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1.

Branding 101



Marketing Stories in a Culture of Consumption


There are only two or three great human stories, and they go on repeating themselves as fiercely as if they had never happened before.

—Willa Cather




Why do we need stories? To this may be added two more questions. Why do we need the “same” stories over and over? Why is our need for more stories never satisfied?

—J. Hillis Miller




Branded Nation: If you were looking for two of the most overused title words in the book business, you couldn’t do better than this. It seems that every publisher of business books has a ready supply of Brand-this and Brand-that titles: A New Brand World, Emotional Branding, Brand Warfare, Strategic Brand Management, Be Your Own Brand, Brand Leadership, Brand New, Brand Asset Management, Managing Brand Equity, Building Strong Brands, The 22 Immutable Laws of Branding, and so on. Most of the three thousand business books published each year are written for people in business who want to make money and who think branding is just the ticket. They may be right, but, as is often the case, the big money is not in doing it but in writing the book about it. So you should know from the get-go that you won’t make money from the pages that follow. Turn back; this is not that kind of business book.

The other title word is almost as trite. Is there a major publisher who does not have a hand-wringing title using Nation? Although Prozac Nation, Savage Nation, and Fast Food Nation hit the jackpot (with Janet Jackson’s Rhythm Nation playing in the background), we’ve recently seen Adoption Nation, Asphalt Nation, Suburban Nation, Gunfighter Nation, Ritalin Nation, Pharmaceutical Nation, Comic Book Nation, and even Corporate Nation (with an introduction by the ever-anxious national brand Ralph Nader). So maybe it was only a matter of time before Branded and Nation got hitched in a title and went off together—into Remaindered Nation?

I bring these bulldozer words together, however, not to provide business tips or to bemoan the state of American culture, but rather to state the obvious. Much of our shared knowledge about ourselves and our culture comes to us through a commercial process of storytelling called branding. The process starts early. A marketing professor estimates that 10 percent of a two-year-old’s nouns are brand names. And an English study estimates that one out of every four babies speaks a brand name as a first word. There is no need to recite the dreary litany about how the Marlboro Man is better known than George Washington; how more people recognize the golden arches than recognize the Red Cross; how Mickey Mouse, Coke, or Tom Cruise are part of the With-It! Nation, while the United Nations, elective democracy, or the Peace Corps are part of the Huh? Nation. And no need to mention how American foreign policy and politics have been hijacked by brand meisters. We all know that.

As well, we now appreciate that institutions that were always thought “above” market pressures, such as the law, have been deeply affected. As Richard Sherwin has shown in When the Law Goes Pop: The Vanishing Line Between Law and Popular Culture, the goal of modern mega-tele-trials (O.J., the Menendez brothers, Bill, etc.) is to make the case fit a compelling story, branding it as melodrama, mystery, heroic suspense. Gerry Spence, renowned defense attorney, has said as much: winning is just a matter of “finding the right story.” He usually starts his summation with the same words, “Now I want to tell you a story.” He’s not kidding.

But what we may not appreciate is that the most successful recent branding exercise has had to do with how high culture is currently being created and shared. Branding in the nineteenth century became the meaning-making motor of consumerism, the key to concentrating the consuming desires of almost every human in the West toward manufactured items. What might not be so obvious is that in the middle of the twentieth century the branding process started to enter the marketplace of cultural values and beliefs. Schools, churches, museums, hospitals, politics (well, we knew about that one), living space, even the judicial system went pop! They—the successful institutions—started self-consciously using techniques of branding not just to make their ideological points and generate cultural capital but to distribute their services at the highest possible return. The admen entered the sacred groves, and, rather like the police in your bedroom, once inside, they are difficult to get to leave.

Of course, these distributors of cultural capital would insist that branding was not what they are doing. In fact, abhorring branding as well as all vulgar marketing techniques may be a necessary fiction in the public sphere. It may be important for the minister, professor, judge, diplomat, politician, and curator to regularly excoriate the marketplace while at the same time applying its techniques of fictionalized differentiation. And after we have finished wringing our hands in distress, this may not be so bad. We might find it refreshing, even salutary, to acknowledge the truth. Below all the self-serving voodoo, the marketplace of ideas is a marketplace. Merchants have always been in the temple.

Marketing, a central aspect of the marketplace, has not always been a dirty word. It’s an adjunct to sales. And really, isn’t all life about marketing, in a sense? You market yourself to your friends, to your employer, your constituents, and they to you. Your children market themselves to their sports team (pick me! pick me!), schools markets themselves (a degree from us is a ticket to success), and even churches market themselves (services at 9 and 11) and their products (forgiveness now, salvation later). Maybe it’s just the illusion of not marketing that we need to dispense with.

All lasting cultures are based on humans bringing things to market. As the nursery rhyme says, “To market, to market, to buy a fat pig, / Home again, home again, dancing a jig.” We call those things we find at the market “goods,” as in goods and services. We do not call them “bads.” There are usually two sides to a trade: buyers and sellers. In the modern world there is often little difference between products and services in the same category. The only thing that differs is the story. Branding, in this simple sense, is the application of a story to a product or a service and, as we will see, is utilized whenever there is a surplus of interchangeable goods.

In the modern world almost all consumer goods are marketed via stories. A good marketing plan is the one with a memorable story (Where’s the beef?), while an ineffective one is forgotten (remember Herb of Burger King?). Marketing in the economic sense is simply the process of getting this exchange to work efficiently—making money by storytelling. Often what you taste is the story, not the meat patty; the sizzle, not the steak. And that’s because it’s often the sizzle that carries what we want, namely, the smell, the emotion, the anticipation. One of the best introductions to branding is spending a few hours watching PBS’s Antiques Roadshow or reading the old J. Peterman catalog. Often the only thing that separates this ratty rug from that priceless tapestry is a story.
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J. Peterman knows that the only thing that separates interchangeable objects is a good story. And before he went out of business he told them in his catalog.

We have a natural sympathy for consumers. After all, we spend almost all of childhood on the receiving side. Gimme, gimme. Tell me a story. And lots of our adult time, too. But as we grow up, we tend to become more interested in the selling side. In fact, the selling side gets most of the academic attention. The formal study of economics is usually the study of the producer: how he borrows money, how he gauges demand, how he uses machinery, how he tells a story, how he is a he. The buying side is usually neglected. Until recently, this was the side of the she. He = intellectual, she = emotional is the “Me Tarzan, you Jane” of the traditional take on marketing. Branding is where they meet, and by no means is Jane powerless. In fact, as we will see, David Ogilvy, the advertising impresario of the 1960s, was close to the truth when he said, “The consumer is not a moron, she is your wife.”

Storytelling is the core of culture. When the world was made up primarily of needs (food, shelter, sex), there was little sophistication in narrative. We told most of our communal stories about such things as ancestry, nationalism, social class, politics, and the like. But after the Industrial Revolution, when there were massive surpluses, needs were effectively met and wants and desires became central. Stories attached themselves to fast-moving consumer goods (FMCGs) such as soap, thread, patent medicine, canned meats, and a host of other quick consumables.

Branding really exploded after the Second World War as surpluses piled up. Advertising genius Rosser Reeves, who used to run the huge Ted Bates Agency, would stand up before a client, reach into his pocket (his own pocket, although clients sometimes wondered if it was theirs), and pull out some loose change. Finding two quarters, he would announce that his job was to convince the consumer that the quarter in his right hand was worth more than the one in his left. That, he said, was his job. He called it creating a USP (unique selling proposition), but that’s branding in a nutshell. Tell a story—that there is a hammer pounding an anvil in your brain as a way to sell Anacin, that Wonder Bread helps build bodies twelve ways, or that M&Ms melt in your mouth, not in your hand—and you have separated your product from other aspirin, bread, and chocolate. Reeves’s brother-in-law David Ogilvy, head of the agency that still bears his name, expanded the proposition part of USP to tell wondrous stories about Hathaway shirts, Schweppes tonic water, and Puerto Rican resorts.

As you can see, these stories often had nothing to do with the product. Sometimes the story told about a product can change its value, and the story can hinge on the bizarre. Take price, for instance. If bottled water cost 25 cents (which it easily could because it’s essentially just tap water) instead of $1, the stories would be entirely different. If tuition at Harvard cost $10,000 instead of $30,000 (which it easily could as the endowment throws off enough cash every other week to cover all undergraduate tuition), the story would be different. If Christie’s and Sotheby’s were not continually making a market in fine art, chances are that museums would not do as much business as they do. Churches that let everyone into Heaven would soon go out of business. Forgiveness must be paid for; salvation has a price. Tithing has a purpose in generating product value as well as in generating revenue.

Of course we don’t think this way. We think that churches, schools, museums, the judiciary, and the like are running on a different track. In no way are they like bottled water! We believe that their cultural value is based not on some transaction between buyers and sellers but on individuals and their yearning for the ineffable truth. We seek answers and find The Way. So we yearn for meaning and find religion. We want beauty and find art. We thirst for knowledge and experience education. We go to court to find justice. No logo need apply. Packaging is unnecessary, and competition is unheard of. The public sphere is a brand-free zone.

Maybe it used to be that way when there were few suppliers. But once we had a surplus of pews, university seats, museum galleries, and the like, well, as we will see, things changed. Plenitude leads willy-nilly to consumerism. Modern culture has been marketized in almost all ways but public perception. The exception is politics. Here we have already come to accept branding as the norm. The transforming event was the packaging of General Dwight D. Eisenhower by none other than Rosser Reeves. The image of Ike was sold to the voters via television commercials called “Eisenhower Answers America.” The old general even moaned, “To think an old soldier should come to this.” His protégé Richard Nixon was transformed from craggy grouch to buoyant leader, thanks to the handiwork of a master brand craftsman, Roger Ailes. In a few years the process of selling the president was in place. Ailes understood that the presidency is just a political brand and that a politician is the quintessential identification character. All Dick Norris had to do with Bill Clinton was remember how Ailes had done it and stay away from hookers.

By the time of George W. Bush the process had been so completely internalized that the electorate was willing to believe that an old-Episcopal blue blood, Andover/Yale/Harvard, Skull & Bones was really a born-again Christian, Texas good ol’ boy oilman. It is simply impossible to imagine that someone like FDR would ever have been able, or have wanted, to be something other than Groton/Hudson River/Harvard/high church. True, he pretended he wasn’t confined to a wheelchair, but that was about the extent of the storytelling. Al Gore got stuck in the old brand. Although in reality he was as much the blue blood as Dubya, he was branded out of date, old money, exhausted policies, tired blood. Little wonder onetime Terminator Arnold Schwarzenegger had little trouble being perceived as “Governator.” The brand stories fit.

While we have come to accept the narrative of politics (and foreign policy from Operation Just Cause to Operation Iraqi Freedom), we don’t like storytelling as an explanation for most other public-sphere interactions. When I was growing up in the 1950s, it never occurred to me that the Episcopal Church was selling something. How repulsive an idea. Selling God! Nor did I ever think, when my family went to Manhattan and dutifully traipsed museum mile, that a great institution like the Metropolitan Museum of Art was selling images of transcendent beauty and that it was battling the Guggenheim up the block. That stuff was self-evidently art. Wasn’t it? It lived exempt from time and space. Who dared invoke market pressures? No one cared about the gate. After all, admission was free, wasn’t it?

It was only when I became a college professor that I became aware that much of what I was doing was marketing a kind of cultural literacy that was really up for grabs. We in the professorate were doing the grabbing, yes, but when it came to taking it to market we were pretending it had been there all along. Not only that, but we publicly argued that this stuff was really important and that it had always been that way. “Short time’s endless monument” Edmund Spenser had called art, but in our hands the curriculum became just another commodity to be sold. The battle for the best entering class was intense, and the criteria were fluid. As our consumers changed, so did our product. Want slave narratives as art? Okay. Want early diaries as feminist literature? Okay. In fact, the better the school, the more fierce the battle and the more malleable the curriculum.

As I grew more interested in how the commercial world was transforming high culture, I realized that the market (aargh, how I hated using that word in this context) for/in postsecondary education was very much like the market for those FMCGs (fast-moving consumer goods). That is to say that the school world is characterized by plenty of things that are interchangeable and offered by many suppliers. My school had become just like many other schools, each with very much the same curriculum, teaching staff, library, and playing fields. On the grocer’s aisle that’s exactly the condition that invites sellers to start telling stories about their products. In fact, that is exactly the condition that forces sellers to brand or get squeezed off the shelf. Realizing this made understandable so many developments, such as grade inflation, thoroughly corrupt big-time sports, the outsourcing of most services (including teaching to graduate students), the commercialization of research, and the incredible influence of U.S. News & World Report.
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And that got me thinking: Had distinction via branding moved from FMCGs to slow-moving cultural institutions (SMCIs), from soap powder and baked beans to political parties, museums, academic institutions, churches, zoos, housing developments, hospitals, and philanthropies for a reason? Is Higher Ed, Inc., in which some magazine establishes the criteria, inevitable? Is there a commercial market for selling salvation, for selling art, for selling knowledge? health care? Even for selling justice? Are the artifacts of high culture becoming just so many stockkeeping units (SKUs) to be moved about and remythographized? And, if so, why should we as belief consumers not want to admit it, and why should those on the selling side be so hesitant to confess their storytelling?
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When hospitals all have the same staff and stuff, this is what happens. Branding medical service in the New York City area is a function of interchangeability.

The answer is, I think, self-evident. Part of the power of public-sphere branding is that the story is coming from afar—from God, from the Constitution, from perfect forms, from Truth. That contention is the Über-brand of Kultur. Perhaps we can better understand branded belief, branded education, and branded art as part of what in the commercial world is called a “themed environment.” They even have a special name in marketing: LBEs, or location-based entertainments. That is to say, art, literature, and divinity are created in a site where a certain kind of experience can be exchanged for a certain kind of currency, not just money but, more interestingly, affiliation. To some sociologists influenced by the French, these are the markets of cultural capital. The pitch is that the brand of faith, education, or art that comes from one supplier is better than the almost exact same one that comes from another. The competition is intense because the stakes are high. Since the 1980s, a lot of museums, churches, and schools have gone out of business. Many more are living on the edge.

I became interested in the marketing of cultural capital as a result of studying luxury. Modern deluxe does not reside inside the object. It exists in a narrative that is attached by commercial speech—advertising. If I were to ask you to sample various kinds of nonsparkling bottled water as well as water straight from the tap, you probably couldn’t tell me on the basis of taste which was which. But Evian charges $1.49 for a nine-ounce bottle of the stuff. What you drink is clearly the story, the brand. That’s where the taste is. When blindfolded, many people cannot tell the difference between cheap and expensive wines. But more provocative is the fact that many blindfolded drinkers can’t tell the difference between red and white wine or the difference between black coffee and café au lait, or not just the difference between Coke and Pepsi but between Coke and Sprite. Without seeing the nameplate, could you tell from the ride alone which car was a Lexus and which a Chevy? Could the same phenomenon be occurring in the nonprofit world? The purpose of this book is to find out.

What Isn’t Matter Is What Matters

The meaning of experience has always been communicated in stories. The bard is always a central character in every culture, for without him we would not know what was happening, let alone what has come before or what to expect next. He is the priest of consciousness. While the dominant pre–Information Age stories used to cluster around abstract concepts like nationalism, ancestry, history, and access to divinity, the dominant modern stories cluster around such things as cigarettes, sugar water, beer, and car tires. Think of it: even the simplest things, such as beer, meat patties, coffee, denim, sneakers, gasoline, water, credit cards, television networks, batteries, and airplane seats have deep drum-rolling narratives behind them. The stories are linked into cycles, modern sagas, some lasting for generations, some changing every few months.

From the producer’s point of view, installing the story means that he will maximize his profit. Again observe Evian. As I write this, the national average price for a gallon of unleaded gasoline is $1.75. Other prices for a gallon of various fluids:


Lipton Iced Tea: 16 oz. for $1.19 equals $9.52 per gallon

Ocean Spray: 16 oz. for $1.25 equals $10.00 per gallon

Gatorade: 20 oz. for $1.59 equals $10.17 per gallon

Diet Snapple: 16 oz. for $1.29 equals $10.32 per gallon

Milk: 16 oz. for $1.59 equals $12.72 per gallon

Wite-Out: 7 oz. for $1.39 equals $25.42 per gallon

STP brake fluid: 12 oz. for $3.15 equals $33.60 per gallon

Scope: 1.5 oz. for $0.99 equals $84.48 per gallon

Pepto-Bismol: 4 oz. for $3.85 equals $123.20 per gallon

Vicks NyQuil: 6 oz. for $8.35 equals $178.13 per gallon

Evian water: 9 oz. for $1.49 equals $21.19 per gallon



While you might think that consumers would balk and admit that Evian spelled backward is what they don’t want to be—namely, naive—no such thing happens. Just the opposite. We want the story. The story retails for $1.49; the water is free. The best explanation of the consumer’s point of view is this conversation from the BBC sitcom Absolutely Fabulous. Edwina receives a gift of earrings from her daughter. “Are they Lacroix?” Edwina asks eagerly. “Do you like them?” asks her daughter. “I do if they’re Lacroix,” replies Edwina.
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The taste of Evian is not on the palate but in the imagination, and here it is being installed via slightly ludicrous stories.
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When you extrapolate the value of these commercial fictions, the numbers become huge; to some observers, obscene. Here’s how BusinessWeek, teaming up with Interbrand, a unit of the advertising holding company Omnicom, valued the top ten worldwide brands. As with most such rankings, such as U.S. News & World Report rankings of universities, the list changes a little each year so the magazine can be guaranteed future sales. But even if the ranking is based on a number of variable criteria, the basic idea is that strong brands have the power to increase sales and earnings, irrespective of other attributes. Note that these are only publicly held worldwide brands, so some household names such as Gatorade (a subsidiary of PepsiCo) don’t count, nor do private companies such as candy maker Mars, Inc. or institutions such as the Roman Catholic Church, the Louvre, or Harvard University.

The World’s Ten Most Valuable Brands in 2001
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Note that most of these superpowerful brands are in industries with plenty of competition; in fact, they are often selling almost identical products as their cohorts. Coke needs Pepsi. McDonald’s needs Burger King. Ford needs GM. If you ever wonder why Microsoft is perpetually tussling with the government, this is part of the reason. From a branding perspective, it might do better with a competitive brand. What the list shows is that whenever you have a surplus of interchangeable items, the savvy supplier is going to attach a powerful story to his version. “I’ve never seen a great military, political or corporate leader who was not a great storyteller. Telling stories is a core competency in business, although it’s one that we don’t pay enough attention to,” says Brian Ferren, executive vice president for creative technology and research at Walt Disney Imagineering, number seven on the list. Or, as another master of this process, Roberto Goizueta, late CEO of number one, Coca-Cola, said, “In retail, it’s location, location, location. In business, it’s differentiate, differentiate, differentiate.” He wasn’t talking about the product; he was talking about the stories.

This separation into brands via fiction is true not just with obviously interchangeable commercial products such as airline seats, mortgages, credit cards, and long distance service, but with a variety of disparate cultural matters as well. Consider television shows in which branded characters are deeply fixed in roles (think Seinfeld, Cheers, Hill Street Blues); television producers (Aaron Spelling and Steven Bochco are brand names); television networks (Discover and PBS have mall stores, as does Disney, and the Fox network has its own brand of news); plot lines (the Law & Order story is told on television in the host show as well as in two extensions, L&O: Special Victims Unit and L&O: Criminal Intent, a coffee-table book of gritty photographs and another book of trivia, a computer game and a cell phone version, as well as the usual raft of director’s cut DVDs); authors (Stephen King says he’s the “Big Mac and fries” of popular fiction); sporting teams (the NBA has been defined by its commissioner as a single brand—the NBA—with-twenty-nine teams); movies (Steven Spielberg and George Lucas are brands, as are the James Bond and Terminator movies); royalty (the Windsors; Prince Rainier and Grace Kelly); talk radio (think how Rush Limbaugh transformed the AM dial); magazines (Cosmo opens a clothing store; Oprah is Oprah); and even human behavior (ADHD, BPD) and the drugs to treat it (Ritalin, Prozac).

The list of branded goods and services is seemingly endless and increasing daily. What it shows is that once we are able to produce something, almost anything, we will then produce it up until the point of diminishing returns. You name it: meat patties, fictional stories, automobiles, class-action lawsuits, newspapers, or—in terms of this book—pews, classrooms, works of art; if it can be manufactured, assembled, or constructed, the successful versions will ultimately be those with the most compelling narratives. The process is now second nature to us. We even see ourselves in the workforce as being superfluous and just like the guy next to us. What to do? Think of yourself as a…brand.

[image: 15-1]

Sell the disease first, then the anxiety, then the cure.
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Forbes magazine has it right: these days kids want to be highly leveraged brands.

The Modern Brand

Branding, as symbol creation, is, of course, ancient. Start with the word brand, and you can follow the entire history of how we name (and control) the meaning of things. Literally, a brand (from Old English biernan, “to burn”) was something stuck in a fire. As a verb, it describes the process of tempering by high heat. As a noun, a brand is the result of being brazened. A brand is literally a weapon, often a sword, hardened by heating—no symbolism yet, just process and result. You brandish a sword or, better yet, brand. Thus a firebrand is a hothead, someone who presumably has been too close to the flames and has transformed into something forceful, such as a sword. He is brazen.

Exploiting the connection with fire, brand became something literally burned into the hide of cows and horses to show ownership. The brand as burned image now starts a curious history because it is joined with stigma, which means “blot” or “blemish” and is a signifier of inflicted shame. “Stigma” comes to us from Latin, as the Romans literally branded unruly slaves and criminals. These brands were lightly burnt onto the skin and disappeared within a few years. Many of those branded were Christians. In a provocative bit of cultural jujitsu, early Christianity picked up the symbolic concept and applied it retroactively to the nail wounds of Christ—the stigmata. Here is a rare example of not just a backwards application (metalepsis) but a total reversal of meaning (antagonym). For the wounds received by Christ on the Cross would miraculously appear on the hands of a true penitent: the secondary stigmata, a brand of elevation, not degradation.

In American cultural history, the best-known use of branded stigmas was by the Puritans. Who does not know of Hester Prynne’s scarlet letter? What we don’t realize is that an entire alphabet was used. So in Maryland, for instance, county justices could brand a criminal with an “H,” for hog stealer; an “R,” for runaway slave; or a “T,” for thief. Colonial America was an ideal culture for such branding. Here was an isolated community with real danger around the edges. Being cast out meant confronting real danger. Being branded increased your danger. Your story traveled with you—literally.

During the nineteenth century, the concept of brand also consolidated an older, less ambiguous, definition. The brand became a return address or a trademark burned on such products as liquor and wine casks, timber, metals, and the like. This is still a common usage. Very often a brand shows how ownership can literally attach to a moving product. We all know the branding of, say, the flying A on the flank of a steer as a mark denoting ownership. Soon it becomes the nameplate of a car, the flying B of Bentley. The brand becomes a social construction of possession, no longer of transgression, and not yet of inclusion. This meaning was consecrated when, in 1905, Congress passed trademark legislation. The brand legally became “a name, term, or design—or a combination of these elements that is intended to clearly identify and differentiate a seller’s products from a competitor’s products,” which is still how it is formally defined.

In the modern world we have, again true to the stigma history, reversed the magnetic poles with self-inflicted tattooing. Not just adolescents but grown-ups wait patiently to have themselves branded with various witticisms on various parts of the anatomy. We also proudly wear the initials of affiliation, branding ourselves with what are often designer names. So Donna Karan’s DKNY, Chanel’s Cs, Tommy Hilfiger’s Tommy, Gucci’s Gs, or Ralph Lauren’s RL are displayed on our bodies as signs of inclusion, not exclusion. We occasionally recognize such branding as a kind of bondage. We talk of style slaves and fashion victims. But even though many of us are deeply susceptible to the manufactured allure that inveigles us into making “buying decisions,” we are not necessarily that keen to admit it. The branding process, however, works the same way: in or out, on the skin or over it. We want to be part of this story, not that one.

So, in a way, brand has moved from noun to verb and back to noun. I think it’s best understood as a storytelling process. Observe Levi’s. A century ago the Levi’s brand was a way to display what are called in marketing the “features and benefits” of a machine-made fabric: denim. The brand was literally stamped on both the packing boxes and the pants. The brand denoted and connoted: it said, “this is from Levi Strauss & Co., it is Levi’s denim, and it means that Levi’s is rugged.” Later the brand appeared as that big label for all the world to see, right there on your hip, a symbol. By extension, the brand became more than a promise of experience; it became the experience itself: You are rugged. Levi’s was not just on your hip, it became hip, just as you do when you wear Levi’s. Then, rather mysteriously in the 1970s, just as it seemed indomitable, the Levi’s brand lost its cachet and became something to avoid.
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See that beauty mark? Mercedes-Benz has the temerity to brand a brand, literally.
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Which brand do you want to slide into today?

Perhaps more appropriate than a narrative process, the brand has become a kind of theater in which various dramas are performed. Some years ago John Stuart, then chairman of the Quaker Oats Company, said in an often quoted comment, “If the business were split up, I would take the brands, trademarks, and goodwill, and you could have all the bricks and mortar—and I would do better than you.” But holding the experience, as it were, is not without risks. For while a brand can take years to evolve, it can evaporate in just months if it loses its interpretive audience. Or if it gets the wrong audience. The tipping point tips both ways.

Modern commercial brands are tippy because, unlike most other stories, they are not written down in an ur-text. They appear in advertising, in packaging, in logos, in slogans, and in the minds of consumers. They are just “out there” in the cultural ether, social constructions without the telltale provenance that holds them in place. We know them, yes, but we’re not sure how. In this sense, the modern brand is like a smell. Although humans are sensitive to scents, we are unaware of the impact of odor until we reach the extremes. Then it’s all reflex. Whiff, and we gag. Whew, and we swoon. Yuck, we say when we are too close to carrion. Yummy, we say when we are not close enough to perfume. Smells, like the other sensations, carry stories to the brain, but they do it almost at the speed of sound and our response is often visceral and violent. And that’s what a great brand ultimately is, a sensation, again the infamous sizzle, not the steak. That’s why brands are so hard to control.

Here’s another way to think about brands: they are commercialized gossip. Not gossip in the tabloid sense of who is sleeping with whom but gossip in the much more profound sense of secret meaning to be shared by insiders. “Psssst, here, listen to this.” Gossip moves in whispers because they’re far more important than shouts. Buzz is such a good onomatopoeic descriptor because it gives the sense of bees in a hive. You pay attention to gossip; it’s important. That’s why you lean over and cup your ear, alert your sniffer—prepare for the good stuff, the real dirt, the gravy, the perfume. It even has a temperature; it’s cool, or it’s hot.

Gossip may seem trivial to dictionary writers and newspaper readers but ask anyone in marketing how important gossip is. The reason buzz is the coinage du jour on Madison Avenue and in Hollywood and Washington, D.C., is because what they sell is fresh brands for old products. Back in the post-Prohibition days, liquor companies found that the best way to move a new product was to hire bar drinkers to whisper that a certain branded drink was really powerful. After all it was just bourbon, rye, or scotch that was often coming out of the same vats, but the power of “Pssst, try this stuff, it’s better than moonshine” was potent. Humans cannot resist the intimacy of secret knowledge. In advertising, commercial gossip is no longer called whisper copy; it’s viral marketing. Universities, art galleries, churches, philanthropies, and other sites of cultural capital are no exception. They have realized not just the power of “getting the word out” but the power of “getting the right word out to the ‘right people.’ ”

Brand Community: The New World Order

We know the words. Brands are the new lingua franca. What marks the modern world is that certain brand stories have become ligatures that hold experience together. We speak of brand families of objects on the shelf, never really appreciating that such families may well extend into the human sphere. We use the term brand loyalty without really appreciating the power of affiliation. We all know the way certain automobile owners wave at each other solely on the basis of the brand of car they drive (Saab, for instance), how certain computer users form chat groups that extend friendship beyond simple discussions of shared equipment or operating systems (Apple, for instance, or Linux), how the alumni of certain schools seem to bond even if they were not in the same class (Dartmouth), even how dog owners will cross busy streets to chat with someone with the same breed of dog. Humans yearn to become sociable, to tell stories and share feelings. Brands facilitate this process.

The most famous brand community and one that has been studied to within an inch of its acoustic exhaust pipes (often at some risk to the ethnologist) is Harley-Davidson. Here is a bit of pig iron, chrome, and leather that is 20 percent more expensive than its German and Japanese counterparts and probably 30 percent less well made. But it has the almost total reverential devotion of thousands. Clustered like pilgrims around an icon of worshipful concentration is a community of aggressive outsiders linked with a brand so deep in pretend lore that in the Harley Owners Group both machine and owner share the same name: “Hog.”

What makes Harley so interesting a story is that thirty years ago it was almost bled of meaning. The company was driven into the ground by AMF, the maker of bowling equipment, as they cheapened the product and shifted the audience to suburban kids. But thanks to the Hells Angels, some misunderstood movie sequences with Marlon Brando (he’s actually riding an English Triumph), great product names (Knucklehead, Panhead, Shovelhead, Hardtail, Super Glide, Hydro Glide, Electra-Glide, Dyna Glide, Chopper), a symphonic exhaust system that produced a recognized sound (potato-potato-potato), and an elaborate chrome presentation allowing for customization, this object has become a talisman. The brand has become sensational—literally and figuratively.

As has often been pointed out, any brand that encourages its acolytes to literally transfer its logo onto their body as a tattoo, any brand that has believers using the owner’s manual as a Bible for marriage ceremonies, any brand that has pilgrimage celebrations such as Bike Weeks, any brand that has a special version of the Ford pickup truck fitted out with a cargo bed specially designed to coddle the bike, well, whatever that brand is, it’s getting almost religious.

You can see the same cult-community status (albeit not so tight) woven around such magical objects as the Mazda Miata, Krispy Kreme donuts, Zippo lighters, Jeeps, Tupperware, various cigars, and wines, to say nothing of the entire communities created by designer-label clothing such as Dior, Gucci, Armani, and Ralph Lauren. Often even a simple product can attain such status solely on the basis of seeming exclusivity. This is gossip struggling for the condition of the Word. Remember how Coors beer used to be the magical brand in the 1970s, even starring in a movie in which Burt Reynolds risked life and limb to transport it to Atlanta? Or what Nike running shoes used to be like? Or the Prada baguette purse? Often ownership is self-consciously fetishized, as when Land Rover holds special rallies and training programs to show how rugged the car is, and by extension how outdoorsy is the owner, who, in truth, rarely leaves the condo. That 95 percent of these vehicles never leave the blacktop is missing the point of brand. As with the SUV, the story is about power and the freedom to get away. Forget the product.

The search for community explains why the concept of cool occurs in the mid–twentieth century, as producers of interchangeable objects struggle to cross the tipping point and create a sense of unity based on shared use. What is cool if not the certification of membership in a branded community? Sometimes the endeavor is a little obvious, as with this famous Tareyton campaign developed just as advertisers were realizing how important a thoroughly concocted community could be.
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Brands do more than tell stories, they create community.

Brands Are Made to Be Consumed and Witnessed

Susan Fournier, of the Harvard Business School, has tried to account for the compelling nature of certain brands. She records the day-to-day interaction of ordinary people with common FMCG (fast-moving consumer goods), articles such as the soap, shampoo, and cleaning materials that cluster in the closet. In other words, just as there are communities of brand users, there are communities of brands. Things fit into patterns, constellations, jigsaw puzzles. Brands rhyme. They are loyal to one another. She reports in a journal article, “Consumers and Their Brands: Developing Relationship Theory in Consumer Research,” that brand stories act like religion not just by holding people together but also by holding individual experiences together. Like parables, the stories behind how you use a certain brand of, say, toothpaste, how your parents used it, how it has appeared in your life, what makes you believe in it and want to associate with it—all these point to an absolutely natural extension of human relationships not just to other humans but to…of all things…things. She concludes:

Whether one adopts a psychological or sociohistorical interpretation of the data, the conclusion suggested in the analysis is the same: brand relationships are valid at the level of consumers’ lived experiences. The consumers in this study are not just buying brands because they like them or because they work well. They are involved in relationships with a collectivity of brands so as to benefit from the meanings they add into their lives. Some of these meanings are functional and utilitarian; others are more psychosocial and emotional. All, however, are purposive and ego centered and therefore of great significance to the persons engaging them. The processes of meaning provision, manipulation, incorporation, and pronouncement authenticate the relationship notion in the consumer-brand domain.


In other words, brands are the passwords in the new tribalism, the basis not just of interactions but of interior actions. They are becoming the new Esperanto, the currency of exchange, the meaning of habitus, the intersection of self and other. We cluster around them as we used to cluster around sacred relics; we are loyal to them the way we are loyal to symbols such as the flag; we live through, around, and against them. Brands have become members of the new and improved family of man.

The Diderot Effect

Although Professor Fournier has given brand affiliation a deep meaning, the realization that commercial things come in patterns is generations old. The entire process of creating a coherent commercialized self by assembling brands has a name to ethnographers. It is called the Diderot effect. The insight into how commercial objects dovetail was first noted by the late-seventeenth-century essayist Denis Diderot. In his “Regrets on Parting with My Old Dressing Gown,” the French philosopher explored what would become a modern condition. As we will see, it explains much of the power of the collections of Museumworld, the curriculum of Higher Ed, Inc., and the denominational coherence of Christianity. It may also explain why we choose the educational, religious, and artistic experiences and sensations we do.

Here is Diderot’s argument on how things fit together, how things predict and complement one another. As he looks up from his desk and glances around his study, Diderot notices that it has been transformed by mysterious forces. It was once crowded, humble, chaotic, and happy. Now it is elegant, organized, and a little grim. What happened? Diderot suspects that the cause of the transformation is right before his eyes. It is his new dressing gown. A week after he began to wear the gown, it occurred to him that his shabby desk was not quite up to the standard of his robe. So he got a shiny new one. Then the tapestry on the wall seemed a little threadbare and new curtains had to be found. Gradually, the entire contents of the study were replaced. Why? Not because he wanted a new study but because he needed a sense of coherence, a sense that nothing was out of place, a sense of a center, what today would be known as brand coherence. He wanted the stories to fit.

In modern marketing this is called creating a “consumption constellation,” entering a brandscape, conforming to a fashion, making an ensemble. No matter what it is called, the pleasure and the pain remain the same. Achieving that sense of completeness is, in that linguistic barbarism unique to our times, creating a lifestyle. A lifestyle is an emblematic display of coherent brands, a demonstrated understanding of stories.

Thanks to the Machine, Most of Our Stories Are Commercials

Cultural critics may cringe to admit it, but most of our shared stories are about manufactured stuff. This was predictable. The Industrial Revolution applied steam power to machinery. Machines make similar objects. When too many objects are produced, their manufacturer is confronted with a serious problem. He has a surplus. Surplus is the curse of mass production. Logically, he should cut the price and “work the inventory off” by thus increasing sales. But he may find it more expeditious (not to say profitable) to distinguish his product by telling a story about it. Here, he says, my product makes you more popular, live longer, be happier, seem sexier; it is better made, lasts longer…anything that pretends distinction for what the consumer logically knows is fictitious. The producer spreads commercial gossip, spritzes his product with some fumes, tries to make his story not deep but shallow, not profound but compelling—cool. The story’s purpose is not to inform you about the product but to inch you closer to the buyhole.

If you look at the stories we share, I mean really share—so much so that we cannot even remember how we learned about them—you will see something rather startling. These stories about manufactured products have roots in mythology. Take the cartoon characters or identification characters of commercial products, for instance. The Jolly Green Giant seems a mimic of the giant of lore, the Pillsbury Doughboy seems the perpetual infant, Tony the Tiger is the affable lion, characters in advertisements for light beer seem to be jesters of various kinds, while performers in sneaker ads are like Olympian heroes, Harley-Davidson users are portrayed as eternal outlaws, blue jeans wearers are often going where none have gone before, the Marlboro man invokes the independent outsider, Betty Crocker the archetypical good mother, and so forth. Commercial stories, while shallow, are usually drawn from the preliterate or prerational world. All right, they may not be the hero with a thousand faces, but they are from the same town.
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A car is more than pig iron and plastic; it’s a story. Advertising tells it.

As Margaret Mark and Carol Pearson have recently argued in The Hero and the Outlaw: Building Extraordinary Brands Through the Power of Archetypes, the myth behind these images, the reason we have this shared pantheon of lowercase gods, seems to be the necessity for certain kinds of quick-fire story exchanges. The stories come in a flash because we’ve consumed them before in other texts. They are nothing if not efficient and redundant. You get the story in a logo, a slogan, a package, a tune. There is nothing more here than the smell, so to speak, just flyby gossip. That is what makes them so powerful and so wide-ranging.

Brands can go into almost any culture precisely because they can overlay indigenous myth so efficiently. They are syncretic. Take, for instance, Halloween, which started as a Druid ceremony expressing the concerns of dying light and the onset of winter, was co-opted by Christianity and reformatted as All Hallows’ Eve, which was, in turn, taken over by the candy companies to become Halloween, a night of harvesting sweets. Although UNICEF tried for a while to make trick-or-treating an act of feel-good generosity, it was not successful. However, even as you read this, Halloween is being commandeered by the brewers, who ardently wish that this night would belong to Michelob, Coors, and the other usual suspects. Halloween is now turning into Oktoberfest. As with much of our calendar, brands set the clock.

The secret to great brands is that they are often nonsensical. Coke is the real thing, all right, but we have no idea what that means. Apple thinks different, to be sure, but we have no idea what that entails. A diamond is forever. Duh? So what? Just do it! Just do what? Texaco is a star, McDonald’s is a golden M, IBM is blue: the very superficiality is part of why these stories move so far so fast. They can’t be read deeply, but they can’t not be read.

The Logic of Things and the Seeming Illogic of Consumers

If we were logical and we had to buy something, anything!, wouldn’t we all go down to the library and check out Consumer Reports, find the best version, and then all buy it? And you would know if this had happened because when you went to your local grocery store, you’d see only a few aisles of products. You’d see maybe two or three types of toothpaste, not twenty. In fact, if you were to reduce product redundancy from your average Safeway, you’d end up with a store about the size of a 7-Eleven. And, if we were logical, generic labels would ultimately rule the shelves.

But this doesn’t happen. In fact, if you look at the irruption of floor space, you see just the opposite. The average grocery store has been expanding. It’s now about 44,000 square feet. The average number of items (stockkeeping units—SKUs) carried in a typical supermarket is 30,580. This is more than double the space and objects that existed in the 1950s. Why?

This explosion is not because there are more different products but because there are more nearly redundant products. There are more than thirty versions of Crest toothpaste. Check out the soap aisle and remember that there are only about three major producers, all glutting the shelf with nondifferent cleaners. The big-box stores clustered over by the interstate highway are mute testament to the fact that we are looking not for intrinsic differences but for narrative ones. What separates us as a modern culture from much of the rest of the world is not that we are able to hold an array of different versions of the same object but that we are able to hold an incredible number of different versions of the same stories. This phenomenon is now happening in an increasing variety of noncommercial venues. In a word, it is the result of branding.
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How far can an Oreo go? Brand extension at work.

The explosion of seemingly unnecessary choice is a characteristic of a free market, yes, but what we have developed is an explosion of almost perfectly interchangeable choices in which attached narratives are the only variable. Before the Industrial Revolution, soap was soap, malt liquor was malt liquor, the church was The Church, and storytelling was communal and fixed and finite. It was said that until Coleridge’s time one man could know most of a culture’s stories. And that Coleridge did. But once the machine was introduced into the Garden, all hell broke loose. Soap became Ivory, malt liquor became Glenturret single-malt scotch whiskey, the church became Southern Methodist, art became idiosyncratic and the signature became primary. No longer was this painting a still life, it was a Monet. This transformation was wrought by continuous-production machinery, yes, but it is also the result of a profound shift in the imagination called Romanticism.

The Poeticizing of the Material World: Romanticism

To understand how stories became attached to manufactured things—branding—we need to appreciate two seemingly unrelated transformations that occurred during the nineteenth century. These crucial shifts in perception are the common acceptance of the pathetic fallacy and the rise of Impressionism. Together they opened the way for commercial branding and in so doing eventually transformed the suppliers of cultural capital as well.

One of the radical assertions of Romanticism was not that it made feeling into an epistemology (you know it’s right because it feels right) but the startling contention that inanimate things and nonhuman life share feeling. Admittedly, this was often proffered as a way to shock, but it soon became a way to inform and expand consciousness. Here’s just a bit of the feeling phenomenon as expressed by William Wordsworth in “Lines Written in Early Spring.” Unlikely as it may be, the process he limns at the end of the eighteenth century is at the heart of commercial branding.


I heard a thousand blended notes,

While in a grove I sate reclined,

In that sweet mood when pleasant thoughts

Bring sad thoughts to the mind.

To her fair works did Nature link

The human soul that through me ran;

And much it grieved my heart to think

What man has made of man.

Through primrose tufts, in that green bower,

The periwinkle trailed its wreaths;

And ’tis my faith that every flower

Enjoys the air it breathes.

The birds around me hopped and played,

Their thoughts I cannot measure:—

But the least motion which they made

It seemed a thrill of pleasure.

The budding twigs spread out their fan,

To catch the breezy air;

And I must think, do all I can,

That there was pleasure there.

If this belief from heaven be sent,

If such be Nature’s holy plan,

Have I not reason to lament

What man has made of man?



When Wordsworth states that he believes that flowers enjoy the air, that the birds have thoughts, that the budding twigs sense pleasure, he is willingly and almost belligerently threatening the concept of knowing. This unarticulated paradigm—what was called the Great Chain of Being in Elizabethan times—essentially orders the values of life for a culture. With the exception of the burst of Romanticism about the time of the French Revolution, it usually excludes sentience from the natural world. Birds don’t have joy, twigs can’t sense pleasure, and birds most certainly don’t think.

The high Victorian John Ruskin coined the term pathetic fallacy to describe this misattribution of human characteristics to nature. For Ruskin it is the mediocre intellect that can perceive the forms of nature in terms of its own projected emotions. It is sensationalism turned maudlin. But it is exactly this emotional projection that lies at the center of commercial storytelling.

Wordsworth was no feeble intellect. He was a painstaking poet and, in an ironic sense, an innovator in modern commercial storytelling. He made projected sensation the subject matter of art. What was his infamous definition of poetry? “The spontaneous overflow of powerful feelings recollected in tranquility.” And who is a poet? Just “a man speaking to men.” In other words, the sensations of an individual are the stuff of knowledge and, by extension, of culture. Wordsworth made it safe to have feelings about the modern world. In fact, he insisted on it.

But he did not go far enough. Other artists did. And in so doing they ushered in one of the truly radical shifts in temper, Impressionism. While this shift is best seen in oil painting later in the century, we can glimpse it first in poetry. What makes it important is that it demands collusion on the part of the viewer, a willingness to, as Coleridge said, “suspend disbelief” and accept on what he calls “poetic faith” information that is on its face irrational. Think of van Gogh’s Starry Night. How can you look at such an image and not see that it is a response to nature, not a portrayal of it? In the well-worn trope, the Romantic artist is holding a lamp up to nature, not a mirror. You have to respond.

Remember Keats’s “Ode on a Grecian Urn” from your high school days? In the poem the speaker is looking at an ancient urn, and he starts asking questions of it. First, he wants to know what story is being told on the urn. Young lovers are caught in frozen pursuit on the urn, and he wonders who they are and how they feel. Next, he walks around the urn and sees another scene. This time the scene is of a priest leading a heifer to some kind of sacrifice. He wonders what religious ceremony is being enacted.


Who are these coming to the sacrifice?

To what green altar, O mysterious priest,

Lead’st thou that heifer lowing at the skies,

And all her silken flanks with garlands drest?

What little town by river or sea-shore,

Or mountain-built with peaceful citadel,

Is emptied of its folk, this pious morn?

And, little town, thy streets for evermore

Will silent be; and not a soul, to tell

Why thou art desolate, can e’er return.



As you can see, Keats is asking for information that is not on the urn. If the little town were on the urn, he would know if it were up in the hills or down by the seashore. What is happening is that he is starting to animate the urn and give it human characteristics, rather as Wordsworth did with nature when he attributed feeling to birds and flowers. Keats is essentially treating the object like something/someone which/who can respond to his questioning—a thing that can tell a story. He is treating it, in other words, in a singularly modern way—like a brand.

In the final stanza, all the pins are removed and Keats out-Wordsworths Wordsworth. Here are the lines:


O Attic shape! fair attitude! with brede

Of marble men and maidens overwrought,

With forest branches and the trodden weed;

Thou, silent form! dost tease us out of thought

As doth eternity: Cold Pastoral!

When old age shall this generation waste,

Thou shalt remain, in midst of other woe

Than ours, a friend to man, to whom thou say’st,

“Beauty is truth, truth beauty,—that is all

Ye know on earth, and all ye need to know.”



Any schoolboy appreciates what is going on, or at least what seems to be going on. Keats seems to be hearing what the urn is saying. In other words, it talks! And, far more important, it seems to be saying something rather profound, although it’s not clear what exactly. But who cares? It’s the shock of reciprocity that is startling.

You say, so what? Well, normally I wouldn’t care so much, but look at this ad for the Neon. What the hell is that car doing talking to us? This is not a god, like Poseidon speaking of the sea, or a crow in Aesop’s Fables commenting on human greed. This is a manufactured object with something to say to us! Rather like the famous October 23, 1929, issue of Variety that announced, “GARBO TALKS OK,” it may not really matter much what the car or the urn or the silent movie star has to say. The point is that silence rarely speaks and that, while objects may be storied, they are not storytellers. But of course in the modern world they are. They are because we have anthropomorphized them, thanks to Romanticism.
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Branding gives things a social life; even a Neon can be your friend.

The Pathetic Fallacy Is the Truth of Branding

Not only are we not shocked by the Neon ad, we drawn closer to the car. By the same token, we are friendly with such outlandish creatures as the Pillsbury Doughboy, Mr. Clean, Aunt Jemima, Ronald McDonald, Tony the Tiger, and the Ti-D-Bowl man who lives in the toilet. Clearly something has happened between Keats and modern advertising. Mr. and Ms. Product and their kin are not from Utopia but from Adopia, a parallel universe, a kind of commercialized version of Romantic nature, inhabitants of Brandville. We all know many of them, often better than we know some of our own family. And we know them because of (1) the storytelling necessity of separating fungible products, (2) the predictable humanizing of the manufactured world to generate those stories, and (3) our learned and practiced willingness to move back and forth between the real world and Adopia, suspending judgment in the hope of building some kind of magical relationship that will generate meaning for what is really just beer, chocolates, sugar water, or a meat patty.

Colin Campbell, an English sociologist, argues in The Romantic Ethic and the Spirit of Modern Consumerism that indeed something tectonic happened to the Western imagination to make such application of stories to machine-made objects possible. He contends that at the end of the Age of Reason we lost interest in rationalizing and started dreaming. That’s what Romanticism was all about, not just the application of engines to production but the application of the imagination to consumption. The object of our dreams became commercialized, the stuff of getting and spending. That’s what the Industrial Revolution was all about. Maybe we have always been this way. Until the nineteenth century, only kings and princes could yearn for the meaning of things, but with continuous-production machinery, the rest of us could have a go at it. To supercharge the process, we had to be willing to suspend disbelief, to essentially become consumer poets. We had to be willing to become emotionally involved with not just animate nature but inanimate commerce.

The Industrial Revolution didn’t suddenly make us want things and the stories that went along with them. The Industrial Revolution was the result of our materialism, not the cause of it. But we don’t always know what we want. If we knew what things meant, we could choose among them on the basis of some inner need. But we don’t know. So in a sense we are not materialistic enough. That’s why stories can get in between us and the objects. We desperately want meaning; things can’t supply it, so we install it via narrative, via branding.

When a culture has few objects, it tends to spiritualize the objects of the next world. Heaven is richly imagined in poor cultures. African and Latin American Christians have rich inventories of Heaven. When we have a surfeit of stuff, we tend to spiritualize parts of it in the here and now, forgetting the luxury Beyond. That’s why few people in the West today even have a sense of what’s in Heaven. If we can trust what we see in medieval art, they certainly used to. Wordsworth shows that this secular spiritualizing happens as we observe in the natural world; Keats shows it operating in the world of man-made objects.

Hence branding (storifying things) is not so much the result of production as it is the result of consumption. It’s the stories we’re after as well as the material goods. The coupling of concocted stories with machine-made objects, plus the willingness to “suspend disbelief” and accept that such stories could be true, if only for a moment, allowed the phenomenon of branding to take hold. Essentially, we made dreaming a central part of consuming: look, desire, dream, buy.

It’s an irony, Campbell admits, that Romanticism, the putative enemy of material consumption, should have paved the way for the marketing of excess stuff by foregrounding the life of sensation, privileging the process of daydreaming, and encouraging the attribution of spiritual yearning to the nonreligious world. In splitting the personality into active and contemplative and praising the latter, in foregrounding fiction and reneging on reason, in making impulse and emotion acceptable, in valuing loitering and drifting, in encouraging solipsism and the rise of the individual response, the enemies of Getting and Spending made the Industrial Revolution of Getting and Spending possible. Technology may have provided the machines, but the poets loaded the software.

We have still not fully understood the ramifications of moving from needs to wants, from mandates of biology to choices of experience. We do know this: discretionary spending—be it for entertainment or art, travel or education, gourmet food or religious experience—represents an increasing portion of our endeavors. For many of us, especially when young, gathering unnecessary objects has become a site of creative choice and pleasurable sensation. As Herbert Muschamp, design critic of The New York Times, has recently observed, “In the last 50 years, the economic base has shifted from production to consumption. It has gravitated from the sphere of rationality to the realm of desire: from the objective to the subjective, to the realm of psychology.” It may be that modern artists, the priests of taste, will again show us the way to the next step of consuming sensation. In fact, two English pop artists, Neil Cummings and Marysia Lewandowska, have given it a go:

Modern exchange is not materialistic. It is not objects that people really desire, but their lush coating of images and dreams that mesh with a wider promotional culture fueled by advertising and the broadcast media. Exchange helps to animate objects with value and in so doing it weaves a dense social web of aspiration characterized by a cycle of desire, use and disillusionment. Disillusionment inevitably follows exchange; it is never the object which is consumed—instead, it is the relationship between us and the object of desire.


It’s ironic that the counterculture that started with the Romantic privileging of the avant-garde should have provided the heart of consumer culture. The poets provided not the machinery of production but the machinery of consumption. The Puritans may have said, “Work, work, work,” but the Romantics said, “Spend, spend, spend.” They made shifting consciousness into a goal and the natural world the means of achieving it. They democratized deluxe, sacramentalized the mundane, and made the physical world transcendent. Marketers, or “attention engineers” as they were known in the Victorian times, did the rest.

Brand Poetry

Could it be that successful brands make it through the sieve of clutter the same way that certain works become recognized as literature? They change how we feel. Visually, brands are achieving the condition of art. Since the 1990–91 exhibition at New York’s Museum of Modern Art called cautiously High & Low: Modern Art and Popular Culture, no one has doubted that the imagery of advertising was edging over into the high-cult world of art. The case has been consolidated by such recent books as The Fine Art of Advertising, by Barry Hoffman (creative director of Young & Rubicam), Advertising in America: The First Two Hundred Years, by Charles A. Goodrum and Helen Dalrymple (both of the Smithsonian Institution and both published by the art house Harry N. Abrams), and the German art publisher Taschen’s massive collections of American ads, which are essentially presented as reverential picture books. Not entirely by happenstance is the person responsible for designing the illustration for the advertising agency called the art director.

But if you really want to see the acceptance of advertising as art, go into any college dorm and look at what is posted on bedroom walls. Adolescents decorate their walls with the aspirational images of their future. A decade or so ago, you could walk into the campus bookstore and buy poster-size reproductions of the works of great masters to thumbtack to your dormitory wall. There is now a company called Beyond the Wall that sells students ads from Nike, Citizen Watch, Bain de Soleil, Valvoline, Sony, and the rest, blown up to poster size at $10 a copy. What American college students decorate their space with is much like what is on the walls of Third World housing. Such poster images are the mezzotints of modern life, the art of materialism.

Beyond the Wall may call its jumbo ads “Poster Art,” but the crossover is deeper and more profound than this image migration suggests. A brand narrative itself becomes poetic as it starts to act like a trope, a figure of speech. A brand becomes not just what we think about an object, but how we think about it. Lest this sound too ethereal, realize that this is precisely the nature of metaphor. It states something in the place of something else. Language, both visual and verbal, brands experience, makes consciousness possible by creating a code of understanding. It captures and delivers sensation. That’s why most definitions, like that of the American Marketing Association, focus on differentiation: “A brand is a name, term, sign, symbol or design, or a combination of them, intended to define the goods or services of one seller or group of sellers and to differentiate them from those of competitors.” When that differentiation works, the brand generates frisson, it provides sensation, a shift (albeit minuscule) of consciousness.

[image: 39-1]

[image: 39-2]

[image: 39-3]

Take down your van Gogh. Put up your Pepsi poster.

Here is Joseph Conrad taking a purely literary approach to this process: “The meaning of an episode was not inside like a kernel but outside in the unseen, enveloping the tale which could only bring it out as a glow brings out a haze” (Heart of Darkness, Chapter 1). Brands operate the same way. They draw their meaning not from their “kernel,” the actual product, but from what surrounds them. They create an aura of differentiation around a product that distinguishes it from all others. Rather like the nimbus or halo that was represented in gold leaf in Renaissance paintings, the brand does not just tell the product’s story or the holder’s place, it determines the viewer’s response.

Just as a brand casts an expanding aura around a product, it also focuses concentration on an emotional core. One of the traits of a good story is that it can easily be concentrated into just a sentence or two—the gist of a kernel. One of the reasons that study guides such as Monarch and Cliffs Notes are the staple of every schoolboy is that powerful stories often have easily expressed kernels, highly concentrated plots, called ’cepts in academese, for concepts. What of these: A young man unwittingly slays his father and marries his mother. A Moorish prince is tormented by suspicions of his white bride’s infidelity. A curmudgeonly old skinflint is humanized by a trio of apparitions on Christmas Eve. A staid gentleman-scientist performs an experiment on himself that lets a libidinous monster come out of Hyding. An ordinary man wakes up one morning to discover that he has been transformed into a cockroach. A savvy lad rafts down a river with a black slave. An obsessed man chases a whale while his crew suffers.

In academic lingo, a story expressed in a single nucleus is called a holophrasm. It reduces chapters to a paragraph, complex ideas to a nubbin. Oddly enough, great art tends to be intensely concentrated. So too with great brands. The brand gathers its centripetal power because it generates what is called in adspeak ownership. Below are the holophrastic kernels of some well-known brands:
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Often this condensation can occur visually. As with a Picasso line, a Gauguin color, or a quirky van Gogh shape, we immediately recognize and respond to the golden arches, Texaco star, Lucky Strike bull’s-eye, Shell’s shell, Holiday Inn sign, Playboy bunny, Nike swoosh, CBS eye, red cross, or Rolls-Royce flying lady. Sometimes we find the kernel inside a tune, as with the percolating sound of Maxwell House coffee, Coke’s “I’d like to teach the world to sing,” McDonald’s “You deserve a break today,” the CNN war music, the Teabury shuffle, or a cat food’s “Meow, meow, meow” song. Sometimes color triggers the brand sensation. Not only do we know the difference between Pepsi blue and Coke red, we know that Pepsi blue is not Tiffany blue or Kleenex blue or IBM blue and Coke red is not Marlboro red, which is not Heinz red or Budweiser red. We know the difference between Hertz yellow, Kodak yellow, Sunoco yellow, and Caterpillar yellow, between Heineken green and John Deere green.

Brand kernels also reside in what are called identification characters, or ID characters. Here we can really appreciate how close brand narratives are to folktales and how deep they are in human history. Our affiliation to a brand mimics a human relationship. Consider these provenances:


	From our human world, such as the Philip Morris bellhop, the Morton Salt girl, the Marlboro man, Aunt Jemima, Betty Crocker, Mrs. Olsen, Uncle Sam, Mr. Whipple, Little Miss Coppertone, Little Debbie, Uncle Ben, Madge the Manicurist, Josephine the Plumber, Ben & Jerry;

	From folklore, such as the Keebler elves living in the Hollow Tree, the Snap, Crackle, and Pop residing in Rice Krispies, or the Jolly Green Giant inhabiting Happy Valley;

	From cartoon town, such as Elsie the Cow, Mr. Bubble, Bibendum (or “Old Bib,” the Michelin tire man), Poppin’ Fresh (the Pillsbury Doughboy), E.B. (the Energizer Bunny), Tony the Tiger, Cracker Jack, the Underwood devil;

	From crossover land, characters from the world of half-human/half cartoon, such as Mr. Peanut, Ronald McDonald, Johnnie Walker, the Quaker Oats’ Quaker, the Smith Brothers (Trade and Mark), Mr. Clean;

	From Greek mythology, such as Hermes carrying flowers for FTD, Ajax the white knight with his magical lance, the Merrill Lynch bull, or Pegasus at the Mobil station;

	From our world who have gone into the otherworld and returned, such as Robert Young, who became Marcus Welby, M.D., to return as “I am not a doctor” Dr. Robert Young, and some who never come back, such as Colonel Harlan Sanders, the Hathaway shirt man, Schweppes’ Commander Whitehead, Duncan Hines;

	From animals made human, such as Charlie the Tuna, Spuds Mackenzie (the party animal), Morris the Cat, the Playboy bunny, Smokey Bear;

	From cartoon characters who have been pressed into commercial service, such as Bugs Bunny going to work for Nike, Yogi Bear as spokesman for Arby’s, Bart Simpson hawking Butterfingers, Rocky and Bullwinkle peddling tacos for Taco Bell;

	From the natural world, such as Nipper the dog, the White Owl, the John Deere leaping deer, the Exxon tiger.



The reader/consumer can interpret the grain, the kernel, the aura, the tune, the color, the named product, and the identification character in any number of ways, and these ways will change as the consumer changes and as the consumption community varies. In the words of legendary industrial designer and branding guru Walter Landor, “Products are made in the factory, but brands are made in the mind.” The brand is software that runs the product, but there is considerable variety of interpretation. In this sense the brand is really an element of product design. The consumer is active in formatting that design, which is why over time the brand story moves first to the personal, then to the human, and finally to the emotional.

That’s why we find advertising loaded with the rhetoric of interpersonal relations: “Thank you, PaineWebber.” “Thank you, Tastykakes.” “I love what you do for me, Toyota.” “Thanks, Delco.” “Thanks, Crest.” Conversely, the sense of self-worth is also apparent: “I’m worth it.” “Master the moment.” “Be all that you can be.” “I found it!” “Looking good makes us feel good.” “You deserve a break today.” “You, you’re the one.” “You’ve come a long way, baby.” In their brand narratives, companies are solicitous in their concern for us: “Ford wants to be your car company.” “You asked for it, you got it—Toyota.” “Have it your way.” “Something to believe in.” “We bring good things to life.” “It’s the right thing.” With the product, you have a constant friend: “You’re in good hands.” It’s “me and my R.C.,” “me and my Arrow.” Branding does not create these relationships; they have already been established long before we start consuming their commercial narratives. Branding exploits them.

From the simple insight that humans can bond with manufactured objects via stories has come the most important development of modern life: the endless tying of fictions to the fabricated stuff of everyday life. Listen to marketers talk, and you appreciate the depth of seriousness that this process has achieved. How else to explain brand cycle, power brands, brand extension, megabrand, umbrella brand, brand equity, brand essence, brand harmonization, brand identity, branded environment, cobranding, corporate brand, subbrand, brand buoyancy, brand audit, brand architecture, brand building, brand profiling, brand DNA, brand fingerprint, brand hierarchy, brand mapping, brand probe, brand values, brand creation, challenger brands, and hundreds more? Just as Eskimos have many words for snow, brand managers have an entire vocabulary for commercial fiction.

The Academics of Branding

The academic world has only recently paid attention to the power and complexity of branding. Academics may even be able to provide insights to marketers. Linking brand stories with other narratives may prove productive in understanding how these microfictions work. Most obvious: just as a brand is a storied experience, it also can’t be two stories at once. Somehow the concept of genre, the idea that a work fits into a pre-established format and that if it violates the expectations it will confuse the reader, relates to branding. So we may be stymied that Yamaha is both pianos and motorcycles; or understand that Playboy, which tells the story of imaginary sex, cannot make a go of real-life resorts; that Hooters, a restaurant known for ogling and chicken parts, may not be able also to run an airline; that the World Wrestling Federation, which “owns” violent fantasy, cannot also “own” real violence such as football; or even that Campbell’s is soup and not sauce and so had to name its sauce line Prego. Again, the ancients knew this. They developed a concept of the Unities, which essentially held, among other things, that you couldn’t mix story types. A tragedy is not a comedy is not a pastoral is not an elegy. But you can extend a story, which is why a romance can move from a short story to a novella to a novel.

This emotional coherence may explain one of the perplexities of branding, to wit: why some brands can be extended and others can’t. If you think always of the root story—the kernel—it may make sense why Pierre Cardin cannot sell dishware and BIC couldn’t market panty hose but Jell-O can sell yogurt and ice pops. Caterpillar uses its brand to sell tractors, shoes, and clothing because its emotional story is simple: We’re tough. But the company couldn’t sell high-tech harvesting equipment.

Story coherence is a key to understanding much of modern pop culture. Take celebrity, for instance. Coherent narrative is why Mary Tyler Moore can move from story to story, always staying inside the same character (from Laura Petrie to Mary Richards), or Kelsey Grammer can play Frasier Crane on Cheers as well as on Frasier. But note that the characters on Seinfeld were flops in other stories because they moved out of the roles of George, Kramer, and Elaine. Jerry, however, has been savvy enough to stay…brand Jerry. Meanwhile, Larry David, who was real-life George, can become real-life pretend Larry David. In the commercial world, this narrative coherence is why Richard Branson can lurk behind the Virgin brand and extend the concept of wily good bargain from record label to retail chain to media production company to cola to air travel to cell phones and even to a line of condoms. Story changes; character is stable. Type-casting is the tribute entertainment pays to branding. If you don’t believe it ask Donald Trump, Oprah Winfrey, P. Diddy, and, alas, Martha Stewart.

How to expand brand narratives has proven as difficult as it is expensive. The temptation is always there, if only because a new commercial brand might cost $100 million or more to introduce but a third of that for extension. Understanding the process in the commercial sphere may allow us to predict whether such public-sphere innovations as university branch campuses (as opposed to separate schools), stand-alone churches (as opposed to denominational affiliations), and museum outposts (such as gallery spaces in various buildings or even different cities) will succeed.

Once we understand where branding comes from (surplus production of fungibles, be they hard goods or services), how it works (affiliation via fiction), and what it moves toward (emotional attachment), we may be better able to appreciate what has been happening in the noncommercial world. Instead of imitating Chicken Little, we may regard the current upheavals in the culture industries as predictable and even refreshing. Critics may howl, but having nonprofits behave like for-profits may not be detrimental. In fact, it may be invigorating and profoundly democratic, even meritorious. I don’t mean to overlook the problems of what is often dismissed as “the world for sale” or “every business is show business,” but, as we see every day, there are worse systems than the marketplace, be it for pig iron, tap water, and politics or for pews, classrooms, and works of art. Furthermore, as commercial brands seem to be entering a period of exhaustion, the culture industries are entering a fascinating time of renaissance. Churches, museums, and universities have rarely changed as much as they have during the last few years. Many of them have gone under. Whether or not the “new and improved” versions can survive (let alone should survive) in the New Brand World remains to be seen. But this much is certain. The branding of nonprofits, like globalization, is not going to happen. It is happening right now.
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Nordstrom = service
Palmolive = smoothness
Maytag = dependability
Mercedes = prestige

Nike = coolness

Apple = liberty regained
Pepsi = youthfulness

Ol of Olay = timeless beauty
Saturn = Americana

Kodak = memories
Porsche = speed

xperience
BIC = disposablility

Lauren = anglophilia

De Beers = forever

Gerber = baby

Gueci = glitz

Disney = magic

Marlboro = cowboy freedom

Gillette = sharpness
FedEx = overnight
Volvo = safety






OEBPS/Images/8-2.jpg
New
cancer

drug approved..





OEBPS/Images/8-1.jpg





OEBPS/Images/12-1.jpg





OEBPS/Images/9.jpg





OEBPS/Images/12-3.jpg





OEBPS/Images/12-2.jpg





OEBPS/Images/Table1.jpg
Rank ~ Brand Brand Value

1 Cola-Cola $68.9 billion
2 Microsoft $65.1 billion
3 IBM $52.8 billion
4 GE $42.4 billion
5 Nokia $35.0 billion
6 Intel $34.7 billion
7 Disney $32.6 billion
8 Ford $30.1 billion
9 McDonaldEs  $25.3 billion

10 AT&Ts $22.8 billion
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