luce Iri-
garay, Julia Kristeva) have applied this logic to explore the absence of 
women in the social order. However, I do not wish for the scope of this thesis 
to be limited to gender differences. The focus of this thesis is on the Other 
more broadly. Insofar as it is possible, Derrida (1993) asserts, one should 
“take upon oneself, in oneself, at home, with oneself, to receive, welcome, 
accept, and admit something other than oneself, the other than oneself” (p. 
10). 

While deconstruction marks a distance from the structuring of discourses, 
one still has to acknowledge those invisible forces that blind us to what we 
see (Butler 2016). As noted by Kozinets (2002), no one can escape the mar-
ket; similarly, no one can escape discourse. Still, one needs to assume re-
sponsibility for what cannot be avoided. Thus, I borrow from the heritage of 
marketing (discourse), as Derrida (1982a) puts it, “the resources necessary 
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for the deconstruction of that heritage itself” (p. 416). It is from this critical 
space that I propose a more empathic trope of consumer research, one that 
breaks away from a certain androcentrism that has prevailed much of the 
academic work on authenticity (e.g., Morhart et al. 2015; Napoli et al. 2014; 
Schallehn et al. 2014). 

Derrida’s literary theory has previously been applied by consumer re-
searchers such as Steven Kates (e.g., Kates 1999) and Barbara B. Stern (e.g., 
Stern 1996, 1998) but primarily in the context of advertising literacy. Else-
where, Thompson and colleagues (1998) have rejected his antics as too “im-
penetrable” (p. 152) and “rhizomatic” (p. 153). However, this critique is both 
unfair and premature as they only take one of his books into consideration, 
Margins of Philosophy (Derrida 1982b), which—alongside other work such 
as Glas (Derrida 1974) and Living On: Borderlines (Derrida 1979)—is 
renowned for its overt use of stylistic writing. 

Here I seek to (re-)present ethical aspects of Derridean philosophy as a use-
ful addition to the field of consumer research. As Belk (2013) reminds us, 
“the distinction between inner-me and outer-other is not clear” (p. 488). At 
each consumption moment, consumers inscribe the Other in themselves, 
while they simultaneously are inscribed by the Other outside themselves. In 
terms of the aforementioned distinction between structure (as pure exteriori-
ty) and agency (as pure interiority), it would be virtually impossible to come 
across a consumption occasion in which no agency lets itself be contaminat-
ed by structural concerns and vice versa. This line of thinking about the nec-
essary contamination of insides and outsides (i.e., what Derrida himself has 
called the trace or “différance”) always works at the margins or limits of a 
structural opposition. Hence, following the axiological profession of Derrida 
(2002), as a site of resistance, the university has a responsibility to stimulate 
more ethical oeuvres. 

As we have seen, the discourse on authenticity in consumption is highly 
problematic. For example, consumers feel that lack of authenticity is a price 
to be paid for the progressive project of modern society. Adorno (2013) de-
scribes declining authenticity as a “prix du progrès” (p. 289, italics in origi-
nal). However, authenticity is often based on imagined past (Anderson 
1983), which goes hand in hand with “white mythology” (Derrida 1982b). 
One occurrence where resistance needs to be organized is thus the androcen-
tric notion of authenticity as antinomy (Brown et al. 2003) or paradox (Rose 
& Wood 2005). Antinomy refers to an irresolvable paradox (e.g., between 
insides and outsides). I would like to replace antinomy with aporia (in short, 
the possibility of an impossibility or the passage of a nonpassage). Aporia—
“the characteristic common both to the inauthentic and to the 
authentic” (Derrida 1993a, p. 75, italics in original)—is important in condi-
tioning responsibility toward the Other. More precisely, Derrida (1993) 
states: 
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Aporia, rather than antinomy: the word antinomy imposed itself up to a cer-
tain point since, in terms of the law (nomos), contradictions or antagonisms 
among equally imperative laws were at stake. However, the antinomy here 
better deserves the name of aporia insofar as it is neither an “apparent or 
illusory” antinomy, nor a dialectizable contradiction in the Hegelian or 
Marxist sense, nor even a “transcendental illusion in a dialectic of the Kant-
ian type,” but instead an indeterminable experience. Such an inexperience 
must remain such if one wants to think, to make come or to let come any 
event of decision or responsibility. 

(p. 16, italics in original) 

Contrary to the notion of antinomy, where the borders remain heterogeneous, 
aporia offers potential by putting to test a passage that is both impossible 
and necessary. Indeed, following Derrida’s (1993a) ethical philosophy of 
openness toward the Other, we need to speak of responsibility aporetically in 
terms of an “arrivant” (i.e., that which makes the event arrive): 

What we could call here the arrivant, the most arrivant among all arrivants, 
the arrivant par excellence, is whatever, whoever, in arriving, does not cross 
a threshold separating two identifiable places, the proper and the foreign, the 
proper of the one and the proper of the other. 

(pp. 33-34, italics in original) 

A fifth, hitherto unknown, A in the typology proposed by Brown and col-
leagues (2003) is thus the Arrivant . More precisely, the arrivant who does 2

not yet show any signs of a prior identity—who could be anyone from a 
traveler, a refugee, or someone who has been deported, to an exchange stu-
dent, a worker, or someone we do not yet have the language to describe—
crosses the border and enters “a country that is already defined and in which 
the inhabitants know or think they are at home” (Derrida 1993, p. 34). In 
doing so, this arrivant, who is not an intruder, surprises the host and shapes 
the “authenticities” to come. Consider, for example, the COVID-19 vaccine 
that was developed in Germany by the children of Turkish immigrants 
(Gelles 2020). It would thus seem that “the authentic [is] the ultimate aporia” 
(Derrida 1993, p. 56). 

 The 4 A’s in Brown et al.’s (2003) typology includes Allegory (myths that 2

are invoked to offer resolutions to moral conflict), Arcadia (the sense of the 
past as a magical place), Aura (pertaining to the presence of a powerful sense 
of “authenticity” that original works of art exude), and Antinomy (irresolv-
able paradox).
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2.4 Summary of the literature review 

In this chapter, I have reviewed the marketing literature on authenticity in 
consumption, with a particular focus on its androcentric underpinnings. It 
emerged from the literature that a majority of the research so far has focused 
on positive attributions of authenticity, in line with the characteristics that 
distinguish the “real thing” from the fake research stream. However, little is 
known about its potentially harmful effects for consumer well-being and on 
society when consumers engage in authenticating acts. Addressing this gap, I 
formulated a deconstructive framework based on Derrida’s ethical philoso-
phy of aporia and openness toward the Other. More precisely, the result of 
this research contributes to developing our understanding of ethical represen-
tation and responsibility toward the Other—in addition to the rich literature 
on authenticity in consumer research. 
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Chapter 3: Method 

3.1 Patchwork ethnography 

With the purpose of deconstructing the androcentric gaze on authenticity in 
contemporary brand culture, I expedite the various steps in the circuit of cul-
ture (du Gay et al. 1997). Therefore, it was necessary to collect data through 
different methods from seemingly diverse empirical contexts brought togeth-
er by the cultural frame of regulation (Paper 1), production (Paper 2), con-
sumption (Paper 3), identity (Paper 4), and representation (Paper 5). The 
empirical study is based upon the generation of qualitative data from a mul-
tiple-method inquiry often referred to as bricolage (i.e., making do with what 
is at hand) or patchwork ethnography. Patchwork ethnography is a relatively 
novel addition to the social sciences and follows a broader tendency toward 
feminization and inclusivity in the humanities (e.g., Ahmed 2012; Denzin & 
Lincoln 2000; Haraway 1988). It refers to: 

ethnographic processes and protocols designed around short-term field vis-
its, using fragmentary yet rigorous data, and other innovations that resist 
the fixity, holism, and certainty demanded in the publication process.  

(Günel et al. 2020, p. n/a) 

As such, patchwork ethnography—which has gained momentum following 
difficulties in conducting ethnographic research amidst the global coron-
avirus pandemic—has been described as an effective and gentle way to con-
duct research. This is because it expands what is considered acceptable mate-
rials, tools, and objects of analysis in the androcentric tradition. I decided 
upon this fragmented and patchworked research design in order to gain in-
sights that were diverse and relevant for the deconstructive aim of the thesis 
to patch together an empathic marketing theory. This research design offered 
a contextual richness and diversity that could increase our understanding of 
many of the aporia addressed in this thesis rather than avoiding them. 

As such, in the spirit of the transformative consumer research (TCR) move-
ment, my methodological approach is underpinned by a consciousness-rais-
ing axiology (e.g., Hartsock 2019). Consumer researcher David Glen Mick 
(2006) first coined the TCR moniker to capture research aimed at enhancing 
consumer well-being and quality of life. The transformative goal to enhance 
consumer well-being has taken many shapes. Scholars have examined differ-
ent social problems (e.g., gambling, poverty, eating disorders) as well as dif-
ferent at-risk groups in society (e.g., drug addicts, ex-convicts). What these 
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articles have in common is that they place social problems at the forefront, 
often following the methods of participatory action research (Ozanne & 
Saatcioglu 2008). 

As my aim is to examine ethical representation and responsibility toward the 
Other in activities where the aim is to project authenticity, I build my patch-
work ethnography on the qualitative research methods of semiotic analysis 
(e.g., Hirschman 1988; Holbrook & Grayson 1986; Mick & Oswald 2006), 
critical visual analysis (e.g., Aiello 2006; Molander et al. 2019; Schroeder 
2006), and the long interview format (e.g., Beverland & Farrelly 2010; Mc-
Cracken 1988; Thompson et al. 1989). However, as I seek to conduct re-
search that has a potential for positive social impact, its axiology still fits 
with the aforementioned TCR moniker. 

3.2 The circuit of culture 

Following du Gay and colleagues (1997), it is not necessarily in their mode 
of production that commodities are endowed with meaning such as authen-
ticity. Instead, the authors present a theoretical mode based on “the articula-
tion of a number of distinct processes whose interaction can and does lead to 
variable and contingent outcomes” (p. 3, italics added). By the term “articu-
lation” they refer to “the process of connecting disparate elements together 
to form a temporary unit” (ibid). In short, rather than privileging one specific 
process (i.e., the mode of production), they argue that it is in a combination 
of processes (i.e., the articulation) that meaning can be found. 

They propose five cultural processes: representation, identity, production, 
consumption, and regulation. Taken together, these processes complete what 
the authors refer to as the circuit of culture (Figure 2). In other words, to 
study cultural phenomena (e.g., authenticating acts) adequately, the authors 
argue that one should explore: (1) how it is represented, (2) what social iden-
tities are associated with it, (3) how it is produced, (4) how it is consumed, 
and (5) what mechanisms regulate its distribution and use. 
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Figure 2: The circuit of culture 
Source: du Gay, P., Hall, S., Janes, L., Mackay, D., & Negus, K. (1997).  
Doing Cultural Studies: The Story of the Sony Walkman. London: Sage. 

This study is divided into five articles that mirror the circuit of culture. 
‘Brand Authenticity: 25 Years of Research’ (Paper 1) serves as an entry 
point, addressing the regulation of authenticity. ‘From Aura to Jargon: The 
Social Life of Authentication’ (Paper 2) deals with the production of authen-
ticity, whereas ‘The Viking Myth: Nostalgia and Collective Guilt’ (Paper 3) 
addresses its consumption. ‘Seeing the Invisible: Brand Authenticity and the 
Cultural Production of Authenticity’ (Paper 4) deals with identity, whereas 
‘Tales From the Crypt: A Psychoanalytic Approach to Disability Representa-
tion in Advertising’ (Paper 5) addresses issues of representation. As du Gay 
and colleagues (1997) point out, there is no beginning of the circuit; each 
part is connected to the next. As such, it has to be acknowledged that there is 
a level of arbitrariness involved. For example, Paper 4 on queer identity also 
deals with elements of cultural production and representation. To deconstruct 
the androcentric gaze on authenticity and study authentication as a cultural 
phenomenon, it is important to go right around the circuit to complete the 
thesis. 
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3.2.1 Regulation 

The first paper, serving as an entry point to the circuit of culture (Figure 2), 
provides a systematic literature review of authenticity in consumer research. 
Over the course of the journal review process, the focus of the article gradu-
ally shifted from the cultural meaning of authenticity toward brand authen-
ticity more specifically. However, the other articles in this thesis deal with 
authenticating acts from a consumer behavior perspective, albeit that issues 
of brand management and marketing communications are also taken into 
consideration. 

Systematic review papers can be of several types (for an overview see Paul 
& Criado 2020). For the purpose of this study, I employ a framework-based 
approach with the rationale that thematic reviews with a framework are like-
ly to show a more robust structure than, for example, structured reviews, bib-
liometric reviews, hybrid reviews, method-based reviews, or meta-analytical 
reviews. More precisely, I use the antecedent, decision, and outcome (ADO) 
format initially proposed by Paul and Benito (2018) as an organizing frame-
work to study the regulation of authenticity. This simple yet comprehensive 
framework is useful to extract the findings and insights, to highlight the re-
search gaps, and to provide directions for future research within the authen-
ticity domain of consumer research in terms of: (1) Antecedents (i.e., the key 
attributes that consumers associate with authenticity); (2) Decisions (i.e., the 
strategies employed to project authenticity); and (3) Outcomes (i.e., the ben-
efits of being perceived as authentic). 

There are numerous studies that cover authenticity in consumption. Thus, the 
iterative search and retrieval procedure started by developing a set of search 
concepts related to the brand authenticity scale (see Morhart et al. 2015), 
such as brand trustworthiness, sincerity, brand heritage, and consumers’ 
self-authenticating acts. I used the Academic Journal Guide published in 
2018 (Chartered Association of Business Schools 2018) as a point of depar-
ture. Besides being commonly used within business studies, Laurell and Sö-
derman (2018) point out that this guide is based upon peer-review, editorial, 
and expert judgments, following the evaluation of many hundreds of publi-
cations as well as being informed by statistical information relating to cita-
tion. Apart from marketing journals, I decided to also include a few in-
terdisciplinary journals such as Arts and the Market, Journal of Consumer 
Culture, and Tourism Management. The justification for this is that, for ex-
ample, arts marketing, consumer culture, and place branding are subfields of 
marketing and business studies where issues of authenticity are of particular 
importance. Hence, I would not be able to fully account for the nuances of 
authenticity and its ADOs unless I included these perspectives. Moreover, as 
noted by Lucarelli and Berg (2011, p. 11), “articles published in academic 
journals also assure a peer-reviewed quality, which is not the case with books 
and other non-academic material.” 
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It was impossible to include all 3,182 articles retrieved after the first key 
search. More precisely, the inclusion criterion was that the study had an ex-
plicit focus on authenticity. Hence, adopting abstracts and keywords as fil-
ters, I excluded those articles mentioning authenticity (and similar terms 
such as sincerity, integrity, social responsibility, brand trust, brand heritage, 
etc.), without actually studying them in relation to brand authenticity or 
commodity culture. In other words, those studies that merely touched upon 
the subject matter were excluded, for instance if brand authenticity was men-
tioned briefly in the abstract but the actual focus of the paper was on some-
thing else such as sales performance or product innovation. This could be a 
limitation, as seemingly incongruous theoretical contexts could provide nov-
el and unforeseen avenues for authenticity research. In order to include as 
much literature as possible, I also examined references from the retained ar-
ticles to identify additional sources. In total, seventy-three articles published 
during the years 1994 to 2019 were included in the review. I used a system-
atic content analysis and developed coding protocol too assess each article in 
line with the framework-based approach (Paul & Benito 2018). 

3.2.2 Production 

In terms of the production of authenticity, there was a need to revisit 
Grayson and Martinec’s (2004) distinction between indexical and iconic 
cues. In ‘From Aura to Jargon: The Social Life of Authentication’ (Paper 2), 
I therefore examine how costume design contributes to images of authentici-
ty in cinematic artwork seeking to re-enact historical epochs. This study was 
conducted during a seven-week internship at a costume store called Indepen-
dent Costume in Stockholm as part of a doctoral course in cultural produc-
tion. At over 1,600 square meters, Independent Costume carries more than 
100,000 costumes from all historical eras, which, according to its website, 
makes it the largest collection of costumes for professionals in Scandinavia. 
Altogether for this study, I interviewed five costume designers involved with 
Independent Costume (see Table 4 for details). I contacted each informant 
via e-mail and provided a detailed outline of the study prior to the interview. 
All interviews except one were then conducted on-site at Independent Cos-
tume, lasting from forty minutes to an hour. The interviews were part of an 
extended case design also including daylong backstage tours at three national 
museums (Dansmuseet, Hallwyl Museum, Thiel Gallery) as well as collected 
images from the Swedish Film Institute database. 
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Table 4: List of informants 
Name Age (years) Background

Cilla Rörby 49 Has been working as a 
professional costume 
designer since 2001. 
She created the look for 
Lisbeth Salander in The 
Girl with the Dragon 
Tattoo from 2009 as 
well as the subsequent 
movie adaptations of 
Stieg Larsson’s 
Millennium trilogy. Her 
filmography includes 
more than eighteen 
movies.

Katja Watkins 67 Has been active as a 
costume designer since 
1987 when she worked 
on Colin Nutley’s 
feature film Nionde 
kompaniet. Other 
notable works include 
the Swedish crime 
drama series Beck, and 
Sommaren ’92 about the 
Danish men’s football 
team when they went on 
to win the European 
Championship.

Kersi Vitali 66 Is one of Sweden’s most 
acclaimed costume 
designers. She has been 
working professionally 
since 1977. She has also 
successfully worked 
with costume, mask, 
and wig for the opera 
and the stage.
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Source: www.nordicwomeninfilm.com, www.svenskfilmdatabas.se. 

3.2.3 Consumption 

My next article investigates the mediating effect of nostalgia on consumer 
experiences of authenticity. Nostalgia is one of the ways in which consumers 
search for authentic experiences (e.g., Belk & Costa 1998; Chhabra et al. 
2003; Goulding 2001). As noted by Fritz and colleagues (2017), however, 
this remains an underexplored research avenue. Consumer understanding of 
past events often revolves around mythic, romantic, and/or sanitized versions 
of history with media and popular culture playing a critical role in the au-
thenticity formation process. Consumers resort to these fantasies to connect 

Kicki Ilander 51 Debuted as a 
professional costume 
designer in 1987 when 
she worked on Bill 
August’s award-
winning film Pelle 
erövraren. Other 
notable works include 
Borg vs McEnroe 
(2017), Arn: 
tempelriddaren (2007), 
and Monica Z (2013). 
She has also worked 
with stage design for 
both films and the 
theatrical stage.

Sanna Nyström 46 Is a former textile 
teacher who has been 
working professionally 
as a costume designer 
since 2011. Her works 
mostly include 
commercials and TV 
series. She has also 
been working with stage 
costumes for Jay Z and 
Kanye West’s 
collaborative Watch the 
Throne tour as well as 
Swedish musicians such 
as Veronica Maggio, 
Sofia Talvik, and Niki 
& The Dove.

Name Age (years) Background
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with values they feel are lost in modern society (Chronis & Hampton 2008; 
Kozinets 2002). At the same time, Chhabra and colleagues (2003) note that 
consumers are reluctant to embrace nostalgia because “they know that what 
is beautiful is just a mirage and behind its display lies intense labor, poverty, 
and suffering” (p. 716). Following Goulding (2000), this questions the im-
plications of when a myth thought to mask the absence of reality (i.e., a non-
existent past) is exposed to mask a perverted reality (i.e., a problematic past). 

Recent films and television series such as 12 Years a Slave (2013), The Un-
derground Railroad (2021), and the HBO drama Lovecraft Country (2020) 
have played a role in the process of debunking patriot mythologies that sani-
tize memories of segregation and racism. As noted by Brown and colleagues 
(2001), consumers do not seek “to understand history in its own terms, but in 
today’s terms” (p. 55). Thus, mythic images of the romantic past could in-
voke specters of historical wrongdoing when inscribed in the present, ani-
mating moral dilemmas for the consumer (Kozinets & Handelman 2004; 
Luedicke et al. 2010; Thompson & Tian 2008). An underexplored dimension 
of nostalgia is the collectivization of guilt, according to which political 
philosopher Hannah Arendt (2006) once noted: 

people supposedly are guilty of, or feel guilty about, things done in their 
name but not by them—things in which they did not participate and from 
which they did not profit [...] there is an abyss between the actuality of what 
you did and the potentiality of what others might have done  

(p. 278) 

While myths can serve as vessels for nostalgia, there is a pressing need to 
understand how they may also evoke spectral doppelgänger images (Derrida 
2012). Thus, heeding calls for more research studying cynical and perhaps 
less androcentric dimensions of nostalgia (e.g., Brown et al. 2021; DeBerry-
Spence & Izberk-Bilgin, 2021; Luedicke et al. 2010), I address the following 
research questions: (1) How are consumer feelings of nostalgia affected 
when myths are exposed to mask problematic elements in the past? (2) How 
do consumers resolve such mythological tension? I chose the Viking myth 
market in Sweden to answer the research questions. Indeed, this is a market 
where issues of nostalgia and spectrality are ever-present. On the one hand, 
the Viking myth has been misappropriated by white supremacists looking to 
justify their xenophobia and acts of violence, which raises questions of col-
lective guilt. On the other hand, the Vikings are thought to embody values 
that have disappeared in contemporary urban life, such as “self-reliance, ini-
tiative, and ruggedness” (Belk & Costa 1998, p. 221) and “a sense of com-
fort and close-knit community” (Brown et al. 2003, p. 20). 

To select cases, I limited the scope of this research project to the context of a 
Viking-themed tavern in Sweden. Therefore, I conducted all interviews on-
site at Sjätte Tunnan, a medieval cellar in the old town area of Stockholm. 
The old town is generally considered a touristic epicenter. Dating back to the 
thirteenth century, its architecture consists of medieval alleyways, cobbled 
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streets, and archaic architecture. The restaurant itself is advertised as time 
travel. Furthermore, taking its association to Viking mythos into considera-
tion, it provides a useful context for studying linkages between nostalgia 
marketing and stimuli to authenticate. Although the clientele to some extent 
consists of tourists, and the interior of the restaurant therefore could be seen 
as “front stage” in MacCannell’s (1973) terminology, it is also a popular wa-
tering hole for locals who thirst for medieval history while having something 
to eat or drink. However, in comparison with Aifur, a competing Viking-
themed restaurant in the neighborhood, the clientele at Sjätte Tunnan seems 
less playful, more historical and constative in the sense that the spectacle 
typically is de-emphasized in favor of more serious historical re-enactment. 

I interviewed twelve volunteer informants ranging in age from twenty-one to 
fifty-two. I selected informants based on their previous experience with 
Viking-themed consumption, ranging from occasional visitors who merely 
visit the pub for fun to regulars who also partake in role-playing activities, 
produce their own mead, and engage in blót (the term for “sacrifice” in 
Norse pagan rituals). Vikings are predominantly associated with males. 
However, in contrast to Belk and Costa (1998) who excluded women al-
though they constituted one-third of their participants, I included two female 
informants. Thus, informants comprised a purposive sample of consumers 
drawn from the broader population of Viking enthusiasts within Stockholm. 

I have no personal experience of Viking mythology but classify myself as a 
novice who has only visited Sjätte Tunnan—and other Viking-themed restau-
rants—for enjoyment. As such, the researcher cannot be classified as a 
member of the target population (Wallendorf & Brucks 1993). While running 
a series of film screenings in Stockholm during the summer of 2019, I was 
introduced to Ella, a Viking enthusiast who provided the contact details of 
other members of her role-playing group. Thus, I interviewed Samuel who is 
the leader of a group of friends who regularly get together to play the fantasy 
game Trudvang Chronicles that takes place in a Viking-inspired world. I re-
cruited four of the informants from this group. Other informants were re-
cruited through Facebook groups about mead, the Swedish Forn Sed Assem-
bly, and informal visits to the Viking-themed restaurant in question. I con-
tacted informants in person, by phone, or e-mail. I did not discuss informant 
identities with other informants, even when interviewing people from the 
same role-playing group or blót team. Table 5 lists the informants. 

Table 5: List of informants 
Pseudonym Age Type of 

visitor
Profession Nationality

Ramona 28 Occasional Copywriter French

Oliver 52 Occasional Glassworker Swedish
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Ahead of the interviews, I engaged in informal conversations with members 
of the staff at Sjätte Tunnan. As a final step, I interviewed two additional 
informants partaking in the commercial myth-making of Vikings (Carsten 
and Blaise). Most informants were recruited for interview prior to settling on 
a location. Smells constitute an often-ignored sensory feature of market and 
consumption spaces (Canniford et al. 2018), therefore I conducted on-site 
interviews. This allowed informants to emphasize scents, tastes, background 
music, and other sensual aspects of the atmosphere that could draw them 
back in time spontaneously in a form of fantasy or make-believe. The inter-
views lasted up to two hours. I sought out cases that allowed me to investi-
gate tension between mythic structure and ideological disconformity, as well 
as how consumers elicit different types of nostalgia to authenticate their con-
sumption fantasies. This allowed me to analyze the various ways that nostal-
gia connects to authenticating elements in consumers’ lived experiences. 

3.2.4 Identity 

The next article, co-authored with Niklas Vallström, contributes to the litera-
ture on commodification in the realm of cultural production (Goulding et al. 
2009; Heath & Potter 2005; Kates 1999, 2004). Commodification has been 
defined as the process of treating some object—“a person, place, thing, 
event, idea or whatever” (Holbrook 1995, p. 641)—as a commodity to be 
shaped, packaged, distributed, and marketed. Scholars have called for more 
research on the social, political, and cultural processes through which com-
modities are authenticated (Cohen & Cohen 2012). The way consumers in-

Ella 21 Regular Museum 
assistant

Swedish

Samuel 23 Regular Student Swedish

Peter 46 Regular Lecturer Swedish

Denis 35 Regular Actor Swedish

Joseph 21 Regular Artist Swedish

Raimond 25 Occasional Teacher 
assistant

Swedish

Henri 36 Occasional Marketing 
specialist

Swedish

Ronny 23 Regular Tattoo artist Swedish

Carsten 44 Professional Chef Swedish

Blaise 48 Professional Restaurant 
owner

Swedish

Pseudonym Age Type of 
visitor

Profession Nationality
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terpret authenticity in cinematic artwork has recently been elaborated in rela-
tion to race, specifically the African community in America (DeBerry-
Spence & Izberk-Bilgin 2021). Feminist perspectives also have a long tradi-
tion within marketing and consumer research scholarship (see Hearn & Hein 
2015). For example, Bristor and Fischer (1993) demonstrate that: 

links between gender imagery and marketer/consumer relationships can be 
traced to some of the earliest marketing texts [...] which explicitly cast the 
consumer as female and pit the marketing manager (referred to with mascu-
line pronouns) against the consumer, advising him on how to get her to buy.  

(p. 528) 

However, there is a pressing need to understand how queer discourses, circu-
lated through popular culture, are appropriated to endow consumer experi-
ences with a celebratory flair. Not long ago, it was difficult to imagine queer 
lives being depicted with respectability in mainstream cinema. As recently as 
2003, it was considered shocking when Britney Spears and Madonna kissed 
on stage while performing at the MTV Video Music Awards. However, the 
commercial and critical success of movies such as Moonlight (2016), Call 
Me By Your Name (2017), and Portrait of a Lady on Fire (2019) indicate a 
cultural disruption from which queer imagination is proposed as an ideologi-
cal structure that increasingly seems to inform how the audience derive au-
thenticity from the screen. In light of such cultural change, the diversity of 
queer narratives is now increasingly present in the culture industries (Halber-
stam 2005; also Jones 2009). Even the online role-playing video game World 
of Warcraft has included its first transgender character (Hafer 2020). As the 
plurality of femininities and masculinities remains in constant motion, cul-
tural production opens up opportunities for extensions of non-hegemonic 
sexual identities into the realm of aesthetic consumer culture (e.g., Coffin et 
al. 2019; Ginder & Byun 2015; Gluckman & Reed 1997; Gurrieri & Cherrier 
2013; Peñaloza 1996; Seregina 2019; Skinner 2018). 

The twofold aim of this study is to raise questions about the ability of queer 
cinema to transform market culture and ideologies around gender and sexu-
ality. First, we examine how the very capitalization of queer signifiers may 
compromise the dominant order from within. Second, we address how 
brands might draw on these signifiers to project authenticity. To this end, we 
turn to queer cinema. Film theory has made its way into marketing research 
on gender representations and other forms of resistance to cultural homoge-
nization (Holbrook & Grayson 1986; Schroeder & Zwick 2004). For exam-
ple, Keating and McLoughlin (2005) note that film remains one of the most 
widely available and accessible media through which queer representation 
can be viewed. In contrast, Kates (2000) argues that gay and independent 
cinema typically targets a so-called “art-house” audience and is thus only 
screened on a limited number of distribution channels, whereas mainstream 
cinema has an infinitely wider reach. Therefore, we narrow our data collec-
tion to recent cinema that could be said to “queer the halls” of popular cul-
ture. As such, in this study, we consider as “queer cinema” those films that 
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describe and address issues relevant to gays and lesbians rather than films 
made by gays and lesbians or films that are watched by gays and lesbians 
(Benshoff & Griffin 2004). 

Table 6: List of films 

For the purpose of our analysis, we focused on three recent films that have 
had a significant impact on the global mediascape: Moonlight (2016), Call 
Me By Your Name (2017), and Portrait of a Lady on Fire (2019). After 
watching a total of seventy-one films in the genre of queer cinema, we se-
lected these films based on their representation of different intersections of 

Title Initial release Director Plot

Moonlight 2016 Barry Jenkins A young African-
American man 
grapples with his 
identity and 
sexuality while 
experiencing the 
everyday 
struggles of 
childhood, 
adolescence, and 
burgeoning 
adulthood.

Call Me By Your 
Name

2017 Luca Guadagnino Set in 1983 Italy 
where a romance 
blossoms 
between Elio, a 
seventeen-year-
old student, and 
Oliver, a slightly 
older research 
assistant hired by 
his father.

Portrait of a Lady 
on Fire

2019 Céline Sciamma The film is set on 
an isolated island 
in Brittany at the 
end of the 
eighteenth 
century. A female 
painter falls in 
love with a 
betrothed woman 
whose wedding 
portrait she is 
obliged to paint.
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identity, ranging from class (Call Me By Your Name) and gender (Portrait of 
a Lady on Fire) to race (Moonlight). As Gopaldas and colleagues have point-
ed out (Gopaldas & DeRoy 2015; Gopaldas & Fischer 2012; Gopaldas & 
Siebert 2018), intersectionality refers to the fact that each and every person 
is positioned in society at the intersection of multiple social axes such as 
race, gender, and ability. Theories of intersectionality stress that every person 
is subject to advantages and disadvantages particular to his or her intersec-
tional position (Collins 1990). Taken together, these films raise questions 
about the consequences when queer cinema is subsumed into the realm of 
popular culture. 

3.2.5 Representation 

The final article, co-authored with Joel Hietanen and Niklas Vallström, aims 
to critique the ableist politics of heroic consumption. Today, one in five peo-
ple in the United States lives with a disability, making it one of the largest 
minority groups (Wong 2020). Extant research on market exclusion empha-
sizes visual misrepresentation of people with disabilities in advertising and 
mass media. However, scant research examines how heroic agency can be 
construed vis-à-vis disability. We fill this gap by studying how disability nar-
ratives beyond the hero myth can be used as cultural resources to subvert 
hegemonic, able-bodied ideals. 

While there have been attempts recently to represent people with disabilities 
in more empowering ways—for example as heroes in the 2016 Paralympic 
Games (Kearney et al. 2019), spectacular dancers in the BBC show Strictly 
Come Dancing (Whatley 2018), or even as drug dealers on Swedish Televi-
sion (https://www.svtplay.se/video/32300671/drugdealer)—many bodily 
forms remain invisible in mainstream media and advertising (Gopaldas & 
Siebert 2018). Modern society has glorified the “supercrip”—a disabled in-
dividual whose recognition by society largely depends on the extent to which 
they are perceived by the public as overcoming their disabilities to fit able-
bodied standards (e.g., Berger 2008; Howe 2011; Kafer 2013; Silva & Howe 
2012). Indeed, in popular imagination, it would seem that disability is 
viewed as a hardship while any sort of success with a disability is seen as a 
heroic triumph. While capitalist “criploitation” may have contributed to the 
resymbolization of disability from unworthy to worthy (Garland-Thomson 
1997), it is usually based on overt sentimentality. Placing the disabled sub-
ject in “a diminished, childlike, or custodial position, evoking pity” (McRuer 
2005, p. 586), the commodification of disability aesthetics often reinforces 
an image of the disabled subject as wondrous or exotic. A crucial challenge 
for academic operations that take place at the border between marketing and 
disability studies is thus to enhance critical reflexivity in terms of how repre-
sentations of disability may reproduce ableist hegemony in consumer soci-
ety. 
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The balance between heroism and victimization is a delicate one. Kearney 
and colleagues (2019) point out the need for greater attention to the role of 
advertising in the assimilation of new norms and ideal types for marginalized 
groups. Fashion brands such as Tommy Hilfiger and ASOS are already mod-
ifying their current lines to offer more functional attire that serves a broad 
range of disabilities. Similarly, a wheelchair-bound Barbie doll has long been 
sought out by Barbie fans (Krause 2019). However, despite their best inten-
tions to integrate more inclusive mythologies into consumer culture (and 
eventually social praxis), the culture industries are ultimately driven by a 
profit motive; inclusive advertisements can therefore inadvertently end up 
repressing the very marginalized groups they seek to represent (Foster & 
Pettinicchio 2021; Gurrieri et al. 2013). Such a marketing communications 
scandal took place recently in the Swedish context (Södergren & Vallström 
2020), and we use it as a revelatory case by employing critical visual analy-
sis (e.g., Aiello 2006; Molander et al. 2019; Schroeder 2006). 

In this study, we use the Swedish Public Employment Service’s Gör plats!
campaign as a revelatory case (Molander et al. 2019) to explore how the in-
corporation of people with disabilities could inadvertently serve as a form of 
market exclusion. In the highly criticized campaign, the Swedish Public Em-
ployment Service sought to create job opportunities for people with disabili-
ties (Södergren & Vallström 2020). As part of the campaign, they cropped 
out the faces of disable-bodied models and exchanged them with the faces of 
celebrities instead. In one of the images, they then raised the question, 
“Would she have become a powerful influencer?” In other words, not only 
did they replace the face of Natalie Eriksson (@natalieerikssonss), an Insta-
gram influencer with cerebral palsy, with that of Therese Lindgren 
(@therese), an able-bodied celebrity influencer, they also changed the color 
of Eriksson’s dark skin to match Lindgren’s whiter hue (completely disre-
garding the fact that Natalie Eriksson is already a successful influencer in her 
own right). Ultimately, the Swedish Public Employment Service was legally 
forced to pay for damages, and Lindgren took to her Instagram to make a 
public apology for her collaboration. 

3.3 Data collection and analysis 

I collected the data from multiple sources employing various methods (see 
Table 7). 
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Table 7: Detailed overview of research questions and empirical material 
Paper 1 2 3 4 5

Research 
question(s):

What are the 
main 
characteristics 
of previous 
consumer 
research on 
authenticity 
in terms of 
theoretical 
approaches, 
research 
designs, and 
publications?

How does 
historicity 
and cultural 
imagination 
interplay in 
the 
production of 
authenticity 
in cinematic 
artworks that 
re-enact 
historical 
epochs?

How are 
consumer 
feelings of 
nostalgia 
affected when 
myths are 
exposed to 
mask 
problematic 
elements in 
the past? How 
do consumers 
resolve such 
mythological 
tension?

How may the 
very 
capitalization 
of queer 
signifiers 
compromise 
the dominant 
order from 
within? How 
can brands 
possibly draw 
on these 
signifiers to 
project 
authenticity?

How do 
stigmatized 
(or 
unspeakable) 
narratives 
enter the 
public 
consciousness 
through 
advertising? 
What are the 
unintended 
consequences
? Does the 
outcome of 
such 
inclusion hold 
the potential 
for 
destigmatizati
on?

Method for 
data 
collection:

Systematic 
literature 
review

Expert 
interviews

Long 
interviews

Film criticism 
and semiotic 
analysis

Critical visual 
analysis

Quantity: 73 5 12 71 84
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Interview 
structure or 
driving 
questions 
during visual 
analysis:

I employed a 
framework-
based 
approach with 
the rationale 
that thematic 
reviews with 
a framework 
are likely to 
show a more 
robust 
structure. 
More 
precisely, the 
ADO format 
was used as a 
simple yet 
comprehensiv
e way to 
extract the 
findings and 
insights.

I began each 
interview 
with a 
summary of 
the research 
project before 
asking the 
informant to 
guide me step 
by step 
through a 
recent 
production 
they had been 
working on. I 
then 
organized the 
questions 
temporally 
around the 
various steps 
of the 
informants’ 
own work 
processes to 
create 
narratives of 
how they 
dealt with 
issues of 
authenticity 
while re-
enacting 
historical 
epochs.

Which 
products are 
associated 
with myth 
and 
nostalgia? 
How does the 
myth fit into 
the 
informants’ 
identity 
projects in a 
present-day 
ideological 
landscape? 
Which self-
preserving 
strategies are 
enacted when 
the mythic 
structure is no 
longer 
thought to 
epitomize 
what is 
generally 
considered 
good in the 
ideological 
context?

Does the 
narrative 
transcend 
issues of 
stabilization, 
rationalizatio
n, and 
trivialization? 
What is the 
social 
functioning of 
the 
aesthetics? 
How does 
sexuality fit 
into other 
intersections 
of identity 
such as class 
and gender?

What are the 
types of 
impairment, 
gender, race, 
and the total 
number of 
representation
s in the 
imagery? 
How are 
heroic 
elements 
represented 
with regard to 
disability 
across 
intersectional 
categories?

Purpose of 
observation:

To highlight 
the research 
gaps and to 
provide 
directions for 
future 
research 
within the 
brand 
authenticity 
domain of 
consumer 
research.

To rethink the 
distinction 
between 
indexical and 
iconic cues to 
authenticity 
using speech 
act theory as 
a framework.

To study how 
nostalgia may 
evoke 
spectral 
doppelgänger 
images.

To expand the 
framework 
for queer 
imagination 
and explicate 
its 
transformativ
e effects on 
market 
culture and 
ideologies 
around 
sexuality.

To explore 
how people 
with 
disabilities 
can be 
represented in 
more 
empowering 
ways without 
relying on 
“inspiration 
porn” or 
stereotypical 
“supercrip” 
images.

Paper 1 2 3 4 5
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3.3.1 Interviews 

Interviews are among the most commonly used methods in qualitative re-
search (Arnold & Fischer 1994; Thompson 1997; Thompson et al. 1989). In 
‘From Aura to Jargon: The Social Life of Authentication’ (Paper 2), I inter-
viewed five costume designers who had brought re-imagined epochs into 
being. I contacted each informant via e-mail and provided a detailed outline 
of the study prior to the interview. The interviews then lasted from forty 
minutes to an hour. The expert interview format allowed my informants to 
articulate their experiences in their own terminology. The narratives provid-
ed constitute rich cultural texts constructing a particular version of the in-
formants’ experiences (Moisander et al. 2009) through which they enact and 
reveal cultural meaning (Denzin 2001). The questions were aimed toward 
acknowledging the cultural dissemination of images that practitioners drew 
from in order to project authenticity. The questions were organized temporal-
ly around the various steps of the informants’ own work processes to create 
narratives of how they dealt with issues of authenticity while re-enacting 
historical epochs. The informants were also asked to discuss costume dramas 
made by others. As such, interviewer and informant discussed the questions 
in a collaborative manner (Gubrium & Holstein 2003). Each interview began 
with a summary of the research project before asking the informant to guide 
me step by step through a recent production they had been working on. I 
ended up with a total of eighty-two pages of transcribed text, which were 
interpreted through narrative analysis (Riessman & Quinney 2005). The goal 
of this analysis was to gain an understanding of the different ways in which 
authenticity was discursively orchestrated. This analysis was partly based on 
Holbrook and Hirschman’s (1993) approach to aesthetics as understood 
through the study of signs. 

Secondary 
data:

I excluded 
books and 
numerous 
book chapters 
dealing with 
authenticity 
in 
consumption 
because they 
did not assure 
peer-reviewed 
quality.

Backstage 
tours at three 
national 
museums 
(Dansmuseet, 
Hallwyl 
Museum, 
Thiel 
Gallery), and 
archive 
images from 
the Swedish 
Film Institute 
database.

Online survey 
posted on five 
Facebook 
groups about 
mead (Fruit 
Mead & Wine 
Making, Got 
Mead? Mead, 
Mjöd till 
veckan, Wine 
& Mead 
Making 
Enthusiasts).

Literary 
analysis of 
the queer 
narratives in 
the American 
author James 
Baldwin’s 
bibliography, 
and reviews 
by film critics 
and 
interviews 
with directors 
and actors.

Netnographic 
analysis of 
disable-
bodied social 
media 
influencers’ 
self-
presentation 
strategies and 
hashtags such 
as 
#DisabledAn
dCute, 
#ThingsDisab
ledPeopleKno
w, and 
#HospitalGla
m.

Paper 1 2 3 4 5
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In ‘The Viking Myth: Nostalgia and Collective Guilt’ (Paper 3), I followed 
McCracken’s (1988) procedure for long interviews by asking a mix of grand 
tour questions and floating prompts. At the beginning of each interview, I 
asked informants to think about their consumption activities. Since the in-
formants would often approach this question with personal stories or experi-
ences, I asked further prompts to understand the significance of such events. 
Following a general discussion of nostalgic experiences, I also focused on  
the relation between nostalgia, mythological dynamics and collective identi-
ty. I also asked the informants to discuss commodities they felt a deep con-
nection to, and whether they considered them nostalgic and/or authentic. In-
formants selected these from their own experience. Occasionally the infor-
mants would struggle to define the concepts; in some cases, they altered their 
view during the interview in a spirit of joint discovery and critical reflexivi-
ty. As noted by Beverland and Farrelly (2010), such enrichment occurs due 
to availability of prompts and non-invasive interview procedure. I also tried 
to make the informants relax as they told their stories. Given the semi-struc-
tured interview format, informants were often asked to elaborate on various 
statements they made regarding their personal experiences, hence informants 
spoke for most of the interview (Thompson et al. 1989). 

Initial scanning of the cases revealed that more or less all informants had in 
various ways a nostalgia-elicited imperative to legitimize their consumption 
fantasies as mediated by Viking mythos. Yet these imperatives were often 
haunted by countermemories and inscriptions in a present-day ideological 
landscape. Moreover, the interpretive step of analysis involved linking con-
sumption practices to social-historical forces that shape the way people con-
sume in order to extend the theories previously developed on nostalgia and 
its moralistic components (Burawoy 1998). In analyzing the transcripts, I 
focused on classifying the links between nostalgia and collective guilt. Read-
ing the textual data more closely, it appeared that these hauntings were sym-
bolically transferred to the consumption activities. At this point, I elaborated 
on theoretical categories through open and axial coding procedures. Then 
began a process of dialectical tacking in which we moved back and forth 
between the findings and relevant literature on the nature of nostalgia to 
deepen our understanding of the processes by which collective guilt becomes 
a haunting specter (Spiggle 1994). 

3.3.2 Visual methods 

Visual methods have a long tradition in interpretive consumer research (e.g., 
Hirschman 1987; Hudson & Ozanne 1988; Mick 1986). Hirschman (1988) 
demonstrates how consumers on a daily basis acquire messages about prod-
ucts from a plethora of media vehicles, including motion pictures. These 
messages may, for example, concern social norms and cultural ideologies. In 
‘Seeing the Invisible: Brand Authenticity and the Cultural Production of 
Queer Imagination’ (Paper 4), me and my co-author were guided by the 
semiological approach suggested by Holbrook and Grayson (1986). More 
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precisely, we took notes on a scene-by-scene basis in order to record the on-
screen events (e.g., characters’ actions, verbal statements, milieux) with the 
aim of denoting major (i.e., “large themes and broad characterizations asso-
ciated with the film’s central story” [p. 375]) and minor (i.e., “more fine-
grained nuances of plot and character” [ibid.]) encoding habits. For the pur-
pose of this paper, we emphasized the narrative projects of those characters 
whose experience subverted heteronormativity. Coinciding with the data col-
lection, we also used reviews by film critics as well as interviews with direc-
tors and some of the actors as secondary data. 

In ‘Tales From the Crypt: A Psychoanalytical Approach to Disability Repre-
sentation in Advertising’ (Paper 5), me and my co-authors applied a critical 
visual analysis guided by the work of Schroeder and colleagues (e.g., Borg-
erson & Schroeder 2002; Schroeder & Borgerson 2005; Schroeder & Zwick 
2004), arguing that photos and advertisements are data that can be studied as 
rich text embedded in and connected to a cultural context. By connecting 
images to the cultural context of their consumption, Schroeder (2006) argues 
that we gain a more thorough understanding of how these images embody 
and express cultural values and contradictions. Hence, these sources provid-
ed rich material for studying ideological aspects of representation. In total, 
the data set consisted of twenty-three images and sixty-one videos. Follow-
ing the procedure employed by Kearney and colleagues (2019), me and my 
co-authors first watched the visual material independently. The initial analy-
sis was based on our theoretical framework for inclusivity. We then met reg-
ularly as the analysis progressed to make analysis-related decisions and to 
discuss our interpretations. Moreover, to assess the forms of incorporation 
and inadvertent scenes of market exclusion that emerged from our data, we 
took the intersectional research paradigm into consideration. More precisely, 
the following categories were used to assess the diversity represented: type 
of impairment, gender, race, and the total number of representations in the 
imagery. Thus, the analysis focused on how heroic elements were represent-
ed with regard to disability across intersectional categories. 
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Table 8: Impairments by incidence 
Type of impairment Frequency (n)

Visual impairment 8

Wheelchair used 7

Cerebral palsy 7

Down syndrome 7

Amputee 5

Dwarfism (short stature) 3

Autism 3

Phocomelia syndrome 2

Bipolar disorder 2

Hearing impairment 2

Attention deficit hyperactivity 
disorder (ADHD)

2

Fatigue syndrome 1

Neurofibromatosis 1

Klippel-Feil syndrome 1

Hereditary neuropathy with liability 
to pressure palsies (HNPP)

1
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Chapter 4: Summary of papers and 
contributions 

4.1 ‘Brand Authenticity: 25 Years of Research’ 

A field advances when new studies are built upon prior research, for example 
by consolidating existing findings, identifying research gaps, and suggesting 
avenues that will advance theory, public policy, and practice in meaningful 
ways. Thus, I begin this thesis with a systematic review with the aim of iden-
tifying the brand authenticity domain of marketing and consumer research in 
order to guide future research agenda in this field. Based on the extensive 
coverage of seventy-three scholarly peer-reviewed articles published in thir-
ty-three different academic journals, this article identifies the research trends 
in terms of theoretical approaches, research designs, empirical contexts, and 
publications. Spanning from Stern’s (1994) pioneering call for consumer 
researchers to take the topic of authenticity into consideration, that was in-
strumental in inaugurating the current interest in brand authenticity, to arti-
cles published as recently as 2019, this review offers numerous contributions 
to marketing and consumer research scholarship. Hence, this endeavor aims 
to integrate the various research streams into one systematic whole, consoli-
dating an area of thought characterized by multiple intersections and meeting 
points. 

For this purpose, the ADO format is used as an organizing framework. Paul 
and Benito (2018) point out the importance of understanding how ADO di-
mensions are affiliated to each other. Thus, the linkages between the ADO 
dimensions can be as important as the dimensions themselves in terms of 
contributing novel knowledge. For example, the managerial strategies em-
ployed to project authenticity (i.e., Decisions) are contingent on the key at-
tributes in brands that consumers associate with authenticity (i.e., An-
tecedents), and driven by the benefits of being perceived as an authentic 
brand (i.e., Outcomes). Figure 3 summarizes the ADO dimensions I derived 
from the literature. 
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!  
Figure 3: Conceptual ADO framework 

As highlighted in Chapter 2, this paper identifies three primary streams of 
research: (1) characteristics that distinguish the “real thing” from the fake, 
(2) the legitimizing function of authenticity, and (3) emotional and moral 
aspects of authentication. In the first research stream, the objective is to iden-
tify certain types of cues that are more likely to receive authenticity attribu-
tions by consumers and/or to demonstrate that authenticity generates higher 
consumer value ratings of market experiences. Hence, contributions within 
this research stream are particularly useful for explicating strategic decisions 
(the D in the ADO framework) and processes for building and cultivating 
brand authenticity. In the second research stream, the objective is often to 
examine how authenticity is used in the pursuit of socio-political objectives 
and/or the cultural imperatives by which consumers engage in acts of au-
thentication. Hence, contributions primarily serve the purpose of expanding 
our knowledge of outcomes (the O in the ADO framework) of brand authen-
ticity. Finally, in the third research stream, the objective is to analyze how 
consumers may enact imaginations as a response to increased levels of anxi-
ety and alienation in society and/or to examine under what conditions con-
sumers develop strong emotional attachment toward authentic brands. 
Hence, contributions in this research stream are particularly apt for elucidat-
ing antecedents (the A in the ADO framework) to brand authenticity, and 
how they appear in the consumer’s life-world. 

Contrary to the set of designations proposed by Morhart and her colleagues 
(2015) and many other scholars based on ontological perspectives (e.g., ob-
jective, constructive, existential), the designations suggested in this paper are 
more suitable to identify and describe the primary objectives of each re-
search stream. The mainstay of this study—serving as the premise of this 
thesis—is the call for future studies to take a more empathic research par-
adigm into consideration. 
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4.2 ‘From Aura to Jargon: The Social Life of Authentication’ 

The nature of authenticity in consumption is contested (e.g., MacCannell 
1973; Peterson 2005; Wang 1999). For example, Grayson and Martinec 
(2004) have demonstrated how visitors to fictional tourist sites made judg-
ments of authenticity on the basis of indexicality and iconicity. The two con-
cepts were first introduced by the semiotician Charles Sanders Peirce to de-
note signs that either: (1) are thought to be original or (2) mimic the original. 
Peirce coined the term “index” to refer to cues that can be verified to have 
the factual and spatio-temporal link that is claimed. Thus, indexicality dis-
tinguishes the “real thing” from its copies, whereas an icon is perceived as 
being similar to something else. For example, some visitors regard EuroDis-
ney in Paris as authentic because its retail and entertainment spaces closely 
resemble those of its American predecessor (Costa & Bamossy 2001). 

The first empirical article of this thesis contributes to the discussion on po-
tential trade-offs between indexical and iconic cues to authenticity (Bever-
land et al. 2008; Grayson & Martinec 2004; Kovács et al. 2014). Indexical 
authenticity relies on verifiable facts. In terms of indexical cues, relevant 
studies point out that brand sustainability, actual age, and actual behavior 
(e.g., abiding to promises and not excessively pursuing market trends) are 
important driving factors that ensure brand authenticity (Carsana & Jolibert 
2018). However, the claimed history, tradition, heritage, and connection with 
culture are important iconic cues determining brand authenticity (Beverland 
et al. 2008). Whereas indexicality means that an object indeed has an actual 
link to the original, iconicity indicates that the object can still be perceived as 
authentic by resembling the “real thing” (Beverland 2005; Grayson & Mar-
tinec 2004). Some researchers now believe that there is a complex relation-
ship between indexical and iconic elements that may influence one another 
(Kovács et al. 2014). For example, as illustrated by Ewing and colleagues 
(2012), indexicality could manifest itself in certified organic seals whereby a 
corresponding iconic cue would be that the product merely looks organic 
through packaging. Other scholars such as Jian and colleagues (2019) have 
suggested that different brands may benefit from different types of authentic-
ity (e.g., “green” authenticity, brand extension authenticity, subcultural au-
thenticity). 

In addition, many studies dichotomize indexicality and iconicity, implying 
that some cues are pushed to the realm of fiction or rhetoric, whereby con-
sumers are able to suspend disbelief (Grayson & Martinec 2004; MacCannell 
1973; Stern 1998). For example, Ewing and colleagues (2012) argue that 
indexical cues are more important than iconic cues when it comes to brand 
authenticity evaluation. Similarly, Beverland and colleagues (2008) note how 
Belgian consumers draw on objective facts to undermine the pure or literal 
authenticity of Trappist and Abbey beer brands. On the other hand, Bardhi 
and colleagues (2010) found that American tourists had negative experiences 
of “real” Chinese cuisine and instead preferred dishes that conformed to their 
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pre-conception. In short, one might say that extant research has institutional-
ized a general attitude that the fictive “parasites” on the real (cf., Austin 
1975). Citational authenticity indicates a shift from the hitherto prevailing 
distinction between indexical and iconic cues to authenticity, emphasizing its 
(re-)iterative and performative aspects. Empirical evidence is provided from 
the context of costume dramas seeking to re-enact historical epochs, where 
there is often a clash between historical accuracy and cultural imagination. 
Costume designs play a significant, often unnoticed role in films and televi-
sion series. Alongside other creative personnel in the mise-en-scène such as 
directors, scenic designers, hair stylists, and make-up artists, the costume 
designers typically seek to enhance the gestalt of the period through the vis-
ual design of garments and accessories. 

The findings suggest that historical re-enactments may have a performative 
power to create the social realities they seek to represent (Butler 1993). For 
example, Cleopatra’s blue eye shadow stands out as an illustrative example 
of citational authenticity and its manifestation in aesthetic consumer culture. 
The real Cleopatra is often believed to have worn blue eye shadow, but this 
image is largely built upon Elizabeth Taylor’s portrayal of her in the 1963 
film adaptation. However, archaeological evidence suggests that in ancient 
Egypt, eye make-up was in actual fact green or gray because of the minerals 
malachite and galena that were used to make it (Hernandez 2011). Therefore, 
Cleopatra’s make-up could not have been blue at all. The concept of citation-
ality somewhat parallels Carroll and Wheaton’s (2019) construction of type 
authenticity (i.e., cultural forms such as tiki bars that in epistemological 
terms fail any kind of basic test of objective or nominal authenticity, but over 
time have managed to generate their own institutionalized social categories). 
The implications of this paper are particularly useful for art organizations 
and/or heritage museums but could also be applied to aesthetic consumer 
culture in general. 

4.3 ‘The Viking Myth: Nostalgia and Collective Guilt’ 

Consumer researchers agree that nostalgia continues to be inextricably 
linked to myths of the romantic past (Belk & Costa 1998; Cervellon & 
Brown 2018; DeBerry-Spence & Izberk-Bilgin 2021; Stern 1995). A com-
mon feature of research here is that nostalgia refers to an earlier period 
sometimes even preceding the individual’s lifetime and draws on biased or 
selective recall of past experiences (Baker & Kennedy 1994; Belk 1990; 
Havlena & Holak 1991; Holbrook & Schindler 1991; Stern 1992). In the 
wake of Black Lives Matter protests against police brutality, however, we 
have seen a rise in cultural production that sheds light on colonial history 
(e.g., television series like Exterminate All the Brutes, Lovecraft Country, 
The Underground Railroad). It would seem that an ideology of “woke” brav-
ery has emerged as a countermemory to an all too sanguine or sanitized re-
membrance of the past (Sobande 2020; also Thompson & Tian 2008). In 
other words, the mythic past coexists with the haunted past (Goulding 2000) 
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whereby an underexplored dimension of nostalgia is the collectivization of 
guilt (Arendt 2006). 

In ‘The Viking Myth: Nostalgia and Collective Guilt’ (Paper 3), I study spec-
tral doppelgänger images of nostalgia by approaching the collectivization of 
guilt as a form of hauntology. The concept of hauntology was originally de-
veloped by Derrida (1986, 1989, 2012; also Coverley 2020) as a productive 
and responsible way of engaging with unresolved histories and ethnic op-
pression. The term “hauntology,” which itself is a portmanteau of the words 
“haunted” and its near-homonym “ontology,” refers to temporal and ontolog-
ical disjunction in which presence is replaced by the figure of the ghost as 
that which is neither present nor absent. Specifically, Derrida (2012) is writ-
ing about ethical responsibility toward others across time, where the possi-
bility of a just future depends on our “ability to live with ghosts” (p. xviii, 
italics in original). 

As Gordon (2008) discusses, “those who haunt our dominant institutions and 
their systems of value are haunted too” (p. 5). Reluctantly taking the symbol-
ic position of victimizer/dominant, it would appear that the Viking archetype 
is haunted by the ideological dissemination of “woke” bravery, which is a 
form of social capital attached to individuals who are invested in challenging 
structural injustices faced by the most marginalized groups in society 
(Sobande 2020). More precisely, torn between the Viking myth and the ideo-
logical formation of “woke” bravery, my informants are indeed haunted by 
feelings of collective guilt. 

In broader terms, I contribute to the literature on how nostalgia mediates au-
thenticity in three ways. First, this article contributes to the literature on con-
sumer myth-making by highlighting how the dynamic between mythic struc-
ture and ideological disconformity may give rise to spectrality effects. Sec-
ond, I more broadly extend the literature on nostalgia by explicating its rela-
tion to collective guilt by introducing and defining the concept of the haunt-
ed imagination. Particularly, I emphasize the affective role of specters and 
spirits as a significant way of understanding consumer meaning-making in 
the evocation of the mythic past. Contrary to specters, which are negative 
and backward-looking, spirits are, to put it crudely, more optimistic and for-
ward-looking. Third, this article has implications for the authenticity litera-
ture by extending prior research on how traditions are rooted in myths that 
are upheld as “genuine, real, and/or true” (Beverland & Farrelly 2010, p. 
839; also DeBerry-Spence & Izberk-Bilgin 2021). More precisely, the notion 
of atonement as a self-authenticating act offers promise as it recognizes how 
consumers purposely reconjure specters into spirits. 
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4.4 ‘Seeing the Invisible: Brand Authenticity and the Cultural Production of 
Queer Imagination’ 

Not long ago it was difficult to imagine queer lives being depicted with re-
spectability in mainstream cinema. Films like Morocco (1930), Mrs. Doubt-
fire (1993), and Tootsie (1982) typify the widespread commodification of 
queer culture in the embellished halls of Tinseltown. Queer lives have at-
tracted substantial attention from filmmakers dedicated to forcing the queer 
subject to make sense. While one would not wish to assign queerness to the 
inauspicious category of nonsense, Halberstam (2005) reminds us that “we 
should be wary of overly rational narratives of lives filled with contradiction 
and tension” (p. 54). However, the commercial and critical success of 
movies such as Moonlight (2016), Call Me By Your Name (2017), and Por-
trait of a Lady on Fire (2019) indicate a cultural disruption from which queer 
imagination is proposed as an ideological structure that increasingly seems to 
inform how the audience derives authenticity from the screen. In our concep-
tualization of queer imagination, we draw on James Baldwin, a canonical 
figure in both African-American and gay literary studies, whose literary 
legacy is characterized by non-straightforward identities. Working beyond 
prescribed identity categories, Baldwin’s writings have been applauded for 
“seeing the invisible” in the cultural imaginary, such as illegitimate desires 
between men and often between races. Indeed, Brim (2014) argues that 
Baldwin’s most unfailing characteristic as a writer is “his investment in 
drawing ‘impossible’ yet undeniable desires into the realm of literary repre-
sentation” (p. 8). In other words, he renders unseen realities intelligible, 
which is taken to be central to queer imaginative work. 

As noted by Gerstner (2019), “hetero-normative and culture-industry ideolo-
gies work hand in hand since their fusion profits by the wish to sustain a 
progressive future” (p. 701). Hence, we must outline how the ideological 
structure of queer imagination fits among other discourses of power such as 
heteronormative and culture-industry ideologies in cinematic artwork 
(Preece 2014), which raises issues of false sublation. In short, false sublation 
could be understood as protests that end up protecting the status quo (Bürger 
1984; Gerstner 2019; cf., Marcuse 1977). In Hegelian philosophy, an epoch 
can only be comprehended when it is approaching its end (i.e., its sublation). 
By applying the concept of sublation to art history, Bürger (1984) demon-
strates that the social function of art only becomes possible to analyze when 
its institution reaches its end, for example with the radical separation of aes-
theticist or modernist art from society, which enabled the avant-gardist attack 
on art as an institution (Brown 2015). 

Gerstner (2019) suggests that issues of false sublation could also be at stake 
in queer cinema, as it is subsumed by the very heteronormative and culture-
industry ideologies that profit from its countercultural authenticity (e.g., 
Kates 2000; Keating & McLoughlin 2005; also Thompson 2004). However, 
me and my co-author derive that increasingly non-polemic representations of 
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queer temporalities and non-hysterical homoeroticism in mainstream cinema 
ultimately push the boundaries from intelligibility to respectability. Conse-
quently, such a “sublation” diversifies the ideological formation around au-
thenticity by reducing social issues of intolerance, homophobia, and other 
forms of inequity in everyday life. Hence, we suggest a less pessimistic view 
of the radical potential to integrate art into life praxis than the one offered by 
Marcuse and other critical theorists in the Frankfurt School. For example, in 
the context of Sámi tourism, De Bernardi (2019) demonstrates that authen-
ticity is a compromise between the various discourses of power, ranging 
from tourists and indigenous Sámi people to institutions such as UNESCO 
that define the authenticity of the heritage experience. The view of authentic-
ity as a compromise could be useful in the performative setting of main-
stream queer cinema where discourses of power also include culture indus-
tries and the heteronormative discourse of popular culture. 

Based on our analysis, the social structure of queer imagination is inevitably 
subsumed by the heteronormative market forces seeking to gain a financial 
profit. More generally, this is evident when the agency seeking to partake in 
the cultural production of queer imagination is neither an insider nor per-
ceived as credible by the insiders (Holt 2004). Consider, for example, the 
recent film Falling (2020) in which the lead actor Viggo Mortensen—other-
wise known as the sword-wielding hero Aragorn in the Lord of the Rings 
franchise—faced backlash for playing the role of a gay man. Adding to the 
complexity is the fact that the film was written and directed by Mortensen 
himself. We derive that the theoretical formulation of false sublation is more 
amenable to describe possible failures of the intent to provide an authentic 
voice to subjugated groups than similar procedures such as (1) cultural ap-
propriation (Keene 2015) in which elements of disadvantaged minority cul-
tures are adopted by members of a more dominant group (Kates 2004) or (2) 
market co-optation where subversive practices become shepherded into more 
predictable, manageable, and regulated environments facilitated by norma-
tive market forces (Heath & Potter 2005; Goulding et al. 2009; Thompson & 
Coskuner-Balli 2007). 

Rather than “straightening up” the queer discourse by resolving tensions and 
paradoxes inherent in queer cinema and advertising scripts to endow the im-
agery with “straight” authenticity (Borgerson et al. 2006; Rose & Wood 
2005), we suggest that, in “woke” brand culture, the authenticity formation 
process is itself increasingly situated by queer imagination as a way to ad-
dress desires, anxieties, and alternative temporalities caused by acute cultural 
contradictions in society. Thus, we propose false sublation as a potential req-
uisite for representations to have compromising effects on normative politi-
cal ideology, regardless of the nominal authenticity. Herein lies the paradox: 
For queer imaginaries to negate cultural hegemony, there has to be a false 
sublation; it is indeed through this very affirmation that authentic brands 
may also have an emancipatory social function. 
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4.5 ‘Tales From the Crypt: A Psychoanalytic Approach to Disability Repre-
sentation in Advertising’ 

In ‘Tales From the Crypt: A Psychoanalytic Approach to Disability Repre-
sentation in Advertising’ (Paper 5), me and my co-authors extend the litera-
ture on market exclusion in multiple ways. First, this article contributes to 
the theorization of ethical representation (Borgerson & Schroeder 2002; 
Schroeder & Borgerson 2005; Sobande et al. 2020) in the context of disabili-
ty representation in advertising (Foster & Pettinicchio 2021; Kaufman-Scar-
borough 2015; Kearney et al. 2019; Saatcioglu & Ozanne 2013). Second, we 
extend the literature on destigmatization by introducing and defining the 
concept of the social crypt (i.e., a higher-order concept that creates a link 
between the individual psyche and the collective unconscious), and by iden-
tifying its marketing implications. The study also presents managerial impli-
cations by cautioning marketplace decision-makers of inadvertent forms of 
social exclusion through the manipulation of those represented. 

This article engages with conversations around ethical representation and 
destigmatization. Aimed at scrutinizing how heroic agency can be construed 
vis-à-vis disability, this study critiques the universal template of the “hero 
myth” (see Campbell 1949), which is so often reflected in advertising narra-
tives (Hirschman 2000; Holt & Thompson 2004; Stern 1995) in order to elu-
cidate its ableist underpinnings. In doing so, the article first contributes to the 
literature on ethical representation by offering ways to rectify the various 
conventions of misrepresentation that have been outlined previously, such as 
idealization and exoticization (Schroeder & Borgerson 2005), selective rep-
resentation (Kearney et al. 2019), and unintended exclusion (Kaufman-Scar-
borough 2015). While “marketing communications is but one component of 
the visual realm” (Schroeder & Borgerson 2005, p. 579), it continues to be 
an important aspect in the cultural context of consumption. Thus, our inves-
tigation reveals how marketing decision-makers may draw on the discursive 
tools of disability representation to subvert the ableist gaze without appeal-
ing to the “supercrip” stereotype (Kearney et al. 2019). 

For example, one way of doing this is to include stories of people who iden-
tify as cyborgs. Rather than hiding or minimizing disability or trying to fit 
able-bodied standards, cyborgs tend to accentuate their bionics (Campbell 
2010). More precisely, cyborg representation may be a vessel for positive 
identification and community for many consumers who otherwise would not 
see themselves represented in the marketplace. However, our article high-
lights issues between cyborg representation and oppressive intersectional 
forces. For example, prostheses are still inextricably linked to issues of privi-
lege and power as most amputees can only afford one pair of legs (class); 
and these are often made in the image of men (gender). In addition, cyborg 
mythos is still too much of an institution as cyborgs most commonly are as-
sociated with the superhero in a movie (e.g., “strength is not just about mo-
mentary power to jump building to building” [Berne 2020, p. 235]). Hence, 
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disability narratives in advertising often depict the discrimination and vul-
nerability that people with disabilities face in everyday tasks (e.g., “it is also 
the endurance to handle what is less than ideal [...] the gritty persistence that 
disabled people embody every day” [ibid.]). 

Second, our study extends the marketing theorization of destigmatization 
(Argo & Main 2008; Crockett 2017; Mirabito et al. 2016) by bringing to 
light the process by which unspeakable discourses around disability are en-
tombed in a hidden region of the collective unconscious. We introduce the 
concept of the social crypt, which inflicts consumer culture by reinforcing 
the actual or supposed traumas that made introjection impossible in the first 
place. The social crypt could thus be seen as one of the ways in which power 
is legitimated through “the shaping of people’s perceptions and cognitions 
such that they accept their role in the existing order because they can neither 
see nor imagine an alternative” (Kearney et al. 2019, p. 550). For example, 
“children are not born with the innate ability to understand the underlying 
c o n t e x t o f c u l t u r a l m e a n i n g s a t w o r k i n m a r k e t i n g 
communications” (Schroeder & Borgerson 2005, p. 581), rather these are 
assimilated through the gradual work of introjection. To this end, the distinc-
tion between introjection and incorporation as a theoretical lens offers prom-
ise as it recognizes disregarded nuances inherent in the broader term of in-
ternalization (e.g., “stereotyped representations can be internalized by those 
represented” [Kearney et al. 2019, p. 550]). 

Lastly, our analysis points to incorporation as an inadvertent form of market 
exclusion. Recognizing how marketing communication (selectively or unin-
tentionally) tends to reproduce an ableist gaze (cf., “to gaze implies more 
than to look at—it signifies a psychological relationship to power, in which 
the gazer is superior to the object of the gaze,” Schroeder & Borgerson 2005, 
p. 587), the paper contributes to the deconstruction of heroic agency based 
on “inspiration porn”—candidly termed by the late disability rights activist 
Stella Young (2012)—or “supercrip” narratives in which the hero ultimately 
overcomes his or her disability akin to Paralympic athletes (Kearney et al. 
2019). For example, many disabled people who identify as cyborgs view 
their impairment as part of their identity, not something to overcome or de-
feat (see Weise 2020). Table 9 summarizes the main findings and contribu-
tions of each paper. 
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Table 9: Main findings and contributions of each paper 
Paper 1 
What are the main characteristics of 
previous consumer research on 
authenticity in terms of theoretical 
approaches, research designs, and 
publications?

Main Findings from Paper 1 
• Three primary streams of research 

are identified (characteristics that 
distinguish the “real thing” from 
the fake; the legitimizing function 
of authenticity; emotional and 
moral aspects of authentication). 

• An illustration of the antecedents, 
decisions, and outcomes (ADOs) 
of authenticity serves as a 
managerial contribution.

Paper 2 
How do historicity and cultural 
imagination interplay in the 
production of authenticity in 
cinematic artwork that re-enact 
historical epochs?

Main Findings from Paper 2 
• Costume designers draw on a mix 

of indexical and iconic cues when 
projecting authenticity through the 
mise-en-scène. 

• Iconic representations may have a 
performative power to institute/
restitute the formation of 
authenticity in aesthetic consumer 
culture. 

• The distinction between 
indexicality and iconicity seems 
somewhat contrived in the 
performative setting of costume 
dramas where authentication is 
favorably seen as a citational 
practice.
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Paper 3 
How are consumer feelings of 
nostalgia affected when myths are 
exposed to mask problematic 
elements in the past? How do 
consumers resolve such 
mythological tension?

Main Findings from Paper 3 
• The dynamic between mythic 

structure and ideological 
disconformity may give rise to 
spectrality effects. 

• The haunted imagination is 
introduced to describe the process 
by which nostalgia is disrupted by 
mythological tension and 
ideological disconformity, such as 
when the Viking myth is re-
imagined in the ideological context 
of “woke” bravery. 

• The affective role of specters and 
spirits is proposed as a significant 
way of understanding consumer 
meaning-making in the evocation 
of the mythic past. 

• The notion of atonement as a self-
authenticating act offers promise 
as it recognizes how consumers 
purposely reconjure specters into 
spirits.

Paper 4 
How may the very capitalization of 
queer signifiers compromise the 
dominant order from within? How 
can brands possibly draw on these 
signifiers to project authenticity?

Main Findings from Paper 4 
• By transcending 

misrepresentational narratives 
(e.g., stabilization, rationalization, 
and trivialization), queer cinema 
contributes to the emergent 
ideological structure of queer 
imagination. 

• In the long run, the 
commodification of queer 
imaginaries may have 
compromising effects on 
normative political ideology. 

• Herein lies the paradox that false 
sublation may be necessary for 
queer imaginaries to have 
transformative effects on 
commodity aesthetics and 
normative political ideology.
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Paper 5 
How do stigmatized (or 
unspeakable) narratives enter the 
public consciousness through 
advertising? What are the unintended 
consequences? Does the outcome of 
such inclusion hold the potential for 
destigmatization?

Main Findings from Paper 5 
• Disability representation in 

advertising can provide consumers 
with disabilities with a positive 
feeling of identification and 
community. 

• Incorporation signifies a form of 
“magical thinking” (i.e., a process 
by which stigma is reproduced in 
the collective unconscious) 
whereas introjection could be seen 
as a form of gradual awareness 
leading to destigmatization. 

• The social crypt emerges as a 
useful structure for studying 
destigmatization.
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Chapter 5: Discussion 

5.1 Deconstructing the androcentric gaze on authenticity 

In this chapter, I elaborate the findings in connection with the overarching 
aim of deconstructing the androcentric gaze on authenticity in consumer re-
search. What this step toward empathy encapsulates vis-à-vis the androcen-
tric tradition is illustrated in Table 10. 

Table 10: From androcentrism to empathy 

5.1.1 From logocentrism to deconstruction 

The five papers that together form this compilation thesis have elucidated 
androcentric failings in extant literature. First, social judgments of authentic-
ity are embedded in a culture of patriarchal consumer capitalism whereby 
representations often adhere to a logocentric mindset. Paper 1 calls for future 
research on authenticity to deconstruct this tradition, which goes hand in 
hand with the de-androcentralizing aim of this thesis. 

The literature on brand authenticity has been prone to a certain logocentrism 
where one side of the dualism is privileged over the other. Little is known 
about potential negative outcomes of such authenticating acts. For example, 
if the authentic tends to be associated with more positive connotations in 
Western (e.g., rustic, charming) than non-Western (e.g., dirty, pastiche) mar-
ket contexts, it would seem that authenticity is an ethnocentric concept 
whereby authentication, in fact, could have severe negative outcomes by in-
stituting ideals and harmful stereotypes in which some of its connotations are 
viewed as inferior to others (Lehman et al. 2014; also Simmons 2014). How-
ever, these perspectives remain largely missing in extant literature. While the 
first twenty-five years of research on brand authenticity focused on positive 

Androcentric paradigm Empathic paradigm

Papers 1-5 

1. Logocentrism 
2. Indexicality and iconicity 
3. Nostalgia 
4. False sublation (i.e., dialectical) 
5. Incorporation

1. Deconstruction 
2. Citationality 
3. Hauntology 
4. Compromise (i.e., dialogical) 
5. Introjection
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attributions of authenticity following the characteristics that distinguish the 
“real thing” from the fake research stream, it might be time to consider its 
potentially harmful side effects for consumer well-being and on society. For 
example, taking the growing need for consumer researchers to take more 
interdisciplinary frameworks into consideration, it will be important for the 
legitimizing function of authenticity research stream to highlight the pro-
found structuring influences of market systems that are not necessarily ex-
pressed by consumers in their everyday lives. Ultimately, this could result in 
a more diverse research agenda as well as a more inclusive (and less andro-
centric) conception of authenticity. 

5.1.2 From indexicality/iconicity to citationality 

Second, the prevalent framework based on Peircian semiotics (i.e., indexical-
ity/iconicity) does not suffice to explain all types of authenticating acts. Pa-
per 2 illustrates how citationality could serve as a useful supplement to study 
authentication, thus moving from the essentialist notion of an aura (i.e., 
something that is inherent in the object) to the performative notion of a jar-
gon (i.e., social judgments of authenticity). 

Citationality also offers promise in the context of ethical representation. For 
example, if certain groups constantly see themselves depicted a certain way, 
they are more likely to fulfill those prophecies. As noted by Baker and col-
leagues (2005), “consumers make judgments about how well they are relat-
ing to others and/or accepted by others” (p. 133). It has also been pointed out 
that consumers who do not see themselves portrayed positively in the mass 
media may come to believe that people like them lack acceptance in society, 
which can affect their self-esteem negatively (Bristor et al. 1995; Gopaldas 
& DeRoy 2015; Scaraboto & Fischer 2013).What makes the faculty of 
judgment stand apart from the other faculties is the way in which it presup-
poses us to imagine the presence of others. One judges always as a member 
of a community, guided by one’s community sense. Thus, by making the ci-
tational connection to a jargon (i.e., a form of social networking by which 
individuals discursively gather around the same aesthetic reference)—as em-
bodied in the Converse shoes worn in Coppola’s (2006) cinematic adaptation 
of Marie Antoinette or the Palestine scarves that one informant actively de-
cided to remove when depicting alternative lifestyles in Sweden between 
1965 and 1975—it would seem that aesthetic categories are often authenti-
cated in neither indexical nor iconic terms. Thus, I contribute to the academ-
ic literature on potential trade-offs between indexical and iconic cues to au-
thenticity by utilizing the concept of citationality, a philosophical framework 
that was originally developed by Derrida (1982b, 1987, 1988). Specifically, 
he argues that a signature has two fundamental features: (1) it has a recog-
nizable form and (2) it can be repeated. However, as soon as a signature has 
a recognizable and repeatable form, he notes that it can also be copied or 
counterfeited. In other words, although a signature is supposed to testify to 
the presence of an authentic original intention, it simultaneously sets up the 
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possibility of an inauthentic copy. In short, citationality makes it possible for 
an illegitimate bastard to become the legitimate heir, not necessarily through 
resemblance/iconicity (i.e., a recognizable form) but through the process of 
iterability (i.e., repetition). This has implications for aesthetic consumption; 
following Beardsley’s (1979) distinction between so-called dominate (e.g., 
the historical epoch, literary original) and subordinate (e.g., the cinematic 
representation) illocutionary actions, good style consists of combining these 
layers to compose a coherent overall impression. Citationality is thus useful 
for elucidating how a subordinate cinematic performance may transform the 
dominate image of the historical epoch re-enacted, and contributes to ongo-
ing discussions in consumer research such as the growing allure of ambigui-
ty in aesthetic experience (Brown et al. 2013; Dagalp & Hartmann 2021; Joy 
& Sherry 2003; Ngai 2012). 

In addition, citationality offers the potential to study the process by which 
authenticity is restituted in epistemological terms, for example in the context 
of museum decolonization and responsibilization. Indeed, this is a phe-
nomenon that has gained momentum over the last few years in which cultur-
al institutions undergo various processes to expand the perspectives they por-
tray beyond the dominant cultural group. 

5.1.3 From nostalgia to hauntology 

Third, in androcentric discourse, authenticity is closely linked to nostalgia 
from which the mythic past seems to offer more authentic ways of living. 
Paper 3 debunks this myth, shedding light on hauntological dimensions of 
authenticating practices in the context of Viking-themed consumption. As 
such, this paper further exemplifies the notion of responsibility toward the 
Other in terms of the haunted past. 

In addition to museum decolonization above, recent cinematic production 
(e.g., The Underground Railroad) demonstrates how past-themed consump-
tion and myth-making not only serve as a vessel for nostalgia but could also 
be seen as a “hauntology” that conjures up the specters of historical and 
colonial wrongdoing. There have been more than 200 academic publications 
on nostalgia in marketing and consumer research since the early 1990s 
(Veresiu et al. 2018). In contrast, papers dealing with hauntology are few and 
far between (for notable exceptions see Ahlberg et al. 2021; Brown et al. 
2021). 

Recently, Brunk and colleagues (2018) studied ideological aspects of com-
mercial myth-making in the context of Ostalgie (i.e., nostalgia for aspects of 
life in East Germany) . While I commend their insightful conceptual propo3 -
sitions about the transformation of socialism-inspired critiques of social con-
ditions in capitalist societies into a thriving market for nostalgic consumer 

 Derrida himself coined the term “nostalgeria” (Salmon 2021).3
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identity resources, they still follow the androcentric tradition by offering a 
highly sanguine account of nostalgia and feelings of the past (cf., “a social 
paradise undergirded by social bonds and togetherness,” p. 10), which is 
symptomatic of cultural research on experiential consumption. Indeed, fol-
lowing Brunk and colleagues’ (2018) mythic perspective, “social systems 
were not cold and dystopian societies characterized by constant party patron-
ization, surveillance, and betrayal” (pp. 4–5). Derridean specters help us re-
dress this premise, extending the literature on consumption and nostalgia to 
anxiety and collective guilt (e.g., “the police become omnipresent and spec-
tral in the so-called civilized states once they undertake to make the law […] 
the specter of its ghostly apparition extends itself limitlessly” [Derrida 2001, 
p. 14, italics in original]). Moreover, as Derrida (2012) highlights, there are 
multiple specters of Marx. The emerging stream of marketing and consumer 
research that has already employed hauntology has focused either on the ap-
parent death of retailing (Brown et al. 2021) or late capitalism’s persistent 
recycling of retro aesthetics (Ahlberg et al. 2021). While Ahlberg and col-
leagues (2021) offer an enticing theoretical polemic, the present article 
marks an important attempt to envision a hauntological approach to past-
themed consumption in the theoretical context of collective guilt. 

To summarize, this work builds upon Belk and Costa’s (1998) detailed writ-
ing on the evocation of the mythic past in nostalgic consumption, Luedicke 
and colleagues’ (2010) vital analysis of how myth and ideology animate 
moral conflict, and DeBerry-Spence and Izberk-Bilgin’s (2021) rigorous re-
search regarding history and authenticity. It is notably shaped by Brown’s 
(2018) prolific work on retromarketing. This paper also contributes to ongo-
ing consumer culture work dedicated “to unpack the role of commercial 
myth-making in the resurgence of nationalism” (Brunk et al. 2018, p. 16) in 
a time when nationalism is on the rise. Spectrality seeks less to take the place 
of other approaches of studying nostalgia and the evocation of mythic past 
than to supplement them with a twilight zone, thus elucidating the authenti-
cation of various cultural objects, histories, and socio-political issues from a 
less androcentric perspective. 

5.1.4 From false sublation to compromise 

Fourth, previous research has theorized the concept of false sublation to in-
dicate how social aesthetics may affirm normative political ideology. Previ-
ous literature on market co-optation tends to emphasize how counterculture 
reinforces consumer capitalism (e.g., Heath & Potter 2005). However, in 
Paper 4, me and my co-author argue that such a dialectical view fails to en-
capsulate long-term transformative and disruptive effects on market culture, 
whereupon we propose a dialogical view of authenticity as a compromise. 
Given the highly androcentric symbolism of resistant rebels (Heath & Potter 
2005), social outlaws (Botterill 2007), men of action (Holt & Thompson 
2004), etc., being authentic is widely regarded as synonymous with being 
uncompromising (i.e., integrity in Morhart et al.’s [2015] scale). However, 

!56



seeing authenticity as a compromise between contending discourses of pow-
er allows us to perceive authentication in less androcentric terms (i.e., as a 
process in constant motion where fluidity merely takes on the appearance of 
solidity through social stratification). From this dialogical perspective, sub-
versive practices that allow for compromise may have an even greater poten-
tial to transform the dominant order from within. Indeed, as Fisher (2021) 
points out, “we have to imagine a transformation out of where we are 
now” (pp. 194–195, italics in original). 

The notion of authenticity as a compromise heeds recent calls to re-imagine 
the distinction between the queer and the normative beyond a liberation/con-
straint paradigm (cf., Firat & Venkatesh 1995). In Paper 4, we thus elaborate 
how the ideological structure of queer imagination fits among other dis-
courses of power such as heteronormative and culture-industry ideologies in 
cinematic artwork. While it is true that issues of false sublation could be at 
stake in queer cinema, as queer imaginaries are subsumed by the very het-
eronormative and culture-industry ideologies that profit from their counter-
cultural authenticity, findings based on the films Call Me By Your Name, 
Moonlight, and Portrait of a Lady on Fire indicate a recursive relationship 
where such commodification also has transformative effects on market cul-
ture and commodity aesthetics. Within the inevitable dialectic of integration 
and affirmation lies the aporia that false sublation might be necessary for 
marginalized voices to transform normative political ideology, where the 
notion of authenticity as a compromise offers a less androcentric and poten-
tially more empathic view of authenticating practices. 

In addition to ethical representation, the findings also have implications for 
cultural branding. To the best of my knowledge, Kates (2004) is the only 
scholar who has studied queer identity work in relation to the way consumers 
endow market experiences with authentic meaning. When brands chase after 
populist worlds incongruous to their cultural and/or political authority, they 
appear as “opportunistic cultural parasite[s]” (Holt 2004, p. 198). Similarly, 
Kates (2004) provides texture to the market failure of Coors in North Ameri-
can queer communities. As the consumer segment knew that the beer brand 
was owned by a conservative family that donated money to anti-gay political 
causes, the brand’s attempt to gain legitimacy failed despite aggressive mar-
keting efforts. In light of their precarious status as oppressed minorities, ad-
vertisers need to demonstrate sensitivity in targeting queer communities. 
Queer theory can clearly help marketers develop authenticity for consumers 
by drawing on “rainbow rhetoric” (Kates 1999, p. 35). However, it is not 
enough for marketers to become aware of this rhetoric to describe the diver-
sity of queerness, spanning many intersections of social and political identi-
ty; they also need to understand the dynamics of false sublation by which 
queer imaginaries run the risk of affirming—rather than negating—dominant 
ideologies. 
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5.1.5 From incorporation to introjection 

The logic of commodification ensures that market representations may inad-
vertently end up repressing the very marginalized groups they seek to repre-
sent (Gurrieri et al. 2013). Paper 5 uses a recent campaign by the Swedish 
Public Employment Service as a revelatory case to show how incorporation 
could serve as an inadvertent form of market exclusion. Conversely, introjec-
tion denotes a negotiation where the subject enters a “becoming-aware” of 
otherness, a revelation one takes into oneself as a self. Incorporation is the 
failure of this process, resulting in its supplementation with fantasy, which 
blocks change in the psyche and the notion of self (St. James et al. 2011). 
The distinction between incorporation and introjection builds upon the psy-
choanalytic work of Abraham and Torok (1994). Thus, it follows the recent 
growth of psychoanalytical theorizing in marketing and consumer research 
(e.g., Chatzidakis et al. 2021; Holbrook 2015; Wickström et al. 2020). 

Theoretically, the distinction between incorporation and introjection recog-
nizes often disregarded nuances inherent in the internalization of (stereotypi-
cal) representations. In Abraham and Torok’s (1994) analysis, the collective 
disregard for painful historical realities characterizes individuals as well as 
social groups and can disrupt the lives of entire nations (also Gordon 2008). 
For them, in terms of the inner life of a person, introjection is the continual 
process by which the subject replicates and interiorizes the behaviors of the 
surrounding world. Applied to the social realm, however, introjection can 
involve enrichments and progressive ruptures in an ever-expanding socio-
political imaginary, whereby the emergence of more inclusive mythologies 
seems to indicate the potential to challenge stigma (e.g., Adkins & Ozanne 
2005; Crockett 2017; Sandıkçı & Ger 2010). 

A preliminary definition of introjection might be that it is a lifelong process 
of acquisition and assimilation, of taking inside what is outside, allowing for 
psychodynamic reconfigurations of structure–agency tensions: A process that 
“allows individuals to relive and reinterpret past interactions” (Radford & 
Bloch 2012, p. 147). If viewed as a complete process of developing ipseity, 
Abraham and Torok (1994) point out that introjection encompasses three 
successive stages: 

(1) Something new or foreign (whether good or bad) occurs in or to me. (2) 
I turn myself into that which this new “thing” has done to me; I familiarize 
myself with it through play, fantasy, projection (or any number of other ac-
tivities); in sum, I appropriate it for myself. (3) I become aware of what has 
occurred and of my own gradual encounter with it. As a result, I am now 
able to give the whole process a place within my emotional existence; I also 
understand why and how the scope of “myself” has been modified and ex-
panded.  

(p. 14) 

!58



By means of contrast, for Abraham and Torok (1994), incorporation is the 
obstacle to introjection. “Incorporation,” the authors argue, “results from 
those losses that for some reason cannot be acknowledged as such” (p. 130, 
italics in original). Hence, incorporation sets out to compensate for the failed 
introjection, functioning by way of a process similar to hallucinatory wish-
fulfillment. Thus, incorporation is distinct from the gradual process of intro-
jection because it is instantaneous, magical, and denotes a desperate attempt 
of the psyche to keep alive that which is lost. 

Meanwhile, according to Abraham and Torok (1986), what socially takes 
place in the presence of something unspeakable is the construction of a 
crypt. It signifies that which cannot yet be expressed with the vocabulary 
available to us—and thus becomes inaccessible to the gradual work of as-
similation—whereby the distinction between introjection and incorporation 
is a central feature. The social crypt creates a split between the collective 
unconscious and consumer culture. Enclosed in this crypt, it would seem that 
unspeakable discourses remain concealed. Many discourses around disability 
have traditionally been characterized by unspeakability (see Garland-Thom-
son 1997). Facing one’s own implicit prejudices is always difficult, but it is 
even more shocking when racist or eugenic phobias entombed in the social 
crypt (re-)appear at the surface and become a haunting presence in consumer 
culture. While the social crypt itself is a cryptic term (Holbrook 2015), we 
argue that it is particularly elucidatory for studying the reproduction of stig-
ma in the collective unconscious alongside other social structures such as 
myth and ideology, which are often predicated as principles of consumer 
culture theory (e.g., Askegaard & Linnet 2011; Brown et al. 2013; Thompson 
et al. 2013). As such, the theory of the crypt elaborated in this paper offers a 
novel perspective on destigmatization in social marketing. 
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Chapter 6: Conclusion 

6.1 Theoretical contributions 

With the aim of deconstructing the androcentric gaze on authenticity, this 
thesis has sought to imagine a more empathic mode of consumer research. 
To this end, I conducted a patchwork ethnography in different empirical-the-
oretical contexts that correspond to the circuit of culture. Taken together, the 
contributions of each paper could thus be said to constitute a form of circuit 
of “woke” authenticity in brand culture (see Figure 4) when previous con-
sumer research has constructed an androcentric view of authenticity using 
only one-half (e.g., nostalgia, false sublation, incorporation) of its inherently 
ambivalent dialectic of meaning. 

!  
Figure 4: The circuit of “woke” authenticity in brand culture 
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In brief, Figure 4 signifies how the different steps in the circuit of culture 
(i.e., regulation, production, consumption, identity, representation) could be 
rewritten to encapsulate a more empathic model for consumer authentication 
in “woke” brand culture. The various steps are described in more detail be-
low. 

Deconstruction in Figure 4 replaces regulation in Figure 2 and serves as an 
entry point to the circuit of “woke” authenticity in brand culture. It denotes 
the overarching aim of this thesis to deconstruct the androcentric gaze on 
authenticity. The next step in the circuit of culture is production. In terms of 
production, the notion of Citationality in Figure 4 illustrates how consumer 
objects and products are authenticated in neither indexical nor iconic terms. 
Grayson and Martinec (2004) were surprised that consumers sought to au-
thenticate artifacts in the Sherlock Holmes Museum as if they were historical 
akin to the objects in Shakespeare’s Birthplace (“our respondents assessed 
authenticity at both sites in similar ways,” p. 306). However, applying a de-
constructive framework based on citationality to Grayson and Martinec’s 
(2004) empirical context, it could be argued that the museum visitors made a 
citational connection to a set of conventions (or a “composite picture”) for 
expressing an exterior reality. In other words, it would seem that the literary 
original is as legitimate in the context of the Sherlock Holmes Museum as 
the historical epoch is in the context of Shakespeare’s Birthplace. One of 
their informants even authenticated Shakespeare’s Birthplace because she 
had the film Shakespeare in Love recently in mind. Grayson and Martinec’s 
(2004) ontological approach is still rooted in objective authenticity (Table 3). 
The notion of citational authenticity fits better into performative consumer 
culture where consumers embody, enact, and reiterate jargons that are inher-
ently communal and interpersonal (even the androcentric jargon in which 
rugged individualism is epitomized as the highest form of authenticity is 
based on the collective premise that people gather around this jargon). 
Moreover, through their political and cultural authority, iconic brands may 
have the power to institute/restitute authenticity in ideological terms (Holt 
2004). By communicating more inclusive imagery, for example, brands can 
potentially push the boundaries of the increasingly “woke” jargon that con-
sumers cite in the event of an authentication (Vredenburg et al. 2020).  

The first theoretical contribution of this thesis, following the mode of pro-
duction in the circuit of culture, is thus to illustrate how citational authentici-
ty offers promise in “woke” brand culture, especially in terms of rewriting 
authenticity (see Figure 4). While the distinction between indexical and icon-
ic authenticity is useful, both types of authenticity in Grayson and Martinec 
(2004) tend to essentialize the notion of authenticity as an aura inherent in 
the product (cf., “when consumers believe they are in the presence of some-
thing authentic, they can feel transported to the context to which the object 
or location is authentically linked, and thus they feel more connected with 
the context,” p. 302). Grayson and Martinec (2004) conclude that “imagina-
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tion influences the perception of authenticity even in relation to someone 
with historical status” (p. 307). When consumers authenticate, they could be 
said to cite a certain protocol (a jargon, a myth, a social discourse) in which 
some values or aesthetics are upheld as authentic. Citational authenticity thus 
compliments Canavan’s (2021) recent proposition of post-postmodern con-
sumer authenticity. According to an existential (or postmodern) view, 
Grayson and Martinec (2004) note that “consumers no longer see fantasy 
and reality as meaningful categories because they recognize that all ‘reali-
ties’ are subjectively constructed and evaluated” (p. 306). However, Canavan 
(2021) argues that post-postmodern authentication “becomes more about 
reconstructing what is real through performative cues” (p. 255). In line with 
Canavan (2021), the two examples of citational authentication that emerged 
from my data—the Converse shoes in Marie Antoinette and the Palestine 
scarves that needed to be removed from a recent TV show about alternative 
lifestyles—seem to exaggerate “rhetorical or mythical elements through in-
dividual-collective performances” which “helps to reconfigure or heighten 
consumer experiences” (ibid.). 

The next step in the circuit of culture is consumption. In terms of consump-
tion, Hauntology in Figure 4 illustrates how authenticating acts are highly 
affective and can take a spectral turn in “woke” brand culture. For example, 
as Derrida’s concept of hauntology has shown us in the context of past-
themed consumption, the nostalgia evoked by the Viking myth may also 
produce spectral doppelgänger images through the collectivization of guilt. 
Brown (2018) proposed a typology consisting of Relics (i.e., genuine an-
tiques from the Viking age), Reproductions (i.e., contemporary copies of the 
original where more or less the same ingredients are used), Revivals (i.e., 
products that are not only brought back but are given a facelift such as chili-
flavored mead), and Replicants (i.e., completely new products that are made 
to look old). While Brown’s (2018) typology—akin to Grayson and Martinec 
(2004) above—is useful to denote the authenticity of a nostalgic consump-
tion experience in spatio-temporal terms, a fifth R could be added to his ty-
pology: the Revenant. Adopting a hauntological approach to study consump-
tion activities in a Viking-themed tavern, it would seem that the Viking myth 
in addition to a ludic raw material for hedonic playwork can also serve as a 
journey into unimaginable barbarism whereby haunting elements coalesce 
into a process by which consumption as the embodiment of the myth trans-
forms into a revenant. As such, following the citational approach, Derridean 
hauntology sheds light on the intersection of mythic and ideological forces in 
authenticating processes, as expressed by my informants when they make the 
citational connection to “woke” bravery (Figure 4; see also Sobande 2020).  

The second theoretical contribution of this thesis, following the mode of 
consumption in the circuit of culture, is thus an examination of how the rela-
tion between myth and ideology shapes experiences of nostalgia in past-
themed consumption. These findings also extend the emerging research 
stream on performative (or citational) authenticity as they elucidate how 
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consumers’ existential or self-authenticating acts (e.g., atonement) are highly 
contingent on social discourses (Canavan 2021). 

The fourth step in the circuit of culture is identity. In terms of identity, Com-
promise in Figure 4 redresses the premise by which marginalized identities 
are often co-opted by hegemonic market forces. Previous literature on com-
modification has highlighted various forms of “false sublation” where the 
subaltern authenticity of marginalized communities is subsumed by cultural 
hegemony. For example, Kates (1999) drew on queer theory to deconstruct a 
Toyota ad, illustrating the market sanitation of homosexuality (“we accept 
gays as long as they act straight in public”). Likewise, Borgerson and col-
leagues (2006) studied the interpretive strategy by which consumers 
“straighten up” (i.e., read apparently gay images as heterosexual or straight 
despite rather overt gay signals) advertising images of gay families. On the 
one hand, the authors argue that—as homosexual families have emerged as 
an important target market due to changing social norms and shifting cultural 
trends—several firms have featured homosexual families in their marketing 
campaigns. On the other hand, the authors note that homosexual advertising 
imagery remains sparse as many firms fear that it will alienate heterosexual 
target markets. This view attests to the dialectic relation identified by Holt 
(2002) in which consumer capitalism is thought to grow because of tensions 
between the market and consumer culture. From this view, brands become 
successful when they solve these contradictions (Holt 2004). However, as 
recent queer cinema attests, such commodification may also have an ability 
to transform market culture from within whereby authenticity needs to be 
seen more dialogically as a compromise between multiple discourses of 
power (De Bernardi 2019). Indeed, Borgerson and colleagues (2006) note 
that “marketing communications work as representational systems and signi-
fying practices that reflect, create and resolve cultural tensions of 
identity” (p. 955). In other words, when brands tap into more “woke” cita-
tional contexts in popular culture (as iterated by recent queer cinema), it 
would seem that the interpretive strategies among the dominant group can be 
pushed forward and become more progressive (or perhaps turn into a 
hauntology). Even James Bond, the epitome of the brooding bad boy, some 
say, has become “woke” in response to recent cancel culture (Khomami 
2021). 

Finally, representation is the last step in the circuit of culture. In terms of 
representation, Introjection in Figure 4 illustrates how advertising and media 
representation might lead to destigmatization. Kearney and colleagues 
(2019) highlight that lack of disability representation in mainstream media is 
a constant problem. More precisely, the authors criticize advertising narra-
tives of disability for misrepresenting the lived realities of people with dis-
abilities. For example, “woke” ads often perpetuate the supercrip narrative in 
which the recognition of people with disabilities in society largely depends 
on the extent to which they are perceived by the public as having defeated 
their disabilities, thus meeting able-bodied standards (Silva & Howe 2012). 
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Consider, for example, Toyota’s recent Upstream commercial that was aired 
at the 2021 Super Bowl and featured Jessica Long, a multiple-gold-medal-
winning Paralympic swimmer who was adopted from a Russian orphanage 
by an American couple. The commercial depicts a phone call about how 
Long needed to have her legs amputated due to a rare condition called fibu-
lar hemimelia, and ends with the line, “We believe there is hope and strength 
in all of us.”  While not contesting that disability representation in advertis4 -
ing may have positive implications in that it generates greater exposure for 
people with disabilities within society, Kearney and colleagues (2019) posit 
that “potential negative unintended consequences can arise that may out-
weigh the benefits” (p. 560). This is because the Paralympic ads the authors 
study are in the realm of incorporation. In my data set, themes of incorpora-
tion of disability arose from the Gör plats! campaign in which the Swedish 
Public Employment Service sought to create job opportunities for people 
with disabilities. Foster and Pettinicchio (2021) refer to this type of incorpo-
ration as naïve integration, “sanitizing models with a disability, doctoring 
their features to conventionalize their appearance, bringing them closer to 
industry standards and with what consumers are thought to be most comfort-
able” (p. 4). Likewise, Mirabito and colleagues (2016) note that “discrimina-
tion is more likely to arise […] from policies and practices that seem natural 
but […] have a disparate negative impact on stigmatized groups” (p. 179). In 
addition, Hamilton and colleagues (2014) note how stigmatization is interre-
lated with “wishful thinking that they will soon get a job” (p. 1841). As a 
counterpoint, the notion of introjection in my study shows how media por-
trayals of subaltern consumers may reduce stigma and create opportunities 
for positive identification. Introjection of disability in advertising indicates a 
gradual process of raising consciousness, thus avoiding the instantaneous 
plunge into incorporation that can only function “by way of processes simi-
lar to hallucinatory fulfillments” (Abraham & Torok 1994, p. 113). In turn, 
what is being created is a semiotic opportunity to transform consumer cul-
ture through destigmatization. 

6.2 Practical implications 

We live in a time when brands are increasingly purpose-driven and expected 
to take a stand on socio-political issues. As the discourse on authenticity in 
consumption has shifted from countercultural market emergence to commod-
ity activism, there is a need for brand practitioners to include stigmatized 
seekers (e.g., consumers who are unwillingly marginalized) in addition to the 
traditional focus on resistant rebels (e.g., non-conformists, anti-consumption 
activists) (Scaraboto & Fischer 2013). In terms of representation, it will be 
important to introject the stigmatized group(s) rather than merely incorporate 
them. Consider, for example, Mars Inc.’s recent New Boyfriend ad for Mal-

 “2021 Toyota Big Game Commercial: Jessica Long’s Story | Upstream,” 4

YouTube.com, 3 February 2021
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tesers featuring a woman with cerebral palsy joking about her love life . The 5

ad was one of three Maltesers ads depicting people with disabilities that were 
shown during Channel 4’s coverage of the opening ceremony of the Rio Par-
alympics in 2016. Not only did the advertisement result in an 8.1% uplift in 
value sales, a 19.4% uplift in units sold, and become the most viewed 
YouTube video in the history of Maltesers (Marketing Society 2016), it was 
also celebrated among the disability community for breaking taboos around 
disability and sexuality. It would thus seem that it is in the interest of both 
commercial actors and consumer society at large to deconstruct the andro-
centric gaze on authenticity in encounters with the Other. 

Most consciousness-raising activities seek to educate the subordinated or 
marginalized group (e.g., DeBerry-Spence & Izberk-Bilgin 2021; Fisher 
2021). Hamilton and colleagues (2014, p. 1841) point out that “those who 
define and represent vulnerability are in positions of power and therefore 
impact the distribution of social and economic resources.” Another implica-
tion for practitioners trying to operationalize the circuit of “woke” authentic-
ity in their branding activities is to raise consciousness among the dominant 
group with the aim of “seeing the schism” (Fisher 2021, p. 125), thus culti-
vating empathy toward the subordinated group(s). Such activity can add 
depth and respectability to their social ontology (Butler 2016). “To get rid of 
class-distinctions,” Orwell (2014, p. 122) writes, “you have got to start by 
understanding how one class appears when seen through the eyes of 
another.” This maxim probably also applies to “woke” cultural branding 
practice. In addition to self-knowledge, authenticity thus needs to be concep-
tualized in a way that includes empathy for the Other. To paraphrase Derrida 
(1985), we need to engage in the necessary task of supplementing the autos 
(i.e., the self as the subject) of authenticity with the otos (i.e., the structure of 
the ear as a perceiving organ) of the Other. 

6.3 Limitations and suggestions for future research 

This research project has limitations. For example, it draws on data from 
seemingly diverse empirical contexts brought together by the methodological 
frame of patchwork ethnography. It also combines Derridean theory with 
qualitative methods for interpretation of a relatively small sample. Returning 
to the marketing-as-art-or-science debate (see Holbrook & O’Shaughnessy 
1988), those inclined to “marketing as science” may question the lack of 
conventional criteria to assess the research output, such as validity, reliabili-
ty, and objectivity. However, as Brown (1996) argues, “the holy grail of Sci-
ence has not been attained and its pursuit has not only served to alienate 
practitioners from academics, but it has also done enormous damage to our 
discipline” (p. 243). Furthermore, this thesis may serve to counterbalance the 
recent “quantification” of brand authenticity research (Fritz et al. 2017; 

 “Maltesers | New Boyfriend,” YouTube.com, 8 September 2016.5
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Morhart et al. 2015; Napoli et al. 2014) by offering a more qualitative ap-
proach. 

Opportunities for further research present themselves around a number of 
themes. For example, the continuous oppression and ethnostress of indige-
nous people would be a useful context for further hauntological explorations. 
As Derrida (1993a) points out, “neither the language nor the process of this 
analysis of death is possible without the Christian experience” (p. 80). Other 
opportunities thus include disregarding national borders to sketch the 
hauntology of other mytho-ideological consumption contexts, such as: Shin-
to, where spirits (kami) and phantoms (yōkai) are typically perceived as ele-
ments of the landscape or forces of nature that possess both good and evil 
characteristics; Arabian mythos, where genies (Jinni) are haunting-demons 
of the wilderness that are thought to be extremely dangerous to unprotected 
persons; or Haitian vodou, which has come to represent black magic when it 
appears in popular culture and where zombies and ghouls are part of the 
mythology (Toussaint-Strauss 2020). Such projects would represent a re-
sponse to recent calls to study authenticity beyond the customary frame of 
Western-centric perspectives (DeBerry-Spence & Izberk-Bilgin 2021). 

In terms of the false sublation of queer imaginaries, ethnographic accounts 
from attending queer film festivals around the globe would be useful as they 
would attest to the negotiation of authenticity in the culture industry (Smits 
2018). Moreover, our semiotic analysis is limited to the representation of 
queer narratives in mainstream cinema. Further research may also include 
TV shows, which have gained considerable momentum recently in the wake 
of online streaming services. 

Lastly, further research could explore more systematically how disability 
narratives may constrain or contribute to the subversion of the hero myth and 
its ableist template. Moreover, ‘Tales From the Crypt: A Psychoanalytic Ap-
proach to Disability Representation in Advertising’ (Paper 5) is partially lim-
ited to the context of a non-profit organization; what is advertised in the Gör 
plats! campaign is a cause to create job opportunities for people with disabil-
ities. It would be interesting to examine in more depth how disability is in-
corporated in advertisements whose intention is commercial (i.e., to sell 
more products). For example, would people with disabilities be represented 
differently depending on whether the product is targeted at disabled or able-
bodied consumers? Another limitation of this study is that I did not speak to 
people with disabilities about how they perceive the advertisements 
(Downey et al. 2007). In total, the above suggestions for future research 
would help to pave the way for more empathic consumer research. 
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Sammanfattning på svenska 

Tidigare marknadsföringsforskning har betonat vikten av att 
varumärken upplevs som autentiska, exempelvis genom att basera sin 
marknadskommunikation på motkulturell estetik. Med andra ord är 
autenticitet konceptuellt tätt sammankopplat med individualism, när-
mare bestämt varumärkens förmåga att få konsumenter att känna att 
de gör autonoma och självständiga val på marknaden. Det har i sin tur 
lett till ett ensidigt kunskapsläge. Syftet med den här avhandlingen är 
att lyfta fram outforskade aspekter av autenticitet, speciellt i termer av 
hur marginaliserade grupper kan inkluderas i reklam. Det är viktigt 
eftersom vi befinner oss i en “woke” konsumtionskultur där 
varumärken numera förväntas ta ställning i politiska frågor som 
kanske inte ens berör deras verksamhet, medan våra offentliga institu-
tioner allt mer verkar som företag. Tendensen är ett paradigmskifte där 
myter om individuell frihet har ersatts av politisk aktivism i allt fler 
marknadsföringskampanjer. Med hjälp av Jacques Derridas 
(1930-2004) etiska filosofi dekonstruerar jag här autenticitetsbegrep-
pet i relation till konsumentbeteende och varumärken i hopp om en 
mer empatisk marknadsföring i såväl teorin som praktiken. 
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Brand Authenticity: 25 Years of Research 

In an age where consumers are bombarded with targeted advertising mes-
sages, when even our smartphones are thought to be eavesdropping on us, 
brands that convey authentic meaning gain the upper hand over their com-
petitors. Brand authenticity positively influences trust and loyalty (Portal et 
al. 2019), increases brand equity (Vredenburg et al. 2020) and adds value to 
the consumer experience (Goulding & Derbaix 2019), thus allowing brands 
to “turn a cacophony of content into a symphony of sales” (Adweek 2019). 
Over the last twenty-five years, we have seen a steady increase in the dis-
course on what constitutes authenticity in consumption, not only through 
popular culture, media coverage and political debate but also through mar-
keting praxis and scholarship. Brand authenticity is now believed to be a 
core asset in mainstream marketing (e.g., Frank 1997; Gilmore & Pine 2007; 
Potter 2010), yet confusion surrounds the nature and usage of the term (Bev-
erland 2005). For instance, in the latest Authentic 100 report (Cohn & Wolfe 
2017), Amazon, Disney and McDonald’s are listed among the most authentic 
global brands, whereas other scholars perceive them as symptoms of modern 
capitalism, the very antithesis of authenticity (e.g., Baudrillard 1983; Fjell-
man 1992; Gable & Handler 1996; Heath & Potter 2005; Ritzer 1996; Rose 
& Wood 2005). What can account for such differences in the conception of 
brand authenticity in consumption and consumer culture? 

Twenty-five years have passed since Stern’s (1994) pioneering call for mar-
keting scholars to take the topic of brand authenticity into consideration (see 
also Brown 2015). Accordingly, the fin de siècle brought about an amplified 
focus on brand authenticity in marketing and consumer research scholarship 
(e.g., Arnould & Price 2000; Goulding 2000; Peñaloza 2000). From iconic 
mainstream marketing strategies—from Coca-Cola’s “It’s the Real Thing” 
slogan, Porsche’s “Roots in Racing, Not Posing” advertisement and Wran-
gler’s “Born Authentic” tagline to Dove’s “Real Beauty” campaign champi-
oning female empowerment, regardless of body size—it is apparent that the 
demand for authenticity or the “real thing” now permeates many of our so-
cial institutions, including business administration (Beverland 2009). 

This endeavor aims to integrate the various research streams into one sys-
tematic whole, consolidating an area of thought characterized by multiplici-
ty, many intersections and meeting points. A key purpose of this review is to
!  identify the research trends in terms of theoretical approaches, research 1
designs and publications. This is important because companies that demon-
strate brand authenticity have justified faith in their products, enriching con-
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sumer perceptions of economic value (Hernandez-Fernandez & Lewis 2019). 
Thus, the literature review spans twenty-five years of research. The findings 
help pave the way for further academic research by highlighting what we 
currently know and do not know about brand authenticity, outlining the three 
research streams of: (1) characteristics that distinguish the ‘real thing’ from 
the fake, (2) the legitimizing function of authenticity and (3) emotional and 
moral aspects of authentication. Furthermore, the Antecedents (perceived 
connection to past, brand virtuousness), Decisions (communication, com-
mitment, coolness and connection) and Outcomes (brand trust, brand loyalty, 
perceived quality and cultural iconicity) (ADO) framework initially devel-
oped by Paul and Benito (2018) serves as a managerial implication as it may 
be used by policymakers as well as practitioners seeking to endow their mar-
ket offerings with authenticity. The four C’s in the decisions for brand au-
thenticity mix (i.e., Communication, Commitment, Coolness and Connec-
tion) might be of particular use for marketing decision makers who wish to 
operationalize brand authenticity into their practice. Moreover, by exposing 
its logocentric and ethnocentric underpinnings, future research on brand au-
thenticity is encouraged to follow the intersectional research paradigm (see 
Gopaldas & DeRoy 2015), raising the question of who actually benefits from 
authentic brands in terms of consumer well-being and social conditions, in 
line with the agenda for transformative consumer research (TCR) (Mick et 
al. 2012). 

The article proceeds as follows. First, the cultural meaning of authenticity is 
discussed prior to specifying the concept of brand authenticity. Second, the 
methodology employed in this study is described. This is followed by a sys-
tematic overview of studies dealing with brand authenticity and the corre-
sponding research streams, emphasizing the publication trends, theoretical 
frameworks and research designs. Next, the comprehensive ADO framework 
(see Paul & Benito 2018) used here to examine the different dimensions and 
characteristics of brand authenticity research is detailed. Subsequently, heed-
ing the call for papers for this special issue, a significant part of this paper is 
dedicated to presenting avenues for future research in this area. In a conclud-
ing remark, the theoretical contributions and implications for marketing 
practice and TCR are briefly discussed. 

THE CULTURAL MEANING OF AUTHENTICITY 

Derived from the Greek words autos (“self”) and hentes (“doer,” “being”), 
authentikos implies someone acting on their own authority (Spiggle et al. 
2012). Originating in the Romantic belief in a true intrinsic self, authenticity 
has been an ideal of western thought at least since the writings of Jean-
Jacques Rousseau (Laermans 2018). While the term initially indicated rejec-
tion of conformity and resistance to various forms of extrinsic motivations, 
the sense of the word as a synonym to genuineness or sincerity only entered 
the English language as late as the eighteenth century (Trilling 1972). In oth-
er words, it would seem that the cultural meaning of authenticity has gradu-
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ally shifted from the image of a rugged outlaw rebelling against society’s 
laws and institutions, now also encapsulating values such as truthfulness, 
responsibility and transparency (Botterill 2007; Giesler & Veresiu 2014; cf., 
Holt & Thompson 2004). For instance, echoing Arendt’s (1967) exclamation 
on the death of truth in the political landscape, a recent special issue of the 
Journal of Product & Brand Management on the theme of brands and brand 
management under threat in an age of fake news has reinvigorated the logo-
centric tension between fact (as authentic, therefore privileged) and fiction 
(as fake, therefore inferior) in marketing and consumer research scholarship. 
However, “lies have always been regarded as necessary and justifiable 
tools,” Arendt (1967, p. 49) writes, not only for politicians and demagogues 
but also for brands and commercial actors. Herein lies the paradox of brand 
authenticity: The 20th century saw ideals of authenticity and personal auton-
omy being co-opted by powerful economic forces whereby the symbolic re-
source of brands have come to offer transformations so that self-actualizing 
consumers can enact their true selves (Heath & Potter 2005; Thompson et al. 
2013; also Thompson & Arsel 2004). In a similar vein, Holt (2004) demon-
strates how iconic brands exude authenticity by encompassing political and 
cultural authority as resources for self-expression, whereby consumers ulti-
mately run the risk of feeling alienated from their aspirations and identity 
projects (Arnould & Thompson 2005). From a cultural perspective, coming 
across as fake or artificial can indeed be damaging for many brands (Thomp-
son & Arsel 2004; Thompson et al. 2006). 

Brand authenticity 

As Grayson and Martinec (2004) remind us, there is an important but subtle 
difference between being authentic and brand authenticity. Authenticity is 
part of the ongoing search for meaning and belonging in life. As traditional 
sources of meaning in our culture such as family and religious institutions 
have lost their pull on younger consumers, they turn to consumer products 
and communities instead (e.g., Beverland 2009; Muñiz & O’Guinn 2001; 
Thompson & Coskuner-Balli 2007; Wickström et al. 2021). Brand authentic-
ity has been defined as “the extent to which consumers perceive a brand to 
be faithful and true toward itself and its consumers, and to support con-
sumers being true to themselves” (Morhart et al. 2015, p. 202). However, as 
it seems that brand authenticity is a polysemous and multilayered concept 
(see Akbar & Wymer 2017), it might not be helpful to compress the wealth 
of disparate meanings associated with the concept into a single definition. 
The concept of brand authenticity has not fallen from the sky fully formed, 
and it is no more inscribed in marketing discourse. Hence, the purpose of 
this systematic literature review is to unpack the various perspectives on its 
meaning and significance for consumption. In particular, following a com-
prehensive format initially developed by Paul and Benito (2018), this 
framework-based review attempts to outline the ADO of brand authenticity 
as detailed in the next section. 
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METHODOLOGY 

Systematic review papers can be of several types (see Paul & Criado 2020 
for an overview). For the purpose of this study, a framework-based approach 
was employed with the rationale that thematic reviews with a framework are 
likely to show a more robust structure than, for example, structured reviews 
(Canabal & White 2008; Kahiya 2018; Paul & Feliciano-Cestero 2020; Paul 
& Singh 2017; Rosado-Serrano et al. 2018), bibliometric reviews (Goyal & 
Kumar 2020; Randhawa et al. 2016), hybrid reviews (Bahoo et al. 2020; 
Dabić et al. 2020; Kumar et al. 2020; Paul et al. 2017), reviews aiming for 
theory development (Paul 2019; Paul & Mas 2020) as well as theory-based 
reviews (Gilal et al. 2019; Paul & Rosado-Serrano 2019), method-based re-
views (Sorescu et al. 2017) and meta analytical reviews (Barari et al. 2020; 
Knoll & Matthes 2017; Rana & Paul 2020). More precisely, the ADO format 
initially proposed by Paul and Benito (2018) is used as an organizing frame-
work. This simple yet comprehensive framework is useful to extract the find-
ings and insights, to highlight the research gaps and to provide directions for 
future research within the brand authenticity domain of consumer research in 
terms of: (a) Antecedents (i.e., the key attributes in brands that consumers 
associate with authenticity), (b) Decisions (i.e., the managerial strategies 
employed to project brand authenticity) and (c) Outcomes (i.e., the benefits 
of being perceived as an authentic brand). 

There are numerous studies that cover the ADOs of brand authenticity. Thus, 
the iterative search and retrieval procedure started by developing a set of 
search concepts related to the brand authenticity scale (see Morhart et al. 
2015), such as brand trustworthiness, sincerity, brand heritage and con-
sumers’ self-authenticating acts. The Academic Journal Guide published in 
2018 (Chartered Association of Business Schools 2018) was then utilized as 
a point of departure. Besides being commonly used within business studies, 
Laurell and Söderman (2018) point out that this guide is based upon peer-
review, editorial and expert judgements, following the evaluation of many 
hundreds of publications as well as being informed by statistical information 
relating to citation. Apart from marketing journals, the study was delimited 
to also include a few interdisciplinary journals such as Arts and the Market, 
Journal of Consumer Culture, and Tourism Management. The justification 
for this is that, for example, arts marketing, consumer culture, and place 
branding are subfields of marketing and business studies where issues of au-
thenticity are of particular importance. Hence, it would not be possible to 
fully account for the nuances of brand authenticity and its ADOs unless these 
perspectives were included. Moreover, as noted by Lucarelli and Berg (2011, 
p. 11), “articles published in academic journals also assure a peer-reviewed 
quality, which is not the case with books and other non-academic material.” 

It was impossible to include all 3,182 articles retrieved after the first key 
search. More precisely, the inclusion criterion was that the study had an ex-
plicit focus on brand authenticity. Hence, adopting abstracts and keywords as 
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filters, those articles mentioning authenticity (and similar terms such as sin-
cerity, integrity, social responsibility, brand trust, brand heritage, etc.), with-
out actually studying them in relation to brand authenticity or commodity 
culture, were then excluded. In other words, those studies that merely 
touched upon the subject matter were excluded, for instance if brand authen-
ticity was mentioned briefly in the abstract but the actual focus of the paper 
was on something else such as sales performance or product innovation. This 
could be a limitation as seemingly incongruous theoretical contexts could 
provide novel and unforeseen avenues for brand authenticity research. 

In order to include as much literature as possible, references from the re-
tained articles were also examined to identify additional sources. In total, 
seventy-three articles published during the years 1994 to 2019 were included 
in the review (see Figure 1). Each article was assessed using a systematic 
content analysis and developed coding protocol whereby a framework-based 
approach was employed (Paul & Benito 2018; see also Paul & Criado 2020). 
 

Figure 1: Overview of the final list of studies considered 

RESEARCH DOMAIN 

Some of the most-cited studies on brand authenticity are summarized in Ta-
ble 1. Overall, there were a number of theories from anthropology (e.g., Belk 
& Costa 1998; Vann 2006), cultural studies (e.g., Bryce et al. 2015; O’Neill 
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et al. 2014), philosophy (e.g., Abolhasani et al. 2017; Fritz et al. 2017), psy-
chology (e.g., Moulard et al. 2016; Newman & Dhar 2014), aesthetics (e.g., 
Goulding 2000; Södergren 2019), art history (e.g., DeBerry-Spence & 
Izberk-Bilgin 2019; Freathy & Thomas 2015), communication studies (e.g., 
Dwivedi & McDonald 2018; Schallehn et al. 2014), tourism studies (e.g., 
Chhabra et al. 2003; Cohen & Cohen 2012), literary criticism (e.g., Rose & 
Wood 2005; Stern 1994), semiology (e.g., Ewing et al. 2012; Grayson & 
Martinec 2004) and sociology (e.g., Alexander 2009; Kozinets 2002) that 
were applied to examine brand authenticity. Among those studies that im-
plemented a positivist paradigm, the majority were either well-known theo-
ries within marketing and advertising literature (e.g., brand equity, emotional 
brand attachment) or social psychological theories (e.g., self-determination 
theory, attribution theory). Within those studies that adopted an interpretivist 
approach, a variety of theoretical foundations emerged. The majority em-
ployed a social constructionist paradigm or a critical theory approach rooted 
in postmodern deconstruction and/or consumer culture theory. 

As detailed in Table 2, the articles included in this study were from thirty-
three different academic journals. The Journal of Consumer Research (n = 7 
[22.5%]) and the European Journal of Marketing (n = 5 [16%]) are those 
with the greatest incidence. A majority of the formative articles were pub-
lished in the Journal of Consumer Research (JCR). For instance, in the five 
years between 2000 and 2004, half of the articles that dealt with authenticity 
(n = 5) were published in that publication outlet. Despite the fact that the 
research stream has increased drastically over the last decade (see Figure 2), 
however, the JCR has only published one article that explicitly deals with the 
theme of brand authenticity in the decade between 2010 and 2019. Since 
2015, Consumption Markets & Culture, the European Journal of Marketing 
and the Journal of Consumer Culture are those with the greatest incidence as 
they have published three articles each. 

Research on authenticity can broadly be divided into three empirical con-
texts: (1) brands (e.g., Beverland 2005; Brown et al. 2003; Leigh et al. 
2006), (2) consumption (e.g., Belk & Costa 1998; Beverland & Farrelly 
2010; Grayson & Martinec 2004) and (3) advertising (e.g., Beverland et al. 
2008; Botterill 2007; Stern 1994). Nonetheless, as noted by Becker et al. 
(2019), research examining authenticity in advertising remains sparse. The 
limited studies on this topic discuss authenticity in advertisements with re-
gard to a specific aspect—such as the relationship between brand authentici-
ty and an advertisement’s persona or spokesperson (Stern 1994)—or whether 
advertisements can reinforce brand authenticity claims by honoring brand 
heritage (Beverland et al. 2008). For instance, none of the reviewed articles 
studied whether it would ever be possible for a brand widely perceived as 
inauthentic to project authenticity through its advertising and marketing 
communications. In other words, if a brand is expected to lie, would it not be 
perceived as authentic or congruent with its core values if it indeed keeps on 
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telling lies? For how long and to what extent can an inauthentic brand con-
tinue facing backlash and still thrive? 

Table 1: The most-cited studies 

a Current year (2019) minus year of publishing 
Source: Google Scholar (06/08/2020). 

The reviewed articles featured varied methods and research designs. The 
greatest number of articles (n = 35 [47.9%]) employed qualitative research 
methods ranging from historical and content analyses to ethnographic and 
phenomenological approaches. Quantitative research constituted 38.4% (n = 
28) of the articles including both survey and experimental designs. The re-
maining articles (n = 10 [13.7%]) used some combination of methods, con-
ceptual commentary, or analysis. Table 3 provides a detailed summary of the 
frequencies for each method and design. It is worth mentioning the relatively 

Author(s) Total citations Author(s) Citations per 
yeara

Holt (2002) n = 2,742 Holt (2002) n = 151.18

Brown et al. 
(2003)

n = 1,629 Brown et al. 
(2003)

n = 98.13

Kozinets (2002) n = 1,627 Kozinets (2002) n = 90.59

Grayson and 
Martinec (2004)

n = 1,057 Thompson et al. 
(2006)

n = 70.92

Chhabra et al. 
(2003)

n = 1,027 Beverland and 
Farrelly (2010)

n = 67.22

Thompson et al. 
(2006)

n = 987 Napoli et al. 
(2014)

n = 64.2

Belk and Costa 
(1998)

n = 867 Grayson and 
Martinec (2004)

n = 63.67

Beverland (2005) n = 759 Chhabra et al. 
(2003)

n = 60

McIntosh and 
Prentice (1999)

n = 741 Morhart et al. 
(2015)

n = 58.25

Beverland and 
Farrelly (2010)

n = 682 Kolar and Zabkar 
(2010)

n = 52.33

Leigh et al. 
(2006)

n = 628 Beverland (2005) n = 48.29

Peterson (2005) n = 625 Leigh et al. 
(2006)

n = 44.31

Rose and Wood 
(2005)

n = 565 Peterson (2005) n = 40.64

Beverland (2006) n = 543 Cohen and Cohen 
/2012)

n = 38.86

Kolar and Zabkar 
(2010)

n = 539 Beverland (2006) n = 37.23
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low number of conceptual articles on the topic of brand authenticity (n = 4), 
at least in comparison with the amount of empirical articles (n = 69), indicat-
ing a potential methodological contribution of this paper. 

While some have tried to deconstruct the authentic—counterfeit dichotomy 
using postmodern theory, most scholars agree that authenticity today is a 
contrivance rather than a reality (Brown et al. 2003; Hietanen et al. 2020; 
Rose & Wood 2005). Thus, the focus of many studies is on rendering authen-
ticity by drawing on real and stylized cues (Beverland 2005; cf., Gilmore & 
Pine 2007). In total, three research streams emerged from the literature re-
view, which together serve as the major theoretical contribution of this sys-
tematic literature review. The first research stream studied authenticity in 
more epistemological terms, focusing on the characteristics that distinguish 
the “real thing” from the fake and constituted 54.8% (n = 40) of the reviewed 
articles. The second research stream focused on the negotiation of authentici-
ty in more sociological than epistemological terms. This research stream ac-
counted for 30.1% (n = 22) and provided details on its social-historical and 
ideological patterning and the various discourses of power legitimizing the 
formation around authenticity in consumer culture. A third research stream 
focused on emotional and moral aspects of authentication and accounted for 
the remaining 15.1% (n = 11) of the reviewed articles. Studies in this stream 
focused more phenomenologically on the influence of lived experience and 
consumer imagination on the dynamics of authentication. Figure 3 summa-
rizes the frequencies of each research stream. 

The following sections briefly describe the primary objectives of each re-
search stream as well as the findings that emerged to guide future managerial 
and academic applications and inquiry in terms of the ADO of brand authen-
ticity (see Table 4 for a list of notable articles in each research stream). 

Stream 1: Characteristics that distinguish the “real thing” from the fake 

The first research stream studied brand authenticity in more epistemological 
terms. These studies tend to adhere to the broader ontological stream of de-
terminism. If commoditized objects or experiences are staged, they can be 
deemed inauthentic even if the consumers themselves perceive them as au-
thentic (Boorstin 1964). Hence, authenticity is derived from the object itself. 
From this perspective, there are “museum-like” or “art historian” criteria 
used to measure brand authenticity based on irrefutable sources, for example, 
“this is an authentic Picasso painting” (Postrel 2003). In other words, verifi-
able facts are used to restore the formation around authenticity whereby the 
true or genuine is, indeed, privileged over the simulacrum. Studies within 
this research stream often draw on Grayson and Martinec’s (2004) distinc-
tion between indexical and iconic cues to authenticity. Whereas indexicality 
means that an object has an actual link to the original, iconicity indicates that 
the object can still be perceived as authentic by resembling the “real 
thing” (Beverland 2005). Some researchers now believe that there is a com-
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plex relationship between indexical and iconic elements that may actually 
influence one another (Kovács et al. 2014). For instance, as illustrated by 
Ewing et al. (2012), indexicality could manifest itself in certified organic 
seals whereby a corresponding iconic cue would be that the product merely 
looks organic through packaging. Thus, in this research stream, the objective 
is to identify certain types of cues that are more likely to receive authenticity 
attributions by consumers and/or to demonstrate that brand authenticity gen-
erates higher consumer value ratings of market experiences. Hence, contri-
butions within this research stream are particularly useful for explicating 
strategic decisions (the D in the ADO framework) and processes for building 
and cultivating brand authenticity. 

Among the studies that explored the characteristics that distinguish the “real 
thing” from the fake (n = 40), a majority (77.5%) employed a positivist ap-
proach that focused on scale development and validation, while the remain-
ing studies (22.5%) provided both ethnographic accounts and social anthro-
pological perspectives to the assessment of brand authenticity based on, for 
example, representation of traditions, place of origin, craftsmanship, gen-
uineness and connection to the past. In the latter category, reference is often 
made to several influential works (e.g., Anderson 1990; Lowenthal 1992; 
Trilling 1972). Specifically, Goffman’s (1959) self-presentation theory, 
MacCannell’s (1973) theoretization of staged authenticity and Peirce’s 
(1998) semiotic emerged as predominant theoretical frameworks. 

Table 2: Journals disseminating brand authenticity research 
Journal # Articles

Journal of Consumer 
Research

7 Belk and Costa (1998), 
Beverland and Farrelly 
(2010), Grayson and 
Martinec (2004), Holt 
(2002), Kates (2004), 
Kozinets (2002), Rose 
and Wood (2005)

European Journal of 
Marketing

6 Alexander (2009), 
Dwivedi and McDonald 
(2018), Fritz et al. 
(2017), Goulding (2000), 
Guèvremont and 
Grohmann (2016), Hede 
et al. (2014)

Consumption Markets 
& Culture

4 Bardhi et al. (2010), 
Carroll and Wheaton 
(2019), DeBerry- Spence 
and Izberk-Bilgin (2019), 
Freathy and Thomas 
(2015)
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Journal of Marketing 4 Becker et al. (2019), 
Brown et al. (2003), 
Peñaloza (2000), 
Thompson et al. (2006)

Journal of Brand 
Management

4 Akbar and Wymer 
(2017), Guèvremont and 
Grohmann (2018), 
Gundlach and Neville 
(2012), Ilicic and 
Webster (2014)

Journal of Business 
Research

4 Alhouti et al. (2016), 
Beverland (2006), Joo et 
al. (2019), Napoli et al. 
(2014)

Journal of Consumer 
Culture

4 Botterill (2007), Grauel 
(2016), Koontz Anthony 
and Joshi (2017), 
Michael (2015)

Tourism Management 4 Bryce et al. (2015), 
Castéran and Roederer 
(2013), Kolar and Zabkar 
(2010), Zhou et al. 
(2013)

Annals of Tourism 
Research

3 Chhabra et al. (2003), 
Cohen and Cohen 
(2012), McIntosh and 
Prentice (1999)

Journal of Consumer 
Behaviour

3 Chronis and Hampton 
(2008), Ewing et al. 
(2012), Muñoz et al. 
(2006)

Journal of Marketing 
Management

3 Athwal and Harris 
(2018), Hartmann and 
Östberg (2013), Napoli 
et al. (2016)

Journal of Product & 
Brand Management

3 Jian et al. (2019), 
Kowalczyk and Pounders 
(2016), Schallehn et al. 
(2014)

Journal of Management 
Studies

2 Beverland (2005), 
Peterson (2005)

Journal of Marketing 
Research

2 Newman and Dhar 
(2014), Spiggle et al. 
(2012)

Journal # Articles

!10



Psychology & 
Marketing

2 Ilicic and Webster 
(2014), Moulard et al. 
(2016)

American 
Anthropologist

1 Vann (2006)

Arts and the Market 1 Södergren (2019)

European Journal for 
Sport and Society

1 Salome (2010)

European Journal of 
Cultural Studies

1 O’Neill et al. (2014)

International Journal of 
Business and 
Information

1 Liao and Ma (2009)

International Journal of 
Consumer Studies

1 Autio et al. (2013)

International Journal of 
Research in Marketing

1 Stern (1994)

Journal of Advertising 1 Beverland et al. (2008)

Journal of Consumer 
Marketing

1 Park et al. (2016)

Journal of Consumer 
Psychology

1 Morhart et al. (2015)

Journal of Hospitality 
& Tourism Research

1 Wang and Mattila (2015)

Journal of Product 
Innovation 
Management

1 Choi et al. (2015)

Journal of Strategic 
Marketing

1 Portal et al. (2019)

Journal of the Academy 
of Marketing Science

1 Leigh et al. (2006)

Journal of Travel 
Research

1 Chhabra (2005)

Management Science 1 Lehman et al. (2014)

Marketing Theory 1 Abolhasani et al. (2017)

Organization Science 1 Kovács et al. (2014)

Total 73

Journal # Articles
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Figure 2: Publication trends by time period and year 

Table 3: Widely used methods in brand authenticity studies 

Stream 2: The legitimizing function of authenticity 

The second research stream studied brand authenticity in more sociological 
terms. These studies tend to adhere to the broader ontological stream of con-
structivism. As noted by Hartmann and Östberg (2013), authenticity is nego-

Method and design No. of articles Example

Qualitative (47.9%) 

Historical

35 

5 Athwal and Harris 
(2018)

Content analysis 19 Rose and Wood (2005)

Grounded theory 11 Goulding (2000)

Quantitative (38.4%) 

Survey

28 

19 Kolar and Zabkar 
(2010)

Experimental 9 Ewing et al. (2012)

Combined methods 
(8.2%)

6 Morhart et al. (2015)

Conceptual commentary 
of analysis (5.4%)

4 Peterson (2005)
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tiable whereby its condition is the result of interpretations. Hence, brand au-
thenticity is emergent and derived from the community (Appadurai 1988). 
From this perspective, issues of brand authenticity most often come into play 
when it is in doubt (Peterson 2005). In contrast to the previous research 
stream that uses semiology to distinguish between indexical and iconic au-
thenticity, this research stream is more interested in the legitimizing ideolog-
ical and social-historical forces that allow icons to be endowed with indexi-
cality (Cohen & Cohen 2012). For instance, Södergren (2019) described au-
thenticating acts as a citational practice mediated by authoritative perfor-
mances in the context of costume dramas meant to re-enact historical epochs. 
Contrary to the experiential perspective, however, where there is no longer a 
need for the signified meaning of marketed commodities to have a real ori-
gin. Likewise, the original could be seen as a referent to many signifieds 
rather than to one in particular. Thus, Kates (2004) elucidates how a brand 
can gain legitimacy among heterogeneous subcultures of consumption. In 
this research stream, the objective is often to examine how brand authenticity 
is employed to serve “a propagandist role” (Freathy & Thomas 2015, p. 190) 
in the pursuit of socio-political objectives and/or the cultural imperatives by 
which consumers engage in acts of authentication. Hence, contributions pri-
marily serve the purpose of expanding our knowledge of outcomes (the O in 
the ADO framework) of brand authenticity. 

Among the studies that elucidated the legitimizing function of authenticity (n 
= 22), the majority (95.5%) employed an interpretive approach that focused 
on social-historical or ideological aspects of authentication (Holt 2002) or 
the way different behavioral types respond to various conflicts inherent in 
postmodern consumer culture (Goulding 2000). Specifically, the “Performa-
tivity Turn” is said to encapsulate the current research trend by which mar-
keting scholars attempt to elucidate how consumer objects and social dis-
courses often exist in dialogue with experiences of state authenticity (Har-
wood & El-Manstrly 2012). In this category, reference is often made to in-
fluential works in sociology and critical theory (e.g., Benjamin 1969; Bour-
dieu 1984; Horkheimer & Adorno 1996; Weber 1978). 
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Figure 3: Frequencies of each research stream 

Table 4: List of notable articles per research stream 
Research stream Notable articles

Characteristics that distinguish the 
“real thing” from the fake

Alexander (2009), Alhouti et al. 
(2016), Beverland (2005, 2006), 
Beverland et al. (2008), Bryce et al. 
(2015), Castéran and Roederer 
(2013), Chhabra (2005), Chhabra et 
al. (2003), Fritz et al. (2017), 
Grayson and Martinec (2004), Kolar 
and Zabkar (2010), Morhart et al. 
(2015), Muñoz et al. (2006), Napoli 
et al. (2014), Newman and Dhar 
(2014), Schallehn et al. (2014), 
Spiggle et al. (2012), Stern (1994), 
Zhou et al. (2013)

The legitimizing function of 
authenticity

Autio et al. (2013), Brown et al. 
(2003), Cohen and Cohen (2012), 
Goulding (2000), Holt (2002), Kates 
(2004), Leigh et al. (2006), Peñaloza 
(2000), Peterson (2005), Thompson 
et al., (2006), Vann (2006)
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Stream 3: Emotional and moral aspects of authentication 

The third research stream studied brand authenticity in more phenomenolog-
ical terms. These studies tend to adhere to the broader ontological stream of 
existentialism. Wang (1999) introduced the term existential authenticity to 
denote a state of being when tourists at exotic locations feel as if they reveal 
their true inner selves. Hence, authenticity is derived from the individual’s 
subjective experience (Leigh et al. 2006). From the experiential perspective, 
brand authenticity does not revolve around the real origin of the brand’s sig-
nified meaning but whether consumers feel as if they are in touch with them-
selves and the outside world (Arnould & Price 2000). It has been suggested 
that this approach may have the most applicability when examining post-
modern authenticity where signs are increasingly free-floating and self-refer-
ential (Reisinger & Steiner 2006), injecting emotions into the consumption 
sociology (Holbrook & Hirschman 1982; Illouz 2009). For instance, Belk 
and Costa (1998) studied the formation of consumption enclaves around al-
ternative realities and escapist fantasies. In this research stream, the objective 
is to analyze how consumers may enact imaginations as a response to in-
creased levels of anxiety and alienation in society and/or to examine under 
what conditions consumers develop strong emotional attachment toward au-
thentic brands. Hence, contributions in this research stream are particularly 
apt for elucidating antecedents (the A in the ADO framework) to brand au-
thenticity, and how they appear in the consumer’s life-world. 

Among the studies that investigate emotional and moral aspects of authenti-
cation (n = 11), the majority (81.2%) employed an interpretivist approach 
focusing on consumer escapism, the alienation and contraptions of daily life 
in the city (Belk & Costa 1998), or the way consumers may develop strong 
emotional brand attachment to brands they perceive as authentic (Guèvre-
mont & Grohmann 2016). In this category, reference is often made to phe-
nomenology and postmodern theory (e.g., Baudrillard 1983; Heidegger 
1962; Sartre 1943; Taylor 1991). 

THE ADO FRAMEWORK 

Paul and Benito (2018) point out the importance of understanding how ADO 
dimensions are affiliated to each other. Thus, the linkages between the ADO 
dimensions can be as important as the dimensions themselves in terms of 

Emotional and moral aspects of 
authentication

Bardhi et al. (2010), Belk and Costa 
(1998), Beverland and Farrelly 
(2010), Chronis and Hampton 
(2008), Kozinets (2002), McIntosh 
and Prentice (1999), Michael (2015), 
Rose and Wood (2005)

Research stream Notable articles
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contributing novel knowledge. For instance, the managerial strategies em-
ployed to project brand authenticity (i.e., Decisions) is contingent on the key 
attributes in brands that consumers associate with authenticity (i.e., An-
tecedents), and driven by the benefits of being perceived as an authentic 
brand (i.e., Outcomes). Figure 4 summarizes the ADO dimensions that were 
derived from the literature. 

Antecedents 

Fritz et al. (2017) suggest that antecedents to brand authenticity can be di-
vided into two broad categories: (1) perceived connection to past and (2) 
brand virtuousness. 

In terms of the perceived connection to the past, Moulard et al. (2016) add 
two antecedents related to rarity (“uniqueness” and “scarcity”) and two relat-
ed to stability (“longevity” and “consistency”). In addition to the categories 
suggested by Fritz et al. (2017), nostalgia and retro are said to be some of the 
ways in which consumers seek out authentic experiences (e.g., Belk & Costa 
1998; Brown et al. 2003). By going back in time to a simpler life, it is often 
thought that consumers can gratify emotional needs for connectedness and 
community that are absent in present-day urbanization (Chhabra et al. 2003; 
Freathy & Thomas 2015). In turn, Brown et al. (2003, p. 20) point out that 
craftsmanship encapsulates moral values that “hark back to a time when the 
world seemed safer, more comprehensible, and much less commercial,” 
whereby authenticity is often discursively mistaken for enchantment and pre-
urbanization (Hartmann & Östberg 2013). 

In terms of brand virtuousness, Ilicic and Webster (2014) note that being real 
(“genuineness,” “sincerity,” and “trustworthiness”) is an important driver of 
brand authenticity. Moreover, authentic brands are responsible, which means 
that they exude a sense of integrity (Holt 2002; Morhart et al. 2015), avoid 
excessive exploitation (Spiggle et al. 2012) and engage in social commit-
ment (Leigh et al. 2006). The latter is elaborated by Alhouti et al. (2016) in 
the context of corporate social responsibility (CSR) where brand authenticity 
involves the following drivers: impact (i.e., whether or not the company is 
perceived to give enough, relative to its size and profits), perceived motive 
(i.e., if the CSR act is perceived to be driven by a genuine desire to help oth-
ers instead of business performance or financial gain), reparation (i.e., the 
manner in which a brand is merely perceived as seeking to rectify a previous 
misdeed through CSR) and fit (i.e., when the action aligns with what the firm 
sells). 

Decisions 

In turn, strategic decisions to cultivate and maintain brand authenticity re-
volve around what I would like to refer to as the four C’s in the decisions for 
brand authenticity mix: (1) Communication, (2) Commitment, (3) Coolness 
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and (4) Connection. For practitioners who wish to operationalize brand au-
thenticity into their praxis, this section serves as the major managerial impli-
cation of this study. 

In terms of the communication style, Fritz et al. (2017) demonstrate how 
those brands that emphasize heritage or tradition in their market communica-
tions are more likely to be interpreted as authentic, for instance by sticking to 
the roots or holding on to core values and founding activities. One may also 
wish to emphasize the relationship to place (Beverland 2005, 2006; Gilmore 
& Pine 2007) as Red Stripe (a beer brand owned by Heineken whose tagline 
“Born in Jamaica” not only downplays the scientific aspects of its brewing 
but also sticks to its Jamaican roots) and Tiger of Sweden (whose slogan 
“Designing Scandinavian craftsmanship since 1903” holds on to its core val-
ues and founding activities by highlighting its association with the aesthetics 
of Swedish minimalism). Moreover, Beverland (2006) points out the impor-
tance of appearing to stand above commercial considerations (also Abol-
hasani et al. 2017; Botterill 2007; Koontz Anthony & Joshi 2017), as well as 
stylistic consistency and congruence (e.g., Kowalczyk & Pounders 2016; 
Schallehn et al. 2014) when communicating brand authenticity. For instance, 
football supporters all over the globe were furious in 2016 when it was ru-
mored (as it turned out, entirely incorrectly) that the beloved lion was being 
axed from the new English Premier League logo. In 2000 British Petroleum 
spent $200m in an attempt to bring “green” authenticity to the global oil gi-
ant by rebranding its logotype; known thereafter simply as BP, the company 
adopted the tagline “Beyond Petroleum,” which was met with considerable 
public skepticism (see, e.g., Balmer 2010). Hence, when a brand innovates 
its production design or logotype, it is often regarded as less authentic 
whereby consumers look back in anger, yearning for the retro designs from 
days of yore (Brown et al. 2003). Further research is needed to understand 
the dynamic by which product design and innovation disrupts perceived 
brand authenticity. 

In terms of commitment, the second C in the decisions for brand authenticity 
mix, brands can project authenticity by highlighting quality commitments in 
the method of production (Beverland 2006; Ilicic & Webster 2016). For in-
stance, compare the copy written on the product designs of two competing 
Japanese beer brands: Asahi (“Asahi beer is brewed from quality ingredients 
using our pure cultured yeast and our advanced brewing techniques”) and 
Kirin Ichiban (“Brewing from only the First Press will ensure that the refined 
flavor is always at its purest”). Both brands emphasize the purity of their 
ingredients and the excellence of their brewing techniques as integral ele-
ments of their claim to authenticity. Consumers also tend to prefer organic or 
locally produced market offerings, whereby brand “greenness” is of impor-
tance (e.g., Autio et al. 2013; Ewing et al. 2012; Jian et al. 2019). Hence, 
projecting brand authenticity includes accounting for what actually goes into 
the final product (Eggers et al. 2013) but also ensuring that the method of 
production stands out as a substantial quality commitment. Here, one of 
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many points of intersection between the different ADO dimensions appear in 
the correlation between craftsmanship and commitment (specifically, the 
“method of production” dimension). 

The third C in the decisions for brand authenticity mix is coolness. More 
precisely, there is a correlation between brand authenticity and being cool, 
either on a niche or on a mass-market level (e.g., Warren et al. 2019). Brand 
managers may, for instance, adopt an underdog brand biography in which 
“firms author a historical account of their humble origins, lack of resources, 
and determined struggle against the odds” (Paharia et al. 2011, p. 775). Con-
sider the story behind Ben & Jerry’s, two friends who paid $5 for a course in 
ice-cream making and then took on the giant Häagen-Dazs with their home-
made ice cream (apparently, Häagen-Dazs even attempted to sabotage Ben & 
Jerry’s business as it started to grow in popularity!). 

Moreover, brand coolness is also related to creativity (“creative work envi-
ronment” and “cultivate employee passion and job enthusiasm”). Beverland 
(2009, p. 159) refers to this dimension of brand coolness as “indoctrinat[ing] 
staff into the brand cult.” Consider, for instance, the late Steve Jobs, whose 
desire to see his staff develop and do their best is still considered a key com-
ponent of Apple’s brand DNA. Encouraging the staff to immerse in the val-
ues of the brand and/or the brand culture is often an incentive for innovation 
and high performance, which are considered the cores of creativity (Belk & 
Tumbat 2005). 

Brands are also increasingly expected to take a stand on socio-political is-
sues. When brands match activist messaging and values with prosocial cor-
porate practice, Vredenburg et al. (2020) note that they engage in authentic 
brand activism. However, despite Holt’s (2002) paper being one of the most 
cited articles (see Table 1), the notion of inauthentic brand activism remains 
relatively underexplored in the brand authenticity domain of consumer re-
search. For instance, how does brand activism intersect with perceived brand 
coolness? 

In terms of the fourth and final C in the decisions for brand authenticity mix, 
brands can connect with the cultural landscape through market immersion, 
actively partaking in the consumer’s life-world by choosing the right brand 
ambassadors. To sell products, firms need to stay relevant. However, exces-
sive market testing might not be helpful at all because customers tend to be 
conservative and might not yet know what they want (e.g., Brown 2007). 
Instead, authentic brands like Apple, Prada and Chanel are perceived to be at 
one with the cultural landscape (Holt 2004). By being at one with the cultur-
al landscape, brands gain inspiration from their surroundings, which can in-
spire breakthrough innovations that would not have been possible through 
market testing (Beverland 2009). Another way of connecting with the cultur-
al landscape is to choose the right brand ambassadors. Consider, for instance, 
the brand Ideal of Sweden, which sells accessories such as phone cases. The 
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cases themselves are relatively standard, but it was by closely collaborating 
with the social media influencer Bianca Ingrosso that Ideal managed to posi-
tion itself as being at one with the cultural landscape (especially among the 
target group of young female consumers who use Instagram). 
 

Figure 4: Conceptual ADO framework from Paul and Benito (2018) 

Outcomes 

Finally, authenticity is essential for creating brand value where the outcomes 
of brand authenticity that emerged from the literature include: (1) brand 
trust, (2) brand loyalty, (3) perceived quality and (4) cultural iconicity. 

Ilicic and Webster (2014) demonstrate that brand authenticity increases 
brand attitudes and purchase intentions as well as brand trust and commit-
ment toward the brand (see also Moulard et al. 2016; Portal et al. 2019). 
When a brand delivers what it promises, it is endowed with credibility which 
seems to correlate to brand trustworthiness (Erdem & Swait 2004). More-
over, the brand trust (and credibility) outcome of brand authenticity is said to 
alleviate brand scandals and increase the intention to forgive (Guèvremont & 
Grohmann 2018). 

Next, extant literature suggests that brand authenticity positively affects 
brand loyalty (“brand attachment” and “brand commitment”). Brand loyalty 
is represented by positive feelings toward a brand and dedication to purchase 
the same product or service repeatedly, regardless of a competitor’s actions 
or changes in the environment and is, thus, correlated to involvement. As 
Choi et al. (2015, p. 240) point out, “this also provides insight into develop-
ing holistic marketing strategies for product design or innovation by under-
standing the role of brand authenticity in building the consumer— brand re-
lationship.” 
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The third outcome of brand authenticity that emerged from the literature was 
perceived quality (e.g., Kovács et al. 2014; Moulard et al. 2016). For in-
stance, Moulard et al. (2016, p. 426) note that “consumers are likely to rely 
on perceptions of a brand’s authenticity in assessing the expected quality 
they will receive,” thus proposing a positive and significant relationship be-
tween intrinsic motivation and perceived quality, specifically in artistic in-
dustries and hedonic contexts such as Michelin-starred restaurants. In turn, 
perceived quality positively affects consumer satisfaction, brand attitude 
(“purchase intention” and “willingness to pay a premium price”) and brand 
awareness as consumers are more likely to recommend the brand, for in-
stance, by word of mouth (see Morhart et al. 2015). 

Finally, authentic brands are imbued with cultural iconicity (see, e.g., Bever-
land 2009; Holt 2004). As Holt (2004) writes in the outline of his book on 
the principles of cultural branding: 

People identify strongly with cultural icons and often rely on these symbols 
in their everyday lives. [...] More generally, cultural icons are exemplary 
symbols that people accept as a shorthand to represent important ideas. 

(p. 1) 

Brands that are perceived as authentic are thus important in consumer identi-
fication as they become symbolic resources for self-expression (e.g., Holt 
2002; Morhart et al. 2015) and acquire subcultural legitimacy (e.g., Bever-
land et al. 2010; Kates 2004). In total, extant research has primarily traced 
positive outcomes of brand authenticity (i.e., brand trust, brand loyalty, per-
ceived quality and cultural iconicity), which warrants future research on pos-
sible negative aspects of authentication and the adverse effects of only asso-
ciating authenticity with positive attributions. 

FUTURE RESEARCH AGENDA 

This study presents a framework-based analysis of the current state of con-
sumer research scholarship dedicated to brand authenticity. Through the in-
depth review of seventy-three peer-reviewed articles, three primary streams 
of research were identified and designated: (1) characteristics that distin-
guish the ‘real thing’ from the fake, (2) the legitimizing function of authen-
ticity and (3) emotional and moral aspects of authentication. Throughout all 
streams of research, it is clear that issues of authenticity continue to be inex-
tricably linked to the market in various ways. There remains a clear need for 
future research that focuses on the nuanced socio-political and cultural pro-
cesses through which consumption experiences are authenticated. Specifical-
ly, Cohen and Cohen (2012) note that, while the concept of brand authentici-
ty has been widely discussed in consumer research, authentication as the so-
cial, political and cultural process by which brand authenticity is confirmed 
remains almost unexplored. Meanwhile, little research explores how con-
sumers respond to different types of brand inauthenticity in commercial 
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markets and popular culture (see Koontz Anthony & Joshi 2017 for a notable 
exception). 

To date, the majority of the research has focused on characteristics that dis-
tinguish the “real thing” from the fake. Although such research is necessary, 
Beverland and Farrelly (2010) note that there are two major limitations in 
such studies. First, they result in a diversity of conceptualizations of brand 
authenticity (cf., Akbar & Wymer 2017). This is problematic as it may result 
in an inconsistent body of literature, which ultimately prevents theory devel-
opment (Stern et al. 2001). Failure to specify the conceptual meaning of 
brand authenticity can also be a cause of poor-quality research (MacKenzie 
2003). Second, this research stream is unable to account for unexpected re-
sults, such as consumer inclination to suspend disbelief (Chronis & Hampton 
2008; Stern 1994). However, the identification of the legitimizing function 
of authenticity as well as emotional and moral aspects of authentication 
overcome those limitations. 

In addition to the continuous crystallization of more generalizable frame-
works of brand authenticity factors and attributes than prior models that have 
emerged, specifically from the characteristics that distinguish the “real 
thing” from the fake research stream (e.g., Bruhn et al. 2012; Morhart et al. 
2015; Napoli et al. 2014; Schallehn et al. 2014), opportunities for further 
research also present themselves in better understanding the qualities of in-
dexical vs. iconic cues; for instance, how different types of consumers may 
utilize the different cue types (Ewing et al. 2012) and/or confluence of index-
ical and iconic cues on different types of brands or different types of brand 
authenticity (Jian et al. 2019). More research is also needed to elucidate the 
playful, creative and potentially subversive ways in which consumers active-
ly participate in acts of authentication (e.g., Athwal & Harris 2018; Chronis 
& Hampton 2008; Dwivedi & McDonald 2018), especially in terms of taking 
ownership of brand stories and whether consumers evaluate brand authentic-
ity congruently across hedonic and utilitarian product types (Ewing et al. 
2012; Moulard et al. 2016). For instance, Guèvremont and Grohmann (2016) 
note that scholars have studied how hedonic categories allow consumers to 
connect to others through authentic brand consumption, whereas the poten-
tial of utilitarian product categories to do the same remains underexplored. In 
total, the reviewed articles suggest many possible avenues for future re-
search, as detailed in Table 5. 

Antecedents 

While there are many studies based on antecedents to brand authenticity in 
the ADO framework, there is a need for further elucidation, especially within 
the research stream of emotional and moral aspects of authentication, which 
is currently underrepresented in the discourse (15.1% of all retrieved arti-
cles). For instance, how can sentimental emotions such as nostalgia be said 
to enhance feelings of authenticity? While Brown et al. (2003) have shown 
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us how retro brand meanings are predicated on a utopian communal element 
that is often taken as authentic, little scholarly attention has been given to the 
impact of nostalgia on brand authenticity. 

Moreover, there is a need to further explicate potential tradeoffs between 
various cues to authenticity. Hence, Beverland et al. (2008) call for future 
research on potential trade-offs between indexical and iconic cues in assess-
ments of authenticity (see also Ewing et al. 2012; Kovács et al. 2014). Al-
though different ADO dimensions might be more or less prone to produce 
perceptions of brand authenticity as a synergy effect, it would be interesting 
to see how the different dimensions interact and co-operate in different con-
stellations. For instance, how do the different antecedents (“perceived con-
nection to past” and “brand virtuousness”) correspond to the four C’s in the 
decisions for brand authenticity mix? Is the perceived connection to the past 
as important as brand virtuousness in connecting with the cultural landscape? 
Does it change across product categories, cultural contexts and social sys-
tems? 

Further research is also needed to address how consumers negotiate tensions 
between taste-schemes, moral motivations and actual behavior. For instance, 
it would seem that the quest for authenticity is embedded in a web of other 
everyday practices which are “competitors for time and other 
resources” (Grauel 2016, p. 866). Hence, consumers might be willing to 
compromise their authenticity where external circumstances could be used as 
motives for legitimizing their consumer behavior. Following Beverland and 
Farrelly (2010), consumers are motivated to focus on specific goals when 
making assessments of authenticity. Consumption can, for instance, be dri-
ven by social responsibility (e.g., environmental care, buying locally pro-
duced food), inspiration (e.g., desire to be in touch with one’s inner self, ex-
press one’s own creativity), or utilitarian needs (e.g., keeping one’s home 
neat and tidy, spending money on domestic products). It would thus be inter-
esting to study how conflicts between such “regimes of justification” (see 
Boltanski & Thévenot 2006) may affect how groups and individuals authen-
ticate consumer choices, objects and experiences at different stages through-
out their lifespan (also Goulding 2000). To link back to the introductory dis-
cussion on the philosophical underpinnings of the authenticity concept in 
light of the obsession with authenticity in contemporary consumer culture, 
this would go against the Rousseauian ideal of a true inner self, indicating 
that individuals are dynamic and rise up against the backdrop of structural 
change and personal development (e.g., Askegaard & Linnet 2011). 

Decisions 

For the D in the ADO framework, Berthon et al. (2008) note that extant re-
search has focused almost exclusively on large multinational brands. Hence, 
Eggers et al. (2013) argue that there is an inadequate understanding of brand 
authenticity in small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs). Specifically, 
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there is a need to advance our understanding of the impact of brand authen-
ticity on SME growth, as well as how strategic decisions to build and culti-
vate brand authenticity may vary across different types of enterprises. Fur-
thermore, extant literature has predominantly focused on niche brands and 
luxury consumption. Research based on markets with low-involvement, 
mass-marketed products is clearly warranted (e.g., Autio et al. 2013; cf., 
Beverland 2006; Dwivedi & McDonald 2018). Future research may, for in-
stance, want to take into consideration other mass-market products that are 
less likely to be associated with connotations of heritage and pedigree, where 
care should be given to the degree to which consumers are willing to assimi-
late and act on messages related to authenticity and its antecedents. 

It would also be interesting to study the impact of social media and influ-
encer marketing decisions on perception of brand authenticity. Influencer-
produced branded content is generally considered to have more organic con-
tact with potential consumers than brand-generated advertisements (Söder-
gren & Vallström 2020), whereby some scholars argue that social media can 
also contribute to social change (e.g., Audrezet et al. 2018; Kozinets et al.
2012). Similarly, what would be the possible risks of collaborating with so-
cial media influencers (and other types of brand ambassadors) should they 
get caught up in a scandal or some other controversial situation? For in-
stance, to what extent are consumers able to forgive a brand that is associat-
ed with celebrities who were accused of sexual misconduct during the 
#MeToo movement? This would correspond with Guèvremont and 
Grohmann’s (2018) call for further research to study the alleviating effect of 
brand authenticity in scandals. Furthermore, previous research has studied 
how brands project authenticity through their marketing communications, 
but little is known about how brands can manage authenticity internally 
within the organization through the cultivation of a creative work environ-
ment (Beverland 2009). 
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Table 5: Proposed topics for future research 
Thematic area Proposed topic

Scales/theories/models/frameworks Continuous crystallization of more 
generalizable frameworks of brand 
authenticity factors and attributes 
(e.g., Napoli et al. 2014)  

A framework for various types of 
brand inauthenticity (e.g., Koontz 
Anthony & Joshi 2017)  

The shifting focus from brand 
authenticity to consumer acts of 
authentication (e.g., Cohen & Cohen 
2012)  

Whether it would be possible for a 
brand widely perceived as 
inauthentic to project authenticity 
through its advertising and 
marketing communications (e.g., 
Becker et al. 2019)  

If consumers evaluate brand 
authenticity congruently across 
hedonic and utilitarian product types 
(e.g., Guèvremont & Grohmann 
2016)  

Potential trade-offs between 
indexical and iconic cues in 
assessments of brand authenticity 
(e.g., Beverland et al. 2008)
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Antecedents to brand authenticity How different types of consumers 
utilize the different cue types (e.g., 
Beverland & Farrelly 2010)  

Consumer creativity and play as 
potential antecedents to brand 
authenticity (e.g., Chronis et al. 
2012)  

Links between nostalgia and brand 
authenticity (e.g., Fritz et al. 2017)  

The intricate ways by which the 
quest for authenticity is embedded in 
a web of everyday practices (e.g., 
Grauel 2016)

Strategic decisions for building and 
cultivating brand authenticity

How product design and innovation 
disrupt the perceived brand 
authenticity (e.g., Balmer 2010)  

Specify the impact of brand 
authenticity on SME growth (e.g., 
Eggers et al. 2013)  

Do the decisions needed to build 
brand authenticity differ across 
various types of enterprises? (e.g., 
Eggers et al. 2013)  

How brand authenticity is derived 
from markets with low-involvement, 
mass-marketed products (e.g., 
Dwivedi & McDonald 2018)  

Possible impact of influencer 
marketing decisions on perception of 
brand authenticity (e.g., Södergren & 
Vallström 2020)  

The various ways by which brands 
can manage authenticity internally 
within the organization (e.g., 
Beverland 2009)

Thematic area Proposed topic
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Outcomes of brand authentication To what extent can brands be 
perceived as too sincere? (e.g., 
Becker et al. 2019)  

What are the potential negative 
outcomes of brand authentication? 
(e.g., Ilicic & Webster 2014)  

Explicate the subtle distinction 
between brand authenticity and 
brand trust (e.g., Portal et al. 2019) 

Broaden our understanding of brand 
heritage in regard to emotional 
attachment and its role in consumer 
decision making (e.g., Ballantyne et 
al. 2006)

Recommendations Further elaboration of CSR 
authenticity and how consumers 
make judgement regarding CSR 
investments (e.g., Alhouti et al. 
2016)  

How the role of honesty differs from 
reliability in the construction of CSR 
authenticity (e.g., Joo et al. 2019)  

How the perceived brand 
authenticity might be affected by 
exploitative marketing strategies 
such as woke-washing (and other 
forms of “washing”) (e.g., 
Vredenburg et al. 2020)  

How does brand authenticity relate 
to issues of cultural appropriation 
(Abolhasani et al. 2017)  

Broaden the sampling procedure 
beyond the customary frame of 
western consumers (e.g., Vann 2006)

Thematic area Proposed topic
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Outcomes 

The overview suggests that extant literature primarily focuses on positive 
outcomes of authentication. Hence, Hartmann and Östberg (2013) note how 
authenticity is often discursively mistaken for enchantment, even though the 
two terms are conceptually distinct. Bardhi et al. (2010) demonstrate that 
authenticity or the “real thing” can also be experienced as negative, not least 
in the market of terroir and regional cuisine. Similarly, Becker et al. (2019) 
question the extent to which brands can be perceived as too honest and sin-
cere (see also Sundar & Noseworthy 2016). It would be interesting to see 
more research exploring possible negative aspects of brand authentication. If 
authenticity, as suggested by Freathy and Thomas (2015, p. 190), serves “a 
propagandist role” to legitimize dominant socio-political meaning and ideol-
ogy—for example, by making hegemonic economic forces seem natural or 
masking different types of oppression—one may also wish to consider the 
price we have to pay for collectively making other ways of organizing social 
life seem inauthentic. For instance, who are the victims of these exclusions? 
On a slightly different note, Portal et al. (2019) recommend future research 
to explicate the subtle distinction between brand authenticity and the con-
struct of brand trust, which, following the ADO framework proposed in this 
study, is one of the outcomes of brand authenticity. Under which circum-
stances would it be possible for consumers to either trust a brand they per-
ceive as inauthentic or authenticate a brand they perceive as untrustworthy? 

By proposing some key factors to succeed in today’s oversaturated and com-
petitive marketplace, Ballantyne et al. (2006) demonstrate that those brands 
whose image signifies facets of heritage and authenticity are more likely to 
develop an emotional and symbolic attachment with consumers. Thus, there 
is a need for continuous efforts to broaden our understanding of brand au-
thenticity and brand heritage in regard to emotional brand attachment. More-
over, while findings by Guèvremont and Grohmann (2018) indicate that con-
sumers respond more favorably to authentic than to inauthentic brands in the 
event of a scandal, even brands that are perceived as authentic are harmed by 
a brand scandal. Hence, there is a need to further elucidate the protective 
effects of brand authenticity (i.e., the “intention to forgive” dimension of the 
ADO framework). 

Further recommendations 

Beyond the issues noted above, several other recommendations for future 
research emerge from the review. First, there is a need to better understand 
the role of authenticity in the context of CSR and brand activism (e.g., Al-
houti et al. 2016; Holt 2002; Vredenburg et al. 2020). As noted by Fritz et al. 
(2017), additional research is needed to specify the effect of brand social 
commitment on perception of brand authenticity. Following Alhouti et al. 
(2016), there is an opportunity for future research to explore the complex 
process by which consumers form judgements about the corporate motives 
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behind CSR investments. Moreover, Joo et al. (2019) suggest that future re-
search may want to explore the role of honesty more explicitly in CSR au-
thenticity and how it differs from reliability. For instance, there are few stud-
ies to date on how perception of brand authenticity might be affected by dif-
ferent types of exploitative marketing strategies—such as “woke-
washing” (or other forms of “washing”)—where products are promoted to 
appeal to consumer consciousness to be perceived as progressive and toler-
ant, without actually standing for or integrating these values into the brand’s 
core values (Vredenburg et al. 2020). Thus, Abolhasani et al. (2017) suggest 
that public policymakers could prohibit sacred products (e.g., music, tradi-
tions and cultural artifacts) from appearing in commercial advertising or po-
litical campaigns in the spirit of cultural appropriation. But how exactly does 
brand authenticity relate to issues of cultural appropriation? 

As a final remark, in terms of sampling procedure, past research seldom ex-
amines consumers beyond the customary frame of “affluent, white, Anglo-
Saxons of European descent” (Burton 2009, p. 184). While Vann (2006) 
studied the limits of authenticity in Vietnamese consumer markets, DeBerry-
Spence and Izberk-Bilgin (2019, p. 4) note that “existing research fails to 
capture the nuances of consumer authentication in the face of ideological and 
historical forces that render consumer identity ambiguous, disputed, and 
even stigmatized”. In doing so, Bryce et al. (2015) suggest that the prevail-
ing ethnocentric perceptions in the literature needs to be challenged and I 
agree that this is one of the most pressing issues to take into consideration 
for a future research agenda. 

IMPLICATIONS FOR MARKETING RESEARCH 

This systematic literature review has presented an ADO framework-based 
analysis of the current state of marketing and consumer research scholarship 
dedicated to brand authenticity. Through the in-depth review of seventy-
three peer-reviewed articles, the major theoretical contribution includes the 
identification and designation of three primary streams of research: (1) char-
acteristics that distinguish the “real thing” from the fake, (2) the legitimizing 
function of authenticity and (3) emotional and moral aspects of authentica-
tion. Contrary to the set of designations proposed by Morhart et al. (2015) 
and many other scholars based on ontological perspectives (i.e., objective, 
constructive and existential), the designations suggested in this paper are 
more suitable to identify and describe the primary objectives of each re-
search stream (i.e., to identify certain types of cues that are more likely to 
receive authenticity attributions by consumers and/or to demonstrate that 
brand authenticity generates higher consumer value ratings of market experi-
ences; to examine how brand authenticity is employed to serve “a propagan-
dist role” in the pursuit of socio-political objectives and/or the cultural im-
peratives by which consumers engage in acts of authentication; and to ana-
lyze how consumers may enact imaginations as a response to increased lev-
els of anxiety and alienation in society and/or to examine under what condi-
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tions consumers develop strong emotional attachment toward authentic 
brands). 

Implications for marketing practice 

Throughout all streams of research, it is clear that issues of authenticity con-
tinue to be inextricably linked to the market in various ways. The ADO 
framework presented by Paul and Benito (2018) and further elaborated here 
is a useful tool to organize analyses of brand authenticity in different market 
contexts based on Antecedents (perceived connection to past, brand virtu-
ousness), Decisions (communication, commitment, coolness and connection) 
and Outcomes (brand trust, brand loyalty, perceived quality and cultural 
iconicity). Specifically, for marketing decision makers who wish to opera-
tionalize brand authenticity into their practice, the four C’s of the decisions 
for brand authenticity mix serve as the major managerial contribution of this 
study. It is also worth emphasizing that each research stream has its own 
strengths and weaknesses in terms of elucidating different aspects of the 
ADO framework presented here. 

Concluding remarks and implications for TCR 

Through this critical review, I show that there has been a significant increase 
in scholarly interest and research publications on brand authenticity over the 
last twenty-five years. Challenging marketers and researchers to broaden 
their conception of brand authenticity to become more inclusive, the follow-
ing propositions are suggested. 

1. Brand authenticity is a dynamic concept often transpiring any di-
chotomization of the literal versus the figurative, yet extant literature 
tends to overemphasize the notion of authenticity as synonymous to being 
“genuine, real, and/or true” (Beverland & Farrelly 2010, p. 839).  

2. Brand authenticity is a broad socio-cultural category that few people think 
of in the same way, yet much of the academic work has tended to privi-
lege a logocentric and/or ethnocentric view where certain connotations 
that are positively attributed from a western perspective are taken as the 
only way to perceive brand authenticity. 

3. Consumers are colored by sensibilities (e.g., hedonic and aesthetic as-
pects) as much as intelligibility (e.g., utilitarian aspects) when they make 
assessments of brand authenticity and/or engage in self-authenticating acts 
(see also Holbrook & Hirschman 1982). 

Returning to the three propositions, the different research streams are useful 
to highlight how brand authenticity can be a paradoxical and dynamic con-
cept. For instance, clarity may be a characteristic that distinguishes the “real 
thing” from the fake whereas ambiguity enhances consumer emotions and 
moral aspects of authentication. Counterintuitively, clarity and ambiguity 
could thus simultaneously be seen as authenticating elements (see Brown et 
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al. 2013). It would be interesting to study how clarity vis-à-vis ambiguity 
drives different types of brand authenticity (e.g., “green” brand authenticity, 
brand extension authenticity, subcultural authenticity, etc.). For instance, it is 
likely that ambiguity is more favorable for brands whose claim to authentici-
ty lies in its cultural iconicity (“symbolism” and “subcultural legitimacy”), 
whereas clarity is more important in the construction of CSR authenticity 
and/or brand activism. In those terms, Jian et al. (2019) call for more re-
search studying the confluence of iconic and indexical elements—such as 
cultural symbolism and actual behavior—on different types of brands and 
different types of brand authenticity from a cross-cultural perspective. 

Moreover, the literature on brand authenticity has been prone to a certain 
logocentrism where clarity is often privileged over ambiguity. But what 
would be the potential negative outcomes of brand authenticity and authenti-
cation, assuming that clarity is privileged over ambiguity (thus neglecting 
what Brown et al. [2013] and other consumer culture theorists might refer to 
as the “mythological aspects of consumption”)? For instance, if the authentic 
tends to be associated with more positive connotations in western (e.g., rus-
tic, charming) than non-western (e.g., dirty, pastiche) market contexts, it 
would seem that brand authenticity is an ethnocentric concept whereby au-
thentication, in fact, could have severe negative outcomes by instituting 
ideals and harmful stereotypes in which some of its connotations are viewed 
as inferior to others (Simmons 2014; cf., Lehman et al. 2014). However, 
these perspectives remain largely missing in extant literature. While the first 
twenty-five years of research on brand authenticity have focused on positive 
attributions of brand authenticity following the characteristics that distin-
guish the “real thing” from the fake research stream, it might be time to con-
sider its potentially harmful side effects for consumer well-being and on so-
ciety. For instance, taking the growing need for consumer researchers to take 
“intersectionality” (i.e., the interactivity of social identity structures such as 
race, class and gender) into consideration, it will be important for the legit-
imizing function of authenticity research stream to highlight the “systemic 
and structuring influences of market and social systems that is not necessari-
ly felt or experienced by consumers in their daily lives, and therefore not 
necessarily discursively expressed” (Askegaard & Linnet 2011, p. 381), 
striving toward a more diverse research agenda and inclusive conception of 
brand authenticity. 
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From Aura to Jargon: The Social Life of 
Authentication 

We are said to be living in a culture of authenticity increasingly obsessing 
over concerns such as genuineness and the “real thing” (Laermans 2018), 
which is evident both in regard to how media reports are framed and when it 
comes to the field of artistic expression (Fine 2003; Newman & Bloom 
2012). It is also the subject of a growing body of academic work within the 
field of marketing and brand management (Beverland et al. 2008; Grayson & 
Martinec 2004; Rose & Wood 2005). Brand authenticity increases purchase 
likelihood (Ballantyne et al. 2006) and has now overtaken quality as a pre-
vailing purchase criterion (Gilmore & Pine 2007). It is thus crucial for 
brands to signify authenticity if they are to succeed in an increasingly stan-
dardized marketplace (Thompson et al. 2006), yet confusion surrounds the 
nature and use of the term (Beverland 2005). 

Brand authenticity generally means that a brand sticks to the same ethos or 
values over time, and seems to inhere at least one of the four modalities of 
continuity, credibility, integrity and symbolism (Morhart et al. 2015). Similar 
dimensions such as originality, naturalness, quality commitment, sincerity, 
consistency, individuality, nostalgia, clarity, social commitment and legiti-
macy have also been identified (Bruhn et al. 2012; Fritz et al. 2017; Napoli 
et al. 2014, Schallehn et al. 2014). In total, brand authenticity seems to in-
clude both real and stylized versions of the truth (Beverland 2006). This pa-
per addresses the negotiation of authenticity by examining the means by 
which costume designers draw on both historical correctness and cultural 
imagination to authenticate re-enactments of historical epochs in cultural 
productions. 

A recent special issue of Arts Marketing: An International Journal suggests 
that authenticity is also an increasingly important marketing concept in the 
arts and culture sector (see Baumgarth et al. 2014). Record companies tend 
to use the label of authenticity for the purposes of commercial gain (Wilson 
2011). Art organizations have shown a growing interest in the marketing 
concept (Ulker-Demirel et al. 2018). Film tourism, i.e., when consumers 
travel to the distant locations they have seen on screen in their favorite films 
and TV shows, has exploded over the last years (Tzanelli 2007). According 
to Wohlfeil (2018), there are more than 160m cinematic tourists every year. 
Schroeder (2005) suggests that awareness of the interconnection between the 
arts, culture and marketing can provide a better understanding of branding as 
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a strategic signifying practice. Visual re-enactments of historical epochs 
therefore provide a fruitful research context for studying how historical cor-
rectness and imagination interplay in the negotiation of authenticity (Chronis 
et al. 2012). More specifically, it emphasizes reiterative and citational as-
pects of the institutionalization of authenticity (Scott 2001). 

As obviously staged claims to authenticity can backfire (Koontz 2010), there 
is a need to examine how to project authenticity as a cultural branding tech-
nique (O’Reilly 2011). For instance, it has been suggested that audiences 
draw on objective facts such as historical correctness to undermine the pure 
authenticity of a citation (Beverland et al. 2008). It has also been said the 
audiences might be willing to suspend disbelief if the citation has an approx-
imate or moral link to the original referent (Beverland et al. 2008). Grayson 
and Martinec (2004) distinguished between indexical and iconic signification 
to describe how consumers were able to imagine authenticity in fictitious 
settings such as The Sherlock Holmes Museum. Yet another approach has 
studied how viewers in the blatantly artificial setting of reality television 
programming are able to endow the experience with personal authenticity by 
blending the fantastical with indexical elements connected to their own lived 
experiences (Rose & Wood 2005). 

Empirically, this paper examines how costume design contributes to images 
of authenticity. Understanding how authenticity is derived from re-enact-
ments of historical epochs is important as it elucidates the interplay between 
real and imaginary elements in the negotiation of authenticity. This study 
contributes to the emerging research on performative aspects of authentica-
tion (Cohen & Cohen 2012; Harwood & El-Manstrly 2012; Knudsen & 
Waade 2010; Zhu, 2012). The aim is to elucidate what brands and other prac-
titioners can do to project authenticity drawing on both real and imaginary 
cues. While costume designers are part of the mise-en-scène they also watch 
films made by others. Thus, they could simultaneously be viewed both as co-
creators and audience. 

This paper is structured as follows. First, a brief review of the nature and 
usage of authenticity is presented. Then the qualitative methods employed 
are outlined. The paper focuses on the context of costume design in cultural 
productions that seek to re-enact historical epochs for the reason that it helps 
elucidate how historical correctness and imagination, i.e., factual and cultur-
al aspects, exist in tension with each other in the social process of authentica-
tion (Peterson 2005). The Findings section focuses on how images of authen-
ticity are projected, and has both theoretical contributions and practical im-
plications. Finally, the paper closes with a concluding section. 

THE NATURE OF AUTHENTICITY 

Despite the plethora of academic articles written on the topic of authenticity, 
the term remains elusive (Appadurai 1988). Due to its heterogeneous usage, 
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there is a lack of consensus regarding what authenticity actually means in 
relation to the market (Rickly-Boyd 2012). At one extreme, authenticity is 
intrinsic to the object. From this perspective, there are museum-like, objec-
tive criteria used to measure authenticity (Trilling 1972). Thus, even though 
the consumers themselves think they have gained an authentic experience, 
this can still be judged ad inauthentic if the commoditized objects are in fact 
contrived. An example is the notion of staged authenticity (MacCannell 
1973) where cultural traditions are staged to attract tourists searching for 
romanticized versions of indigenous culture. However, in the marketing lit-
erature authenticity is more often seen as a contrivance rather than a reality 
(Brown et al. 2003). From this perspective, authenticity is impression-based 
and its social connotations are not given but negotiable. As such, authenticity 
or inauthenticity is a result of interpretations (Hartmann & Östberg 2013; 
Peterson 2005). Furthermore, new cultural practices can evolve and eventu-
ally become hegemonic in what is regarded as traditional culture in the reit-
erative process of emergent authenticity (Cohen 1988). This has implications 
for how the past is cited and reimagined in the context of costume design in 
cultural productions as historical accuracy can be mislead through the styl-
ized reiteration of images. 

Yet another approach has studied how consumers feel about themselves. 
Wang (1999) introduced the term existential authenticity to denote a state of 
being when tourists at exotic locations feel as if they reveal their true inner 
selves. From this perspective, experienced authenticity has nothing to do 
with the issue of whether objects are original but whether individuals feel as 
if they are in touch both with a real world and with their real selves (Handler 
& Saxton 1988). Arnould and Price (2000) suggest that authenticating acts 
and authoritative performances are primary drivers of postmodern consumer 
behavior1. As such, authentic brands serve as credible cultural and symbolic 
resources for self-construction (Holt 2002). Authentication is thus subjective 
and highly contingent on personal goals and motives (Beverland & Farrelly 
2010). 

It has been suggested that the existential approach may have the most ex-
planatory power to examine authenticity under the postmodern condition 
where anything could be reproduced into infinity (Baudrillard 1983). 
Reisinger and Steiner (2006) take this argument one step further, suggesting 
that scholars should abandon the notion of object-based authenticity alto-
gether because of its heterogeneous and ontologically problematic usage. For 
example, Bardhi et al. (2010) noted how American tourists had negative ex-
periences of the genuine Chinese cuisine, which did not conform to their ex-
pectations and mental image of it, and instead turned to “Americanized” 
dishes they more easily could connect to. However, while the notion of ob-
ject-based authenticity is problematic, as there continues to be a lack of con-
sensus regarding how it is conceived, it continues to be relevant for mar-
keters as the concept in practice is deeply embedded in the minds of con-
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sumers. As Belhassen et al. (2008) note, we cannot eschew a concept that 
continues to play a significant part in lived consumption practices. 

The review above suggests that scholars have distinguished between authen-
ticity, i.e., items that genuinely existed in the time sought to re-enact, and 
experienced authenticity, i.e., items that the audience, irrespective of whether 
they are staged or not, experiences as genuine. Recently the notion of per-
formativity has started to pervade the literature on authenticity in an attempt 
to elucidate how consumer objects and social discourses often exist in dia-
logue with experiences of state authenticity. Harwood and El-Manstrly 
(2012) use the term “The Performativity Turn” to encapsulate this trend. Per-
formativity is a term that is used to explain the act through which something 
is authenticated and draws upon John L. Austin’s (1975) conception of utter-
ances that do something rather than merely describe reality. In contrast to 
constatives, i.e., statements that report on reality (e.g., the sky is blue), that 
can be said to be either true or false, performatives suggest that, in the utter-
ance, its evoked act is performed (e.g., the bride saying “I do” during a wed-
ding). For a performative act to be valid it needs to live up to some conven-
tions. In regard to historical re-enactment it means that the audience must be 
able to make a connection to the previous circumstance that is cited (Derrida 
1988). As such, there is room for imagination and boundaries can be pushed 
as far as possible as long as audiences still manage to make this connection. 
Through the theoretical lens of performativity, Knudsen and Waade (2010) 
suggest that the search for authenticity is neither a thing nor a mental state 
but, as Zhu (2012, p. 1496) points out, an “instrumental embodiment aroused 
through the dynamic interaction between individual agency and the external 
world.” Cohen and Cohen (2012) further advocate the shift from authenticity 
to an emphasis on social processes of authentication, by outlining two co-
constituting modes of authentication, namely, those of “hot” and “cool.” 
Cool authentication is akin to a singular performative speech act made by an 
authenticating agent who, because he or she is recognized as “meeting cer-
tain predetermined standards or qualifications,” is acquired with the creden-
tials to perform such an act (Morrison et al. 1992, p. 33). As such, cool au-
thentication is related to issues of who has the institutional power to authen-
ticate or endow an object, site or experience with genuineness; or as Bruner 
(2005, p. 150) wonders, “Who has the authority to authenticate?” Hot au-
thentication, on the other hand, does not involve a clearly defined authenti-
cating authority but could rather be described as a gradual, reiterative and 
socially produced process that is often embedded in the flow of everyday 
life. Whereas cool authentication is often evidence-based and has affinities to 
the broader stream of object authenticity, hot authentication is diffuse, based 
on belief and closer related to the stream of experienced authenticity. How-
ever, as noted by Cohen and Cohen (2012), these two modes of authentica-
tion often intersect or exist in tension with each other, e.g., individual per-
formances can “hotly” either sustain or subvert “coolly” authenticated ob-
jects, sites and experiences (Bell 2008). 
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Costume designs in cultural productions that seek to re-enact historical 
epochs are stylized reiterations with indexical or iconic links to historical 
events. While there may be some elements of truth in these projections, im-
ages of authenticity are often fabricated (Beverland 2005). While advertisers 
often expose the audiences to the phantasmatic status of the authenticity 
promoted, either through explicit commentary or overstatement, showing 
that the claims are not meant to be taken seriously, and as such, providing an 
alibi for audiences to indulge in the advertisement without the risk of being 
deceived or led astray (O’Neill et al. 2014), such ironic exposure is less 
common in cultural productions that re-enact historical epochs as the com-
mercial motives are already downplayed, typically in favor of a narrative or 
an aesthetic experience (Holt 2002). Furthermore, Bendix (1989, p. 132) 
notes that traditions always are defined in the present, which raises questions 
of how and by whom the past is authentically reimagined. Because of their 
presumed competence, it could be argued that the costume designers in this 
study assert powers to “cool” authentication when reimagining the past in 
retrospect (Cohen & Cohen 2012). These “coolly” authenticated cultural arti-
facts then have the potential to stimulate continuous and reiterative perfor-
mances of “hot” authentication. The distinction between “hot” and “cool” 
authentication is useful as it expands on Austin’s (1975) conceptualization of 
illocutionary force and perlocutionary effect, i.e., what the speaker is at-
tempting to do in uttering the locution and the actual effect the speaker has 
on the interlocutor by uttering the locution. As noted by Butler (2010), the 
“cool” utterance can set into motion a set of actions that bring further per-
formances of “hot” authentication around. 

The above review suggests that authenticity is an elusive concept that con-
tains both elements intrinsic to the object, site or experience; and self-refer-
ential elements related to the consumer’s personal goals and motives. There-
fore, it would seem that images of authenticity in cultural branding are often 
partly true and partly rhetorical (Beverland 2005). Recently, scholars have 
emphasized the notion of authentication as a performative and social process 
(Cohen & Cohen 2012). From this perspective, interplay between historical 
correctness and cultural imagination could serve as a means to help create, 
orchestrate and maintain impressions of authenticity “hotly” and 
“coolly” (Brown et al. 2003). 

METHOD 

An extended case design was chosen for several reasons. First, it seeks to 
uncover the macro foundations of a micro sociology (Burawoy 1998). As 
such, it illustrates how context-specific performances of authentication are 
shaped by wider socio-cultural structures. As noted by Knudsen and Waade 
(2010), films and television series play an important role in the performative 
approach to authenticity. To understand and analyze how different epochs 
were re-enacted required interviewing costume designers who had brought 
reimagined epochs into being. Also, costume designs play a significant, often 
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unnoticed role in films and television series. Alongside other creative per-
sonnel in the mise-en-scène such as directors, scenic designers, hair stylists 
and make-up artists, the costume designers typically seek to enhance the 
gestalt of the period through the visual design of garments and accessories. 
Finally, narrative interviews with professional costume designers allow the 
informants to articulate their experiences in their own terminology. The nar-
ratives provided in the interviews constitute social texts, complex cultural, 
social and psychological products, which construct a particular version of an 
individual’s experiences (Moisander et al. 2009) and through which people 
enact and reveal cultural meaning (Denzin 2001). 

The questions were aimed toward acknowledging the socio-cultural circula-
tion of images that practitioners draw from in order to project authenticity, 
i.e., the conventions that audiences should be able to connect to in order for 
an act of “cool” authentication to be considered to have been performed suc-
cessfully. The chosen method allowed an elaboration on how historical cor-
rectness and cultural imagination interplay and co-constitute the organizing 
ideas of authenticity in the contexts of cultural production and historical re-
enactment. 

This study was conducted during a seven-week internship at a costume store 
called Independent Costume in Stockholm as part of a doctoral course in 
cultural production. On over 1,600 square metres they carry more than 
100,000 costumes from all historical eras, which according to their website 
makes it the largest collection of costumes for professionals in Scandinavia. 
Altogether for this study, five costume designers were interviewed. Each 
informant was contacted via e-mail and given a detailed outline of the study 
prior to the interview. All interviews sans one were then conducted on the 
site of Independent Costume and they lasted from forty minutes up to an 
hour. 

The interviews were part of an extended case design, also including daylong 
backstage tours at three national museums as well as collected images from 
the Swedish Film Institute database. The questions were organized temporal-
ly around the various steps of the informants’ own work processes to create 
narratives of how they dealt with issues of authenticity while re-enacting a 
historical epoch. In order to also capture some of the performances of “hot” 
authentication, the informants were asked to discuss films made by others 
that re-enact historical epochs. As such, interviewer and informant discussed 
the questions in a collaborative manner (Gubrium & Holstein 2003). Each 
interview began with a summary of the research project before asking the 
informant to guide us step by step through a recent production they had been 
working on. 

In total, I ended up with eighty-two pages of transcribed text and these were 
interpreted through narrative analysis (Riessman & Quinney 2005). The goal 
of such an analysis is to gain an understanding of the different ways in which 
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authenticity is discursively orchestrated in the context of costume design in 
historical re-enactment. This analysis is partly based on Hirschman and Hol-
brook’s (1993) approach to aesthetics as understood through the study of 
signs. Holbrook and Grayson (1986) also draw on semiology to investigate 
the use of consumption symbolism in cinematic artwork to help convey the 
meaning of artistic creation. From this perspective, cinematic artwork is 
treated as signifying chains of connotative relationships between signifiers 
and signifieds to interpret the audience encoding habits. Following Beards-
ley’s (1979) distinction between so-called dominate (e.g., the historical 
epoch, literary original, etc.) and subordinate (e.g., the cinematic representa-
tion) illocutionary actions, good style consists of combining these layers to 
compose a coherent overall impression. Building the theoretical framework 
upon performativity literature is useful for elucidating how a subordinate 
cinematic performance may transform the dominate image of the historical 
epoch re-enacted, which has implications for the negotiation of authenticity 
(Table 1). 

Table 1: List of informants 
Name Age (years) Background

Cilla Rörby 49 Has been working as a 
professional costume designer 
since 2001. She created the look 
for Lisbeth Salander in The Girl 
with the Dragon Tattoo from 2009 
as well as the following movie 
adaptations of Stieg Larsson’s 
Millennium trilogy. Her 
filmography includes more than 
eighteen movies.

Katja Watkins 67 Has been active as costume 
designer since 1987 when she 
worked on Colin Nutley’s feature 
film Nionde kompaniet. Other 
notable works include the 
Swedish crime drama series Beck, 
and Sommaren ’92 about the 
Danish men football team when 
they went on to win the European 
Championship.

Kersti Vitali 66 One of Sweden’s most acclaimed 
costume designers. She has been 
working professionally since 
1977. She has also successfully 
worked with costume, mask and 
wig for the Opera and the stage.
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Source: For more extensive details about the informants, one may visit 
www.nordicwomeninfilm.com or www.svenskfilmdatabas.se 

FINDINGS 

The findings are presented around a number of key themes. Briefly, authen-
ticity could be found in citations that neither had nor resembled something 
with an indexical link to the original referent as long as the audience could 
make a connection to the historical epoch sought to re-enact. As such, it 
would seem that cultural imagination and historical correctness interplay in 
the negotiation of authenticity. This aspect needs to be taken into considera-
tion if performances of authentication are to be successfully initiated. In turn, 
findings suggest that performances of authentication are influenced by so-
cially instituted discursive practices, from here on referred to as jargons, as 
well as collective imagination. An elaboration of these findings is presented 
below. 

How to do things with clothes 

As noted in Austin’s (1975) lectures, in contrast to constatives, so-called per-
formative utterances cannot be said to be either true or false. Rather, they 
succeed under felicitous circumstances, i.e., circumstances that happily live 
up to some sort of conventions. For example, while the bride saying “I do” 

Kicki Ilander 51 Debuted as a professional 
costume designer in 1987 when 
she worked on Bill August’s 
award-winning film Pelle 
erövraren. Other notable works 
include Borg vs McEnroe (2017), 
Arn: tempelriddaren (2007) and 
Monica Z (2013). She has also 
worked with stage design for both 
films and the theatrical stage.

Sanna Nyström 46 Former textile teacher who has 
been working professionally as a 
costume designer since 2011. Her 
works mostly include 
commercials and TV series. She 
has also been working with stage 
costumes for Jay Z and Kanye 
West’s collaborative Watch the 
Throne tour as well as Swedish 
musicians such as Veronica 
Maggio, Sofia Talvik and Niki & 
The Dove.

Name Age (years) Background
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during a wedding is imperative for the performance, it is not the only thing 
necessary for the marital act to be considered to have been performed suc-
cessfully. The presence of a priest or another equivalent legitimate witness is 
required during the act for the marriage to be considered authentic. As Austin 
(1975, p. 14) says, “there must exist an accepted conventional procedure 
having a certain conventional effect” for the performance to be felicitous. 

This distinction between constative and performative utterances has implica-
tions for the negotiation of authenticity in artistic representation. First, one 
informant, Kersti, mentioned how the signifying chain of the historical re-
enactment inevitably is an interpretation and not a factual report on the by-
gone era: 

It can never be a different time than the one we live in. Authenticity is al-
ready ruined, so to speak. It’s an interpretation no matter what. […] Any-
thing you do is an innovation of a historical era. It’s a mystery, albeit an in-
credibly fascinating one, how you make it as authentic as possible. Even the 
bodies are different today, so capturing the silhouette of a bygone era can be 
an incredibly difficult task. 

Thus, as a re-enactment by nature reimagines the historical epoch, it can in a 
constative sense be said to be false or inauthentic. Following the indexical 
approach, there are objective criteria by which to undermine the authenticity 
of such a re-enactment, as it is a subsequent interpretation of a time gone by 
and thus situated in the present rather than the time it represents. This was 
further illustrated by another informant, Cilla who had been working on a 
biopic about Swedish author Astrid Lindgren that was supposed to take place 
in the 1920s: 

After all, there is access to actual things [from that time], which counts for 
something. But there are not so much clothing around anymore that you can 
use. […] Even if it were, people would still not have been able to wear them 
today. They would just fall apart. I did have some original clothing but I had 
to spend so much time repairing them it made me sick. It was much easier to 
find something that resembled it. 

Due to difficulties of finding garments with a factual or indexical link to the 
time they were supposed to represent, some of the fabrics that were used in 
the past may no longer even exist, it is perhaps better to view them as sym-
bolic or material representations that bring about its intended impression of 
authenticity if the circumstances are felicitous. This could be the case if au-
thenticity is imitated through iconic signification, which previously has been 
suggested by Grayson and Martinec (2004). Iconic signification can, in turn, 
be divided into what Beverland et al. (2008) call approximate and moral sig-
nification depending on whether the designs resemble the time or place they 
seek to represent; or are representative for what they believed and how they 
lived their lives. Cilla continues to describe the aims and driving questions of 
her work: 
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What were the people thinking of? How did they live and what did they do? 
What did they dream of? That’s what you want to achieve. In order to make 
a choice to twist some aspect, I think it’s important to know what it was ac-
tually like. […] I want to know what it was really like, then I can make a 
decision. There is actually a lot of modern clothing in that film but I don’t 
think anyone would notice it. As long as you know what it actually looked 
like it almost becomes a sport, a game [of subverting the facts]. 

Austin (1975) further distinguishes between illocutionary and perlocutionary 
performatives to denote the distance between intentions and consequential 
effect of an act. The illocution is thus what the costume designers try to 
achieve with their productions, whereas the perlocution is what is actually 
achieved. The projection, which could be treated as an act of “cool” authen-
tication, alone does not necessarily bring the illocution of experienced au-
thenticity around, but might under felicitous circumstances inspire a set of 
perlocutionary forces, i.e., acts of “hot” authentication, that bring the illocu-
tionary effect around. More specifically, what the costume designers actually 
produce is the locution, which could be compared to the bride saying, “I do” 
during a wedding. The intention is typically (but not necessarily) for the de-
sign or historical restoration to be deemed as authentic or as truthful to the 
original as possible, or in the case of the bride, the marital act to be per-
formed successfully. However, the perlocutionary forces are what under fe-
licitous circumstances bring the illocutionary effect around, i.e., the circum-
stances need to live up to some sort of conventional procedure, otherwise the 
performative act will misfire and be deemed infelicitous. This could, for in-
stance, be the case if it turned out that, in fact, the priest was no priest but an 
impersonator. Then the marriage would have been considered inauthentic 
even if the bride said, “I do” with the sincerest intention for the wedding to 
have been performed successfully. 

In total, previous literature has distinguished between multiple types of au-
thenticity. While indexical (Grayson & Martinec 2004) and pure (Beverland 
et al. 2008) authenticity are in the mode of constative utterances as such 
claims can be said to be either true or false, other conceptualizations such as 
iconic (Grayson & Martinec 2004), approximate and moral (Beverland et al.,
2008) authenticity are better seen as performative as they achieve their illo-
cutionary effect of authenticity through perlocutionary force under felicitous 
circumstances. An aspect of the performative mode of authentication is that 
experienced authenticity is socially informed and connected to collective 
imagination, i.e., collective imagination is a perlocutionary force that often 
needs to be employed in order for acts of authentication to be successfully 
initiated. The following section will expand on the notion of collective imag-
ination as a perlocutionary force initiating processes of authentication. 
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Cleopatra’s blue eye shadow 

Another fundamental feature of the suggested framework built around the 
notion of performativity is what Judith Butler (2011) refers to as the reitera-
tive power of discourse to produce the phenomena that it regulates and con-
strains. More specifically, reiteration is what over time enables collective 
imagination to be an authenticating element. Following her, what Austin 
(1975) would call a “conventional procedure having a certain conventional 
effect” achieves its materialization through the very reiteration of these con-
ventions. While the focus in Butler’s (2011) investigation is on how gender 
norms are materialized, her thoughts are useful to interpret other social phe-
nomena as well. Particularly, she notes that performativity should not be un-
derstood as a singular or deliberate act, but rather, as a reiterative and cita-
tional practice by which discourse produces the effects that it names. In the 
context of costume designs in cinematic artwork re-enacting a bygone histor-
ical epoch, a particularly noteworthy example of this process is shown in 
how history is created in retrospect in the 1960s film Cleopatra starring 
Elizabeth Taylor. 

The real Cleopatra is often believed to have worn blue eye shadow. Howev-
er, this image is largely built upon Taylor’s portrayal of her in the 1963 film 
adaptation. Archaeological evidence suggests that in ancient Egypt, eye 
makeup was most commonly green or grey because of the minerals mala-
chite and galena that were used to make it (Hernandez 2011). Therefore, it is 
likely that Cleopatra’s makeup was not blue at all. However, the indexical 
link becomes less relevant in the performative mode of authentication, for by 
creating a gestalt of a historical epoch, costume designers also reiterate and 
“coolly” authenticate the conventions for how that epoch is collectively 
reimagined. One costume designer, Sanna, mentioned how she had to au-
thenticate the artistic representation by conforming to how the time is collec-
tively reimagined rather than to historical correctness: 

In reality people often wear clothes from a mixture of times. In the 60s, 
people often wore clothes they had kept from the 50s. But if we are making 
a film and it’s supposed to portray that time, we have to dress all the [actors 
and] extras in costumes from that particular time. 

While Sanna’s statement above is akin to what Grayson and Martinec (2004) 
would call an iconic imitation of a bygone era, it would also seem that the 
imitation of the historical epoch is a stylized reiteration (Butler 2011) that 
not only “hotly” authenticates the citation but also restitutes how the time it 
seeks to represent is posited in collective imagination. If the circumstances 
are felicitous, the representation is endowed with authenticity even if it is 
contrived. Therefore, as noted by Goffman (1959), asking, “What are the 
ways in which an impression can be discredited?” is not the same as asking, 
“What are the ways in which an impression is fake?” If there is a crash with 
what people expect to see, even if the costumes in fact are indexically au-
thentic, the performative can still misfire and be deemed infelicitous, and 
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therefore inauthentic, if the audience fails to make what Derrida (1988) 
would call the citational connection to the previous circumstance. Even if in 
reality people wear clothes from different eras, a re-enactment might need to 
enhance the gestalt by only including clothing from one period in order for 
the audience to make the right connection. 

Furthermore, the discrepancy between materiality and symbolic signification 
of a signifying chain creates the opportunity for play and creativity. In order 
to authenticate its symbolic signification, costume designers might need to 
contrive material aspects of the signifier. Yet another aspect of this relation is 
that we are so used to seeing timeworn documents, photographs and clothing 
from a certain epoch. For example, as mentioned by Cilla, when the histori-
cal epoch sought to re-enact precedes the advent of color photography, they 
tend to make the costumes in softer or paler colors than actually might have 
been the case: 

Once I worked with a director who’d never done any historical films before. 
She had just been looking for pictures on Google. [We] read that there were 
actually a lot of colors, but she had only seen black and white photos. For 
her, the world was black and white. It was almost as if she couldn’t accept 
anything different. […] But there are written documents, advertisements for 
things you could order, where it says what colors were in vogue this season. 
[The documents are] black and white, but it says what colors were the latest 
fashion. 

Since audiences are so used to seeing historical films from that time where 
the colors are softer or paler, that image is so instituted and rooted in cultural 
imagination that had the costumes in fact been the accurate colors of that 
time, the audience would have had a hard time making the citational connec-
tion to the previous circumstance. Consequently, in contrast to Rose and 
Wood’s (2005) conceptualization of personal authenticity, where viewers of 
reality television programming resolve paradoxes between the real and imag-
inary by blending the fantastical with indexical elements connected to their 
own lived experiences, it would seem that imagination as posited in the so-
cial is more fundamental in the process of authentication than previously has 
been acknowledged. Thus, collective imagination is often the discourse or 
referent that is cited, and which the audience must connect to in order to en-
dow objects, sites and experiences with authenticity. Cilla’s comment while 
working on a TV show about alternative lifestyles goes in line with this: 

When we made this series, it took place between the years of 1965 and 
1975, depicting the lives of alternative people. When you look at real people 
of that time, Palestine scarves were very common. But this was in 2006 and 
Palestine scarves were in vogue at that time as well. So early on, we decided 
not to include any Palestine scarves in the series. It was too much in the 
present. You probably wouldn’t notice if you watched the series, but it was 
an active choice because I didn’t want the viewer to be pulled back into the 
present. 
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Thus, it would seem that authentication in the context of costume designs in 
cinematic artwork and other cultural productions that seek to re-enact histor-
ical epochs is not only a performative (in the sense that it posits a reiterative 
power to produce the collective image of the time) but also a citational prac-
tice (in the sense that the audience must be able to make a connection to the 
previous circumstance or referent in order for the citation to be endowed 
with authenticity). Therefore, citational authenticity is suggested as a sup-
plement to aforementioned conceptualizations of authenticity. The details of 
the theme of citational authenticity are outlined in the following section. 

Citational authenticity 

While an audience may draw on objective sources of information to under-
mine the indexical authenticity of a representation, Beverland et al. (2008) 
suggest that they might be willing to suspend disbelief if there is an approx-
imate or moral link to the original. For example, had Elizabeth Taylor’s re-
enactment of Cleopatra used green or grey eye makeup, which actually ex-
isted in ancient Egypt, or if blue eye shadow somehow embodied the moral 
beliefs of the ancient empress, it could have been endowed with approximate 
or moral authenticity. Following Rose and Wood (2005), the audience would 
have needed to resolve this paradox by blending the illusory with indexical 
elements connected to their own lived experiences in order to gain a sense of 
personal authenticity. These views neglect social elements of citationality 
and the reiterative power of discourse to produce the phenomena that it regu-
lates and constrains. As such, they fail to consider the profound influence of 
the widespread socio-cultural circulation of images on experienced authen-
ticity. However, it could be suggested that audiences are able to endow a rep-
resentation with citational authenticity if they make a connection, in this case 
to the myth of blue eye shadow, popularized and “coolly” authenticated by 
Elizabeth Taylor and deeply embedded in collective imagination, which 
spurs continuous performances of “hot” authentication. 

Furthermore, while the mise-en-scène typically strives for an indexical or 
iconic linkage to the historical epoch sought to re-enact, the director might 
strive for something more informed by aesthetics, and, consequently, de-em-
phasize the importance of historical correctness in projecting authenticity: 

We were working on this production for the 80th anniversary celebrations of 
the Swedish Radio. So we re-enacted the radio symphony orchestra’s very 
first performance back in the 20s. It was great fun and the director really 
cared about the period. He was going on about all these wonderful hairdos 
the women had back then. But then I had to be a bore and tell him that there 
wouldn’t be any fancy hairdos. For all women who went to church in the 
20s, it was mandatory to wear a hat. I could never compromise on that. On 
the other hand, no men wore hats; they had to remove their hats. That was a 
real problem because the women had much fancier hairdos back then, 
whereas we had to shave off the hair of each man. It was a difficult task but 
I just had to find photos and convince the director. 
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As Kersti’s above statement suggests, there might be a clash between histori-
cal accuracy and what is expected in cultural imagination. There also seems 
to be different attitudes toward this matter in different cultural contexts that 
have inherited their own distinct jargon. As noticed by another informant, 
Sanna, in some regions they tend to invest in historians so that even the 
smallest details are as historically accurate as possible, whereas in other re-
gions, they tend to have a more commercial or stylized approach, conse-
quently trying to update the garments and other material aspects to make the 
film more appealing to a contemporary mass-audience: 

I think in British movies […] sometimes in BBC productions I think you can 
see that they have done a lot of research and it’s more detailed. I think 
Downtown Abbey is a good example of that. They have historians at every 
level and they put a lot of effort into the smallest detail. You can see that. It 
is more truthful to that time. It makes a difference when you try to access the 
right fabrics and the right material that was available then. You don’t take an 
18th century dress and put on synthetic ribbons like they do in some Ameri-
can versions of 18th century films. We have Dangerous Liaisons starring 
Glenn Close in the American version and Annette Bening in the British [sic]. 
There is a big difference in the clothes there really. The one with Glenn 
Close looks much more like the 80s. If it’s an American blockbuster, you 
also want to sell more. Then it’s not as important that it’s the right fabrics. 
It’s more important that it looks good to the audience. 

Similarly, in the 2013 film adaptation of F. Scott Fitzgerald’s novel The 
Great Gatsby starring Leonardo Di Caprio in the lead role, they kept the 
male outfits close to the original, whereas the women’s dresses were updated 
to appeal to a contemporary audience. Thus, it would seem that certain as-
pects of an epoch might be amplified or reimagined to make it easier for con-
temporary audiences to understand, i.e., make the citational connection to 
what it signifies. Modern counterparts can be representations that we today 
understand better than a garment that actually existed back then. This was 
illustrated by Sanna who mentioned the film Marie Antoinette by Sofia Cop-
pola: 

She sneaked Converse in there to signify something that we can relate to 
today. We don’t have the same frame of reference as people who lived back 
then. For example, up until the 80s there was a bit of a taboo for women to 
wear trousers. Should we see a movie from the 30s where women wore 
trousers, we might not comprehend the gravity of the situation; then we have 
to use something else for us to understand. For us it is obvious that both men 
and women can wear pants just the same but historically, for a long time that 
was not the case. I am guessing Sofia Coppola though the 18th century 
seemed slightly out of date, and for us to understand that this was supposed 
to represent the progressive youth and not some 45-year-olds out partying, 
she had to sneak that in. 
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Sometimes, rather than having what Grayson and Martinec (2004) would 
call an indexical or iconic link to the original referent, historical materials 
need to be reimagined in order for the audience to make the citational con-
nection to the previous circumstance or the symbolic meaning they signify. 
In turn, as stylistic reiteration regulates and produces the phenomena that it 
names, the perlocutionary forces of jargon and collective imagination are not 
fixed but loci of change and restitution as boundaries of what is regarded as 
conventional procedure are in constant flux. Due to this recursive flow of 
citational authenticity and restitution of collective imagination, seeing the 
present is akin to seeing “the frame that blinds us to what we see” (Butler 
2016, p. 100), which is an incredibly difficult ideological task. Thus, when 
future audiences look back at cinematic artwork from the present that is sup-
posed to re-enact a bygone historical epoch, they will likely think that it 
looks like the time of production rather than the time it represents because 
the production cites a contemporary snapshot of collective imagination in-
stead of an anticipation of future ones. 

CONCLUSION 

In the context of cinematic artwork meant to re-enact historical epochs, it is 
self-evident that images of authenticity consist of both real and imagined 
elements. Therefore, images need to be projected in reference to wider insti-
tutional and macro-social structures. Authentication is thus understood as a 
citational and reiterative practice where so-called “hot” and “cool” authenti-
cating elements intersect. As such, a main contribution of this study is that it 
adds to the stream of literature emphasizing the shift from authenticity to 
social processes of authentication, hence the title “From Aura to Jargon.” 
Furthermore, authentication is a both interactive and reiterative process that, 
when successful, adds to the wider structure of collective imagination. Au-
thoritative agents (e.g., Elizabeth Taylor reimagining Cleopatra) sometimes 
assert power of “cool” authentication but it also consists of a diffuse and in-
teractive process embedded in the flow of everyday life. 

The findings suggest an intertextual relationship between citational authen-
ticity and collective imagination that manifests itself in the process illustrat-
ed in Figure 1. First, a performance cites an image from the cultural dis-
course of collective imagination in order to make a performative claim for 
authenticity, as indicated by the citation arrow. This could, for instance, be 
Cleopatra’s blue eye shadow or the Converse shoes worn by Marie An-
toinette. Then, under felicitous circumstances, the audience who inhabits a 
position deeply influenced by jargons will make a connection, as indicated 
by the connection arrow. By making this connection they in turn reiterate the 
foundation of the jargon, as indicated by the reiteration arrow. 
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Figure 1: Recursive flow of citational authenticity and restitution of col-
lective imagination 

By doing so, they remerge the reiteration into collective imagination and 
thus endow the performative utterance with authenticity, as indicated by the 
authentication arrow. As such, the flow of citational authenticity restituting 
collective imagination is a recursive process. This model is useful as it 
shows that collective imagination is the subject of constant change, which 
allows boundaries of what is validated as authentic to change over time. As 
noted by many of the informants, an example of this becoming of authentici-
ty is the representation of gender roles that in reality have changed drastical-
ly over time. 

Costume design and historical re-enactment are particularly convenient con-
texts for studying performative aspects of authenticity, as the claims made 
through the artistic representations cannot be said to be either true or false. 
Rather, cultural imagination and historical correctness interplay in an intrigu-
ing way; as long as audiences make the connection to the time sought to re-
enact, the performance can be endowed with authenticity. As such, the im-
portant question is how this connection is successfully made, i.e., what are 
the socio-cultural factors underpinning the process of connecting? It would 
seem that jargons and collective imaginaries are two prevailing components 
in the negotiation of authenticity. By continuously making this connection to 
images of the past consisting of both real and stylized versions of the truth, 
audiences contribute to the “hot” authentication of images of the past as it is 
commonly understood in the flow of everyday life. 
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As expressed by most of the informants, it is often difficult to find garments 
from the past. Instead the past has to be reimagined. By reimagining a by-
gone era, costume designers take on the role of authoritative agents asserting 
power of “cool” authentication. However, as long as they know what the past 
actually looked like, one informant mentioned that it almost becomes a sport 
to subvert the facts. This raises questions of what responsibility costume de-
signers ought to have in preserving the historical knowledge of the past. Is 
there a value in remembering historical epochs as they were? Should cultural 
imagination be privileged over historical correctness? To what degree can 
the factual be subverted? What other perlocutionary forces are at work be-
sides jargon and collective imagination in the everyday process of “hot” au-
thentication?  

These findings have both theoretical contributions and practical implications. 
First, by emphasizing the role of the perlocutionary forces of jargon and col-
lective imagination in performances of authentication, it would seem that 
Rose and Wood’s (2005) view of consumers having to resolve paradoxes of 
the real and the imaginary by blending the fantastical with indexical ele-
ments connected to their own lived experiences in order to authenticate ne-
glects social aspects of collective imagination as both instituting and institut-
ed. As such, images of authenticity are often a mixture of the real and the 
imaginary. Second, the notion of jargons reiterating their own collective 
imagination gives rise to a plurality of cultural imaginaries within a society 
that, in turn, institutes different sets of justification and latent authenticities. 
This embodiment of various jargons reiterating their own impressions of au-
thenticity could involve, but are not limited to, psychographic and demo-
graphic aspects such as level of cultural capital (Holt 1998) or present life 
situation (Goulding 2000). For example, it emerged from the findings that 
different cultural traditions (e.g., European vs. American cinematography) 
seem to reiterate authenticity in their own terms. As such, rather than “cool-
ly” striving to project an aura of authenticity, practitioners are recommended 
to engage in the “hotly” interactive process of embodying jargons of authen-
ticity. The notion of citationality allows practitioners to privilege imagination 
over historical correctness as long as they cite a jargon that the audience can 
connect to. 

The findings have a number of limitations. Further research is, for instance, 
needed to apply the proposed model of citational authenticity to a more 
strictly commercial context. For example, how brands such as Gillette can be 
said to authenticate their recent advertising depicting a transgender man’s 
first shave drawing on the model of citational authenticity. Citing images 
embedded in collective imagination of the transgender man realizing his true 
inner self in front of his supporting father through the symbolism of his first 
shave, the performative claim was felicitous among many jargons whereas it, 
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predictably, triggered a backlash among more conservative ones who failed 
to make the connection. As such, jargons and collective imagination could be 
seen as ideological formations that link social structures to acts of “hot” au-
thentication, Also, the data collection has relied perhaps too heavily on ex-
pert interview in the realm of illocutionary effect and “cool” authentication, 
and could thus be supplemented by data concerning performances of “hot” 
authentication. Despite these limitations, this paper contributes to the litera-
ture on performative aspects of authentication (Cohen & Cohen 2012; Knud-
sen & Waade 2010; Zhu 2012) as well as the rich literature on brand authen-
ticity (Beverland et al. 2008; Grayson & Martinec 2004). This paper also 
contributes to previous research on authenticity in the arts and culture sector 
in a number of ways. Studying the mediating role of authenticity discourse in 
historically informed performance of music, Wilson (2011) suggested that 
the discourse surrounding authenticity has overlooked the broader market 
context of those involved, consisting of social, cultural and political dimen-
sions. Furthermore, he notes that far from “slavishly following the dogma of 
performance practice” (p. 160), many performers of early music are in fact 
breaking new ground. Specifically, “the ‘scholar-performer’ is parodied as 
someone more interested in preserving the past according to rules laid down 
in a dusty old treatise, than in bringing a long-forgotten piece of music back 
to life” (ibid.). It would thus seem that there is an ongoing negotiation be-
tween authenticity and the experiential, and that authentication consists of 
intrinsic and extrinsic motivations such as performance ideology and market-
based practices, which somewhat corresponds to the framework of collective 
imagination and jargon proposed in this study. 

Furthermore, Wilson (2011) employs an institutional perspective (see San-
toro 2002) similar to the proposed model for recursive flow of citational au-
thenticity and restitution of collective imagination to elucidate how relevant 
social institutions and agents involved are transformed in the process. Apply-
ing the musical metaphor of false relation, Wilson (2011) looks at the con-
tradictory relation between performers and the business-side of the industry, 
which could be compared to the relation between the costume designers in 
the mise-en-scène, often striving for authenticity, and the director, more 
prone to appealing to a contemporary audience, when it comes to misre-
membering the past (also Peterson 1997). Consequently, this negotiation 
leads up to a constantly evolving image of authenticity. Drawing on Frith 
(1996), it is also of importance to acknowledge the mediation of authenticity 
across different jargons (e.g., avant-garde, ethnic or mainstream 
justification), as pluralities of influences co-exist in a mutually symbiotic 
relationship. 

Authenticity has notably been the subject of debate in film business. Ulker-
Demirel et al. (2018) found that certain elements of the movie marketing mix 
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such as promotion, actors starring in the movie and accessibility through the 
array of distribution channels all have a positive effect on people’s purchase 
intention. The findings of this report suggest that the dimension of authentic-
ity should be added to the movie marketing mix. While Ulker-Demirel et al. 
(2018, p. 93) noted that “audiences prefer to watch movies with authentic 
scripts,” they never touch upon its material relevance for cinematic artworks 
that re-enact historical epochs. Another aspect of authenticity in relation to 
the film industry that has received increased scholarly attention in recent 
times is the notion of cinematic tourism (Tzanelli 2007; Wohlfeil 2018). 
Film locations, theme parks and studio tours are often promoted as tourist 
attractions similar to museums and heritage sites (Epstein 2012). Film-in-
duced images also have an effect on how consumers experience the authen-
ticity of these locations (Gkritzali et al. 2016; Zhang et al. 2016). Wohlfeil 
(2018) distinguished between authenticity and experienced authenticity in 
the setting of guided film studio tours to find that the so-called backstage, 
which according to MacCannell (1973) is where the indigenous people pre-
pare or stage authenticity, often is the real deal, i.e., where scenes of the 
movie indeed were filmed, whereas the simulacrum, i.e., the staged repro-
duction, is the experience itself. However, it would seem that the reason why 
the visitors in Wohlfeil’s (2018) study found the experience inauthentic was 
their justification; they were all film-enthusiasts who ended up feeling alien-
ated rather than included in the film industry due to the lack of community 
once the tour was over. In order to authenticate the experience, it would have 
required that the visitors felt a more substantial relationship with the profes-
sionals. In order to strengthen the visitors’ experienced authenticity, Wohlfeil 
(2018) suggested that the feeling of community could be sustained by main-
taining the dialogue either online or in a series of local meetings, which 
could help build a more long-term consumer–brand relationship. 

Smits (2018), studying film agencies in the distribution business, sought to 
investigate how values are ascribed to cultural commodities at festivals, sales 
markets and other competitive events where industry professionals gather to 
network. Taking the social hierarchies of the market into consideration, vari-
ous forms of screenings can add to the value creation process by generating 
buzz, word of mouth and reviews, providing a context from which the film 
benefits from the attention. However, in contrast to his discussion, this study 
has focussed on re-enacting authenticity in the production rather than the 
later stages of promotion and/or distribution. Having said that, his study still 
has some relevance for the present as screening a film at a prestigious festi-
val may increase the experienced authenticity among a specific jargon where 
that festival is part of collective imagination. Finally, as noted by Baumgarth 
et al. (2014), brands in the arts and cultural sector are often based on net-
works and their contributions to the brand. It could thus be said that artists, 
performers, costume designers, as well as curators, art critics, gallery own-
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ers, etc., all play a role in arts and cultural brand development as well as the 
social life of authentication. 

Notes 

1. Authenticating acts are defined by Arnould and Price (2000) as those self-
referential behaviors that reveal one’s “true” self, whereas authoritative 
performances include those cultural traditions and rituals through which 
consumers find coherence or stability in their “true” selves. 
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The Viking Myth: Nostalgia and Collective 
Guilt 

“If the past is a foreign country,” Lowenthal (1985) once declared, “nostalgia 
has made it the foreign country with the healthiest trade of all” (p. 4). Con-
sumer researchers agree that nostalgia continues to be inextricably linked to 
myths or sanitized versions of history (e.g., Brown 2018; Brunk et al. 2018; 
Cervellon & Brown 2018; DeBerry-Spence & Izberk-Bilgin 2019). Con-
sumers resort into these fantasies to connect with values they feel are lost in 
modern life. However, as noted by Brown and colleagues (2001), consumers 
do not seek “to understand history in its own terms, but in today’s terms” (p. 
55). Taking such anachronism into consideration, myths and other signifiers 
of pastness may also invoke the specters of historical wrongdoing when in-
scribed in the present, animating moral dilemmas for the consumer (Baker et 
al. 2004; Luedicke et al. 2010; Robinson et al. 2021; Thompson & Tian 
2008). 

There is a need to reflect on the doubleness of romantic memories, on feel-
ings about the past that combine intensified nostalgia with guilt feeling. Guilt 
regulates many consumption processes (Antonetti & Baines 2015; Chatzi-
dakis 2015; Huhmann & Brotherton 1997) but is yet to be studied in relation 
to past-themed consumption. For the purpose of this paper, I use Arendt’s 
(1968) definition of collective guilt as guilt by association, i.e. the idea that 
individuals who are identified as a member of a certain group carry the re-
sponsibility for an act or behavior that members of that group have demon-
strated, even if they themselves were not personally involved. In other 
words, one can be held liable for things one has not done. Meanwhile, Mead 
and Baldwin (1971) describe atonement as “useful guilt” (p. 59) and “when 
you talk about atonement you are talking about people who were not born 
when [the crime] was committed” (p. 177). Atonement denotes someone tak-
ing action to repent for a previous wrongdoing. Little is known about the 
dynamic between collective guilt and atonement in past-themed consumption 
where focus has mainly been on the sugar syrup of nostalgia (e.g., Brown 
1999, 2001; Brown et al. 2003; Goulding 2001; Hartmann & Brunk 2019; 
Holbrook 1993; Stern 1992). 

While there is no doubt that myths can serve as vessels for nostalgia (Belk  
& Costa 1998), there is a pressing need to understand how they may also 
evoke specters of historical wrongdoing. Thus, heeding calls for more re-
search studying menacing aspects of nostalgia (Brown et al. 2020), I address 
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two research questions: (1) How are consumer feelings of nostalgia affected 
when mythic structures are exposed to mask problematic elements in the 
past? (2) How do consumers resolve such mythological tension? I chose the 
Viking myth market in Sweden to answer the research questions. As the late 
David Lowenthal said in this journal, “in Sweden many people seem keen to 
re-enact some past experience or past ways of life” (Edwards & Wilson 
2014, p. 107). Indeed, this is a market where issues of nostalgia and spectral-
ity are ever-present. On the one hand, the Viking myth has been misappro-
priated by white supremacists looking to justify their xenophobia and acts of 
violence, which raises questions of collective guilt. Viking symbols are 
everywhere among the ultra-right with Thor’s hammer being particularly 
popular among neo-Nazi groups. The perpetrator of the 2019 Christchurch 
massacre in New Zealand wrote, “See you in Valhalla” at the end of his man-
ifesto (Kirkpatrick 2019). More recently, Viking helmets were used as a 
countercultural fashion signifier in the “incel” storming of the US Capitol in 
which more than 200 were arrested (Sullivan 2021). On the other hand, the 
Vikings are thought to embody values that have disappeared in contemporary 
urban life, such as “self-reliance, initiative, and ruggedness” (Belk & Costa 
1998, p. 221) and “a sense of comfort and close-knit community” (Brown et 
al. 2003, p. 20). 

This article is aimed at scrutinizing how the relation between myth and ide-
ology shapes experiences of nostalgia in past-themed consumption. First, 
this article highlights how mytho-ideological tension may give rise to “spec-
trality effects” (Derrida 2012). Second, I extend the literature on nostalgia by 
explicating its hauntological relation to collective guilt, introducing and 
defining the concept of the haunted imagination as an amalgam of Derridean 
hauntology and collective guilt. Hauntology is a concept developed by 
Jacques Derrida in his book Specters of Marx referring to the return or per-
sistence of elements from the past, as in the manner of a ghost (Coverley 
2020; Salmon 2021). It is a portmanteau of the words haunting and ontology, 
thus also denoting cultural aspects of haunting such as the manifestation of 
absences in cultural hegemony. Particularly, I emphasize the affective role of 
specters and spirits as a significant way of understanding consumer meaning-
making in the evocation of the mythic past. Contrary to specters, which are 
negative and backward-looking, spirits are, to put it crudely, more optimistic 
and forward-looking. Third, this article has implications for the authenticity 
literature by extending prior research on how traditions are rooted in myths 
that are upheld as “genuine, real, and/or true” (Beverland & Farrelly 2010, p. 
839). More precisely, the recognition of atonement as a self-authenticating 
act offers promise as it acknowledges how consumers purposely reconjure 
haunting specters into something soothingly spiritual. 

This paper is structured as follows. I begin with a brief review of the tenets 
of nostalgia in past-themed consumption specifying the theoretical gap that I 
address, whereby hauntology is proposed as a framework to understand the 
disposition of nostalgia and collective guilt. This is followed by the interpre-
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tive methods employed to address the research objectives, which also in-
cludes a section explaining the enactment of Viking mythos among the en-
clave of “woke” Vikings in Stockholm (the term “woke” refers to a per-
ceived awareness of issues concerning social and racial justice). In subse-
quent sections, I discuss insights derived from the data prior to presenting a 
model for how nostalgia may give rise to spectral doppelgänger images. Fi-
nally, the article concludes with a general discussion of the theoretical con-
tributions and suggestions for future research. 

WHITHER NOSTALGIA? 

There is a scene in Russian filmmaker Andrei Tarkovsky’s Nostalghia (1983) 
in which the exiled protagonist, struck by memories of his family back 
home, is unable to look at a fresco of the Virgin Mary because he is so over-
whelmed, both by yearning for the Motherland and his idealization of the 
virtue of maternity. One could say that the figure of the Holy Mother who 
has come back to haunt the protagonist is a metaphor of Tarkovsky’s own 
nostalgia. As Holbrook (1993) has shown us, nostalgia was initially a psy-
chological concept used to denote a human desire to return back to the  
womb1. Exploring spiritual and eschatological themes, Tarkovsky’s dream-
like sequence touches upon still ongoing debates on what constitutes nostal-
gia in the twenty-first century with striking accuracy. For example, Hamilton 
and colleagues (2014) identified urban nostalgia and diaspora among the key 
interdisciplinary themes in current engagements with past-themed consump-
tion (also Boym 2001). Tarkovsky’s film is indicative of the spirited nostal-
gia described in this paper, whose spectral doppelgänger images, for exam-
ple, can include nationalist and/or patriot memories (Brunk et al. 2018). 

There have been more than 200 academic publications on nostalgia in mar-
keting and consumer research since the early 1990s (Veresiu et al. 2018). It 
is beyond the scope of this article to provide a full summary of the vast liter-
ature on nostalgia and consumer myth-making. While most scholars today 
agree that nostalgia is a bittersweet emotion—in Greek, nostalgia means pain 
from an old wound (Brown 2018)—the focus has mostly been on its positive 
and uplifting qualities. From this perspective, nostalgia comes across as a 
celebration of the past. Costa (1998) argues that the mythic past akin to the 
idea of paradise underscores the connection between consumption and the 
good life unburdened by postcolonial guilt. Because of the tendency in pre-
vious literature to attach mythic narratives with sacred feelings taken as au-
thentic (Belk 2013; Brown & Patterson 2000; Thompson & Coskuner-Balli 
2007; Zhao & Belk 2008) or enchanted (Hartmann & Östberg 2013), con-
sumer researchers are prone to view both myths and nostalgia with overtly 
rose-tinted glasses (Belk & Tumbat 2005; Bradshaw & Holbrook 2007; 
Brown et al. 2013; Kessous 2015; Lowenthal 1985; Thompson 2004a). As 
noted by Brown and colleagues (2020), “the dark side of nostalgia, the scary 
side, the unsettling side” (p. 4) also needs exorcising. In their paper on the 
mountain man myth, for example, Belk and Costa (1998) bring up the “cul-
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tural appropriation of Indianness” (p. 235) without providing any further in-
quiry on its possibly harmful social implications. Indeed, although there is 
no universally accepted definition of nostalgia in consumption, nostalgia has 
been ascribed with mostly positive attributions such as carnivalesque 
(Kozinets 2002), pastoral (Thompson 2004b), playful (Hartmann & Brunk 
2019), pure and idyllic (Canniford & Shankar 2013). Drawing on Fred 
Davis’s (1979) sociological study Yearning for Yesterday, a common feature 
of research here is that nostalgia refers back to an earlier period sometimes 
even preceding the individual’s lifetime and draws on biased or selective 
recall of past experiences (e.g., Baker & Kennedy 1994; Belk 1990; Havlena 
& Holak 1991; Holbrook & Schindler 1991). 

Furthermore, as indicated by previous CCT scholarship, the concepts of 
myth and ideology are deeply interlinked (Holt 2004; Luedicke et al. 2010; 
Thompson & Tambyah 1999). “Myth,” Fitchett et al. (2014) rightly observe, 
“constructs the idea of a ‘dominant’ mode” (p. 499). “Myth,” Baker et al. 
(2004) suggest as a synonym to collective memory as it “explains how 
members of particular social groups retain, alter, or reappropriate public 
knowledge of history” (p. 38). “Myths,” Brown et al. (2013) assert, “are am-
biguous” (p. 609) and conform to “narrative structures typical of a 
culture” (Stern 1995, p. 166). Yet, the typology Stern (1995) introduced to 
consumer research based on Northrop Frye’s taxonomy, consisting of come-
dy, romance, tragedy, and irony, overlooks one important mythoi, horror. 
Fear was one of the themes Stern (1988) identified in her landmark study on 
medieval allegories in advertisements (also Brown et al. 2021). The horror 
genre is responsible for some of the highest-grossing films. The Exorcist and 
The Shining, not to mention Hitchcock’s entire oeuvre, are part and parcel of 
our cultural DNA. From Stephen King to Edgar Allan Poe, literary giants 
also have a knack for making their readers fear the dark. In marketing, both 
Hirschman (2000) and Sherry (2005) rely on spectral figures as metaphors 
for branding. 

For the purpose of this paper, myths—akin to superstitions and ghost sto-
ries—are understood as projections of our assumptions and values onto the 
world. Myths are made for the imagination to breathe life into them. These 
imaginations purport to explain and justify what happens in society. In doing 
so, certain content is suspended. Hence, in the independent film Ghost 
Dance (McMullen 1983) starring the French deconstructionist Jacques Der-
rida as himself, it is implied that each city creates its own myths to forget 
something horrible or unspeakable. Elsewhere, Derrida (1986) continues, 
“there is a memory left of what has never been, and to this strange rememo-
ration only a mythical narrative is suitable” (p. xxxiii) indicating that mythic 
structures encrypt horrors in the actual past, leaving out problematic or un-
speakable elements for ideological closure. Hence, I seek to address the the-
oretical gap between the mythic past (which is thought to mask the absence 
of reality) and the haunted past (in which the myth, less innocently, is ex-
posed to mask a perverted reality) (Goulding 2000). To this end, Derrida’s 
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concept of hauntology is applied as a framework for understanding the col-
lectivization of guilt, which is overlooked in extant literature on past-themed 
consumption. As Derrida (1982) points out, “we must think of this without 
nostalgia, that is, outside of the myth” (p. 27, italics in original). 

A hauntological approach to nostalgia in past-themed consumption 

As noted by Higson (2014), modern nostalgia has a strongly temporal di-
mension to it. However, postmodern nostalgia is more inclined to the atem-
poral. The irrecoverable becomes attainable, which leads to a certain type of 
cultural dyschronia as the tension between past and present is so easily over-
come. Artifacts, Ahlberg et al. (2021) note, are plucked from history and 
stripped bare of their problematic historical context. Derrida (2012) studied 
hauntological dimensions of this condition, such as the uncanny impression, 
the déjà vu, when signs and commodities seemingly returning from the grave 
are conjured not only with nostalgia but with spectrality effects. As Jameson 
(1999) explains, spectrality has nothing to do with whether or not one be-
lieves in ghosts. Consider, for example, the Whitney Houston hologram tour 
that was launched a few years ago, which one reviewer described as a 
“ghoulish cash-in” and “jerky simulacrum” (Simpson 2020)—one hardly has 
to believe in ghosts to fear the specter(s) of capitalism! 

The term hauntology refers to temporal and ontological disjunction in which 
presence is replaced by the figure of the ghost as that which is neither 
present nor absent. Derrida (2012) shamanically elaborates, “time is disartic-
ulated, dislocated, dislodged, time is run down, on the run and run down, 
deranged, both out of order and mad. Time is off its hinges, time is off 
course, beside itself, disadjusted” (p. 20). More specifically, Derrida (2012) 
insists on “disjointure... this radical untimeliness or anachrony” as the basis 
for an attempt to “think the ghost” (p. 29, italics in original) as something 
that is “neither living nor dead, present nor absent: it spectralizes” (p. 63). 

From reboots to reunions, applying the concept to contemporary consumer 
culture, it seems that the present is oversaturated with undead significations 
to its own past as manifested in persistent recycling of retro aesthetics and 
incapacity to escape old social forms (Brown 2001; Mackintosh 2021; 
Reynolds 2011). Specifically, drawing attention to the shift into post-Fordist 
economies in the 1970s, Fisher (2014) argued that neoliberalism has “gradu-
ally and systematically deprived artists of the resources necessary to produce 
the new” (p. 15). From this perspective, there is a doomed sense that the fu-
ture has been cancelled (Ahlberg et al. 2021; Bradshaw et al. 2020). For ex-
ample, social media and other technological innovations encourage us never 
to fully commit to the present, fostering a ghostly presence-absence (Deuze 
2016). Taking consumer culture’s obsession with its own memory into con-
sideration, such aspects become specifically relevant in the context of retro 
marketing and past-themed consumption (Brown et al. 2003). 
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The emerging stream of marketing and consumer research that has already 
employed hauntology as a theoretical framework has focused either on the 
apparent death of retailing (Brown et al. 2020) or late capitalism’s persistent 
recycling of retro aesthetics (Ahlberg et al. 2021). However, Derrida (2012) 
emphasizes that there are many specters (of Marx). An underexplored re-
search avenue is the relation between hauntology and collective guilt (after 
all, one of the book’s subtitles is The State of the Debt). As Gordon (2008) 
reminds us, 

the ghost is not simply a dead or a missing person, but a social figure, and 
investigating it can lead to that dense site where history and subjectivity 
make social life… being haunted draws us affectively, sometimes against 
our will and always a bit magically, into the structure of feeling of a reality 
we come to experience, not as cold knowledge, but as a transformative 
recognition.  

(p. 8) 

Akin to Gordon (2008) above, Derrida’s reflections on spectrality suggests a 
productive and responsible way of engaging with postcolonial histories and 
ethnic oppression. The book initiated an ethical turn in Derrida’s work 
(Salmon 2021). Specifically, Derrida (2012) is writing about ethical respon-
sibility toward others across time where the possibility of a just future de-
pends on our “ability to live with ghosts” (p. xviii, italics in original). Signif-
icantly for Derrida (2012), the specter is always both revenant (i.e., returning 
from the past) and arrivant (i.e., inhabiting the present with the spirit of the 
“future-to-come” [p. 19]). The temporal disjunction between specters and 
spirits provides a useful framework for studying how the relation between 
myth and ideology shapes experiences of nostalgia in past-themed consump-
tion. 

RESEARCH PROCEDURE 

To select cases, the scope of this research project was limited to a Viking-
themed restaurant in Sweden. The interviews have all been conducted on site 
at Sjätte Tunnan, a medieval cellar in the old town area of Stockholm. The 
old town is generally considered a touristic epicenter and, dating back to the 
thirteenth century, its architecture consists of medieval alleyways, cobbled 
streets, and archaic architecture. 

The restaurant itself is advertised as a time travel2. Furthermore, taking its 
association to Viking mythos into consideration, it provides a considerably 
useful context for studying linkages between nostalgia marketing and stimuli 
to authenticate from which the specter makes its appearance. Although the 
clientele to some extent consists of tourists, and the interior of the restaurant 
therefore could be seen as front stage using MacCannell’s (1973) terminolo-
gy, it is also a popular water hole for locals who thirst for medieval history 
while having something to eat or drink. In comparison with Aifur, a compet-
ing Viking-themed restaurant in the neighborhood, however, the clientele at 
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Sjätte Tunnan seems less playful, more historical and constative in the sense 
that the spectacle typically is de-emphasized in favor of more serious histori-
cal re-enactment. As such, the research site allowed me to focus on the en-
clave of “woke” Vikings rather than, for example, tourists for whom the 
Viking myth is a part of their Stockholm trip or mainstream consumers who 
do not usually take an interest in Vikings but nevertheless dress up in horned 
helmets during football games as a signifier of their Swedish identity. 

Interviews were conducted with twelve volunteer informants ranging in age 
from twenty-one to fifty-two. I selected informants on the basis of their pre-
vious experience with Viking-themed consumption ranging from occasional 
visitors who merely visit the pub for fun to regulars who also partake in role 
playing activities and engage in blót (i.e., the term for “sacrifice” in Norse 
paganism) rituals. Vikings are predominantly associated with males. Thus, 
informants comprised a purposive sample of consumers drawn from the 
broader population of Viking enthusiasts within Sweden. In other words, the 
inclusion of two female informants roughly reflects the gender division 
among visitors to Sjätte Tunnan. 

I have no personal experience of Viking mythology but classify myself as a 
novice who has only visited Sjätte Tunnan and other Viking-themed restau-
rants for enjoyment. As such, the researcher cannot be classified as a mem-
ber of the target population (Wallendorf & Brucks 1993). While running a 
series of film screenings in Stockholm during the summer of 2019, I was 
introduced to Ella, a Viking enthusiast who provided contact details to other 
members of her roleplaying group. Thus, I interviewed Samuel who is the 
leader of a group of friends who regularly get together to play the fantasy 
game Trudvang Chronicles that takes place in a Viking-inspired world3. Four 
of the informants were recruited from this group. Other informants were re-
cruited through Facebook groups about medieval fairs, the Swedish Forn Sed 
Assembly, and informal visits to the Viking-themed tavern in question4. I 
contacted informants in person, by phone, or e-mail. I did not discuss infor-
mant identities with other informants, even when interviewing people from 
the same roleplaying group or blót team. Table 1 displays informant informa-
tion. The French informant was a Swedish citizen who had lived in Stock-
holm for the last year. 

Table 1: Informant details 
Pseudonym Age Type of 

visitor
Profession Nationality

Ramona 28 Occasional Copywriter French

Oliver 52 Occasional Glassworker Swedish

Ella 21 Regular Museum assistant Swedish

Samuel 23 Regular Student Swedish
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Ahead of the interviews, I engaged in informal conversations with members 
of the staff at Sjätte Tunnan. As a final step, two additional informants par-
taking in the commercial mythmaking of Vikings were interviewed. Most 
informants were recruited prior to settling for the site of location. Nostalgia 
is deeply connected to sensual stimuli. The presences and practices of smell 
constitute an often-ignored sensory feature of market and consumption spa-
ces (Canniford et al. 2018). Therefore on-site interviews were conducted. 
This allowed informants to emphasize scents, tastes, background music, and 
other sensual aspects of the atmosphere that spontaneously could draw them 
back in time in a form of fantasy or make-believe. The interviews lasted up 
to two hours. I sought out cases that allowed me to investigate tension be-
tween mythic structure and ideological disconformity, as well as how con-
sumers elicit different types of nostalgia to authenticate their consumption 
fantasies. This allowed me to analyze how nostalgia in various ways con-
nects to authenticating elements in consumers’ lived experiences. 

Following McCracken’s (1988) procedure for long interviews, I asked a mix 
of grand tour questions and floating prompts. At the beginning of each inter-
view, informants were asked to think about Viking-themed consumption. 
Since the informants would often approach this question with personal sto-
ries or experiences, further prompts were used to understand the significance 
of such events. Following a general discussion of nostalgic experiences, I 
also focused on its relation to mythological dynamics and collective identity. 
Informants were asked to discuss different commodities they felt a deep con-
nection to and whether they considered them nostalgic and/or authentic. In-
formants selected these from their own experience. Occasionally the infor-
mants would struggle to define the concepts, in some cases they altered their 
view during the interview in a spirit of joint discovery and critical reflexivi-

Peter 46 Regular Lecturer Swedish

Denis 35 Regular Actor Swedish

Joseph 21 Regular Artist Swedish

Raimond 25 Occasional Teacher assistant Swedish

Henri 36 Occasional Marketing 
communications 
specialist

Swedish

Ronny 23 Regular Tattoo artist Swedish

Carsten 44 Professional Chef Swedish

Blaise 48 Professional Restaurant owner Swedish

Pseudonym Age Type of 
visitor

Profession Nationality
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ty. As noted by Beverland and Farrelly (2010), such enrichment occurs due 
to availability of prompts and noninvasive interview procedure. I also tried 
to make the informants relax as they told their stories. Given the semistruc-
tured interview format, informants were often asked to elaborate on various 
statements they made regarding their personal experiences, hence informants 
spoke for most of the interview (Thompson et al. 1989). 

Already from an initial scanning of the cases, it emerged that more or less all 
informants in various ways had a nostalgia-elicited imperative to legitimize 
their consumption fantasies as mediated by Viking mythos. Yet these impera-
tives were often haunted by counter memories and inscriptions in a present-
day ideological zeitgeist. Finally, the interpretive step of analysis involved 
linking consumption practices to social-historical forces that shape the way 
people consume in order to extend the theories that previously have been 
developed on nostalgia and its shadow components (Burawoy 1998). In ana-
lyzing the transcripts, there was a focus on classifying the links between nos-
talgia and collective guilt. Closely reading the textual data, it appeared that 
these hauntings were symbolically transferred to the consumption activities. 
At this point, theoretical categories were elaborated through open and axial 
coding procedures. Then began a process of dialectical tacking, moving back 
and forth between the findings and relevant literature on the nature of nostal-
gia to deepen our understanding of the processes by which collective guilt 
becomes a haunting specter (Spiggle 1994). 

CONSUMING THE VIKING MYTH AND ITS “WOKE” COUNTER 
MEMORIES 

Medieval references have a special place in popular culture (Dagalp et al. 
2020; O’Neill et al. 2014; Stern 1988). The aesthetics of the Middle Ages, 
which spanned from the fifth to the fifteenth century, have worked their way 
into different corners of the cultural industries. For the current generation, 
heroic images of Vikings have been shaped and mass mediated by films and 
television series (e.g., Game of Thrones, The Lord of the Rings, Vikings), 
along with video games (e.g., Assassin’s Creed Valhalla, Skyrim) and folk-
loric stories about Vikings such as Beowulf and the paintings by John Bauer. 
Thus, Samuel (male, age twenty-three) who is currently studying for a mas-
ter’s degree in medieval history, spending his leisure time organizing game 
nights based on the fantasy game Trudvang Chronicles, elaborates. 

This video game [Skyrim] has played a big part in initiating the recent phase 
of Vikings that we’ve seen in popular culture. It’s inspired by Norse mythol-
ogy but takes place in a fantasy setting. They drink mead, they’re warriors… 
In this fantasyland called Skyrim, the local beverage is mead. Everyone’s 
drinking mead. There are mead breweries you can enter and look inside, 
there are people in the wilderness offering you mead. This happened before 
I’d even tasted mead myself, which created a certain curiosity for what 
mead tastes like.  

(Samuel) 
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This passage shows the widespread commodification of Viking aesthetics. To 
authenticate or suspend disbelief, it seems to suffice if the consumer can 
make a connection to images in popular culture (Södergren 2019). Viking 
mythos have also entered the world wide web. In 2000, the Techno Viking 
became an internet phenomenon (a so-called “meme”) based on a video from 
the Fuckparade in Berlin (https://youtu.be/UjCdB5p2v0Y). More recently 
people have started uploading medieval covers of modern pop-songs onto 
YouTube getting millions of streams (Yalcinkaya 2020). The “bardcore” 
trend finds creators reworking mainstream hits using lutes, fiddles and harps 
as well as rewriting lyrics in old-timey language. As Borgerson and Schroed-
er (2002) have shown us, “much of the ideological power of the representa-
tions discussed here lies in their almost infinite repetition—similar images 
are presented over and over again in a wide variety of marketing contexts 
and epochs” (p. 580). In this manner, Vikings have become the “ludic raw 
material” for hedonic playwork (Hartmann & Brunk 2019, p. 7) providing 
“the raw materials for contemporary fantasy construction” (Belk & Costa 
1998, p. 220). As the restaurant owner Blaise points out, most visitors al-
ready have a mental preconception that if they go to Sjätte Tunnan they 
should drink like a Viking. However, the spectacle does not fall far from the 
specter. 

Unlike Belk and Costa’s (1998) mountain men for whom the utopian con-
sumption fantasy seemed to alleviate any ethical issues whatsoever, for the 
informants in my study the Viking myth raises a number of critical concerns 
based on dualisms such as victimizer vs. victim, dominant vs. subordinate, to 
name a few. This is indicated by the following vignette. 

You can imagine a past that was much better but actually never existed 
which freaks me out a bit. Popular culture often flirts with that imagination. 
Of course I know that it never existed, but I’ve been here and seen people 
sitting by the table next to me who obviously have been part of some Nazi 
community. You know they’ll be here, far-right nationalists take an interest 
in these sorts of things. At the same time I have this feeling that I don’t want 
to let go of [the Viking myth] and let them have it. It would be a shame if we 
would let them have it. 

(Samuel) 

While racism is not the focal point of this study—and I do not wish to trivi-
alize the many tragedies that members of the black population still face on a 
regular basis by pushing it to the realm of memory—nostalgia and national-
ist mythologies are often intertwined (Derrida 2001). This reveals a sinister 
side of nostalgia5. Indeed, while relics (i.e., genuine antiques from the Viking 
age), reproductions (i.e., contemporary copies of the original where more or 
less the same ingredients are used), revivals (i.e., products that are not only 
brought back but are given a facelift such as chili-flavored mead), and repli-
cants (i.e., completely new products that are made to look old) are useful to 
denote the authenticity of a nostalgic consumption experience in spatio-tem-
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poral terms, a fifth R could be added to Brown’s (2018) typology—the 
revenant. Enter the specter. 

The Viking myth serves as a ludic raw material for hedonic playwork, but it 
is also “a journey into unimaginable barbarism” (Walchester 2018). The 
Viking reputation is of “bloodthirsty seafaring warriors” (Richards 2005) and 
the Viking myth has been misappropriated by white supremacists such as the 
ones Samuel mentions above. He feels possessive about the myth (“I don’t 
want to… let them have it”) but he cannot escape the itchy feeling of collec-
tive guilt. All these elements coalesce into a process by which the consump-
tion activity as the embodiment of the myth transforms into a haunting 
specter (and that is not just the mead talking). What we can conclude from 
this is that nostalgia does not transport consumers “back to a time when they 
were safe and happy and cared for” (Brown 2018, p. 10) quite as unproblem-
atically as previously has been suggested (e.g., Belk & Costa 1998). In this 
case, the Viking myth, which, for instance, is manifested in the consumption 
of mead, is neither relic nor replicant but revenant. 

Moreover, the Viking myth is associated with strength and masculinity as 
lamented by Denis (male, age thirty-five). 

I’ve been working on a project with some Swiss colleagues and we became 
friendly with each other. Every time I was freezing, one of them would say 
“Come on, you’re a Viking,” whereby I would respond “Even the Vikings 
were freezing when it was cold!” The cultural meaning of Vikings never 
goes any deeper than this simplistic idea of tough, blond men. I’m actually 
interested in learning about what it was living back then, it wasn’t all fun 
and games. The only thing that’s survived is this imagination of horned hel-
mets—which didn’t even exist! And then of course, this whole association 
with white supremacy doesn’t make my life any easier.  

(Denis) 

Many—if not all—of the informants in this study consider themselves as 
feminists and try to resist dominant ideologies in which Vikings are thought 
to invoke masculine identity myths (Holt & Thompson 2004). As Gordon 
(2008) discusses, “those who haunt our dominant institutions and their sys-
tems of value are haunted too” (p. 5). Derrida (2012) calls attention to the 
specter as something that “belongs to the structure of every hegemony” (p. 
46). Thompson and Tian (2008) similarly assert, “the hegemonic construc-
tion of popular memory will also selectively omit conflicting perspectives 
and historical details that would otherwise threaten the dominant group’s 
self-affirming vision of the past” (p. 596). Derridean hauntology helps us 
illustrate how these excluded histories can come back to unsettle the con-
sumer. Spooky. 

Reluctantly taking the symbolic position of victimizer/dominant, it would 
appear that the Viking archetype becomes a haunting specter through the 
collectivization of guilt. This is in line with contemporary, entwined public 
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discourse concerning gender and race as my informants are quick to take a 
stand against racism and sexism. Sobande (2019) refers to this ideological 
formation as “woke” bravery. More precisely, she defines “woke” bravery as 
a form of social capital attached to individuals who are invested in challeng-
ing structural injustices faced by the most marginalized groups in society. 
The term “woke”  became a watchword in the aftermath of Black Lives Mat-
ter and has evolved into a single-word summation of leftist political ideolo-
gy, centered on social justice politics and critical race theory. It is used as a 
shorthand for political progressiveness by the left whereas the right usually 
refers to it sarcastically as political correctness gone awry. Viking mythology 
and “woke” bravery might at first glance seem like odd bedfellows, but such 
mythological tension (and ideological disconformity) is present throughout 
the interviews and serves as a vessel for collective guilt. 

In total, three “woke” counter memories to the Viking as a romantic hero 
emerged from the data. These were based on: (1) nationalism on the rise and 
the normalization of far-right populism, (2) recent waves of feminism such 
as the #MeToo movement, raising issues of toxic masculinity, and (3) the 
decolonization of indigenous Sámi culture that is often written out of hege-
monic Swedish memory making6. These issues of social injustice need to be 
resolved in order for an enchanted experience to be obtained from the Viking 
myth. In short, “woke” counter memories can cause an ideological disruption 
from which mythological tension gives rise to what I next will define as the 
haunted imagination (Figure 1). 
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Figure 1: Collective guilt as hauntology 

Holt (2004) has written at length about the ideological disruption of myth-
markets in his case study of iconic brands. Torn between (1) ideological dis-
ruption caused by “woke” bravery and (2) collapsing Viking mythology, (3) 
the haunted imagination is animated by tension between nostalgia and col-
lective guilt. Its (4) spectrality effects include the resurrection of painful 
memories and historical wrongdoing, which may discomfort consumers’ 
identity projects in the present. Hence, Ella (female, age twenty-one) sought 
to protect her identity investment by devaluing the Viking myth, stating “it’s 
a universal, mythic nostalgia. You can play on grand emotions... but besides 
that, this Norse pantheon isn’t particularly something I identify with.” How-
ever, as indicated by the final step of the model, findings indicate that con-
sumers may also employ (5) atonement as a self-authenticating act (e.g., “it’s 
actually common… that someone toasts for the bees and their threatened 
situation today”). In doing so, specters can be reconjured into spirits. In other 
words, following Derridean hauntology, nostalgia encapsulates both specters 
of the past and spirits with their promise of utopian elements to arrive from 
the future. Extant marketing and consumer research has largely focused on 
the latter. 

The haunted imagination 

The haunted imagination signifies a process by which the specter makes its 
appearance through the collectivization of guilt. While the Viking myth en-
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capsulates a set of values that allows the consumer to “escape from the rules, 
contraptions, and stresses of daily life in the city” (Belk & Costa 1998, p. 
234), the consumption fantasy may also be a vessel for spectrality, for exam-
ple if the consumer’s identity project is existentially anchored in a system of 
ideological beliefs in which the mythic structure is no longer canonized as 
being inherently virtuous. The haunted subject can, for example, feel obliged 
to a sense of moral responsibility. Thus, contrary to the patriot Hummer 
drivers in Luedicke et al. (2010) for whom responsibility is negotiated by 
framing themselves as “caretakers of the American frontier” which “echoes 
the pioneer spirit canonized by the ideology of American exceptionality” (p. 
1027), the “woke” Vikings in the present study do not necessarily seek to 
dramatize ideological differences as much as resolve mythological tensions 
that emerge from their own emic encounters with ideological disconformity. 
Thus, Peter (male, age forty-six) saw Vikings (in general) and mead (in par-
ticular) as symbols that could bring different mythological formations closer 
together. 

If you look at old customs, there’s co-operation. The noaidi shamans inter-
acted with northern culture… If I were to make any kind of association with 
mead, I would rather see its potential for reconciliation. I see the potential to 
use it as a ritual and ceremonial drink linked to reconciliation and union.  

(Peter) 

Although the various conflicts invigorated by the mythic structure of the 
moral protagonist to some extent is present among my informants, not least 
when they distance themselves from the framing of white supremacists as 
moral antagonists whom they believe have misappropriated the Viking myth, 
this is typically de-emphasized rather than dramatized. Consider the follow-
ing interview excerpt. 

It’s a political game and nothing else... In the nineteenth century, the nation-
alist movement grew stronger and realized, “We’re just pets of another big-
ger state, we don’t want to be that.” That’s when all this bullshit was invent-
ed, because they did not understand the myths. They wanted to understand 
in order to reproduce a strong cultural identity—racism was present for sure. 
Those romantic nineteenth century images and reimaginations are a burden 
to this day. Today if you’re heathen, people believe that you’re part of the 
Soldiers of Odin—and they have a very Christian imagination of paganism. 
[Contrives his voice] “Urgh, I’m Thor and I’m going to beat them up.” 
That’s not at all what it’s about. Both Christians and Nazis, whatever, stand 
in the way for an authentic understanding of what paganism is about.  

(Ronny) 

As the excerpt conveys, mythological tension and ideological disconformity 
may give rise to spectrality effects. This is because feelings of nostalgia—as 
manifested in the Viking myth as a signifier of the enchanted past—are in 
conflict with collective guilt, in this case guilt by association to white su-
premacists. What I call the haunted imagination is animated by this tension. 
It is somewhat remarkable that the term “spirit” is used fourteen times by 
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Luedicke et al. (2010) while “specter” only appears once in their paper. In 
fact, what distinguishes American Hummer drivers from the “woke” Vikings 
in this study is the affective role of specters in the formation of the haunted 
imagination. This is itself the result of discrepancy between myth and ideol-
ogy, where the specter makes its appearance as an obstacle to a more for-
ward-looking or utopian spirit. For instance, whereas the mythic formulation 
of the moral protagonist (vs. the moral antagonist) is actively employed by 
Hummer drivers to legitimize their consumption ideology, thus providing a 
sense of moral superiority in their identity work, such dualism is less prom-
inent among the enclave of “woke” Vikings. If anything, in Luedickean 
terms, “woke” Vikings could metaphorically be compared with tree huggers 
or environmentalists who drive Hummers while reflecting over their own 
latent identity positions as moral antagonists. Thus, Denis articulates his 
thoughts on toxic masculinity and anti-semitism which, for him, is one of the 
spectral connotations of Viking mythos. 

My dad’s Jewish, he’s from Israel, thus my brother had a difficult time in 
school. He was bullied by the boys who went on to form the National 
Youth, the neo-Nazis… Just take this Tough Viking competition as an ex-
ample—you’re supposed to be tough as a Viking. Now I’m not part of this 
culture whatsoever, but I can see from the outside that men are portrayed as 
overtly masculine. You have to be tough and that’s a problem. It’s a prison 
for many men that I could’ve had a friendly relationship with. It’s a wall, 
you’re supposed to be tough.  

(Denis) 

If myths indeed are made for the imagination to breathe life into them, nor-
mative understandings of nostalgia have reiterated an all too sanguine con-
ception of consumer myth-making. But as Denis’s narrative conveys, con-
sumer imagination can also be haunted, for example when the mythic struc-
ture encapsulates racism and/or toxic masculinity disconfirming the subject’s 
own ideological beliefs. Returning to Figure 1, the haunted imagination 
could thus be defined as the process by which nostalgia is affectively trans-
formed into collective guilt, where the weight of the past appears as a haunt-
ing specter. 

Atonement as a self-authenticating act 

The haunted imagination gives rise to spectrality effects as mediated by col-
lective guilt. This potentially undermines the authenticity derived from the 
Viking myth as a nostalgic signifier of pastness. In the context of nostalgia 
and cultural memory, authenticity is said to be imbued into consumer objects 
through the processes of resistance, homecoming, and educating (DeBerry-
Spence & Izberk-Bilgin 2019). To this end, Peter stresses the importance of 
educating the mainstream beyond the typical frame of the Viking as a mascu-
line archetype. Indeed, for most people the Viking myth is heavily informed 
by contemporary media portrayals of Vikings which all too often overlook 

!15



ideologically more spirited values such as environmentalism and (surprising-
ly) progressive gender roles. 

Interviewer: Do you associate mead to anything beside the Viking Age?  

Peter: I make the connection to bees and their situation today. It’s actually 
common during blót rituals that someone toasts for the bees and their threat-
ened situation today, that someone proposes a toast for the bees and their 
future.  

Interviewer: Are there any other values in Viking mythology that you see in 
present life?  

Peter: The myths often address the Gods’ mistakes. Let’s use the myth of 
Thor as an example, when he’s about to catch the Jörmungandr [the 
Midgård Serpent]. Thor encapsulates this masculinity ideal that’s usually 
associated with the Vikings. But we also see how the myth questions this 
archetype by poking fun at him when he dresses up as Freyja. The myth 
challenges the image of masculinity, it ridicules the stereotypical image of 
the Viking as masculine hero. 

Peter is an active member of the civic groups Assembly of Forn Sed Sweden 
and Rights of Nature Sweden. When drinking mead, he says that he often 
toasts for the bees that produce the honey, indicating environmental activism 
and a strong preference for local and ethically produced food. For him, the 
Viking myth signifies a spirit of enchantment. For example, mourning the 
death of animism he repeatedly stresses that fairy tales and oral stories can 
restore our broken relation to nature and bring back a sense of wonder to the 
world. During the interview, he reveals that many Sámi members of Rights 
for Nature Sweden are suspicious of his activism in the Assembly of Forn 
Sed Sweden because they think the Vikings exploited their ancestors. For 
Peter, educating then enables restitution and dissemination of a more com-
plex understanding of what the Vikings were actually like, beyond the typi-
cal frame of the masculine hero (Holt & Thompson 2004). 

Although authenticating processes of resistance, homecoming, and educating 
were present among my informants, they miss out on one crucial element: 
Atonement as a self-authenticating act. Contrary to DeBerry-Spence and 
Izberk-Bilgin’s (2019) diaspora consumers who “celebrate long-lost histories 
and traditions following... collective identity disruptions” (p. 5) for whom it 
is “like an inner spirit kind of thing” (p. 12) to dress up in clothing that re-
mind them of their ancestral homes, the mythic image of the Viking as a 
masculine hero is haunted by various spectralities invigorated by ideological 
disconformity (e.g., white supremacy, toxic masculinity, postcolonial guilt). 
Thus, by employing atonement as a self-authenticating act, my informants 
reveal how haunting specters purposely can be reconjured to encapsulate a 
more spirited apparition. 
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Consider, for example, the Viking Beard Club (@vikingbeardclub on Insta-
gram) which takes a stand on numerous socio-political issues (e.g., to stop 
violence against women) to atone for the hegemonic image of the Viking as a 
masculine (wife-beating) archetype. Peter’s remarks illustrate this practice. 

In 2006, I was invited to a conference in India as a representative for the 
Assembly of Forn Sed Sweden. In total, thirty-forty religions were repre-
sented ranging from Indian tribes to Mayan Indians. We gathered for a 
weeklong conference and each morning we tried out a different ceremony. 
Different cultures showcased and participated in each other’s ceremonies. It 
was so obvious, for some it was a seashell that was passed on, it was either a 
beverage or a pipe that was passed on in circles. We had the horn that went 
around. Even if the others didn’t use mead, I had such a strong feeling that 
we were all doing the same thing. A ninety year-old shaman who had lived 
isolated in a village in North India could immediately recognize the different 
steps of blót. Mead had its parallel in almost all ceremonies. Then I got this 
idea of mead as a means of bridge-building. Rather than the stereotypical 
image of the Viking conqueror who drinks mead, I regard it as something 
that can reconcile and unite people.  

(Peter) 

Rather than reiterating the spectrality of Vikings as barbaric conquerors, Pe-
ter seeks to restitute this image (e.g., “I regard it as something that can rec-
oncile and unite people”). In line with this, atonement could be seen as a 
self-authenticating practice in which spectral signifiers (i.e., antecedents to 
collective guilt) are endowed with ideological meanings that support their 
“woke” bravery. Mead and Baldwin (1971) describe atonement as useful 
guilt. In Peter’s case, atonement involves challenging nationalist mytholo-
gies and patriarchal or transphobic (“Odin could be viewed as a queer god”) 
assumptions in the prevailing normative order. Hence, it would seem that 
atonement enables Peter to reconjure the haunting specter (e.g., collective 
guilt) invigorated by ideological disconformity (e.g., toxic masculinity) into 
a spirit encapsulating qualities that he believes are missing in contemporary 
urban life (e.g., enchantment, close-knit community). As noted by DeBerry-
Spence and Izberk-Bilgin (2019), “authenticating possessions may serve 
purposes such as investigating one’s heritage, reconstructing a group identi-
ty, restoring a sense of historical continuity, or contesting stigmatized repre-
sentations” (p. 4). The latter is certainly accurate for my informants who feel 
that too stereotypical media portrayals of the Vikings as masculine heroes, 
patriots, or colonizers can devalue their identity investments. 

So what distinguishes the specter from its spirit? Romantic memories could 
conjure both spectral and spirited apparitions (see Figure 1). Albeit an ap-
proximation, the spectral is when the individual is haunted by negative emo-
tions such as collective guilt or anxiety of a life unfulfilled, whereas the spir-
it provides a temporary connection to the utopia signified by the commodity, 
and is therefore experienced with less reluctance and more optimistic emo-
tions. Celebration, for example, always corresponds to an exaltation of the 
spiritual (Derrida 1989). For Denis, the spiritual dimension is posited in his 
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creativity. For example, at one point during the interview Denis is distracted 
by the bagpipes playing in the background because he recently picked up the 
instrument himself, and is trying to learn how to play the same song. Ella is 
haunted by the specter of her repressed childhood years (“I was embarrassed 
about who I’d been before, I think this constant shame made me… I’d rather 
look to the future”) but managed to connect spiritually to the past when she 
felt as if she was partaking in a grand drama. Similarly, Ramona had a spec-
tral association to olde-worlde commodities such as opium (which “the Vic-
torians loved and utilized to colonize Malayans”) and absinthe (which she 
associates with debauchery and “putting French poets on the street”) whereas 
she could authenticate mead because it encompassed “a pure, wholesome” 
spirit of the sagas. 

In short, just because a commodity such as a retro brand or heritage attrac-
tion revives the past does not necessarily mean that it is endowed with au-
thenticity (Brown 2018). The specter—spirit relation derived from Derridean 
hauntology and further unpacked in this study is useful to elucidate how nos-
talgia can elicit and set various authenticating/de-authenticating elements in 
motion. This is because the mythic past may simultaneously be a vessel for 
nostalgia and spectrality. For example, some mythic structures and counter 
memories were problematic because they exposed the consumer to spectral 
elements in the past. Hence, present findings support the proposition that 
nostalgia mediates authenticity through haunting and mythological dynam-
ics. More precisely, by studying how the relation between the Viking myth 
and the ideology of “woke” bravery shapes experiences of nostalgia in the 
context of past-themed consumption, it is possible to explicate the hauntol-
ogy of collective guilt. If “haunting” according to Derrida (2012) “belongs to 
the structure of every hegemony” (p. 46), the “spirit can do nothing other 
than affirm itself—and this, as we shall hear, in the movement of an authen-
tication” (Derrida 1989, p. 464). 

GENERAL DISCUSSION 

This article engages with conversations around nostalgia and one of its 
hauntological dimensions: collective guilt. Aimed at scrutinizing how the 
relation between myth and ideology shapes experiences of nostalgia in past-
themed consumption, this study has explored how the Viking myth serves 
simultaneously as a vessel for nostalgia and spectrality among the alternative 
enclave of “woke” Vikings in Stockholm. In doing so, the article first con-
tributes to the literature on commercial myth-making, enlightening issues 
related to ideology and consumer moralism which are central to the collec-
tivization of guilt (Luedicke et al. 2010). More precisely, I examine how 
ideas of the past can function as part of consumption fantasies and imagina-
tions. However, rather than looking at the sentimental or nostalgic aspects of 
these myths (Belk & Costa 1998; Brunk et al. 2018), I theorize their haunto-
logical underpinnings, including the collectivization of guilt. Derrida’s 
(2012) concept of hauntology has been criticized for its ambiguity (see 
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Sprinkler 1999) but serves here as a gateway from nostalgia to theories of 
collective guilt and atonement. Specifically, it is useful for investigating 
those fears and anxieties that exist in dialogue with consumer fantasies (Hol-
brook & Hirschman 1982), which are often written out of the literature on 
ludic consumption. 

Second, this investigation reveals how consumers seek to protect their identi-
ty investments, for example if their identity projects are existentially an-
chored in a system of ideological beliefs (e.g., “woke” bravery) in which the 
mythic structure (e.g., the Viking myth) is no longer canonized as being in-
herently virtuous. However, instead of relying on the mythic structure to 
dramatize ideological differences akin to patriot Hummer drivers—whose 
identity work attains a moralistic quality by mobilizing particular mythic 
structures rather than reiterating any specific ideological content” (Luedicke 
et al. 2010, p. 1028)—my informants seek reconciliation and truce (e.g., 
“rather than the stereotypical image of the Viking conqueror who drinks 
mead, I regard it as something that can reconcile and unite people”). I see 
this as the primary contribution of the research. It elaborates the notion that 
the evocation of a mythic or romantic past is employed to authenticate con-
sumer experiences, complementing it with collective guilt. For example, my 
informants do not necessarily seem to believe that the Viking epitomizes 
what is desirable and worthy of emulation in life, yet the Viking myth serves 
as a source of consolidation that an enchanted experience still can be re-
deemed in our disenchanted present. Moreover, in the context of Viking-
themed consumption, the “braggadocio” discussed by Belk and Costa (1998, 
p. 221) could even serve as a source of shame, potentially undermining the 
symbolic or moral authenticity derived from the mythic past. 

Hence, I more broadly extend the literature on nostalgia by explicating its 
relation to collective guilt. The concept of the haunted imagination is intro-
duced to describe the process by which feelings of nostalgia are disrupted by 
mythological tension and ideological disconformity, such as when the Viking 
myth is reimagined in the ideological context of “woke” bravery. Sobande 
(2019) notes that “woke” became an Oxford English Dictionary entry in 
2017. Previous research has studied how “wokeness” has been operational-
ized by marketers and how brands attempt to tap into public discourse con-
cerning “wokeness” to leverage “woke” credentials and legitimacy (Vreden-
burg et al. 2020). This article illustrates how consumers themselves engage 
in expressions of “wokeness” in the marketplace. I focus on the doubleness 
of collective memory, on feelings about the past that combine nostalgia with 
collective guilt. Thus, the “woke” Vikings in this study illuminates the affec-
tive role of specters and spirits as a significant way of understanding con-
sumer meaning-making in the evocation of the mythic past. 

Finally, the study extends the literature on the consumer quest for authentici-
ty (Beverland & Farrelly 2010; DeBerry-Spence & Izberk-Bilgin 2019; 
Södergren 2021) by identifying the notion of atonement as a self-authenticat-
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ing act. In encounters with myths that are exposed to mask a perverted or 
problematic past (e.g., colonial history and wrongdoing), findings suggest 
that consumers can reconjure specters into spirits through self-authenticating 
acts of atonement. A theoretical recognition of consumer spirituality has al-
ready started to gain strength (Husemann & Eckhardt 2019; Rinallo et al. 
2012). As Derrida (2012) has demonstrated, we have to think of the utopian 
spirit as something that becomes attainable by our ability to live with ghosts. 
However, it would seem that the specter evoked by collective guilt is closer 
to some sort of “bad conscience” than actual remorse, where the position as 
symbolic victimizer is exaggerated by ideological tension. Sjätte Tunnan 
could be seen as a “theatrical space in which the grand forgiveness, the grand 
scene of repentance which we are concerned with, is placed, sincerely or 
not” (Derrida 2001, p. 28). Derrida (2001) continues, 

each time forgiveness is at the service of a finality, be it noble and spiritual 
(atonement or redemption, reconciliation, salvation), each time that it aims 
to re-establish a normality (social, national, political, psychological) by a 
work of mourning, by some therapy or ecology of memory, then the “for-
giveness” is not pure.  

(pp. 31-32) 

In short, what this paper has set out to do is to illustrate how ghostly appari-
tions (i.e., specters and spirits) animate the negotiation between collective 
guilt and atonement in past-themed consumption, whereby hauntology has 
served as a theoretical supplement to nostalgia to study how consumers 
make sense of the past (Figure 1). 

CONCLUSION AND SUGGESTIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH 

This work builds upon Belk and Costa’s (1998) detailed writing on the evo-
cation of the mythic past in nostalgic consumption, Luedicke et al.’s (2010) 
vital analysis of how myth and ideology animate moral conflict, and DeBer-
ry-Spence and Izberk-Bilgin’s (2019) rigorous research regarding history and 
authenticity. It is notably shaped by Brown’s (2018) prolific work on retro-
marketing. This paper also contributes to ongoing consumer culture work 
dedicated “to unpack the role of commercial mythmaking in the resurgence 
of nationalism” (Brunk et al. 2018, p. 16) in a time when nationalism is on 
the rise. 

Spectrality seeks less to take the place of other approaches of studying nos-
talgia and the evocation of mythic past than to supplement them with a twi-
light zone, thus elucidating the authentication of various cultural objects, 
histories, and socio-political issues. At a general level, haunting and spectral-
ity could be seen as something that per Derridean hauntology is inherent to 
being. Potential avenues for further research include studying how Viking 
mythology has taken on a life outside the Scandinavian market where the 
colonies of New Sweden in the United States could serve as a rich empirical 
context7. Does the two-ness of being Swedish-American inform the quest for 
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heritage and the authenticating practices in which consumers engage similar 
to the double consciousness felt by the African-American informants in De-
Berry-Spence and Izberk-Bilgin’s (2019) study—or does it reinvigorate feel-
ings of collective guilt as for the “woke” Vikings in this study? 

Opportunities for further research also present themselves around the contin-
uous oppression and ethnostress of the indiginous Sámi people who were 
only touched upon briefly in this article. As Mead and Baldwin (1971) re-
mind us, “in any oppressive situation both groups suffer, the oppressors and 
the oppressed. The oppressed suffer physically; they are frightened, they are 
abused, they are poor. But the oppressors suffer morally” (p. 33). In order to 
facilitate atonement and arrive at a form of double liberation, morally scarred 
oppressors must begin to understand the past and its inscription in the 
present (Mead & Baldwin 1971). How will, for example, the planned Arctic 
Railway linking the Norwegian Arctic port of Kirkenes with the Finnish 
railway network damage their lands? Testimonies from older Sámi or de-
scendants of those who experienced the trauma of forced migration in the 
1920s and 1930s could possibly provide rich data (see, e.g., Labba 2020). 

Furthermore, as Derrida (1993) points out, “neither the language nor the 
process of this analysis of death is possible without the Christian experience” 
(p. 80). Other prospects thus include the trespassing of national or cultural 
borders to sketch the hauntology of other mytho-ideological consumption 
contexts, such as Shinto where spirits (kami) and phantoms (yōkai) are typi-
cally perceived as elements of the landscape or forces of nature that possess 
both good and evil characteristics, Arabian mythos where genies (Jinni) are 
haunting-demons of the wilderness that are thought to be extremely danger-
ous to unprotected persons, or Haitian vodou which has come to represent 
black magic when it appears in popular culture, where zombies and ghouls 
are part of the mythology (Toussaint-Strauss 2020). Projects as such would 
respond to recent calls to study authenticity beyond the customary frame of 
western-centric perspectives (DeBerry-Spence & Izberk-Bilgin 2019; 
Ozanne & Appau 2019; Södergren 2021). 

Another worthwhile avenue for future research would be to explore haunto-
logical elements in cancel culture, i.e., when people stop giving support to 
public figures and companies after they have done or said something consid-
ered objectionable or offensive. Consider the Harry Potter brand which 
Brown (2018) describes as “a child of the retro boom” (p. 21). Studying how 
fans reconcile transphobic comments by its author J. K. Rowling with their 
love for the brand could provide rich insights to the dynamic between nos-
talgia disruption and collective guilt. 

At some point in time, history changes into an oversimplification, a myth 
that leaves out unpleasant memories. Here is the crux: to take responsibility 
for the past, one has to also embrace its specters. Rather than chasing them 
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away, Derrida (2012, p. 220, italics in original) proposes that we grant them 
“a hospitable memory… out of a concern for justice.” 

Notes 

1. Derrida (1995) himself describes nostalgia as “the-shining-eyes-that-un-
hooked-the-child-too-soon-from-its-mother” (p. 8).  

2. For a virtual tour of Sjätte Tunnan, see their webpage (https://www.sjatte-
tunnan.se/vara-lokaler?lang=en).  

3. In Norse mythology, Þrúðvangr are the fields where the god Thor is 
thought to reside.  

4. The Swedish Forn Sed Assembly is one of the most important heathen 
organizations in Sweden with more than 500 members. 

5. Consider, for example, Sainsbury’s recent Christmas ad (https://youtu.be/
GqtcpLywgRU). As Holak and Havlena (1992) point out, the celebration 
of Christmas is our most nostalgic tradition. Featuring heartwarming 
home footage of a black family celebrating Christmas, Sainsbury’s ad was 
certainly in line with the holiday season’s festive sentimentality. Yet, it 
was met with a number of racist responses in line with: “I’m dreaming of 
a WHITE Christmas,” “Christmas in Nigeria,” and “You may as well re-
name yourself Blackbury’s!” (Young 2020).  

6. The Sámi are a Finno-Ugric people inhabiting large northern parts of 
Norway, Sweden, and Finland as well as the Murmansk Oblast of Russia. 
They lived in coexistence with the Vikings whom they had a mutually 
symbiotic relationship with. Today, however, the Sámi are largely left out 
of hegemonic Swedish memory in favor of the Vikings. 

7. Sweden established colonies in the Americas in the mid-17th century in-
cluding the colony of New Sweden (1638–1655) on the Delaware River. 
Today, Swedish Americans primarily include the 1.2 million Swedish im-
migrants during 1885–1915 and their descendants. They are most preva-
lent in the Midwest with Minnesota being the state with the highest num-
ber of Swedish-Americans (their local football team is called Minnesota 
Vikings). 
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Seeing the Invisible: Brand Authenticity and 
the Cultural Production of Queer Imagination 

Remember the comic relief when Robin Williams dressed up as a female 
housekeeper to be able to interact with his estranged children in Mrs. Doubt-
fire (1993)? Or, Dustin Hoffman as a bad-tempered actor whose reputation 
for being difficult forces him to adopt a new identity as a woman to land on a 
job in Tootsie (1982)? Even the gender-bending performance when Marlene 
Dietrich—the breakout star of the silent era—was first introduced to an 
American audience in Morocco (1930) typifies the widespread commodifica-
tion of queer culture in the embellished halls of Tinseltown (Horak 2016). 
Commodification has been defined as the process of treating some object, “a 
person, place, thing, event, idea or whatever” (Holbrook 1995, p. 641), as a 
commodity to be shaped, packaged, distributed and marketed. 

Not long ago, it was difficult to imagine queer lives being depicted with re-
spectability in mainstream cinema. As recently as in 2003, it was considered 
shocking when Britney Spears and Madonna kissed on stage while perform-
ing at the MTV Video Music Awards. However, the commercial and critical 
success of movies such as Moonlight (2016), Call Me By Your Name (2017) 
and Portrait of a Lady on Fire (2019) indicate a cultural disruption from 
which queer imagination is proposed as an ideological structure that increas-
ingly seems to inform how the audience derives authenticity from the screen. 
In light of such cultural change, the diversity of queer narratives is now in-
creasingly present in the culture industries (Halberstam 2005; also Jones 
2009). Even the online role-playing video game World of Warcraft has in-
cluded its first transgender character (Hafer 2020). As the plurality of femi-
ninities and masculinities remains in constant motion, cultural production 
opens up opportunities for extensions of non-hegemonic sexual identities 
into the realm of aesthetic consumer culture (see, e.g., Coffin et al. 2019; 
Ginder & Byun 2015; Gluckman & Reed 1997; Gurrieri & Cherrier 2013; 
Seregina 2019; Skinner 2018; Peñaloza 1996; Thompson & Üstüner 2015). 

The concept of authenticity has received much scrutinization in cultural so-
ciology (e.g., Fine 2003; Grazian 2005; Peterson 2005), exceeding to the 
marketing and brand management literature (Beverland & Farrelly 2010; 
Södergren 2021; Thompson et al. 2006). Marketing gurus Gilmore and Pine 
(2007) suggest that brand authenticity has now overtaken quality as a pre-
vailing purchase criterion. For the purpose of this paper, authenticity is un-
derstood as the outcome of a dynamic framing process wherein certain agen-
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cies attain legitimacy (Kates 2004). Scholars have called for more research 
on the social, political and cultural processes through which consumer expe-
riences are authenticated (e.g., Södergren 2019; Wilson 2011). The way con-
sumers interpret authenticity in cinematic artwork has recently been elabo-
rated in relation to race, specifically the black community in America (De-
Berry-Spence & Izberk-Bilgin 2019). Feminist perspectives also have a long 
tradition within marketing and consumer research scholarship (see Hearn & 
Hein 2015). For example, Bristor and Fischer (1993) demonstrate that 

links between gender imagery and marketer/consumer relationships can be 
traced to some of the earliest marketing texts [. . .] which explicitly cast the 
consumer as female and pit the marketing manager (referred to with mascu-
line pronouns) against the consumer, advising him on how to get her to buy.  

(p. 528) 

However, there is a pressing need to understand how queer discourses, circu-
lated through popular culture, are appropriated to endow consumer experi-
ences with a celebratory flair. Opportunities arise for brands to tap into these 
discourses to signify authenticity. Indeed, brands are increasingly expected 
to take a stand on socio-political issues (see Vredenburg et al. 2020). The 
aim of this study is to elucidate how the commodification of queer aesthetics 
can have transformative effects on market culture and its dominant ideolo-
gies. As such, we extend previous literature on market co-optation, which 
tends to emphasize how counterculture reinforces consumer capitalism (e.g., 
Heath & Potter 2005). Toward this aim, the paper is organized as follows. 
We first review the relevant literature, specifying the theoretical gap that we 
address. This is followed by the theoretical framework based on the para-
phernalia of queer imagination and false sublation. Then, we present the vis-
ual methods employed to analyze the three films. This is followed by the 
findings in relation to arts marketing and cultural branding. Finally, the con-
tributions and some implications for further research are indicated. 

THEORETICAL BACKGROUND 

Authenticity originally derives from the Greek words autos (“self”) and 
hentes (“doer,” “being”), thus signifying that someone is acting on their own 
authority, not being influenced by external pressures (Spiggle et al. 2012). 
Nowadays, it is often used to signify that something is the genuine or “real 
thing” (Beverland & Farrelly 2010). Södergren (2021) identifies three 
streams of research in the literature on brand authenticity: (1) characteristics 
that distinguish the “real thing” from the fake, (2) the legitimizing function 
of authenticity and (3) emotional and moral aspects of authentication. The 
first stream seeks to denote attributes that are endowed with authenticity 
(e.g., genuineness, integrity, sincerity). This stream tends to be epistemologi-
cally oriented and has recently seen a “quantification” where items are in-
corporated into the continuous crystallization of brand authenticity scales 
(e.g., Morhart et al. 2015; Napoli et al. 2014; Schallehn et al. 2014). While 
such work is important, it may be unable to account for unexpected results, 
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such as ambiguity (Brown et al. 2013) and consumer inclination to suspend 
disbelief (Stern 1994). It also tends to associate authenticity with positive 
attributes, whereby the construct is often mistaken for enchantment (Hart-
mann & Östberg 2013). 

A second stream shows how the “authentic oeuvre” can be used as a prop to 
attain market legitimacy. From this more sociological perspective, by tap-
ping into queer discourses in popular culture, brands can come to signify 
authenticity. Hence, authenticity is regarded as an alibi that can be used by 
brands to downplay their commercial intentions (Beverland 2005) and legit-
imize their market activities (Thompson et al. 2013). However, scant re-
search in this stream has conceptualized the ideological formation of authen-
ticity magmatically as a compromise between contending discourses of pow-
er, i.e., as a process in constant motion where fluidity merely takes on the 
appearance of solidity through social stratification.  

The third stream is closely linked to what Wang (1999) calls existential or 
postmodern authenticity, i.e., how consumers possibly derive authenticity 
from an experience even if the setting can be said to be staged in nominal 
terms. This liminal or phenomenological perspective is prevalent in the 
tourism literature where tourists at exotic locations may feel as if they are in 
touch with their true inner selves (Arnould & Price 2000). From this per-
spective, authenticity is experiential rather than intrinsic to the object. As 
such, authentic brands can serve as symbolic resources for self-construction 
(Holt 2004). 

The purpose of this paper is to extend the second research stream by study-
ing how the commodification of subversive practices is not only affirmative, 
but can also have transformative effects on market culture and its dominant 
ideologies. Consider, for example, Lady Gaga who became a figurehead for 
hermaphrodites all over the world when it was rumored that she had a penis 
(Lasic 2020). There is a (mis)conception that authenticity is supposed to be 
uncompromising. Previous literature has highlighted the rebel and the social 
outlaw as epitomes of authenticity (e.g., Botterill 2007; Fine 2003; Holt & 
Thompson 2004). While this is in line with countercultural mythologization 
in general, our argument is that subversive practices that allow for compro-
mise may have an even greater potential to transform the dominant order 
from within. As Fisher (2021) points out, “we have to imagine a transforma-
tion out of where we are now” (pp. 194–195, italics in original). For that 
purpose, we propose a theoretical framework based on (1) queer imagination 
and (2) false sublation. The first is a novel concept rooted in queer theory 
and the literature of James Baldwin; the latter is an art-historian concept that 
is useful for studying market co-optation. 

James Baldwin’s queer imagination 
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In our conceptualization of queer imagination, we draw on James Baldwin, a 
canonical figure in both African-American and gay literary studies whose 
literary legacy is implicitly characterized by intersectionality. As Brown 
(2015a) and many other marketing consultants have contended, literary criti-
cism can help enhance branding understanding. Baldwin’s oeuvre, ranging 
from groundbreaking essays (e.g., The Fire Next Time (1963), Notes of a Na-
tive Son (1964)) exploring racial and social issues to fictive, often semi-au-
tobiographical novels bridging the gap between black experience (e.g., Go 
Tell It on the Mountain (1970), If Beale Street Could Talk (1974)) and gay 
canon (e.g., Giovanni’s Room (1956), Just Above My Head (1979)), is, there-
fore, often acknowledged as a touchstone in the field of queer theory. Work-
ing beyond prescribed identity categories, Baldwin’s writings have been ap-
plauded for “seeing the invisible” such as illegitimate desires in the cultural 
imaginary, often between men and often between races. Indeed, Brim (2014) 
argues that Baldwin’s most unfailing characteristic as a writer is “his invest-
ment in drawing ‘impossible’ yet undeniable desires into the realm of literary 
representation” (p. 8). In other words, he renders unseen realities intelligible, 
which is taken to be central to queer imaginative work. 

What is more, Brim (2014) traces the imaginative dynamic that emerges out 
of a vexed relationship between queerness and normative practices as repre-
sented in Baldwin’s vast body of work. More specifically, he notes that the 
distinction between the queer and the normative needs to be re-imagined be-
yond a liberation/constraint paradigm (cf., Firat & Venkatesh 1995). It 
would, thus, seem that queer narratives not only offer emancipatory futures 
but are also under pressure of normative inscription in the present. As such, 
they do not operate in distinct opposition to cultural hegemony but rather as 
a form of unpredictable, often idiosyncratic subversion. Brim (2014) shares a 
compelling metaphor, “in our field of vision, the queer sky and the norma-
tive sea share a broad and blurred horizon” (p. 3). Much of the most influen-
tial queer theoretical work, including the literary legacy of James Baldwin, 
has taken place within this line of convergence. Queer imagination (i.e., 
those unintelligible realities that are inscribed in the social imaginary, yet 
excluded from cultural hegemony) is thus proposed to help articulate an al-
ternative power dynamic that can overcome the aforementioned conundrum 
by elucidating the mutually symbiotic relationship between queer narratives 
and embodied consumer experience. 

Central to this framework is the notion of queer, as opposed to reproductive, 
temporality as elaborated by queer theorist Jack Halberstam. In short, Hal-
berstam (2005) argues that “queer subcultures produce alternative temporali-
ties by allowing their participants to believe that their futures can be imag-
ined according to logics that lie outside those paradigmatic markers of life 
experience—namely, birth, marriage, reproduction, and death” (p. 2). By 
articulating and elaborating the concept of queer time, which is inherent in 
the queer imagination concept, Halberstam (2005) suggests new ways of un-
derstanding non-normative behavior that has clear but not essential relations 
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to gay and lesbian subjects. In this sense, queer refers broadly to non-norma-
tive logics and organizations of community, sexual identity, embodiment and 
activity in both space and time. 

Queer lives have attracted substantial attention from filmmakers dedicated to 
forcing the queer subject to make sense. While one would not wish to assign 
queerness to the inauspicious category of nonsense, Halberstam (2005) re-
minds us, “we should be wary of overly rational narratives of lives filled 
with contradiction and tension” (p. 54). In total, Halberstam (2005) identifies 
three sets of motivations behind various representations of queer lives in cin-
ema: (1) the project of stabilization, (2) the project of rationalization and (3) 
the project of trivialization. In the first project, the destabilizing effects of the 
queer narrative are defused by establishing the queer narrative as strange, 
uncharacteristic, even pathological. Consider, for example, Dressed to Kill 
(1980) and Psycho (1960), which both depict men crossdressing as women 
to commit murders. Secondly, within a rationalizing project, the filmmaker 
finds reasonable explanations for behavior that may seem dangerous and 
outrageous at first glance. The queer narrative then placates mainstream 
viewers by returning the temporarily queer subject to the conforming and 
seemingly inevitable matrix of hetero-domesticity. A significant part of our 
analysis is dedicated to describing how the films included in our dataset cir-
cumvent issues of rationalization. Finally, a third narrative told about queer 
subjects to contain the threat they represent to gender stability is a trivializ-
ing one in which the queer life is dismissed as non-representative and incon-
sequential. This narrative is present in the films that were mentioned in the 
introduction (i.e., Morocco, Mrs. Doubtfire, Tootsie). 

A false sublation? 

As noted by Gerstner (2019), “hetero-normative and culture-industry ideolo-
gies work hand in hand since their fusion profits by the wish to sustain a 
progressive future” (p. 701). Hence, we must outline how the ideological 
structure of queer imagination fits among other discourses of power such as 
heteronormative and culture-industry ideologies in cinematic artwork 
(Preece 2014), which raises issues of false sublation. In short, false sublation 
could be understood as protests that end up protecting the status quo (Bürger 
1984). In Hegelian philosophy, an epoch can only be comprehended when it 
is approaching its end (i.e., its sublation). By applying the concept of subla-
tion to art history, Bürger (1984) demonstrates that the social function of art 
only becomes possible to analyze when its institution reaches its end. For 
example, with the radical separation of aestheticist or modernist art from 
society, which enabled the avant-gardist attack on art as an institution 
(Brown 2015b). Gerstner (2019) suggests that issues of false sublation also 
could be at stake in queer cinema, as it is subsumed by the very heteronor-
mative and culture-industrial ideologies that profit from its countercultural 
authenticity (Heath & Potter 2005). 
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Following Herbert Marcuse (1968, 1972, 1977), who is often associated with 
the Frankfurt School of critical thought, art has a twofold social function. On 
the one hand, artwork given over to the ideological reproduction of society 
offers the “beautiful appearance” or “semblance” of a better world. On the 
other hand, autonomous artwork—containing the hope for change—func-
tions by creating hope through its very existence for the realization of social 
ideas in the future. As such, Marcuse shows that art has a simultaneously 
aesthetic and social effect. On that note, some scholars have suggested that 
we now live in a brand culture in which the measures for autonomous art-
work also apply to (authentic) brands (e.g., Beverland et al. 2020). 

Furthermore, Marcuse (1977) maintains that even the most critical art in-
evitably exhibits a dialectic unity of affirmation and negation. It would, thus, 
seem that queer cinema holds a precarious position in society due to the in-
stitutional juxtaposition of art from social praxis. Queer cinema could be said 
to protest against the alienation in society by insisting on certain ideals in the 
future (also Muñoz 2009). However, because it is detached from society, the 
same films run the risk of degenerating into a compensation from what soci-
ety lacks, where they ultimately serve to affirm social conditions. As such, 
queer cinema follows the many expressions of post-avant-gardist art that 
could be said to simultaneously protest and protect the status quo. In other 
words, from a Marcusean perspective, queer cinema serves a contradictory 
function. On the one hand, it “sees the invisible” akin to Baldwin’s literature; 
on the other hand, such desires are detached from reality through the sym-
bolic function of art to point to further meaning through aesthetic semblance, 
thus stabilizing the very social conditions against which it protests. 

Drawing upon Marcuse, it would seem that normative political ideology ex-
iles queer values to the realm of imagination, thus preventing their potential 
realization. Consequently, queer imagination is affirmative because it ban-
ishes these values to a sphere that is distinct from daily life. The term affir-
mative characterizes the contradictory function of a culture that retains “re-
semblance of what could be,” but is simultaneously a “justification of the 
established form of existence” (Marcuse 1968, p. 98). Because cinema is 
detached from daily life, this experience remains without tangible effect as it 
cannot be integrated into that life. However, as Bürger (1984) reminds us, 
the lack of tangible effects is not the same as functionlessness but character-
izes a specific function, namely, the neutralization of critique. In other 
words, it relieves the existing society of the pressure of those forces that 
make for change (Marcuse 1968), for example through repressive tolerance 
(e.g., “what is proclaimed and practiced as tolerance today, is in many of its 
most effective manifestations serving the cause of oppression”) (Marcuse 
1969, p. 95). While initially used to denote the horrors we tolerate to keep 
the economy going (e.g., unemployment, social inequality, environmental 
degradation), we understand repressive tolerance as intertwined with the so-
cial functioning of aesthetics. Herein lies a paradox—art no longer distinct 
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from the praxis of life, but wholly absorbed in it, loses the capability to criti-
cize social conditions. 

However, we derive that increasingly tolerant and non-polemical representa-
tions of queer temporalities and non-hysterical homoeroticism in mainstream 
cinema ultimately pushes the boundaries from intelligibility to respectability, 
and consequently diversifies the ideological formation around gender and 
sexuality by reducing social issues of intolerance, homophobia and other 
forms of inequity in everyday life. Hence, a less pessimistic view on the rad-
ical potential to integrate art into life praxis is offered. In the context of Sami 
tourism, for example, De Bernardi (2019) demonstrates that authenticity is a 
compromise between various discourses of power, ranging from tourists and 
indigenous Sami people to institutions such as UNESCO that define the au-
thenticity of the heritage experience1. The view of authenticity as a compro-
mise could be useful in the performative setting of mainstream queer cinema 
where discourses of power also include culture-industries and the hetero-
normative discourse of popular culture. It may also serve as a useful addition 
to the legitimizing function of authenticity research stream (Södergren 
2021). 

In total, applying the above reasoning to the context of queer cinema, the 
following conceptual framework of the ability of queer cinema to transform 
market ideologies around gender and sexuality is proposed (Figure 1).  

We define performances in queer cinema as characters’ actions, verbal 
statements and other messages in queer cinema that may concern social 
norms and cultural ideologies. False sublation (i.e., the “catch-22” of com-
modifying the queer imaginaries one seeks to represent) follows from a Mar-
cusean analysis. However, within the inevitable dialectic of integration and 
affirmation lies the paradox that false sublation might be necessary for queer 
imaginaries to have transformative effects on commodity aesthetics, thus 
integrating queer imagination into social praxis. For example, as Vygotsky 
(2004) reminds us, imagination ultimately becomes reality because we can 
act out our imaginations in the real world. In other words, the ideas that are 
conjured up in our minds become just as real as our memories and influence 
our attitudes and behaviors, as manifested in the queer imaginaries dissemi-
nated in popular culture. What previous research on commodification (e.g., 
of countercultural authenticity by the fashion system) misses is precisely the 
last step of our model, i.e., between a false sublation and its longitudinal ca-
pacity to transform commodity aesthetics, thus compromising normative po-
litical ideology. 

METHOD 

The aim of this study is to raise questions about the ability of cinematic art-
work to transform market culture and ideologies around gender and sexuality 
by elucidating the narrative attempts at “seeing the invisible” in recent queer 
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cinema. Brown and Patterson (2001) argue that we can no longer ignore the 
various forces of cultural production processes that have come into play in 
the unfolding of marketing and consumption practices. Schroeder (2005) 
suggests that awareness of the interconnection between the arts, culture and 
marketing can provide a better understanding of branding as a strategic sig-
nifying practice. Similarly, Bradshaw (2010) notes, 

if scholars understand marketing texts to be cultural objects that emerge 
from creative practice, then it is appropriate to turn to methods such as those 
developed in literary theory and art history to develop understandings.  

(p. 9) 

De Lauretis (1991) first introduced the term queer theory with the intention 
to articulate the terms in which queer identity may be understood and imag-
ined as resistance to cultural homogenization. In a similar vein, Derrida 
(2016) reminds us that écriture extends itself beyond the limits of the pen. In 
this sense, it would seem that “cinema studies pairs well with queer theory’s 
core commitment to inter-disciplinarity” (Gerstner 2019, p. 701). Film theo-
ry has also made its way into marketing research on gender representations 
and other forms of resistance to cultural homogenization (e.g., Holbrook & 
Grayson 1986; Schroeder & Zwick 2004). On the one hand, Keating and 
McLoughlin (2005) note that film remains one of the most widely available 
and accessible media through which queer representation can be viewed. On 
the other hand, Kates (2000) argues that gay and independent cinema typi-
cally targets a so-called “art-house” audience, and is thus only screened on a 
very limited number of distribution channels, whereas mainstream cinema 
has an infinitely wider reach. Therefore, we narrow our data collection to 
recent cinema that could be said to “queer the halls” of popular culture. In 
this study, we consider as queer cinema those films that describe and address 
issues relevant to gays and lesbians (also Benshoff & Griffin 2004).  

For the purpose of our analysis, the focus was on three recent films that have 
garnered a monolith impact on the global mediascape (Table 1). After watch-
ing a total of 71 films in the genre of queer cinema, these films were selected 
on basis of their representation of different intersections of identity, ranging 
from class (Call Me By Your Name) and gender (Portrait of a Lady on Fire) 
to race (Moonlight). Taken together, these films raise questions about conse-
quences when queer cinema is subsumed into the realm of popular culture. 

Visual methods have a long tradition in interpretive consumer research (e.g., 
Hirschman 1987; Hudson & Ozanne 1988; Mick 1986). Hirschman (1988) 
demonstrates how consumers on a daily basis acquire messages about prod-
ucts from a plethora of media vehicles, including motion pictures. These 
messages may, for example, concern social norms and cultural ideologies. 
For the purpose of this study, we were guided by the semiological approach 
suggested by Holbrook and Grayson (1986). More precisely, notes were tak-
en by both authors independently on a scene-by-scene basis to record the on-
screen events (e.g., characters’ actions, verbal statements, milieux) with the 
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aim of denoting major (i.e., “large themes and broad characterizations asso-
ciated with the film’s central story,” p. 375) and minor (i.e,. “more fine-
grained nuances of plot and character,” ibid.) encoding habits. The authors 
met regularly as the analysis progressed, to discuss and make analysis-relat-
ed decisions and to discuss emerging interpretations. Emphasis was on the 
narrative projects of those characters whose experience subverted hetero-
normativity. Coinciding with the data collection, reviews by film critics as 
well as interviews with directors and several actors were also used as sec-
ondary data. 

Table 1: List of films 

FINDINGS AND ANALYSIS 

In each of the three films, part of the claim for authenticity (or “woke” legit-
imacy) lies in its compromising effects on the heteronormative discourse of 
popular culture (e.g., to shape ideologies around gender and sexuality). They 
are, in a sense, all coming-of-age dramas wherein the sexually ambiguous 

Title Initial release Director Plot

Moonlight 2016 Barry Jenkins A young African-
American man 
grapples with his 
identity and sexuality 
while experiencing 
the everyday struggles 
of childhood, 
adolescence and 
burgeoning adulthood.

Call Me By Your 
Name

2017 Luca 
Guadagnino

Set in 1983 Italy 
where a romance 
blossoms between 
Elio, a seventeen-
year-old student, and 
Oliver, a slightly older 
research assistant 
hired by his father.

Portrait of a Lady 
on Fire

2019 Céline Sciamma Takes place on an 
isolated island in 
Brittany at the end of 
the eighteenth century 
where a female 
painter falls in love 
with the betrothed 
woman whose 
wedding portrait she 
is obliged to paint.
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protagonist tackles their homoerotic desires and sexual awakenings, albeit 
with completely different pretexts. 

Call Me By Your Name 

Based on the eponymous novel by Andre Aciman, Call Me By Your Name 
(2017) is the final instalment in Italian film director Luca Guadagnino’s 
thematically themed Desire Trilogy. Its cumulative worldwide gross is esti-
mated to US$41.9m against a production budget of US$3.4m (Box Office 
Mojo 2018). In one review, The Guardian’s film critic Peter Bradshaw 
(2017) describes it as “[a]n erotic pastoral that culminates in a quite amazing 
speech by Michael Stuhlbarg, playing the boy’s father. It’s a compelling 
dramatic gesture of wisdom, understanding and what I can only call moral 
goodness.” 

Already in the opening credits, we are introduced to Hellenic sculptures 
seemingly signifying antiquity ideals of homoeroticism. In the first scene, we 
encounter Elio with his girlfriend Marzia indicating that he is about to grow 
up into a normative performance of masculinity by entering the repro time of 
heteronormativity (Halberstam 2005). From the window, they watch as Oliv-
er first arrives. Elio comments, “He seems confident” and his skepticism to-
ward Oliver implies that he has not yet come to terms with his own burgeon-
ing sexuality. Elio’s sexual confusion continues to build up throughout the 
first thirty minutes of the film. In one scene, Oliver touches Elio during a 
volleyball game and wants to give him a massage while Elio does not know 
how to react. Oliver picks up on his confusion and saves the situation by us-
ing the heterosexual alibi of getting one of the girls to touch him too. 

In another scene, Oliver is dancing with a girl to the song Love My Way by 
the British artrockers The Psychedelic Furs. The lyrics “Love my way/It’s a 
new road” implies what lies ahead: the beginning of a journey between Elio 
and Oliver. Elio, who is enviously watching Oliver on the dancefloor, even-
tually joins in, but as he cannot yet dance with Oliver due to the social stig-
ma, he settles for dancing with a girl. Unable to escape the hegemonic ex-
pectations of repro time, Elio ends up night swimming with Marzia in ro-
mantic twilight. By the table next day, Elio says, “We almost had sex yester-
day, Marzia and me” whereupon his father replies, “Why didn’t you?” Elio 
responds, “I don’t know” and Oliver teasingly adds, “It’s better to have tried 
and failed...” Elio’s parents seem to understand that he is conflicted and im-
plicitly address the issue when his mother loudly recites a fairytale about a 
princess in love: “Is it better to speak or to die? It’s better to speak, she said.” 
The conversation instils a sense that the parents are aware of Elio’s bisexual 
awakening. Furthermore, this conversation is a key moment in the film, as it 
seems to affect Elio a great deal. From this moment, he is ready to speak his 
love. Culminating in a discussion about a different historical event altogeth-
er, Elio cryptically reveals his love for Oliver who picks up on it and re-
sponds, “We cannot talk about those kinds of things,” indicating that he too 
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is coming to terms with his homoerotic desire. The film then builds up to an 
intimate situation between the pair in a private realm, where the interaction, 
revolving around the notion of being Jewish in discretion, somehow seems 
metaphorical for their hitherto concealed sexual desires. Oliver is taken 
aback by this situation that has stirred up the equilibrium and starts to deny 
Elio. Coming back home late one night, he just shuts the door and goes to 
sleep, upon which Elio repeatedly calls him a traitor. 

Struggling with keeping up the façade of heteronormative masculinity, Elio 
is instead drawn to having sexual intercourse with Marzia. The scene is a lot 
more explicit than when Elio and Oliver eventually have sexual intercourse. 
Censorship is emphasized in regard to gay intimacy, whereas most of 
Marzia’s female body is exposed. Are we not ready for an explicit homosex-
ual sex scene in mainstream cinema? Or, is the focus on the gentle, such as 
how Elio and Oliver stroke and caress each other, meant to signify that their 
love is more genuine? Furthermore, from an intersectionality perspective, 
Call Me By Your Name could be criticized for fetishizing the bisexual curios-
ity between two white intellectuals while silencing the working class. In the 
movie, Elio comes from a highly cultivated and wealthy household; there-
fore, he can afford spending each season idly waiting for the next, just drift-
ing about on his bike reading Penguin paperbacks. His intellectual capital is 
further reinforced by his ability to transpose classical music by ear. In a simi-
lar vein, at one point early in the movie, Oliver corrects Elio’s father on the 
etymological origins of the word apricot, indicating that he too is blessed by 
the credentials of some bohemian intelligentsia. Seldom occupied with work, 
he has time to read Heidegger, Heraclitus and Stendahl for pleasure. Further, 
whereas Elio and Oliver’s passing love affair is endowed with an aura of 
authenticity, the only other homosexual couple in the movie—condescend-
ingly referred to as Sonny and Cher—are depicted as stereotypically sassy. 
When Elio offers some homophobic remarks about the elderly gay couple, 
his father asks, “Is it because they’re gay or because they’re ridiculous?” 
Second, another intersectional critique could be raised in relation to the 
film’s systemic silencing of the working class. At no point during the movie 
is the maid, Mafalda, given a voice. Hence, the film ultimately misses the 
point of seeing the invisible. However, it does have one thing in common 
with queer imagination as elaborated in the literary works of Baldwin’s gay 
novels; the queer episodes are barred to the foreign of a European Other. In 
the final scene, when Oliver has returned back home to the “real” world of 
America, he calls the Perlman family who are in the midst of celebrating 
Hanukkah. Over the phone, he tells Elio that he has gotten engaged to a 
woman he has been going out with for years, echoing the narrative in Bald-
win’s Giovanni’s Room (1956). By doing so, the film seemingly falls within 
a rationalizing project, returning at least one of the temporarily queer subject 
to the conforming and seemingly inevitable matrix of hetero-domesticity. 
However, returning to Figure 1, we argue that it is because of this “false sub-
lation” that the film also has compromising effects on normative political 
ideology. 
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Moonlight 

Moonlight is an American film written and directed by Barry Jenkins (2016). 
Depicting three chapters in Chiron’s troubled life—first as a boy (Alex Hib-
bert) taken under the wing of a local drug-dealer; then as a teen (Ashton 
Sanders) who falls in love with his best friend and finally, as a man (Tre-
vante Rhodes) who must resolve his inner identity with his toughened-up 
exterior—it became the first film with an all-black cast, as well as the first 
lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender and queer (LGBTQ)+ related film, to win 
the Oscar for Best Picture. Its cumulative worldwide gross is estimated to 
US$65.3m against a budget of US$4m (Box Office Mojo 2017). 

Set in the Miami neighborhood of Liberty City, the film opens with the 
sound of water and modulation of Boris Gardiner’s (1973) hit Every Nigger 
Is a Star. A scrawny kid nicknamed “Little” is chased into a derelict house 
by his bullies. He is rescued by Juan, a drug-dealer who ends up taking a sort 
of parental interest in the boy. Neglected by his drug-addicted mother, Chi-
ron struggles to carve his own path in life throughout the film. For instance, 
at one point, he rushes away while playing with the other boys. His friend 
Kevin, who seems to show genuine affection for him, comes along and sym-
pathetically asks why he lets other kids pick on him. In a tender yet powerful 
act, they end up wrestling breathlessly in a scene that not only signifies a 
pre-adolescent performance of masculinity, but also establishes the impend-
ing homosexual awakening. Another emotional sequence is when Juan, who 
has now taken on something akin to a fatherly role, teaches Chiron how to 
swim. It would seem that water becomes a key metaphor for Chiron’s re-
pressed desires. Another scene related to Chiron’s sexual awakening is when 
he walks into his peers in the school bathroom when they are comparing the 
sizes of their penises. This seems to relate to the notion of curiosity that is 
part of growing up as a male; a queer act that is sanitized because the sub-
jects have not yet entered repro time. However, while telling Juan that he 
hates his mother, maybe because he feels haunted—both by his sexual orien-
tation and his relationship to his psychologically abusive mother—he asks, 
“What’s a faggot?” by which Juan responds, “A faggot is a word you use to 
make gay people feel bad.” Chiron then asks, “Am I a faggot?” Juan says, 
“No. . . no. You can be gay but you don’t have to let nobody call you a fag-
got.” Finally, he asks, “How do I know?” 

As a teenager in the film’s second chapter, Chiron (Ashton Sanders) wakes 
up from his daydreaming when a classmate, Terrel, makes fun of him for 
being effeminate. When hiding from Terrel and the other bullies after class, 
Kevin approaches Chiron, they still seem to be friendly with each other. 
Kevin boasts that he got detention for having sex with a girl in the school 
hallway. Chiron’s reserved response indicates that it might be more than just 
a friendship. Indeed, while sharing a secretive smoke by the water, Chiron 
admits to Kevin that he wants to do a lot of things that do not make sense, 
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further reiterating his sexual confusion. They end up kissing, and Kevin 
gives him a handjob; with striking poignancy, we are reminded of the sound 
of water at the point of sexual climax. Chiron says, “I’m sorry,” whereupon 
Kevin responds, “What have you got to be sorry for?” In the car, Kevin asks 
if Chiron has done anything like that before. Chiron shakes his head. The 
following day, Terrel and the other bullies make Kevin punch Chiron in a 
game of “knockdown, stay down.” The increasingly violent performance of 
masculinity literally becomes an embodiment of Butler’s (2006) heterosexu-
al matrix, where Chiron needs to be punished for his homosexuality. More 
specifically, Chiron has to toughen up to survive, as manifested in the act of 
retaliation when he grabs a chair from the classroom and smashes it against 
the back of Terrel’s head with all his power. Destabilized, he is then taken by 
the police as Kevin helplessly watches on. As an adult in the film’s final act, 
Chiron (Trevante Rhodes) has now straightened up and mastered his perfor-
mance of masculinity to perfection. Yet, something tragic and traumatic 
seems to loom over the façade; it would seem that the specter of Juan, the 
only fatherly figure in his life, lingers in Chiron’s hardened exterior as he 
now, too, has become a drug-dealer. Two relationships seem to affirm his 
post-adolescent identity. First, the tearful reconciliation with his mother, who 
is now in a drug treatment center. Second, Kevin, who one day calls him out 
of the blue. Chiron drives all night to visit Kevin at the restaurant in Miami 
where he is now working. They have not seen each other in a decade. Over a 
bottle of wine, Kevin shows a picture of his son with his ex-girlfriend and 
says that he feels fulfilled in his role as a father. Chiron looks at him with a 
slightly melancholic gaze reinvigorating the mood of lament and missed op-
portunities. Kevin asks, “What are you doing? Who are you doing?” upon 
which Chiron responds that he feels trapped, possibly by his performance of 
masculinity. The fact that they still seem to have feelings for each other 
makes Moonlight transcend issues of stabilizing or rationalizing narrative 
projects typically associated with queer representation (Halberstam 2005). 

Finally, Kevin asks if Chiron remembers the last time they saw each other 
whereby Chiron replies that he is trying to forget all those times. As such, 
memory seems to be a crucial point of difference between Call Me By Your 
Name and Moonlight. From an intersectionality perspective, the experience 
of being black seems to indicate even more stigma around homosexuality. In 
the final scene of the former, Oliver says that he remembers everything; in 
the latter, Chiron built himself up anew from the ground to make himself 
hard enough to repress the trauma of his past. Subsumed by normative polit-
ical ideology, Chiron and Kevin ultimately seem to discuss how they can 
handle a subversive life torn between queer and repro time. In the final 
scene, Chiron admits that Kevin is the only person he has ever been intimate 
with. They caress each other gently before the enigmatic ending scene where 
we see a memory of Chiron as “Little” by the water. 
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Figure 1: Authenticity as a false sublation and its compromising effects 
on normative political ideology 

Portrait of a Lady on Fire 

The fifth full-length feature by French screenwriter-director Céline Sciamma 
(2019) is a historical drama with a near all-female cast, starring Noemie 
Merlant (Marianne) and Adèle Haenel (Héloïse) in the two leading roles. Set 
in France in the late 18th century, the film tells the story of a forbidden affair 
between Héloïse, a young aristocrat, and Marianne, a painter commissioned 
to paint her portrait. The film won the Queer Palm at Cannes, becoming the 
first film directed by a woman to win the award. Its cumulative worldwide 
gross is estimated to US$22.9m against a budget of US$4.3m (Box Office 
Mojo 2020). The Guardian’s film critic Mark Kermode (2020) notes how the 
film “seamlessly intertwines themes of love and politics, representation and 
reality” to create what Sciamma herself in multiple interviews has referred to 
as a manifesto for the female gaze. At every turn, the film subverts the male 
perspective in favor of feminine ways of looking. 

A subplot about a young housemaid dealing with an unwanted pregnancy 
finds Sciamma depicting a taboo subject and its representation. With this in 
mind, it could be argued that Portrait of a Lady on Fire sees invisible inter-
sections of identity that were silenced in Call Me By Your Name, as it takes 
issues of both class and sexuality into consideration. In her The New Yorker 
review, Syme (2020) points out that Sciamma based the subplot upon the 
book L’evénement (2000) by Annie Ernaux. The book in question, in which 
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she tells the story of an illegal abortion she had in 1963, at the age of twenty-
three, mourns the lack of great works of art that affirm or even depict her 
experience (Syme 2020). “I do not believe there exists a ‘Workshop of the 
Backstreet Abortionist’ in any museum in the world,” Ernaux (2000, p. 82) 
writes. This line struck a chord with the filmmaker Céline Sciamma who 
cited it as the inspiration for the striking scene in Portrait of a Lady on Fire 
(Syme 2020). 

Where many other directors of a period of lesbian romance might emphasize 
the taboos of same-sex love, Sciamma is less interested in shame or shock as 
she is in the force of the genuine bonds that form. In contrast to Moonlight 
and Call Me By Your Name, the two protagonists never have to question or 
come to terms with their burgeoning sexual awakening. They never explicit-
ly address their sexual desire as if it was a problem. Sciamma’s filming of 
sex and nudity sidesteps cinematic conventions. The only intercourse shown 
involves fingers in an armpit, and the only time we see Héloïse in the nude, 
she is stretched on a bed, a small mirror blocking her pubis hair as Marianne 
gazes at her own reflection sketching a self-portrait. The film’s relative mod-
esty feels like a rebuke to another acclaimed French lesbian romance, Blue Is 
the Warmest Colour (2013), whose male director included a 6-min sex scene 
that the female stars later said they found demeaning (Aftab 2013). 

Toward the end of the movie, we are pulled back to the present. It is revealed 
that Marianne saw Héloïse on two more occasions. The first time was at a 
gallery in the form of a portrait, where Héloïse was shown with a child, sur-
reptitiously holding a book open at Page 28 recalling the self-portrait Mari-
anne drew in the mirror, which she requested on that page. The second time 
was at a concert where Héloïse was overwhelmed with emotions as the or-
chestra performed a piece from Vivaldi’s Four Seasons, which Marianne had 
previously played for her on a harpsichord. While the narratological attitude 
toward remembrance is closer to that of Call Me By Your Name than Moon-
light, the film ends on a note of subversion. Although Héloïse is ultimately 
subsumed by the inevitable constrictions of patriarchy, the wink when she 
held the book open at that significant page—as a gesture to indicate that her 
love and desire for Marianne never waned—suggests that she never truly 
committed to the repro time of heteronormativity. Rather, it was forced upon 
her by patriarchal structures. This has implications for Halberstam’s (2005) 
framework for apparent motivations behind queer representation in cinema. 
It could be argued that Call Me By Your Name follows a rationalizing 
project, returning Oliver to the inevitability of hetero-domesticity; for 
Héloïse, however, this return exposes patriarchal structures and could, thus, 
be seen as a form of contemporary ideological critique on social identity. A 
similar inversion of Halberstam’s (2005) framework is found in Moonlight 
when Chiron and Kevin (i.e., the temporarily stabilized vis-à-vis rationalized 
queer subjects) ultimately seem to reconcile and impose gender trouble in 
the film’s enigmatic ending. 
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DISCUSSION 

With the aim of elucidating how cinematic representations of queer imagina-
tion (which, following Marcuse, is always already part of a commodifying 
process) possibly can transform market culture and ideologies around gender 
and sexuality, our analysis of the narrative attempts at “seeing the invisible” 
in three relatively recent additions to the genre of queer cinema provide 
some preliminary answers. Compared to Call Me By Your Name, we argue 
that Moonlight and Portrait of a Lady on Fire are more in line with Bald-
win’s prospect of queer imagination, in the sense that they see invisible, for-
bidden desires among marginal groups. While the former, according to 
Guadagnino, is not a gay movie but a film about “the beauty of the newborn 
idea of desire, unbiased and uncynical” (Wilson 2017), there is a sense that 
Moonlight more explicitly seeks to give a voice to marginalized and subju-
gated groups that previously have been excluded from mainstream cinema 
and integrate those imaginaries into social praxis. The justification provided 
by Guadagnino is similar to that of Wong Kar-Wai when addressing his fea-
ture film Happy Together (1997), a critically acclaimed chronicle of gay love 
(Lippe 1998). Nonetheless, Kar-Wai states: 

In fact, I do not like people to see this film as a gay film. It’s more like a 
story about human relationships and somehow the two characters involved 
are both men. Normally I hate movies with labels like “gay film,” “art film” 
or “commercial film.” There is only good film and bad film.  

(Lippe 1998, p. 58) 

However, numerous intersections of identity remain excluded in both Moon-
light and Call Me By Your Name. There are, for example, no interracial or 
lesbians relationships present. In those movies that actually do try to repre-
sent lesbian desire, such as Blue Is the Warmest Colour (2013), the explicit 
scenes often seem to serve the purpose of pleasing the male gaze2,3. It is also 
significant that Barry Jenkins’s subsequent movie is an adaptation of Bald-
win’s If Beale Street Could Talk (1974) about racism and heterosexual love 
between two black teenagers in Harlem, rather than Giovanni’s Room (1956) 
or the elegiac epic Just Above My Head (1979) that more explicitly deals 
with homosexual and interracial relationships. 

Implications for arts marketing and cultural branding 

From the framework depicted in Figure 1, it follows that the social structure 
of queer imagination is inevitably subsumed by the heteronormative market 
forces seeking to gain a financial profit. More generally, this is evident when 
the agency seeking to partake in the cultural production of queer imagination 
neither is an insider nor perceived as credible by the insiders (Holt 2004; 
also Tsai 2010). Consider, for example, the recent film Falling (2020) in 
which the lead actor Viggo Mortensen—otherwise known as the sword-
wielding hero Aragorn in the Lord of the Rings franchise—faced backlash 
for playing the role of a gay man. Adding to the complexity is the fact that 
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the film is written and directed by Mortensen himself. In response to the con-
troversy, he thinks people need to understand that we do not know every-
thing there is to know about his life, so people should not judge what roles 
he takes. 

Look, these are the times we’re living in, and I think it’s healthy that those 
issues are brought up. The short answer is that I did not think it was a prob-
lem. And people then ask me, “Well what about Terry Chen, who plays my 
husband in the film, is he a homosexual?” And the answer is I do not know, 
and I would never have the temerity to ask someone if they were, during the 
casting process. And how do you know what my life is? You’re assuming 
that I’m completely straight. Maybe I am, maybe I’m not. And it’s frankly 
none of your business. I want my movie to work, and I want the character of 
John to be effective. So if I did not think it was a good idea I would not do 
it.  

(Maher 2020) 

We derive that the theoretical formulation of false sublation provides a longi-
tudinal perspective that is more amenable to describe how disruptive prac-
tices may have transformative effects on normative political ideology than 
similar courses of action such as (1) cultural appropriation (Keene 2015), in 
which elements of disadvantaged minority cultures are ignorantly adopted by 
members of a more dominant group (Kates 2004), or (2) market co-optation, 
where subversive practices become shepherded into more predictable, man-
ageable and regulated environments facilitated by normative market forces 
(Goulding et al. 2009; Heath & Potter 2005; Thompson & Coskuner-Balli 
2007). Recently, the term “queerbaiting” has been used in cultural studies to 
criticize homoerotic suggestiveness in cultural production when this sugges-
tiveness is never actualized (Brennan 2018). As the name suggests, queer-
baiting is the baiting of the queer community by subtly inferring characters 
might be gay, without ever explicitly saying it4. We derive from our analysis 
that the term could be stretched to describe the process by which Timothée 
Chalamet in Call Me By Your Name made use of the queer narrative as a 
springboard to launch his personal brand as “the hottest actor on the planet 
[…] redefining what it means to be a leading man” (Styles 2019). Future 
research may wish to further explore the connection between queerbaiting 
and brand (in)authenticity. 

To the best of our knowledge, Kates (2004) is the only scholar who has stud-
ied queer identity work in relation to the way consumers endow market ex-
periences with authentic meaning. From a brand management perspective, 
authenticity helps overcome consumer skepticism toward brands and adver-
tisements (Becker et al. 2019; Beverland & Farrelly 2010). However, when 
brands chase after populist worlds incongruous to their cultural and/or politi-
cal authority, they come off as “opportunistic cultural parasite[s]” (Holt 
2004, p. 198). Similarly, Kates (2004) provides texture to the market failure 
of Coors in North American queer communities. As the consumer segment 
knew that the beer brand was owned by a conservative family that donated 
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money to anti-gay political causes, the brand’s attempt to gain legitimacy 
failed despite aggressive marketing efforts. 

In light of their precarious status as oppressed minorities, advertisers need to 
demonstrate sensitivity in targeting queer communities. From this perspec-
tive, authentic brands do not represent—they produce—queer imaginaries 
(by seeing the invisible). For example, rather than promoting nonconformist 
ideals, Holt (2004) demonstrates how Volkswagen’s advertisements spoke 
from within the bohemian milieu to comment on what was going on: 

There were no smoky underground jazz clubs or poetry readings. Instead of 
trying to hop on the counterculture through imitation, Volkswagen acted like 
a particularly clever and creative insider.  

(p. 70) 

Years later, Volkswagen sought to authenticate its brand image by partaking 
in the cultural production of queer imagination when they aired the success-
ful Sunday Afternoon commercial on the episode where American talk-show 
host Ellen DeGeneres came out as a lesbian (see Holt 2004). 

Queer theory can clearly help marketers develop authenticity for consumers 
by drawing on “rainbow rhetoric” (Kates 1999, p. 35). However, it is not 
enough for marketers to become aware of this rhetoric to describe the diver-
sity of queerness, spanning many intersections of social and political identi-
ty. They also need to understand the dynamics of false sublation by which 
queer imaginaries run the risk of affirming—rather than negating—dominant 
ideologies. The success of Moonlight, Call Me By Your Name and Portrait of 
a Lady on Fire attest to the performative capability of popular culture to in-
fluence the authenticity formation process, where both queer and straight 
consumers appreciate queer imagination as a part of their consumption expe-
riences. 

As Beverland and Farrelly (2010) remind us, what remains consistent in the 
marketing literature is that “authenticity encapsulates what is genuine, real, 
and/or true” (p. 839). Nonetheless, despite issues of honoring brand heritage, 
Becker et al. (2019) identified divergent dimensions of authenticity in adver-
tisements such as realism (i.e., whether the plot is realistic) and credibility 
(i.e., the advertisement presents a credible message). In a similar vein, 
Södergren (2019) demonstrates how Gillette recently sought to debunk its 
actual heritage, as manifested in the traditional slogan the best a man can get, 
by legitimizing the brand in a present-day ideological landscape through re-
alistic and credible imagery depicting a transgender man’s first shave, fueled 
by the warm gaze of his supportive father. Despite their efforts to convey an 
“authentic” representation of queer imagination (Figure 1), the advertisement 
could face backlash if it fails to reintegrate the imagery it conveys into brand 
praxis. Vredenburg et al. (2020) refer to this as woke-washing. However, 
such contributions to the commodification of queer life can still transform 
consumer culture and compromise normative political ideology by dissemi-
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nating and normalizing queer imaginaries. This means that it is not necessar-
ily the most realistic or credible representation of a queer imaginary that will 
be the most iconic. Other representations could have more transformative 
effects, as manifested in the longstanding obsession with metaphor and alle-
gory in advertising text (Stern 1988). 

Brands are also recommended to “see the invisible” in indexical terms 
(Grayson & Martinec 2004). Consider, for example, Tate Britain who have 
started to reclaim previously repressed queer histories and identities through 
key artwork in their canonical collection. In a recent video that is part of 
their TateShots series, three LGTBQ+ advocates are invited to visit the mu-
seum to interpret and make sense of artworks on the basis of their own iden-
tities and experiences (Tate 2019). Other brands could follow suit and high-
light queer histories in their brand narratives. 

CONCLUSION 

In this paper, we have described recent cultural disruptions contributing to 
the development of queer imagination and how brands possibly can tap into 
these narratives to project authenticity. Mainstream cinema partakes in the 
cultural production of queer imagination as an emergent market ideology 
that compromises the authenticity formation process, also affecting brand 
culture. Hence, we follow the range of scholars that study cultural aspects of 
aesthetics to understand consumer behavior (e.g., Brown 2015b; Joy & Sher-
ry 2003; Venkatesh & Meamber 2006). Our main contribution has been to 
elucidate the dynamics between authenticity as a compromise vs. false subla-
tion in the context of queer cinema. Hence, we extend the literature on com-
modification and how cultural production contributes to the dissemination of 
ideological meaning in an aesthetically oriented consumer culture. In more 
practical terms, “seeing the invisible” is proposed as a cultural branding 
technique. 

As testified by Coffin et al. (2019), “progress is rarely linear and uniform, 
and legal equality does not necessarily equal everyday socio-symbolic equal-
ity” (p. 284); hence, one should not assume that all categories pass through 
an even development. Such an evolutionist view would eradicate what is 
contradictory in historical processes, replacing it with the idea that develop-
ment is a linear progress. Given the history of false sublation, one will need 
to ask whether a sublation of authentic cinema is desirable at all, whether the 
distance between aesthetic semblance and life praxis is not requisite for that 
performative and emancipatory space within which alternatives (e.g., queer 
imagination) to what exists (e.g., normative political ideology) become con-
ceivable. 

One limitation of this study is that despite its aim to take intersectionality 
into consideration, the class perspective remains peripheral, which warrants 
future research where class is more clearly outlined in relation to sexual 
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identity. An additional limitation of this study is the relatively small sample 
of films analyzed. A possible avenue for future research is, thus, to include a 
larger sample to enable validation of these findings. For example, ethno-
graphic accounts from queer film festivals around the globe could possibly 
provide more depth to the culture industrial negotiation of authenticity. Fi-
nally, this study has focused on the representation of queer narratives in 
mainstream cinema. Further research may also include TV shows, which 
have gained considerable momentum in recent memory in the wake of online 
streaming services. 

Notes 

1. The Sami people (also known as Lapps or Laplanders) are an indigenous 
Finno-Ugric people inhabiting large parts of northern Sweden, Finland 
and Norway. 

2. This is in line with the rise of intimacy coordination and a more general 
understanding of screen sex scenes and misuse of power in the aftermath 
of #MeToo (Pulver 2021). 

3. A notable exception is the Korean film The Handmaiden (2016) directed 
by Park Chan-wook but based on the book Fingersmith (2002) by Sarah 
Waters who is known for her novels set in Victorian society featuring les-
bian protagonists. 

4. Perhaps the most famous example of queerbaiting in popular culture was 
when J. K. Rowling made it publicly known that Dumbledore—one of the 
most beloved characters in her Harry Potter franchise—is homosexual 
(without bothering to mention it in any of the seven books!). More recent-
ly, the Netflix hit Bridgerton has been accused of queerbaiting after 
prominently teasing gay sex scenes in its trailer but largely avoiding queer 
storytelling in the show itself (White 2020). 
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Tales From the Crypt: A Psychoanalytic 
Approach to Disability Representation in 
Advertising 

Stories, according to disability rights attorney Harriet McBryde Johnson 
(2006), are the closest we can come to shared experience. As Holt (2004, 
2006) has shown, storytelling is the key ingredient in branding as well as in 
narratives that produce market culture (also Beverland et al. 2020; Brown et 
al. 2021; Stern 1995). To this end, it is common for advertisers to draw on 
the universal template of the hero myth (Campbell 1949; Hirschman 1989; 
Holt & Thompson 2004). Yet, it has been noted that such marketing commu-
nications tend to affirm heroic agency as a patriarchal, able-bodied experi-
ence (Botterill 2007; Drake & Radford 2021; Foster & Pettinicchio 2021; 
Kearney et al. 2019; Sobande et al. 2020). In this regard, the hero myth could 
be said to fuel oppression by maintaining a social order by which the hero 
comes in to save the day, without whom the Other would be doomed 
(Hirschman 2000). 

However, as the catchphrase goes, not all heroes wear capes1. Everyday peo-
ple who perform good deeds can show courageousness similar to the ficti-
tious superheroes of popular culture (Featherstone 1992; Hirschman 2000). 
Recently, a photograph went viral. It depicts a young girl in a wheelchair 
who is awestruck by an inclusive advertisement featuring a woman in a simi-
lar chair (see Lowe 2019). As is widely recognized in consumer research, 
people constantly negotiate their views of themselves based on their social 
contexts (e.g., Lambert 2019; Luedicke et al. 2010; Shankar et al. 2009) and 
“make judgments about how well they are relating to others and/or accepted 
by others” (Baker et al. 2005, p. 133). It has also been pointed out that con-
sumers who do not see themselves portrayed positively in the mass media 
come to sense a lack of acceptance in society, which can affect their self-es-
teem negatively (De Faria & Casotti 2019; Gopaldas & DeRoy 2015; 
Scaraboto & Fischer 2013). 

Whilst there have been recent attempts to represent people with disabilities 
in more empowering ways, for example as heroes at the 2016 Paralympic 
Games (Kearney et al. 2019), or spectacular dancers on the BBC show 
Strictly Come Dancing (Whatley 2018), many bodily forms remain invisible 
in mainstream media and advertising (Foster & Pettinicchio 2021; Gopaldas 
& Siebert 2018). Instead, consumer culture tends to glorify the “supercrip,” a 

!1



disabled individual whose recognition in society largely depends on the ex-
tent to which they are perceived by the public as having defeated their dis-
abilities, thus meeting able-bodied standards (Berger 2008; Howe 2011; 
Kafer 2013). Given the emerging marketization of “wokeness” (Middleton & 
Turnbull 2021; Sobande 2020; Vredenburg et al. 2020), a cultural stage has 
emerged where consumers with disabilities are increasingly included in ad-
vertising and brand promotion. In this study, we place a particular focus on 
the representations of disability in recent examples of advertising campaigns 
and critically explore the politics of market-mediation of heroic agency and 
stigma. 

The balance between heroism and victimization is a delicate one. Kearney 
and colleagues (2019) point out the need for greater attention to be paid to 
the role of advertising in the assimilation of new norms and ideal types by 
marginalized groups. Fashion brands such as Tommy Hilfiger and ASOS are 
already modifying their current lines to offer more functional attire that 
serves a broad range of disabilities. Similarly, a wheelchair-bound Barbie 
doll has long been sought out by Barbie fans (Krause 2019). However, de-
spite their best intentions to integrate more inclusive mythologies into con-
sumer culture (and eventually social praxis), the culture industries are ulti-
mately driven by a profit motive; inclusive advertisements can therefore in-
advertently end up repressing the very marginalized groups they seek to rep-
resent (Foster & Pettinicchio 2021; Gurrieri et al. 2013). Such a marketing 
communications scandal took place recently in the Swedish context (Söder-
gren & Vallström 2020), and we use it as a revelatory case by employing 
methods of critical visual analysis (e.g., Molander et al. 2019; Schroeder 
2006). 

For our analysis, we adopt the conceptualization of introjection and incorpo-
ration developed by the French psychoanalysts Nicolas Abraham and Mária 
Torok (1994). Introjection denotes the energetic social nature of psychic life, 
where “the psyche is in a constant process of acquisition involving the active 
expansion of our potential to open onto our own emerging desires and feel-
ings as well as the external world” (p. 100). In contrast, incorporation is the 
failure of this social process, resulting in its supplementation with fantasy, 
which blocks change in the psyche and the notion of self. As such, incorpo-
ration is defined as “the removal of an unbearable reality and its confinement 
in an inaccessible region of the psyche” (p. 102). On a macro-level, the dis-
tinction between introjection and incorporation advances previous theory by 
recognizing often disregarded nuances inherent in the internalization of 
stereotypical representations, thus integrating social and psycho-emotional 
models of disability (Higgins 2020; see also Mimoun et al. 2021). We can 
thus focus on the following research questions: How do stigmatized (or un-
speakable) narratives enter the public consciousness in advertising? What 
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are the unintended consequences? Does the outcome of such inclusion hold 
the potential for destigmatization? 

This perspective helps us scrutinize the increasing utilization of disability 
representation in marketing communications, and how they can counterintu-
itively further market exclusion by reinforcing stereotypes and perpetuating 
ideal body type myths (e.g., Kearney et al. 2019). Furthermore, research on 
disability and consumption has typically focused on how servicescapes can 
be more accessible (e.g., Baker et al. 2007; Beudaert et al. 2017; De Faria & 
Casotti 2019; Saatcioglu & Ozanne 2013), or sought to develop frameworks 
for understanding vulnerability from the viewpoint of the individual con-
sumer (Baker et al. 2005; Beudaert et al. 2016; De Faria & Casotti 2019; 
Higgins 2020; Higgins & Hamilton 2019). Less focus has been placed on 
how disability representation in advertising may create opportunities for pos-
itive identification (Foster & Pettinicchio 2021) or transform collective no-
tions on what constitutes the normal and the deviant. To complement these 
efforts, our study highlights the complex relationship of simultaneously posi-
tive and negative implications from the perspective of how these become 
manifest and negotiated in the collective psyche. In this way, we extend the 
literature on destigmatization by introducing and defining the social crypt as 
a higher-order concept that creates a link between the individual psyche and 
the collective unconscious. We conclude by pondering the possibilities and 
transformative potential of disability representation in advertising to reduce 
stigma. 

THEORETICAL BACKGROUND 

Disabilities can be difficult to define, and the World Health Organization 
(2020) points out how 

the understanding of disability has moved away from a physical or medical 
perspective to one that takes into account a person’s physical, social and 
political context. Today, disability is understood to arise from the interaction 
between a person’s health condition or impairment and the multitude of in-
fluencing factors in their environment.  

(p. n/a) 

An estimated 190 million people, or one fifth of the global world population, 
are currently living with disabilities. Yet, many social aspects around disabil-
ity remain culturally unspeakable. In De Faria and Casotti’s (2019) study, for 
example, the fathers of people with Down syndrome preferred not to speak 
even though their intention was to interview both parents. Selected abortion 
and assisted suicide are more often regarded as justifiable among people 
with disabilities (Butler 2016; McBryde Johnson 2006; Swain & French,
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2000). There are also taboos around disability and sex (Shakespeare et al. 
1996). 

A wealth of research has distinguished between different approaches to dis-
ability, which include the medical, social, affirmative, and psycho-emotional 
(Higgins 2020; Oliver 1996; Reeve 2002; Shakespeare 2004; Swain & 
French 2000). Disability advocates regard movies as important tools for rais-
ing disability awareness. The different models of disability are aptly illus-
trated in the cinematic biographical drama Mask (1985), which is based on 
the life and early death of Rocky Dennis, starring Cher and Eric Stolz in the 
leading roles. Following the medical model (Oliver 1996), Rocky is diag-
nosed with craniodiaphyseal dysplasia, an extremely rare disorder that caus-
es disfiguring cranial enlargements. For the past twelve years, the doctors 
have repeatedly told him that his life expectancy is somewhere between 
three to six months. Meanwhile, the social model (Shakespeare 2004) is il-
lustrated in how Rocky, on the one hand, is accepted by his mother Rusty’s 
(Cher) motorcycle friends, and, on the other hand, is still perceived as de-
viant by many students in his school (e.g., “Hey kid, why don’t you take off 
your mask”). And yet, following the affirmative model (Swain & French 
2000), his life is not depicted as tragic. He remains positive, has hobbies like 
any other boy his age, falls in love, and lives the best life he can. He does not 
feel self-pity. In the scene where he first meets the principal, who is initially 
reluctant to accept him to the new school on the basis of his physical appear-
ance, he charmingly shrugs it off (“Don’t worry, I look weird but otherwise 
I’m fine”). Lastly, the psycho-emotional model (Higgins 2020; Reeve 2002) 
is illustrated in the depression and personal anguish Rocky has to face, 
which ultimately costs him his life. 

When disability is part of a character’s story, they often become positioned 
as someone to pity or someone to cure (i.e,. the medical model), instead of 
portraying disabled individuals as full members of our society. While in-
creased representation may have contributed to the re-symbolization of dis-
ability from unworthy to worthy (i.e., the affirmative model), this has usually 
been based on overt sentimentality. In research focusing on consumer cul-
ture, it is often environmental and socio-political structures rather than one’s 
medical impairment that are seen as disabling (i.e., the social model). Re-
cently, Higgins (2020) criticized the social model for overlooking the psy-
cho-emotional barriers and psychological inequalities experienced by con-
sumers living with impairment. The psycho-emotional model 

complements and extends the social model, offering understanding of the 
material and structural barriers of disability […] while also elucidating how 
socially normative structures, signs, symbols and practices can internally 
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oppress and psychologically disable consumers living with impairment, ren-
dering them to feel abnormal and inadequate to society.  

(p. 2676) 

However, it would seem that most approaches, including the psycho-emo-
tional model, are still deeply rooted in the individualized meaning-makings 
or psyche of the disabled subject. By theoretically bringing the social and the 
psycho-emotional models together through the theoretical formulation of the 
social crypt, we can begin to approach market exclusion and stigma as well 
as the transformative potential of commercial representations of disability 
from a collective perspective (also Chatzidakis et al. 2021). 

Market exclusion and stigma in visual representation of people with dis-
abilities 

Market exclusion refers to the mechanisms through which certain individuals 
and communities are barred from the resources and opportunities provided 
by the market to other citizens (Bauman 2000; Saren et al. 2019). More 
specifically, Burgess and colleagues (2017) note that market exclusion 

involves barriers to participation in the marketplace relationships and activi-
ties, available to the majority of people in a society. It affects the ability of 
individuals and groups to be adequately represented in the marketplace and 
has implications for quality of life and social cohesion.  

(p. 491, italics added) 

The marginalization of particular groups by society and the market can often 
be seen developing into zealous ostracism (e.g., Downey 2019; Henderson & 
Williams 2013; Hutton 2019). Beudaert and colleagues (2017) show how 
market exclusion often results in stigmatization which, in turn, contributes to 
discrimination and consumer vulnerability (also Peñaloza 1995). Goffman 
(1963) described stigma as a deviation from cultural norms. It arises when 
individuals are discredited on the basis of personal attributes that are deval-
ued. More precisely, he introduced three categories of discrediting attributes 
based on: physical deformities (e.g., amputated limbs, scars), character blem-
ishes (e.g., mental disorders, sexual orientation), and tribal associations (e.g., 
ethnicity, nationality). As a “marker of otherness in the public space” (Pavia 
& Mason 2012, p. 88), stigma can be readily extended to consumers with 
disabilities who can thus generally be perceived as inferior in a market that 
perpetuates and reinforces normative expectations of consumption, from the 
ability to open doors to having the “acceptable” habitus of a shopper (Gurri-
eri et al. 2013). In a market context, Mirabito and colleagues (2016) define 
stigma as “the labelling, stereotyping, and devaluation by and of commercial 
stakeholders (consumers, companies and their employees, stockholders, and 
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institutions) and their offerings (products, services, and experiences)” (p. 
171). 

While affirmative representations of stigma and vulnerability have prolifer-
ated spectacularly in recent years in a broad range of marketing communica-
tions (e.g., Foster & Pettinicchio 2021; Scaraboto & Fischer 2013), Beudaert 
and colleagues (2016) still report a persistent cultural invisibility of disabili-
ty, which can create difficulties “by decreasing the empathy of others and the 
legitimacy of the disability” (p. 61). The social realm is still largely built on 
ableist semiotics (Kearney et al. 2019). Ableism, in short, is the discrimina-
tion of and social prejudice against people with disabilities based on the be-
lief that typical abilities are superior. This ideology is rooted in the assump-
tion that disabled people require fixing (akin to the medical model). Kearney 
and colleagues (2019) focus on how this underpinning leads to various mis-
representations, thus highlighting 

the necessity for marketing researchers and practitioners to continue devel-
oping a more critical understanding of the cultural complexities within con-
sumer spheres in order to eliminate the less obvious types of exclusion in 
their practice.  

(p. 519) 

Although their study is timely and important, the two forms of misrepresen-
tation that they propose (i.e., non-representation and selective representation) 
do not focus on representations of heroic agency and disability, which is im-
portant in the social process of destigmatization (Foster & Pettinicchio 2021) 
To amend this, we turn to psychoanalytic theorizing for a novel view based 
on the collective psyche. 

Introjection as a framework for social inclusivity 

Following the recent growth of psychoanalytical theorizing in the study of 
consumer culture (e.g., Chatzidakis et al. 2021; Patsiaouras et al. 2016; 
Woodward 2011), we assess the politics of representing disability in adver-
tising. We focus on how the semiotics of heroic agency are constructed and 
assess its ableist underpinnings from the perspective of the collective psyche. 
In Abraham and Torok’s (1994) analysis, the collective disregard for painful 
historical realities characterizes individuals as well as social groups and can 
disrupt the lives of entire nations (also Yassa 2002). For them, in terms of the 
inner life of a person, introjection is the continual process by which the sub-
ject replicates and interiorizes the behaviors of the surrounding world. Ap-
plied to the social realm, however, introjection can involve enrichments and 
progressive ruptures in an ever-expanding socio-political imaginary, where-
by the emergence of more inclusive mythologies seems to indicate the poten-
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tial to challenge stigma (see Adkins & Ozanne 2005; Argo & Main 2008; 
Coskuner-Balli & Thompson 2013; Hamilton et al. 2014; Mirabito et al. 
2016). 

The concept of introjection (literally “casting inside”) was first introduced by 
the Hungarian psychoanalyst Sándor Ferenczi in 1909 and was further elabo-
rated on as an attempt to describe the process of broadening the ego. It de-
notes a lifelong process of acquisition and assimilation, of taking inside what 
is outside, allowing for psychodynamic reconfigurations of structure-agency 
tensions: a process that “allows individuals to relive and reinterpret past in-
teractions” (Radford & Bloch 2012, p. 147). If viewed as a complete process 
of developing a sense of selfhood, Abraham and Torok (1994) point out that 
introjection encompasses three successive stages: 

(1) Something new or foreign (whether good or bad) occurs in or to me. (2) 
I turn myself into that which this new “thing” has done to me; I familiarize 
myself with it through play, fantasy, projection (or any number of other ac-
tivities); in sum, I appropriate it for myself. (3) I become aware of what has 
occurred and of my own gradual encounter with it. As a result, I am now 
able to give the whole process a place within my emotional existence; I also 
understand why and how the scope of “myself” has been modified and ex-
panded.  

(p. 14) 

Hence, introjection can lead to the gradual process of assimilation through 
(1) abreaction and (2) destigmatization, which can be said to manifest as 
more nuanced representations of disable-bodied life experiences. Abreaction 
is a cathartic process closely linked to introjection and allows the individual 
to recognize and overcome unconscious repressions. It could be described as 
becoming conscious of previously repressed experiences. As such, processes 
of abreaction may also affect consumer culture through destigmatization that 
disrupts its ideological formation concerning what constitutes the abnormal 
or deviant, and thus contributes to diversity and social inclusion. Destigmati-
zation is the final step of the introjective process whereby people with dis-
abilities acquire respectability in consumer culture (also Crockett 2017). 

By means of contrast, for Abraham and Torok (1994) incorporation is the 
obstacle to introjection. “Incorporation,” the authors argue, “results from 
those losses that for some reason cannot be acknowledged as such” (p. 130, 
italics in original). Incorporation is distinct from the gradual process of intro-
jection because it is instantaneous, magical, and denotes a desperate attempt 
of the psyche to keep that which was previously believed to be secure intact 
(also Radford & Bloch 2012). Hence, incorporation sets out to compensate 
for the failed introjection, functioning similarly to hallucinatory wish-ful-
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fillment. It entices the subject to magical thinking to cover up for what is too 
traumatic to confront or too unspeakable to say, and manifests in completely 
displaced or removed activities as substitutions for what cannot be internal-
ized (also Bradshaw & Zwick 2016). These can manifest in “fantasies of so-
cial acceptance through product purchase” (De Faria & Casotti 2019, p. 
2261) or other mythical practices (Thompson 2004). 

Toward a social theory of the crypt 

According to Abraham and Torok (1986, 1994), what socially takes place in 
the presence of something unspeakable is the construction of a crypt. For 
example, whenever something terrible happens to a disabled person, people 
tend to say, “Who would do that?” or “It’s unimaginable” and then remove it 
from their minds. As Gehrig (2020) points out, “they cannot bear to imagine 
it, so our reality remains deniable, though it is as provable as our unseen 
bodies” (p. 244). The social crypt signifies something unbearable that cannot 
yet be expressed with the vocabulary available, and thus becomes inaccessi-
ble to the gradual work of assimilation. Thereby the distinction between in-
trojection and incorporation is a central feature (also Radford & Bloch 2012; 
Yassa 2002). Thus, the repressed traumas confined to the region of the social 
crypt create a split between the individual psyche and the collective uncon-
scious from which painful historical realities can disrupt and haunt the lives 
of entire nations (Gordon 2008). From this perspective, it is helpful to imag-
ine the collective unconscious as a mosaic where new supplements constant-
ly enrich the life of the people. Jacques Derrida (1986) vividly helps us pic-
ture such a crypt which also includes the actual or supposed traumas that 
made introjection impossible in the first place. Elsewhere, Derrida (1985) 
elaborates, 

the metaphor of the crypt returns insistently. Not having been taken back 
inside the self, digested, assimilated as in “all” normal mourning, the dead 
object remains like a living dead abscessed in a specific spot in the ego. It 
has its place, just like a crypt in the cemetery or temple, surrounded by walls 
and all the rest. The dead object is incorporated in this crypt—the term 
“incorporated” signalling precisely that one has failed to digest or assimilate 
it totally, so that it remains here, forming a pocket in the mourning body. 
The incorporated dead, which one has not really managed to take upon one-
self, continues to lodge there like something other and to ventrilocate 
through the “living”. The living dead [...] is the one who is enclosed in the 
crypt.  

(p. 57) 

Enclosed in this crypt, it would seem that unspeakable discourses remain 
concealed2. Incorporation thus creates the conditions for misrepresentation 
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through what could be called acts of (1) demetaphorization/objectivation, 
which denote the process by which the traumatic experience is (2) entombed 
in the social crypt, thus remaining concealed as an unspeakable discourse in 
the collective unconscious, which explains why discrimination against peo-
ple with disabilities often happens unwillingly. In this view, demetaphoriza-
tion (i.e., taking literally what is meant figuratively) and objectivation (i.e., 
pretending that someone’s suffering is not an injury to the social system as a 
whole) are the two interrelated procedures that correspond to incorporation 
in consumer culture, exempting market representations from the painful 
process of recognition and reorganization. Consider the recent Black Lives 
Matter protests where the police and counter-protesters would demetaphorize 
its content (e.g., “All Lives Matter”) to objectivate racism and its impact on 
society at large; or the low literacy consumers in Adkins and Ozanne’s 
(2005) study whose suffering is clearly socially embedded. In other words, 
demetaphorization/objectivation is the refusal of transformation where we 
shun the consequences in spite of acknowledging the problem. In this sense, 
it is compensatory for deficient introjection. In turn, entombment is the final 
step of the incorporation process, occurring when such a “compensation for 
deficient introjection” is confined to the social crypt where its meaning re-
mains concealed in the collective unconscious. Life goes on, seemingly as if 
nothing had happened, and we are likely to take the unspeakable element to 
the grave. 

REVELATORY CASES OF INCORPORATION AND INTROJEC-
TION IN ADVERTISING 

To illustrate our approach further, we use two inclusive marketing campaigns 
as revelatory cases (Molander et al. 2019) to explore incorporation and intro-
jection of disability semiotics in advertising. First, the Swedish Public Em-
ployment Service’s Gör plats! campaign is used to illustrate incorporation. 
Second, a series of TV spots by Swedish grocery store chain ICA featuring a 
character with Down syndrome (i.e., ICA Jerry) is used to illustrate introjec-
tion. These campaigns were chosen on the basis of the widespread attention 
they received in Swedish media. In this representational context, we apply a 
semiotic inquiry in the form of critical visual analysis (Schroeder 2006) of 
market-mediated symbols following the work of Schroeder and colleagues 
(Borgerson & Schroeder 2002; Schroeder 2009; Schroeder & Borgerson 
2005) who suggest that photos and adverts are data that can be studied as 
rich text embedded in and connected to a cultural context. By connecting 
images to the cultural context of their consumption, Schroeder (2006) argues 
that we can gain a more thorough understanding of how these images em-
body and express cultural values and contradictions. 
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In total, our data set consisted of twenty-three images and six videos which 
were part of the Gör plats! campaign and fifty-five videos that featured ICA 
Jerry. Following the procedure employed by Kearney and colleagues (2019), 
the authors first watched the visual material independently. The initial analy-
sis was based on our theoretical framework for introjection vs. incorporation. 
The authors then met regularly as the analysis progressed, to discuss and 
make analysis-related decisions and to discuss our interpretations. Moreover, 
to assess the forms of incorporation and inadvertent scenes of market exclu-
sion that emerged from our data, the intersectional research paradigm guided 
our interpretations. Contrary to the unidimensional approach which exam-
ines diversity across a single dimension at a time (e.g., the experience of be-
ing black or disabled), the intersectional approach considers diversity across 
multiple dimensions at once (e.g., the experience of being black and dis-
abled). Thus, Gopaldas and DeRoy (2015) demonstrate how intersectional 
research can reveal how the multiply-disadvantaged are often excluded or 
misrepresented in the marketplace (also Krause 2013; Södergren & Vall-
ström 2021). More precisely, the following categories were used to assess 
the diversity represented: type of impairment, gender, race, and the total 
number of representations in the imagery. The analysis also focused on how 
heroic elements were represented with regards to disability across intersec-
tional categories. In total, fifteen types of impairments were represented. As 
Baker and Kaufman-Scarborough (2001) point out, it is important to recog-
nize the difference between visible disabilities (e.g., Down syndrome, ampu-
tations, cerebral palsy) which can be readily noticed and “hidden” disabili-
ties (e.g., bipolar disorder, diabetes, other chronic illnesses) which are less 
evident to the naked eye. In those ads that featured “hidden” disabilities, for 
example, we often had to rely on accompanying text in order to identify the 
nature of the disability. 

Following the principles of thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke 2006), we 
systematically coded, sorted, and analyzed the data with the aim of identify-
ing common patterns, themes, and sub-themes (also Chatzidakis et al. 2021). 
We were explicitly interested in examining the applicability of Abraham and 
Torok’s concepts to the data. We thus remain sensitive to our usage of psy-
choanalysis as a conceptual repertoire, not a methodological framework. The 
themes were revised through dialectical tackling between theory and data 
(Spiggle 1994). 

FINDINGS AND ANALYSIS 

Incorporation and the construction of a social crypt 

In our dataset, themes of incorporation of disability arose predominantly 
from the Gör plats! campaign, through which the Swedish Public Employ-
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ment Service sought to create job opportunities for people with disabilities 
(Södergren & Vallström 2020). In these ads, the faces of the disable-bodied 
models were cropped out and exchanged with the faces of celebrities instead 
(see Rikken 2019). Along with this aesthetic, the message asked the viewer, 
“Would she have become a powerful influencer?” Not only was the face of 
Natalie Eriksson (@natalieerikssonss), an Instagram influencer with cerebral 
palsy, exchanged with that of Therese Lindgren (@therese), an able-bodied 
celebrity influencer, the color of Eriksson’s dark skin was altered to match 
Lindgren’s whiter hue (completely disregarding the fact that Natalie Eriks-
son is already a successful influencer in her own right). Foster and Pettinic-
chio (2021) refer to this type of incorporation as naïve integration, “sanitiz-
ing models with a disability, doctoring their features to conventionalize their 
appearance, bringing them closer to industry standards and with what con-
sumers are thought to be most comfortable” (p. 4). Ultimately, the Swedish 
Public Employment Service was legally forced to pay for damages, and 
Lindgren took to her Instagram to make a public apology for her collabora-
tion. These outcomes are in line with Mirabito and colleagues (2016) who 
note that “discrimination is more likely to arise […] from policies and prac-
tices that seem natural but […] have a disparate negative impact on stigma-
tized groups” (p. 179). In addition, Hamilton and colleagues (2014) note how 
stigmatization is interrelated with “wishful thinking that they will soon get a 
job” (p. 1841). 

Incorporation may also include overly heroic depictions of disability. Con-
sider a video ad featuring a gloomy rendition of John Lennon’s Working 
Class Hero to enhance the solemnly morose feeling as it follows the mun-
dane struggles of three people living with disabilities (https://youtu.be/
wWG3GCr-yK0). A woman in a wheelchair cannot enter the bus because it 
is too crowded, a blind man struggles to take a shower, and another man with 
short stature can barely reach the keyhole as he locks the door to his apart-
ment. Even in everyday tasks, they face vulnerability and discrimination, 
which they seem to compensate for by performing heroic efforts in their pro-
fessional lives. As one of the disable-bodied actors in the ad puts it, “the 
greatest bully is none other than yourself” (https://youtu.be/93TBdlULuJU), 
pointing to the need for representation, identification, and community. 

It would seem that while the promotion of “supercrips” or everyday heroism 
can encourage disable-bodied consumers to recognize their own worth 
(Hirschman 2000), it often includes elements of demetaphorization/objecti-
vation in line with Abraham and Torok’s (1994) definition of incorporation, 
which will lead to entombment in the social crypt. Excessive praise for en-
gaging in everyday activities is thought to reflect the general low-level of 
expectations in society toward people with disabilities. Moreover, media de-
pictions of “supercrips” can raise unrealistic expectations for all people with 

!11



disabilities (i.e., demetaphorization), including those who cannot execute 
many of the things that, for example, Paralympic athletes can do (i.e., objec-
tivation). Thus, we find that disability representation in advertising that in-
corporates “supercrip” narratives often works through demetaphorization/
objectivation, pretending that the suffering of people with disabilities is not 
an injury to the social system, for example through the selective representa-
tion of heroic agency. As a counterpoint, returning to the young girl men-
tioned in the Introduction (Lowe 2019), we argue that this image perhaps 
represents a broader example of introjection. The two ultimately met in per-
son, and for the child to encounter a confident adult with a similar wheel-
chair seems to have provided her with a profound feeling of positive identifi-
cation and community (see Stone 2019). 

Introjection and its potential for destigmatization 

Contrary to the campaign by the Swedish Public Employment Service in 
which the faces of people with disabilities were exchanged with able-bodied 
celebrities, thus reinforcing stigma in the collective unconscious through 
“confinement, imprisonment, and (in extreme cases) entombment in the 
crypt” (Abraham & Torok 1994, p. 132), the participation of Jerry (played by 
Mats Melin, an actor with Down syndrome) as a regular character in ICA’s 
marketing communications could be seen as a more successful example of 
introjection. He made his first appearance in 2009 (https://youtu.be/
FyLKpjjg0jM). In the video ad, his three co-workers are overwhelmed with 
work, complaining about not having enough staff, when the store manager 
interrupts (“So I promised I’d recruit someone new; here he is. Say ‘hi’ to 
our new intern”). The three co-workers stare confusedly at their new col-
league, whereupon he, in a cathartic moment of abreaction, shuns, “What are 
you looking at? Have you never seen an intern before?” Attention is deflect-
ed from his disability to his professional role as an intern, which is an impor-
tant step in destigmatization (Mirabito et al. 2016).  

Other video ads see him celebrating Halloween (https://youtu.be/
cGVjpEzhuuo), explaining sexual relationships (https://youtu.be/kn-
p5haeN6Co), and cringe at a drinking song (https://youtu.be/eImi9DwSMts) 
with his other colleagues on seemingly equal terms. Another cathartic mo-
ment occurs when two of the able-bodied employees have forgotten what the 
so-called Cheap Week is about. They ask Jerry to go check with the store 
manager but his answer is unintelligible. One of the able-bodied employees 
says to the other, “This might not be politically correct but I can’t hear what 
the man is saying.” However, when he goes to ask the store manager, it turns 
out that the manager has injured his face and cannot speak. In other words, 
Jerry’s unintelligible noises were just a reiteration of the store manager’s 
attempt to speak (https://youtu.be/Jv7FEJ7BAFU). Elsewhere, he is poking 
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fun at the man of action hero (https://youtu.be/zGNj45TgewU), and they 
draw on allegorical puns (Brown et al. 2021) to announce his return to the 
series after a period of absence (https://youtu.be/8n0wLGZ_gWI). Previous 
studies have highlighted how humor can be used to manage stigma in mar-
keting communications (e.g., Burmeister & Carels 2014; Jensen 2018). 
Clearly this is also the case with disability representation. Consider Malte-
sers’s New Boyfriend campaign inspired by real-life stories from disabled 
people in awkward dating situations (https://youtu.be/YgUqmKQ9Lrg), the 
campaign features a woman with cerebral palsy joking about her love life 
indicating that humor can be a powerful tool to break down taboos. 

Following Abraham and Torok (1994), introjection is a gradual process con-
sisting of abreaction and destigmatization. Since his debut in 2009, ICA Jer-
ry has featured in more than fifty video ads on national Swedish television. 
This seems to indicate a gradual process of raising consciousness, both 
among the audience and his fictitious colleagues, thus avoiding the instanta-
neous plunge into incorporation that can only function “by way of processes 
similar to hallucinatory fulfillments” (p. 113). In turn, what is being created 
is a semiotic opportunity to transform consumer culture through destigmati-
zation. De Faria and Casotti (2019) note that people with Down syndrome 
are “rarely present in the mass media” and that “non-stigmatized people 
view a stigmatized person or group as different and relatively inferior” (p. 
2238). One of the harmful stereotypes they highlight is the stigma around 
“the eternal child” (p. 2252), which reinforces an image of people with 
Down syndrome as “perpetually childlike, dependent and incapable of mak-
ing autonomous decisions” (p. 2260). From this perspective, “becoming an 
employee [is] an important antecedent role to becoming an adult” (p. 2256). 
In other words, it would seem that the introjection of Jerry in ICA’s market-
ing communications denotes a process of destigmatization as it inverts the 
myth of the eternally helpless child. It is striking that one of the able-bodied 
colleagues is playing the childlike character (https://youtu.be/ZkfRGhE0f-
Wo), further contributing to a semiotic of cultural inclusion. 

Both ICA and the Swedish Public Employment Service have turned off the 
comments section on their YouTube channels. However, the mean ratio be-
tween likes and dislikes suggests that ICA’s ads gathered more positive reac-
tions (ICA: 11.6; SPES: 4.8). Nonetheless, introjection was not completely 
absent in the Swedish Public Employment Service’s campaign. One of the 
videos depicted the working life of four colleagues with severe visual im-
pairments who were employed by a company that the Swedish Public Em-
ployment Service had supplied with various resources (https://youtu.be/fAt-
S_ZfwHi0). As it emphasized the various adjustments made by the employer 
as well as their assimilation to the work culture as a gradual process, it could 
be seen to put forth possibilities for introjection by semiotically engaging 
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with processes of abreaction and destigmatization. In terms of abreaction, it 
shows the cathartic moment when the employer first met with the new work-
ers (“I’d never known anyone with visual impairment before, it was a new 
experience”), which ultimately leads to destigmatization (“It’s no difference 
between us and them”). 

It is worth stressing that the psycho-social dynamic between introjection and 
incorporation is by no means limited to the representational context of dis-
ability (Chatzidakis et al. 2021). For example, Testa (2021) notes that black 
representation in top magazines remains a work-in-progress and that change 
is slow (e.g., “in September 2018, for example, Black women covered a ma-
jority of top titles. But by 2019, the models on those covers were less racially 
diverse”). While introjection denotes a gradual process which by definition is 
slow, such imperatives can also wane. Instead of “truly embrac[ing] systemic 
reinvention,” Testa (2021) worries that fashion will fall back into old pat-
terns of treating social progress as a trend. Likewise, it would seem that in-
trojective initiatives can fall back into incorporation; such undecidability is 
present in cyborg representation. 

The consumer cyborg as an affirmative marketplace mythology 

Swain and French (2000) outline an affirmative model of disability that re-
jects the view that society is an inherently disabling force. In our data, this 
approach was readily present in ads that drew on the myth of the consumer 
cyborg3. The image is often put forth to ascribe heroic agency to people with 
disabilities, but only insofar as such capabilities come in the form of super-
human technologies infused in the body. In line with Holt and Thompson’s 
(2004) elaboration on the prominence of heroic masculinity in American 
mass culture, consumer cyborgs are perhaps most commonly associated with 
the superhero in the movie (e.g., Iron Man (2008)). In short, a consumer cy-
borg is someone who feels their technology is a part of their biology; the de-
vice integrated in the body adds something to their senses or capability be-
yond what is currently normal for humans (Campbell et al. 2010)4. Not only 
is the cyborg itself ontologically determined by undecidability between the 
robotic and the human, its representation in consumer culture often seems to 
include elements of both introjection and incorporation. 

In our data, the consumer cyborg appeared as a character who had been di-
agnosed with a form of neuropathy, but who is now able to work again with 
the help of a pair of robotic gloves supplied by the Swedish Public Employ-
ment Service (https://youtu.be/06zlKjXCZJY). At one point in the video, he 
talks about how identification as a cyborg makes him feel empowered: 
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Picking them up from preschool, the kids are completely mind blown by my 
robotic hands, which makes me feel like Iron Man or RoboCop. It’s been 
helpful, now I can lift heavy things as well as carry my children. 

Weise (2020) worries that “the cyborg is too much an institution, an illusion 
of the nondisabled [...] the bots who either make life easy or ruin everything” 
(p. 64). Undoubtedly, given its place in popular culture, the mythologized 
consumer cyborg based on the man of action narrative with a hint of 
posthumanist fetishization could be seen as a way of incorporating disability 
in the collective psyche. But it is also important to recognize the reality of 
the disabled people, such as the person in the vignette above, who identify as 
cyborgs. Weise (2020) continues, “disabled people who use tech to live are 
cyborgs” (p. 70, italics added) and “for disabled women, the manifesto has 
been prophetic and eugenic” (pp. 71-72). 

Technologies are not simply used in these semiotic representations, but 
rather have the tendency to become the aesthetic nonhuman protagonists 
themselves (Fisher 2018). Using prosthetic limbs that are not pale imitations 
of their non-disabled counterparts, consumer cyborgs are not trying to sim-
ply pass as a mimesis of the able-bodied, nor do they try to embody non-dis-
abled ideals (smith 2019). Rather than hiding or minimizing disability, con-
sumer cyborgs tend to accentuate it. Bionics can thus be seen as empowering 
and non-tragic (i.e., the affirmative model) as they enhance body aesthetics 
and confer an advantage, allowing the disabled to achieve what the non-dis-
abled cannot (Campbell 2010). However, it is worth noting that, for example, 
consumer cyborg influencers are able to live this way because of their access 
to market resources (Södergren & Vallström 2020). But who can afford, say, 
designer legs? Most amputees can only afford one pair of legs5. As Weise 
(2016) points out, they tend to be fully made in the image of men: 

Take my C-Leg. It gives me the muscular calf of a man-cyclist. I have a 
ruler, and the company name, on my shin. I can choose between the colors 
Volcano Shadow or Desert Pearl, which is to say, gray or brownish-gray. I 
cannot choose a female option because there are none. I have no complaint 
about androgyny. But I’m just a regular femme who likes to show her legs. 
Yes, I have come this far, to beg that you make a leg look like a woman’s 
leg.  

(p. n/a) 

Hence, cyborg representation raises issues of gender and class in intersection 
with ability as not all amputees can afford to buy the mobility equipment 
required, let alone are able to choose between prosthetics that can serve as 
fashion implements as well as medical devices (smith 2019). Relatedly, 
Weise (2016) points out that “the opinions of cyborgs are conspicuously ab-
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sent from the expert panels, the tech leadership conferences and the advisory 
boards” (p. n/a). Moreover, consumer cyborg implants are often not sanc-
tioned by the medical profession and related operations are occasionally per-
formed by a surgeon who remains anonymous, fearful of possible repercus-
sions in a manner akin to the Victorian back street abortionists or doctors 
who performed sex change operations before they were legalized (Carroll 
2014). 

It might also be that the image of the consumer cyborg is alienating through 
its very promise of technologization. Perhaps if the person can be perma-
nently “fixed”—or indeed should be (Botez et al. 2020)—they need neither 
compassion nor help. As one can see in the case of the Elon Musk narrative 
of relocating (the wealthy) to Mars (after Earth is pillaged to the point of 
inhabitability), there is a form of magical thinking in regard to the mythical 
powers of technology that allows one to carry on and not engage with the 
actual problems of the present (also Bradshaw & Zwick 2016). Overall, the 
consumer cyborg narrative points to abreaction and destigmatization, but 
also constructs for itself further possibilities of ongoing incorporation (e.g., 
magical thinking, exoticization) as it immerses enthusiastically into com-
modified flows, this time of embodiment itself. 

DISCUSSION 

Following a diversity of studies focusing on consumer culture and vulnera-
bility (e.g., Baker et al. 2005; Higgins 2020; Kearney et al. 2019), our work 
has engaged with cultural negotiations of disability representation and des-
tigmatization. Aimed at scrutinizing how heroic agency can be construed vis-
à-vis disability, we have sought to explore the universal template of the 
“hero myth” (Campbell, 1949), which is so often reflected in advertising nar-
ratives (e.g., Hirschman 2000; Holt & Thompson 2004; Stern 1995). In so 
doing, we have critiqued its ableist underpinnings and how its aesthetics are 
proliferating in mass-mediated consumer culture, only now in the context of 
representing the disabled (Foster & Pettinicchio 2021). 

We have explored representation in consumer culture by showcasing alterna-
tives to the various conventions of misrepresentation that have previously 
been outlined in marketing and consumer research, such as idealization and 
exoticization (Schroeder & Borgerson 2005), selective representation (Kear-
ney et al. 2019), and unintended exclusion (Kaufman-Scarborough 2015). 
While “marketing communications is but one component of the visual 
realm” (Schroeder & Borgerson 2005, p. 579), it continues to be an impor-
tant aspect of the increasingly visual cultural context of consumption (Cayla 
& Peñaloza 2006; Schroeder 2006). Thus, our investigation reveals the po-
tential of disability representation in advertising to subvert the ableist gaze 
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without appealing to the “supercrip” stereotype (Kearney et al. 2019). For 
example, rather than hiding or minimizing disability or trying to meet able-
bodied standards, consumer cyborgs tend to accentuate their bionics (Camp-
bell 2010). More precisely, cyborg representation may be a vessel for posi-
tive identification and community for many consumers who otherwise would 
not see themselves represented in the market (Foster & Pettinicchio 2021). 
However, prostheses are still inextricably linked to issues of relative privi-
lege as most amputees can only afford one pair of legs and these are seldom 
made to look feminine. It is also revelatory that it is only through a con-
structed narrative of one’s professional aspirations or industrious work ethic 
that people with disabilities can rise up as “workercrips” to stand on the hal-
lowed grounds of the cultural stage of marketization. While potentially af-
firmative, these representations have a constant propensity to collapse into 
incorporation, and to thus depict the disabled as acceptable only when they 
are constantly becoming something-other than what they are. 

Our study also extends theorizations of destigmatization in consumer culture 
(Argo & Main 2008; Crockett 2017; Mirabito et al. 2016) by conceptually 
moving to the level of the collective psyche, casting light on how unspeak-
able discourses remain culturally repressed. We introduce the notion of the 
social crypt in the context of consumer culture as a concept that denotes how 
actual or supposed traumas become hidden but also reinforced in ways that 
make introjection impossible. Advancing the psycho-social approach sug-
gested by Chatzidakis and colleagues (2021), the social crypt could thus be 
seen as one of the ways in which power and hegemony is legitimated 
through “the shaping of people’s perceptions and cognitions such that they 
accept their role in the existing order because they can neither see nor imag-
ine an alternative” (Kearney et al. 2019, p. 550). For example, “children are 
not born with the innate ability to understand the underlying context of cul-
tural meanings at work in marketing communications” (Schroeder & Borger-
son 2005, p. 581), rather, these are assimilated through the gradual work of 
introjection. To this end, on a cultural macro-level, the distinction between 
introjection and incorporation as a theoretical lens offers promise as it com-
plements extant research by recognizing social aspects of internalization in 
the collective psyche. As such, “stereotyped representations can be internal-
ized by those represented” (Kearney et al. 2019, p. 550). In addition, the 
metaphor of the social crypt integrates extant models of disability in con-
sumer research (Higgins 2020). For example, the internalized oppression 
discussed by Higgins (2020) seems to denote a failure of introjection, as 
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an emergent finding of this study was the emotion of fear, with many re-
spondents sharing their personal experiences of challenging social norms 
and bad service to result in “censure,” “disdain,” and “hatred,” leaving them 
reluctant and fearful.  

(p. 2687) 

Indeed, fear that one’s “daughter will become ‘scarier to the public’ and per-
ceived as abnormal and monstrous rather than the beautiful person that she 
is” (p. 2688) resonates with Abraham and Torok’s (1994) theorizing of the 
social crypt. Our empirical context illuminates the impact of incorporation 
on the perpetuation of harmful stereotypes in corporate marketing communi-
cations. In it, the semiotics of both hidden and explicit messages are cultural-
ly complex. On the one hand, some representations in this context reflect 
broad, unrecognized ideologies (Butler 2016). On the other hand, brands 
readily utilize “woke” marketing messages in strategically ambiguous ways 
to constantly rewrite narratives of aspirational individuality rather than mak-
ing note of any intersectional and structurally oppressive forces (also Mid-
dleton & Turnbull 2021; Sobande 2020; Vredenburg et al. 2020). 

Our analysis points to incorporation as an inadvertent form of market exclu-
sion. Working through demetaphorization/objectivation and entombment, the 
incorporated Other “buried” in the social crypt continues to leave a mark on 
the collective unconscious. Although not strictly associated with the loss of 
an object, Abraham and Torok (1994) refer to this haunting as the result of a 
failed process of mourning. A recognition of how marketing communications 
(unintentionally or selectively) tend to reproduce an ableist gaze can con-
tribute to ways of critically assessing the purported heroic agency of “super-
crip” narratives, in which the protagonist is recognized only in so far as the 
act of their overcoming disability itself (Kearney et al. 2019). For example, 
many disabled people who identify as cyborgs view their impairment as part 
of their identity, not something to overcome or defeat (e.g., Weise 2020). 
Furthermore, the revelatory case of the Swedish Public Employment Service 
campaign could be said to reinforce cultural semiotics in which people with 
disabilities have to be productive to be worthy. Not only is there a heroic 
aspect in how people with disabilities are represented (and thus increasingly 
and irreducibly commodified), it is through the heroic image of work that 
markets can normalize the disabled and reincorporate them into the fold 
(Arendt 2018). All of the above point to inherent tensions in marketing 
communications and the inclusion and visibility it inadvertently brings 
about. Paradoxically, recognition in late capitalist market society takes place 
only if one has become embedded into the productive social narrative as a 
commodity, but it is simultaneously in the moment of being commodified 
where one may be included (Andéhn et al. 2020; Södergren & Vallström 
2021), but only as something that promises further business opportunity. 
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We have argued that the cultural consciousness of disability can be potential-
ly raised through an understanding and praxis of introjection. Disability has 
traditionally been depicted either as a form of victimization or vile (Garland-
Thomson 1997). However, recent cinematic productions seem to have set in 
motion new modes of depicting disable-bodied heroes with more agency, 
indicating the role of cultural production in the dissemination of ideological 
meaning (Södergren 2019). Drawing on Holt’s (2004) suggestion that “man-
agers must be able to spot emergent cultural opportunities” (p. 215), this 
recognition naturally offers cultural branding opportunities riding on increas-
ingly “woke” corporate practices. However, while some marketers are likely 
to pursue introjection as a moral imperative, many others will merely incor-
porate disability semiotics until incentives are realigned or legislation man-
dates change (Mirabito et al. 2016; Vredenburg et al. 2020). 

In this article, we have argued that introjection can be seen as crucial for the 
subversion of heroic agency and the ableist underpinnings it is grounded on. 
Celebrating visibility and representation rather than feeling pity or inspira-
tion is a critical step in the task of acknowledging the social and psycho-
emotional realities of those who live with disabilities, but one that is also 
becoming increasingly marketized. With other initiatives of societal inclu-
sion, disability representation in advertising will be irreducibly recognized 
by the marketing apparatus looking to escalate its profits. Representation and 
inclusion will thus inadvertently come with its wager in an increasingly mar-
ketized culture, where to be recognized by the narrative in the first place 
means to be already immersed in the processes of commodification. As such, 
the introjection that creates the conditions of representation and inclusion 
may again fall into something akin to cool and distant incorporation, at least 
in the sense of how all commodified signs are ultimately interchangeable and 
replaceable. While the social crypt itself is a cryptic term, we argue that it is 
particularly elucidatory for studying the reproduction of stigma in the collec-
tive unconscious alongside the more common approaches focusing on myth 
and ideology. If stories indeed are the closest we can come to shared experi-
ence, even if now increasingly emerging from the commercial realm with its 
own interests, we need more ways to approach the collective unconscious 
which ultimately is where these stories are filtered from. 

Notes 

1. For example, those protestors back in April 1977 that took over a Federal 
Building in downtown San Francisco in the remarkable 504 Sit-In, the 
longest non-violent occupation of a federal building in United States his-
tory which ultimately resulted in the acknowledgement that civil rights 
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also apply to people with disabilities, clearly deserve the hero epitaph 
(Wong 2020).  

2. In popular culture, a recent portrayal of the crypt appears in the folk hor-
ror film Midsommar (2019), in which the mentally unstable protagonist 
finally seems to introject the unspeakable trauma toward the film’s cli-
mactic ending.  

3. While a philosophical exploration of the cyborg conceptually directs us 
completely away from the material and the corporeal (Braidotti 2013), 
consumer research has focused more on the representational and individu-
alized image of the consumer cyborg (e.g., Buchanan-Oliver et al. 2010; 
Lai 2012).  

4. After having an antenna surgically implanted into his skull to “hear” color 
frequencies, Neil Harbisson became the first officially recognized cyborg 
when his passport photograph was accepted by the British Passport Office 
(Carroll 2014).  

5. During her 2009 TED Talk, former Paralympic athlete and model Aimee 
Mullins addressed her prosthetic legs (she owns about a dozen pairs) and 
the superpowers they grant her (https://www.ted.com/talks/aimee_-
mullins_my_12_pairs_of_legs).  

6. As exemplified by the following quote from one of the participants in De 
Faria and Casotti’s (2019) study: “Normal people would sort of—it’s not 
nice to say this—feel disgusted… feel disgusted, contempt, they wouldn’t 
buy something advertised by a disabled person” (p. 2252). 

!20



References 

Abraham, N., & Torok M. (1986). The Wolf Man’s Magic Word: A 
Cryptonymy. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press. 

Abraham, N., & Torok, M. (1994). The Shell and the Kernel: Renewals of 
Psychoanalysis. Chicago: University of Chicago Press. 

Adkins, N. R., & Ozanne, J. L. (2005). The low literate consumer. Journal of 
Consumer Research, 32(1), 93-105. 

Andéhn, M., Hietanen, J., & Lucarelli, A. (2020). Performing place promo-
tion: on implaced identity in marketized geographies. Marketing The-
ory, 20(3), 321-342. 

Arendt, H. ([1958] 2018) The Human Condition. Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press. 

Argo, J. J., & Main, K. J. (2008). Stigma by association in coupon redemp-
tion: Looking cheap because of others. Journal of Consumer Re-
search, 35(4), 559-572.  

Askegaard, S., & Linnet, J. T. (2011). Towards an epistemology of consumer 
culture theory: Phenomenology and the context of context. Marketing 
Theory, 11(4), 381-404. 

Baker, S. M. (2006). Consumer normalcy: Understanding the value of shop-
ping through narratives of consumers with visual impairments. Jour-
nal of Retailing, 82(1), 37-50.  

Baker, S. M., Gentry, J., & Rittenburg, T. (2005). Building understanding of 
the domain of consumer vulnerability. Journal of Macromarketing, 
25(2), 128-139.  

Baker, S. M., & Kaufman-Scarborough, C. (2001). Marketing and public 
accommodation: A retrospective on Title III of the Americans with 

!21



Disabilities Act. Journal of Public Policy & Marketing, 20(2), 
297-304. 

Bauman, Z. (2000). “What it means “to be excluded”: living to stay apart – 
or together?” in Social Inclusion: Possibilities and Tensions. Askonas, 
P., & Stewart, A. (Eds.). New York: St. Martin’s Press, 73-88 

Berger, R. J. (2008). Disability and the dedicated wheelchair athlete: Beyond 
the “supercrip” critique. Journal of Contemporary Ethnography, 
37(6), 647-678.  

Beverland, M. B., Eckhardt, G. M., Sands, S., & Shankar, A. (2020). How 
brands craft national identity. Journal of Consumer Research. https://
doi.org/10.1093/jcr/ucaa062. 

Beudaert, A., Gorge, H., & Herbert, M. (2017). An exploration of ser-
vicescapes’ exclusion and coping strategies of consumers with “hid-
den” auditory disorders.  Journal of Services Marketing, 31(4/5), 326-
338. 

Beudaert, A., Özçağlar-Toulouse, N., & Türe, M. (2016). Becoming sensory 
disabled: Exploring self-transformation through rites of passage. 
Journal of Business Research, 69(1), 57-64. 

Borgerson, J. L., & Schroeder, J. E. (2002). Ethical issues of global market-
ing: Avoiding bad faith in visual representation. European Journal of 
Marketing, 36(5/6), 570-594.  

Botez, A., Hietanen, J., & Tikkanen, H. (2020). Mapping the absence: a theo-
logical critique of posthumanist influences in marketing and consumer 
research. Journal of Marketing Management, 36(15-16), 1391-1416. 

Botterill, J. (2007). Cowboys, outlaws and artists: the rhetoric of authenticity 
and contemporary jeans and sneaker advertisements. Journal of Con-
sumer Culture, 7(1), 105-125. 

Bradshaw, A., & Zwick, D. (2016). The field of business sustainability and 
the death drive: a radical intervention. Journal of Business Ethics, 
136(2), 267-279.  

Braidotti, R. (2013). The Posthuman. Cambridge: Polity Press. 

!22



Braun, V., & Clarke, V. (2006). Using thematic analysis in psychology. Qual-
itative Research in Psychology, 3(2): 77-101. 

Brown, S., Stevens, L., & Maclaran, P. (2021). What’s the story, allegory?. 
C o n s u m p t i o n M a r k e t s & C u l t u r e . h t t p s : / / d o i . o r g /
10.1080/10253866.2021.1948840 

Buchanan-Oliver, M., Cruz, A., & Schroeder, J. E. (2010). Shaping the body 
and technology: Discursive implications for the strategic communica-
tion of technological brands. European Journal of Marketing, 44(5), 
635-652. 

Burgess, G., Kelemen, M., Moffat, S., & Parsons, E. (2017). Using perfor-
mative knowledge production to explore marketplace exclusion. Qual-
itative Market Research, 20(4), 486-511. 

Butler, J. (2016). Frames of War: When is Life Grievable? New York: Verso 
Books. 

Campbell, J. (1949). The Hero with a Thousand Faces. Princeton: Princeton 
University Press.  

Campbell, N. (2010) Future sex: cyborg bodies and the politics of meaning. 
Advertising & Society Review, 11(1), 1-30. 

Campbell, N., O’Driscoll, A., & Saren, M. (2010). The posthuman: The end 
and the beginning of the human. Journal of Consumer Behaviour, 
9(2), 86-101. 

Carroll, M. (2014). “Part human, part machine, cyborgs are becoming a real-
ity,” Newsweek. https://www.newsweek.com/2014/08/08/cyborgs-are-
walking-among-us-262132.html 

Cayla, J., & Peñaloza, L. (2006). The production of consumer representa-
tions. Advances in Consumer Research, 33, 458-461. 

Chatzidakis, A., Shaw, D., & Allen, M. (2021). A psycho-social approach to 
consumer ethics. Journal of Consumer Culture, 21(2), 123-145. 

Coskuner-Balli, G., & Thompson, C. J. (2013). The status costs of subordi-
nate cultural capital: At-home fathers’ collective pursuit of cultural 
legitimacy through capitalizing consumption practices. Journal of 
Consumer Research, 40(1), 19-41. 

!23



Crockett, D. (2017). Paths to respectability: Consumption and stigma man-
agement in the contemporary black middle class. Journal of Consumer 
Research, 44(3), 554-581. 

de Faria, M. D., & Casotti, L. M. (2019). “Welcome to Holland!” People 
with Down syndrome as vulnerable consumers. European Journal of 
Marketing, 53(11), 2245-2267. 

Derrida, J. (1985). The Ear of the Other. Lincoln: University of Nebraska 
Press. 

Derrida, J. (1986). “Fors: the Anglish words of Nicolas Abraham and Maria 
Torok,” in The Wolf Man’s Magic Word: A Cryptonymy. Rand, N. 
(Ed.). Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, pp.xi–xlviii. 

Downey, H. (2019). When the marketplace eludes me: Where will I take 
refuge? Consumption Markets & Culture, 22(5-6), 486-488. 

Drake, C., & Radford, S. K. (2021). Here is a place for you/know your place: 
Critiquing ‘biopedagogy’ embedded in images of the female body in 
fitness advertising. Journal of Consumer Culture, 21(4), 800-826. 

Featherstone, M. (1992). The heroic life and everyday life. Theory, Culture 
& Society, 9(1), 159-182. 

Fisher, M. (2018). Flatline Constructs: Gothic Materialism and Cybernetic 
Theory-fiction. New York: Exmilitary Press. 

Foster, J., & Pettinicchio, D. (2021). A model who looks like me: Communi-
cating and consuming representations of disability. Journal of Con-
sumer Culture. https://doi.org/10.1177/14695405211022074 

Garland-Thomson, R. (1997). Extraordinary Bodies: Figuring Physical Dis-
ability in American Culture and Literature. New York: Columbia Uni-
versity Press. 

Gehrig, K. (2020). “Time’s up for me, too,” in Disability Visibility: First-
Person Stories From the Twenty-First Century. Wong, A. (Ed). New 
York: Vintage Books, 243-249. 

Goffman, E. (1963). Stigma: Notes on the Management of Spoiled Identity. 
Englewood Cliffs: Prentice Hall. 

!24



Gopaldas, A., & DeRoy, G. (2015). An intersectional approach to diversity 
research. Consumption Markets & Culture, 18(4), 333-364.  

Gopaldas, A., & Siebert, A. (2018). Women over 40, foreigners of color, and 
other missing persons in globalizing mediascapes: Understanding 
marketing images as mirrors of intersectionality. Consumption Mar-
kets & Culture, 21(4), 323-346. 

Gordon, A. (2008). Ghostly Matters: Haunting and the Sociological Imagi-
nation. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press. 

Gurrieri, L., Previte, J., & Brace-Govan, J. (2013). Women’s bodies as sites 
of control: inadvertent stigma and exclusion in social marketing. 
Journal of Macromarketing, 33(2), 128-143. 

Hamilton, K., Piacentini, M. G., Banister, E., Barrios, A., Blocker, C. P., 
Coleman, C. A., Ekici, A., Gorge, H., Huttonm M., Passerard, F., & 
Saatcioglu, B. (2014). Poverty in consumer culture: towards a trans-
formative social representation. Journal of Marketing Management, 
30(17-18), 1833-1857. 

Henderson, G. R., & Williams, J. D. (2013). From exclusion to inclusion: an 
introduction to the special issue on marketplace diversity and inclu-
sion. Journal of Public Policy & Marketing, 32(1), 1-5.  

Higgins, L. (2020). Psycho-emotional disability in the marketplace. Euro-
pean Journal of Marketing, 54(11), 2675-2695. 

Higgins, L., & Hamilton, K. (2019). Therapeutic servicescapes and market-
mediated performances of emotional suffering. Journal of Consumer 
Research, 45(6), 1230-1253. 

Hirschman, E. C. (1989). Consumer behavior theories as heroic quest. Ad-
vances in Consumer Research, 16, 639-646. 

Hirschman, E. C. (2000). Heroes, Monsters and Messiahs: Movies and Tele-
vision Shows as the Mythology of American Culture. Kansas City: 
McNeel. 

Holt, D. B. (2004). How Brands Become Icons: The Principles of Cultural 
Branding. Cambridge: Harvard Business School Press.  

!25



Holt, D. B. (2006) Jack Daniel’s America: iconic brands as ideological para-
sites and proselytizers. Journal of Consumer Culture, 6(3), 355-377. 

Holt, D. B., & Thompson, C. J. (2004). Man-of-action heroes: the pursuit of 
heroic masculinity in everyday consumption. Journal of Consumer 
Research, 31(2), 425-440.  

Howe, P. D. (2011). Cyborg and supercrip: the Paralympics technology and 
the (dis)empowerment of disabled athletes. Sociology, 45(5), 868-882.  

Hutton, M. (2019). The care-less marketplace: exclusion as affective in-
equality. Consumption Markets & Culture, 22(5-6), 528-544. 

Kafer, A. (2013). Feminist, Crip, Queer. Bloomington: Indiana University 
Press. 

Kaufman-Scarborough, C. (2015) “Social exclusion: a perspective on con-
sumers with disabilities,” in Consumer Vulnerability: Conditions, 
Contexts and Characteristic. Hamilton, K., Dunnett, S., & Piacentini, 
M. (Eds.). Abingdon: Routledge, 157-169. 

Kearney, S., Brittain, I., & Kipnis, E. (2019). ‘Superdisabilities’ vs ‘disabili-
ties’? Theorizing the role of ableism in (mis)representational mytholo-
gy of disability in the marketplace. Consumption Markets & Culture, 
22(5-6), 545-567. 

Krause, A. (2019). “The first black Barbie to use a wheelchair is here, and 
people are loving the message it sends to kids,” Insider. https://
www.insider.com/mattel-makes-first-black-barbie-doll-to-use-wheel-
chair-2019-6.  

Lai, A. L. (2012). Cyborg as commodity: exploring conceptions of self-iden-
tity, body and citizenship within the context of emerging transplant 
technologies. Advances in Consumer Research, 40, 386-394. 

Lambert, A. (2019). Psychotic, acritical and precarious? A Lacanian explo-
ration of the neoliberal consumer subject. Marketing Theory, 19(3), 
329-346.  

Lowe, L. (2019). “Little girl awestruck by Ulta model who also uses a 
wheelchair,” Today. https://www.today.com/style/little-girl-awestruck-
ulta-model-who-also-uses-wheelchair-t161462. 

!26



Luedicke, M. K., Thompson, C. J., & Giesler, M. (2010). Consumer identity 
work as moral protagonism: how myth and ideology animate a brand-
mediated moral conflict. Journal of Consumer Research, 36(6), 1016-
1032.  

McBryde Johnson, H. (2006). Too Late to Die Young. New York: Picador. 
Middleton, K., & Turnbull, S. (2021). How advertising got “woke”: The in-

stitutional role of advertising in the emergence of gender progressive 
market logics and practices. Marketing Theory, 21(4), 561-578. 

Mimoun, L., Trujillo-Torres, L., & Sobande, F. (2021). Social emotions and 
the legitimation of the fertility technology market. Journal of Con-
sumer Research. https://doi.org/10.1093/jcr/ucab043. 

Mirabito, A. M., Otnes, C. C., Crosby, E., Wooten, D. B., Machin, J. E, Pul-
lig, C., Adkins, N. R., Dunnett, S., Hamilton, K., Thomas, K. D., & 
Yeh, M. A. (2016). The stigma turbine: a theoretical framework for 
conceptualizing and contextualizing marketplace stigma. Journal of 
Public Policy & Marketing, 35(2), 170-184. 

Molander, S., Kleppe, I. A., & Östberg, J. (2019). Hero shots: involved fa-
thers conquering new discursive territory in consumer culture. Con-
sumption Markets & Culture, 22(4), 430-453.  

Oliver, M. (1996). Understanding Disability: From Theory to Practice. Bas-
ingstoke: Macmillan. 

Patsiaouras, G., Fitchett, J., & Davies, A. (2016). Beyond the couch: psycho-
analytic consumer character readings into narcissism and denial. Mar-
keting Theory, 16(1), 57-73.  

Pavia, T., & Mason, M. J. (2012). Inclusion, exclusion and identity in the 
consumption of families living with childhood disability. Consumption 
Markets & Culture, 15(1), 87-115. 

Peñaloza, L. (1995). Immigrant consumers: Marketing and public policy 
considerations in the global economy. Journal of Public Policy & 
Marketing, 14(1), 83-94.  

!27



Radford, S. K., & Bloch, P. H. (2012). Grief, commiseration, and consump-
tion following the death of a celebrity. Journal of Consumer Culture, 
12(2), 137-155. 

Reeve, D. (2002). Negotiating psycho-emotional dimensions of disability 
and their influence on identity constructions. Disability and Society, 
17(5), 493-508. 

Rikken, C. (2019). “Therese Lindgren om Arbetsförmedlingens kampanj,” 
Aftonbladet. https://www.aftonbladet.se/nojesbladet/a/EWEoB3/
therese-lindgren-om-arbetsformedlingens-kampanj. 

Saatcioglu, B., & Ozanne, J. L. (2013). A critical spatial approach to market-
place exclusion and inclusion. Journal of Public Policy & Marketing, 
32(1), 32-37. 

Saren, M., Parsons, E., & Goulding, C. (2019). Dimensions of marketplace 
exclusion: representations, resistances and responses. Consumption 
Markets & Culture, 22(5-6), 475-485.  

Scaraboto, D., & Fischer, E. (2013). Frustrated fatshionistas: an institutional 
theory perspective on consumer quests for greater choice in main-
stream markets. Journal of Consumer Research, 39(6), 1234-1257. 

Schroeder, J. E. (2006). “Critical visual analysis,” in Handbook of Qualita-
tive Methods in Marketing. Belk, R. (Ed.). Aldershot: Edward Elgar, 
303-321. 

Schroeder, J. E. (2009). The cultural codes of branding. Marketing Theory, 
9(1), 123-126. 

Schroeder, J. E., & Borgerson, J. (2005). An ethics of representation for in-
ternational marketing communication. International Marketing Re-
view, 22(5): 578-600. 

Shakespeare, T. (2004). Social models of disability and other life strategies. 
Scandinavian Journal of Disability Research, 6(1), 8-21.  

Shakespeare, T., Gillespie-Sells, K., & Davies, D. (1996). The Sexual Poli-
tics of Disability. London: Cassell. 

Shankar, A., Elliott, R., & Fitchett, J. A. (2009) Identity, consumption and 
narratives of socialization. Marketing Theory, 9(1), 75-94. 

!28



smith, s. e. (2019). “The ugly beautiful and other failings of disability repre-
sentation,” Catapult. https://catapult.co/stories/the-ugly-beautiful-and-
other-failings-of-disability-representation-an-unquiet-mind-s-e-smith 

Sobande, F. (2020). Woke-washing: “intersectional” femvertising and brand-
ing “woke” bravery. European Journal of Marketing, 54(11), 
2723-2745. 

Sobande, F., Mimoun, L., & Torres, L. T.  (2020). Soldiers and superheroes 
needed! Masculine archetypes and constrained bodily commodifica-
tion in the sperm donation market. Marketing Theory, 20(1), 65-84. 

Södergren, J. (2019). From aura to jargon: the social life of authentication. 
Arts and the Market, 9(2), 115-131. 

Södergren, J., & Vallström, N. (2020). One-armed bandit? An intersectional 
analysis of Kelly Knox and disabled bodies in influencer marketing. 
Advances in Consumer Research, 48, 139-142. 

Södergren, J., & Vallström, N. (2021). Seeing the invisible: brand authentici-
ty and the cultural production of queer imagination. Arts and the Mar-
ket, 11(3), 275-297. 

Spiggle, S. (1994). Analysis and interpretation of qualitative data in con-
sumer research. Journal of Consumer Research, 21(3), 491-503. 

Stern, B. B. (1995). Consumer myths: Frye’s taxonomy and the structural 
analysis of consumption text. Journal of Consumer Research, 22(2), 
165-185.  

Stone, S. (2019). “Virginia girl in wheelchair meets Ulta model she gazed at 
in viral photo,” NBC Washington. https://www.nbcwashington.com/
news/local/girl-meets-ulta-model-in-wheelchair-in-viral-post/154841 

Swain, J., & French, S. (2000). Towards an affirmation model of disability. 
Disability & Society, 15(4), 569-582. 

Testa, J. (2021). “At top magazines, black representation remains a work in 
progress,” The New York Times. https://www.nytimes.com/
2021/09/02/style/fashion-magazines-diversity.html 

Thompson, C. J. (2004). Marketplace mythology and discourses of power. 
Journal of Consumer Research, 31(1), 162-180. 

!29



Vredenburg, J., Kapitan, S., Spry, A., & Kemper, J. A. (2020). Brands taking 
a stand: authentic brand activism or woke washing? Journal of Public 
Policy & Marketing, 39(4), 444-460. 

Weise, J. (2016). “The dawn of the ‘tryborg,’” The New York Times, https://
www.nytimes.com/2016/11/30/opinion/the-dawn-of-the-tryborg.html. 

Weise, J. (2020). “Common cyborg,” in Disability Visibility: First-Person 
Stories From the Twenty-First Century. Wong A (Ed.). New York: Vin-
tage Books, 63-74.  

Whatley, S. (2018). The spectacle of difference: dance and disability on 
screen. The International Journal of Screendance, 1(1), 41-52. 

Woodward, I. (2011). Towards an object-relations theory of consumerism: 
the aesthetics of desire and the unfolding materiality of social life. 
Journal of Consumer Culture, 11(3), 366-384. 

Wong, A. (2020). Disability Visibility: First-Person Stories from the Twenty-
First Century. New York: Vintage Books. 

Yassa, M. (2002). Nicolas Abraham and Maria Torok—the inner crypt. The 
Scandinavian Psychoanalytic Review, 25(2), 82-91. 

!30



“Woke” Authenticity in Brand
Culture
 
A Patchwork Ethnography

 
Jonatan Södergren

Jonatan Södergren    “W
oke” A

u
th

en
ticity in

 Bran
d C

u
ltu

re

Doctoral Thesis in Business Administration at Stockholm University, Sweden 2022

Stockholm Business School

ISBN 978-91-7911-736-8

Jonatan Södergren
Jonatan Södergren is interested in
aesthetic and ideological aspects of
consumption. He has published
articles in Arts and the Market,
International Journal of Consumer
Studies, and Journal of Customer
Behaviour.

This thesis addresses the issue of authenticity in brand culture. Brands
are increasingly purpose-driven and expected to take a stand on socio-
political issues. This is in line with the emerging marketization of
“wokeness.” Social action itself may be shifting shape into a
marketable commodity. By tapping into public discourse concerning
“wokeness,” it now seems that many brands try to leverage “woke”
credentials to project authenticity. However, failed attempts can lead to
backlash as it is perceived as mere virtue-signalling (so-called “woke-
washing”).
   Drawing on the ethical philosophy of Jacques Derrida (1930-2004),
this thesis proposes a circuit of “woke” authenticity in brand culture
consisting of deconstruction, citationality, hauntology, compromise,
and introjection. This framework helps us understand possible
transformative effects of “woke” marketing strategies.


