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This essay will explore the concept of authenticity within
the context of a consumer culture. It aims to demonstrate
that brands rendering of “authenticity” is disingenuous to
the philosophical definitions of the topic, but argues that an
individual can achieve authentic cultural meaning once one
accepts the parameters of a brand culture.
The topic is influential to practice as authenticity was
recently defined by Time Magazine as one of ’10 ideas that are
changing the world’ (Time Magazine, 2008). In fact, in a recent
presentation by design organisation D&AD, authenticity was
identified as one of the main features they are looking for in
this year’s entries to their award scheme (Morris, 2017).
To understand the concept of authenticity in regard to
self-identity, this essay will use existential philosophy,
particularly the ideas of Jean-Paul Sartre, Søren Kierkegaard
and Friedrich Nietzsche. James Gilmore and Joseph Pine’s
business guidebook ‘Authenticity’ (2007), acts as a key text,
demonstrating how brands attempt to appear authentic.
Contemporary theorist Noami Klein’s ideas on consumer
culture are used to evidence that politicians and celebrities
are adopting similar approaches to brands, and therefore also
attempting to appear authentic to the consumer. The theories
of Karl Marx and Noam Chomsky are used to demonstrate
that offerings of authenticity in a society of consumerism,
are inauthentic.
A variety of contemporary brands, such as Uniqlo and Coke,
are used as case studies to explore how brands attempt to
appear authentic. Obama and Jay-Z will be explored as an
example of politicians and celebrities behaving as brands.

The Concept of
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The Concept of Authenticity

‘Authentic’ is defined as something
‘of undisputed origin and not a copy’,
something ‘genuine’. (Oxford English
Dictionary, 2017). Put simply, ‘to say
that something is authentic is to say
that it is what it professes to be, or
what it is reputed to be, in origin or
authorship’ (Stanford Encyclopedia
of Philosophy, 2014).
The definition of what is and isn’t
authentic can be ‘more complicated
when discussing authenticity as a
characteristic attributed to human
beings’ (ibid). A person may act ‘in
accordance with desires, motives, ideals
or beliefs that are not only hers’ (ibid)
yet they may still express who they are.
In comparison to the Oxford English
Dictionary definition of ‘authentic’,
a person’s actions may not be ‘of
undisputed origin’ (ibid) yet could
still be considered ‘genuine’ (ibid) to
the person. This is captured best by
philosopher Bernard Williams when
defining authenticity; The idea that
some things are in some sense really
you or express what you are, and
others aren’t (Williams, 2002). This
suggests that authenticity is the
identification of self.
Eighteenth century philosopher JeanJacques Rousseau was one of the first
to discuss the idea of authenticity.
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For Rousseau, authenticity consisted
in ‘merely being not inauthentic’
(Trilling, 1997, p94). This method
of negation is consistent with how
existentialist philosophers define
authenticity. Authenticity is seen as the
negative space around inauthenticity
i.e. that which is not inauthentic, rather
than that which is authentic. (Golomb,
1995). This method of negation is also
adopted ‘Authenticity’ (Gilmore and
Pine, 2007) and will be used later to
explore how brands appear authentic.

‘The idea that
some things are
in some sense
really you’
Existentialism can be seen as ‘the
philosophy of existence’ (Gravil, 2007,
p7). It attempts to explain how we look
for meaning in our lives. Existentialism
has ‘dealt with the authenticity of
the self and the ideal of staying (or
becoming) true to the originality of
one’s own being in spite of societal or
cultural obstacles’ (Holt, 2012, p4).
This essay addresses the ‘obstacle’ (ibid)
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of a consumer culture. Existential
philosophy is useful to underpin
the discussion.
‘Existence precedes essence’ (Sartre
et al., 2007, p20) is a central claim of
existentialism. It claims that human
beings must create their own identity
as they do not possess any inherent
identity, as was the traditional
philosophical view. Jean Paul Sartre
argues that as we are not born with a
prepossessed identity, we experience
‘absolute freedom’ (Sartre, 2003, pxii).
However, this level of freedom can be
painful and leads people to inauthentic
ways of living that disown their
freedom (ibid).

fig. 1, 2 & 3: Existentialist philosophers Jean Paul Sartre, Friedrich Nietzsche and
Søren Kierkegaard

Søren Kierkegaard ‘saw both the
news media and the bourgeois churchChristianity of his time as societal
obstacles for the possibility of living
authentically’ (Holt, 2012, p5). These
institutions restrict individual’s ability
to live authentically as they are forming
self through external influences,
disregarding their own freedom – what
Sartre would later define as ‘bad faith’
(Sartre, 2003). Kierkegaard refers to
this process as “levelling”, ‘the process
whereby individual significance is
lost in the emerging mass-culture of
modern society’ (Holt, 2012, p5). This
could be interpreted as Kierkegaard
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criticising modern society for causing
inauthenticity.
However, Kierkegaard did come up
with what could be seen as an
alternative to inauthenticity, due to
‘bad faith’ (Sartre, 2003), in a mass
culture. He argued that “authentic
faith” can be achieved by ‘facing reality,
making a choice and then passionately
sticking with it’ (Holt, 2012, p5). In the
reality of a mass culture, it may be hard
to be authentic to one’s self, but one
must face the reality of the situation
one is in and ‘make an active choice
to surrender to something that goes
beyond comprehension’ (Kierkegaard
& Hannay, 1985). In the case of
Kierkegaard, as a religious thinker,
this ultimate commitment would be
to religion (Stanford Encyclopedia
of Philosophy, 2014).
Friedrich Nietzsche offers an atheist
interpretation to the work of
Kierkegaard. Nietzsche, as an atheist
existentialist, rejects the role of religion
in authenticity. He argues that religious
virtues discourage questioning by
the individual and therefore cannot
be truly authentic. One must “stand
alone” avoiding religiously constructed
principles (Nietzsche and Hollingdale,
2003). However, ultimately, both
Nietzsche and Kierkegaard see it as
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the role of the individual to form their
beliefs. Kristoffer Holt in his review
of authenticity in journalism, suggests
that they have commonalities in ‘the
responsibilities they place on the
individual to take active part in
the shaping of one’s beliefs and then
to be willing to act on that belief’
(Holt, 2012).
It can be deduced therefore, that we as
individuals, have ‘absolute freedom’, but
the pressures of society lead to us living
in-authentically. In today’s society,
this could be seen as consumerism,
pressuring us to conform to the identity
of another, disregarding our own
freedom (Sartre, 2003). It is notable
that according to certain philosophers,
you can stay true to one’s identity,
and therefore remain authentic, while
adopting someone else’s truth, if you are
committed to that belief (Kierkegaard &
Hannay, 1985). However, in this case, it
is worthwhile questioning whether this
is an informed choice or just evidence
of manipulation.

Storytelling and the
Rise of Consumer
Culture
p. 6
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Storytelling and the Rise of Consumer Culture

Liz Moor’s book ‘The Rise of Brands’
(Moor, 2007) explores what she sees
as the beginning of the brand culture
we now live in. In the mid twentieth
century, companies recognised what
Moor describes as a heightened
“necessity of cultural value for economic
value” (ibid). Post WWII, when people
were ‘leaving behind their stable
existence in Europe and rural America
and moving to the city’, (ibid, p21)
companies used branding as a way to
market to a mass culture.
People were encouraged to buy these
brand-name products as a sign of
their own loyalty to this new version
of America, but the success of such
injunctions appears to have depended in
large part upon the fact that brand name
commodities would have fulfilled a
pressing social need for common bonds,
and for a common vernacular language,
among socially disparate groups during a
time of immense upheaval. (ibid, p21).
This could be seen as individuals
starting to form their identities
through brands.
The word ‘brand’ is ‘derived from
the Norse word ‘brands’, meaning ‘to
burn’’ (Davis, 2006, p18). ‘Branding in
this form, has been used for thousands
of years to denote ownership’ (idid). If
one looks at the early days of the Ford
company, they used to build entire
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towns to house their workers including
schools for the children. One may
argue that people literally lived the
brand (ibid).

fig. 4: Ford City, Ontario

From the two previous examples,
there appears to be an overlap between
self-identity and that of a brand. As
expressed by Sarah Banet-Weiser in
her book ‘Authentic TM’ on brand
cultures, ‘brands are meant to invoke the
experiences associated with a company/
product’ (Banet-Weiser, 2012). Brands
are about culture as much as economics,
and culture is part of what forms
identity (ibid).
It is useful now to question how brands
express themselves. In Seth Godin’s
marketing book ‘All Marketers are
Liars’ (Godin, 2009) he highlights
the use of storytelling to market
your brand. ‘Stories make it easier to

p. 8

The Concept of Authenticity in a Consumer Culture

fig. 5: ‘Get a Mac’
campaign

understand the world. Stories are the
only way we know to spread an idea.
Marketers didn’t invent storytelling.
They just perfected it’ (ibid). Brands
use the technique of storytelling
to engage and persuade, just as an
individual would.
The most recent volume of Creative
Review focuses on the theme of
storytelling (Volume No 37 October /
November 2017). As a magazine targeted
on the commercial arts and design scene,
it demonstrates the importance of the
technique of storytelling in the field.
In this edition, it was discussed how
‘brands talk about their story being as
important as their logo’ (Asbury, 2017).

Nick Asbury argues that the real appeal
of storytelling is the emotional (ibid,
p55). If a consumer feels that they are
being “sold” an idea, their defences go
up, but if they are being told a story
they relax (ibid).
As expressed by Banet-Weiser, when
the story that a brand tells is successful,
it goes beyond being just a tangible
product, it becomes a story that
individuals choose to align with (BanetWeiser, 2012, p4). ‘Brands become the
setting around which individuals
weave their own stories, where
individuals position themselves as the
central character in the narrative of
the brand’ (ibid).

Storytelling and the Rise of Consumer Culture

For instance, the popular ‘Get a Mac’
(Figure 3) campaign run by Apple
Inc. from 2006 to 2009. In these ad
campaigns two characters that fulfilled
the stereotype of a Mac and PC
user discussed the benefits of getting
each computer. The ads created an
identity for the brands, they told
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However, it is worth noting that
women were not considered in these
ads, using two men. This could have
alienated a large potential market who
were unable to align themselves with
the brand’s storytelling.

‘Individuals position themselves
as the central characters
in the narrative of the brand’
a story describing the user of each
model, inviting the consumer to make
a decision as to whom they wished
to align. The Apple adverts were of
course biased towards their brand and
show the ‘Apple guy’ as a “cool” young
character, the sort of person with whom
the consumer would be most likely to
identify. A consequence of the campaign
was that it became common for
people to identify themselves through
whether they were a ‘Mac’ or a ‘PC’.
This example illustrates that if a brand
tells a story that a consumer wants to
align with, they will buy into it or as
‘position themselves in the narrative
of the brand’ (Banet-Weiser, 2012, p4).

It could be argued that when the
concept of authenticity, aligns with the
story of a brand, the consumer adopts
what Satre calls ‘bad faith’ (Sartre, 2003).
The consumer is disowning their own
freedom, as they instead, form “self”
through external influences – what
could be described as “inauthentic”.
However, it could also be argued that
in today’s consumer culture, brands act
as religion did in the past and therefore
individuals can achieve ‘authentic faith’
(Kierkegaard & Hannay, 1985) if they
take an active part in selecting the
brand stories that align with them.

How do Brands
Appear Authentic?
p. 10

The Concept of Authenticity in a Consumer Culture

How do Brands Appear Authentic?

In the connected consumer culture we
now live in, Ashley Deibert of iQ Media
argues ‘scandals, PR mishaps and social
media slip ups are nearly impossible
to keep off the connected consumer’s
radar’ (Deibert, 2017). Consumers are
more “savvy” to brand’s marketing
manipulation techniques of the past and
crave brands that represent ‘themselves
honestly and transparently’ (ibid). This
was evidenced in a 2017 Consumer
Content Report that found that 90% of
millennials say authenticity is important
to them when deciding which brands
they support (Stackla, 2017). Gen X and
baby boomers came only just behind
on 85% and 80% respectively (ibid). If
authenticity is what consumers crave,
then how do brands appear authentic?

‘Millennials say
authenticity
is important to
them when
deciding which
brands they
support’
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James Gilmore and Joseph Pine’s
business guidebook ‘Authenticity’
(Gilmore and Pine, 2007), explains how
a business should ‘render authenticity’
(ibid, p45). As one of the bestselling
books on the topic, and with the
authors having written for Harvard
Business Review, this is considered a
reliable source on how businesses appear
authentic. This essay appreciates there is
alternative business perspectives on how
to render authenticity, but due to size
limitations chooses to focus exclusively
on those of Gilmore and Pine’s.
Initially, Gilmore and Pine refer back to
their model ‘Progression of Economic
Value’ (Figure 2), from their previous
book ‘The Experience Economy’
(Pine and Gilmore, 1999), which
identifies the five forms of economic
elements that any commercial offering
can be classified by - Commodities,
Goods, Services, Experiences and
Transformations. They also identify
‘two counteracting dynamics’ (Gilmore
and Pine, 2007, p49) that facilitate the
movement of a commercial offering
from one classification to another.
Commoditization is when consumers
‘no longer care about an item’s
manufacturer, brand or feature’ (ibid,
p47), instead only caring about price,
which leads to the offering moving
down the model (Figure 2) to a
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fig. 6: Progression of Economic Value Model

previous classification. On the other
hand, through customization a
commercial offering can progress ‘from
one economic offering to the next’
(ibid, p48).
Using the ‘Progression of Economic
Value’ model (Figure 4), Gilmore and
Pine developed ‘five genres of perceived
authenticity’ (Gilmore and Pine, 2007,
p49). Each corresponds to one of the
five economic offerings, although it
is noted that they are ‘applicable to

any and all offerings’ (ibid): Natural,
original, exceptional, referential and
influential authenticity.
Their definition of ‘Natural
Authenticity’ fits with perhaps the
most common perception of the word
authentic; influenced from elements
of nature. Gilmore and Pine offer the
example of Starbucks, their stores
feature ‘earthy tones, eclectic music,
functional furniture’ (Gilmore and
Pine, 2007, p52). Natural authenticity

How do Brands Appear Authentic?

fig. 7: Starbucks Store Interior

is often most easily seen through the
interior design or packaging design,
with brands opting for stripped down
and exposed aesthetics. Note the
heavy use of wood materials and the
industrial exposed lighting in the above
Starbucks store (Figure 5). It can also be
experienced through other senses such as
scent. The coffee aroma you experience
as you arrive has associations with the
organic and ‘represents an appeal to
natural authenticity’ (Gilmore and
Pine, 2007, p52).
‘Original Authenticity’ is defined as a
commercial offering that ‘possesses a
strong sense of originality’ (Gilmore
and Pine, 2007, p57). This describes
offerings that are new to the consumer,
something they are unlikely to have
come across previously, or at least not
in this particular form. This essay takes
the example of Coke, who’s marketing
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is centred around the idea of being “the
real thing” (Figure 6). The product
itself is unable to appeal to ‘Natural
Authenticity’ as it includes ‘additives,
carbonation and flavour enhancements’
(Gilmore and Pine, 2007, p58). However,
it can claim to be ‘the original soft
drink’ (ibid), as the pioneering soft
drink that invented the category of
‘fizzy drinks’ (ibid). Coke can be seen
as the essence of this type of product. If
you look at Coca-Cola’s failed attempt
to launch ‘New Coke’, it could be
argued that it failed as it wasn’t ‘the
real thing’, consumers perceived it as
inauthentic.

fig. 8: Coke ‘It’s the real thing’ Campaign
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fig. 9: Uniqlo Shop Front

‘Exceptional Authenticity’ relies on the
idea that it is unique, and defines itself
as ‘in some way extraordinary’. That
which is exceptional, takes ‘obvious
components of an offering’ and treats
them in ‘nonobvious’ ways (Gilmore
and Pine, 2007, p62). For example, the
clothing brand ‘Uniqlo’ (Figure 5), their
offering is not particularly unique jumpers, shirts, trousers etc. As stated
by their CEO “This is the perfect time
to take advantage of our Japan-ness”
(Chozick, 2006). The brand plays up
to its foreignness, using the Japanese
version of the logo worldwide giving
the impression of the ‘nonobvious’
(Gilmore and Pine, 2007, p62) to the
consumer. They also emphasise the
technical-sounding materials used in
their products through their marketing,
such as ‘Kaihara Denim’ (Uniqlo.com,
2017). ‘Foreign trumps the familiar
when rendering authenticity’ (Gilmore
and Pine, 2007, p67). Gilmore and

Pine argue that ‘in a fully explored
planet… one can gain the perception of
authenticity by simply referring to that
which is natural, original, exceptional,
influential – and yes, referential’
(Gilmore and Pine, 2007, p68). Through
the technique of theming, ‘referential
authenticity’ can be acquired (ibid). The
gaming industry appeals heavily to this.
The above referenced game (Figure 6),
‘Call of Duty: WWII’, uses history to
render authenticity. Set in World War
II, it recreates scenes from the war in
high detail. Those playing the game
will not have first-hand experience
of the war, and therefore the game
offers them an authentic experience,
as the game recreates ‘what they could
not otherwise experience’ (ibid).

fig. 10: Call of Duty: WWII Promo Image

How do Brands Appear Authentic?
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their own ethical self through, due to
the appeal of authenticity.

fig. 11: Clipper Tea Packaging

‘Influential authenticity’ is defined as
commercial offerings ‘that stand to alter
some dimension of self positively, or
promote some higher cause’ (Gilmore
and Pine, 2007, p72). Many customers
want more than just the ‘objective
value’ (ibid) of an offering. This essay
takes note of the brand ‘Clipper Tea’
(Figure 7). Through the use of Fairtrade
certification, ‘Clipper Tea’ highlights
their commitment to ‘decent working
conditions and a fair deal for farmers
and workers in developing countries’
(Fairtrade.org.uk, 2017). The use of the
Fairtrade logo and the word ‘fair’ on
the packaging (Figure 7) indicates this
to the consumer. ‘What we consume
says who we are, not just to others but
to ourselves’ (Edwards, 2006). Using the
concept of brand storytelling, ‘Clipper
Teas’ are expressing themselves as an
ethical company, a story that individuals
are choosing to align with, and form

Each case study has been used to
demonstrate one ‘genre’ of authenticity.
However, as mentioned earlier the
genres are ‘applicable to any and all
offerings’ (Gilmore and Pine, 2007,
p49). The case study ‘Uniqlo’ (Figure
5) was an example of using ‘Exceptional
authenticity’, as the brand plays up
to its foreignness through the use of
the Japanese aesthetic in worldwide
markets. It could also be argued that
they appeal to ‘Natural Authenticity’, as
they highlight the natural materials used
in their products such as ‘Cashmere’
and ‘Hemp’ (Uniqlo.com, n.d.). If you
look at their store interiors (Figure 5),
they take influence from the highly
illuminated aesthetic commonly seen in
Japan. This could be seen as an appeal
to ‘Referential Authenticity’, offering
a unique experience to those that are
unlikely to visit Japan. The ‘Uniqlo’
sustainability website (Uniqlo.com, n.d.)
highlights the different ethical projects
they are involved in. A clear appeal
to ‘Influential authenticity’. It can be
seen that most brands in fact appeal
to multiple ‘genres’ of authenticity as
defined by Gilmore and Pine.

Politicians and
Celebrities appealing
to Authenticity
p. 16
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Politicians and Celebrities appealing to Authenticity

In today’s consumer culture, it could be
argued that politicians and celebrities are
mirroring brand behaviour. This essay
has argued that brands are attracting
consumers through the contemporary
paradigm of authenticity. Could it be
seen that as politicians and celebrities
behave like brands, they are also
attempting to ‘render authenticity’?
Ten years after her book ‘No Logo’
(Klein, 2000) that took aim at brand
culture, Naomi Klein, in The Guardian
(2010), turns her attention to politics
and specifically the US government
that she argues has been taken over
by corporate culture (Klein, 2010).
Klein describes Obama as ‘the first US
president who is also a superbrand’
(ibid). When Obama was sworn in, the
US government was suffering from a
reputation problem. Obama managed to
execute what Klein considers ‘the most
successful rebranding campaign of all
time’ (ibid). It is interesting to note that
this was done not through fundamental
policy change, but through the strength
of the Obama brand image (ibid).
The public saw Obama as ‘hip, young
and exciting’ (ibid). In fact, the brand
image was so successful that corporate
brands attempted to “piggyback”
the Obama campaign. Take the Ikea
‘Embrace Change 09’ campaign,
(Figure 8) that referenced the ‘Change’

fig. 12: Obama ‘Change’ Campaign

fig. 13: Ikea ‘Embrace Change 09’
Campaign
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slogan used heavily by Obama in his
2008 election campaign.
Global business magazine ‘Campaign’,
identified that Obama ‘certainly came
across as the most authentic brand in
the contest’ (Unerman, 2009). Using
Gilmore & Pine’s ‘five genres of
authenticity’ (Gilmore and Pine, 2007),
it could be seen that the Obama brand
appeals to ‘original authenticity’. The
most obvious example being that he was
the first African-American candidate
to run for president. Obama also
embraced technology and used branding
techniques (Klein, 2010), that were

original to the field of politics. Obama
could also be seen as the first candidate
in the US since JFK, to run a campaign
based on hope rather than fear. This
could be seen as an appeal to ‘influential
authenticity’ as Obama offered hope
for the future, especially for members
from minority communities whom he
particularly targeted.
Perhaps the notion of celebrities
behaving like brands is even more
established, than in the world of
politics. However, celebrities can also
be seen to be appealing to authenticity.
Jay-Z’s documentary ‘Where I’m From’,

fig. 14: Screenshot from Jay Z’s ‘Where I’m From’ Documentary

Politicians and Celebrities appealing to Authenticity

‘In a consumer
culture, it is
worthwhile
questioning if
this is solely a
brand reflecting
their authentic
self-identity
or are there
other motives
at play?’
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documents the last of his eight concerts
at the Brooklyn Barclay’s Centre. He
is shown travelling to his final concert
using the subway, ‘the everyman
transportation choice’ (Endo, 2012).
While travelling on the subway, he is
filmed speaking to an older lady (Figure
9) who doesn’t recognise him, she asks
‘if he’s famous?’ This appears to be
a spontaneous ‘authentic’ encounter
(Endo, 2012). In this documentary,
it could be seen that Jay-Z appeals to
‘natural authenticity’. He is presented
as just another young man from
Brooklyn, using the transport that an
everyday person would use, and not
being recognised by strangers.
It can be seen that it’s not just
commercial entities that are appealing to
authenticity, politicians and celebrities
are “getting in on the act” as well. As
expressed by Naomi Klein, they are
behaving as brands (Klein, 2010). In
a consumer culture, it is worthwhile
questioning if this is solely a brand
reflecting their authentic self-identity
or are there other motives at play?

Is Authenticity
a Con?
p. 20
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Is Authenticity a Con?

Cultural commentator Peter York
describes authenticity as ‘the ultimate
con of our generation’ (York, 2014). In
his book ‘Authenticity is a Con’ (York,
2014), York takes as an example, the
area Shoreditch, London. Many of the
businesses in this area can be seen to
be appealing to ‘natural authenticity’
(Gilmore and Pine, 2007) - ‘Brick walls,
reclaimed floorboards…’ (York, 2014,
p7). Materials that were once ‘cheap
and utilitarian’ now represent quite the
opposite (ibid). This could be seen as
‘inauthentic’ to their original function,
and ‘inauthentic’ to the business they
represent. As York argues, ‘it’s been
brought in… its applied authenticity’
(ibid). ‘This standard cladding of
realness if now glued and screwed to
every bit of Shoreditch’ (ibid).
Referencing the technique of storytelling
by brands, as discussed earlier in this
essay, York highlights how luxury
brands spend enormous amounts of
money on advertising telling their ‘long
back story’ (ibid, p73). He sees these
histories as their ‘claim to authenticity’
(ibid), but questions whether the brands
are authentic to that story today? These
are global businesses in upscale shopping
malls, brands that produce much of
their products for cheap in the east
(ibid), hardly in keeping with the back
stories they tell.
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‘Authenticity
is merely a
contemporary
marketing
technique used
to manipulate
consumers trust’
York (2014) criticises Gilmore and Pine
and their business advice on how to
‘render authenticity’ (Gilmore and Pine,
2007). He suggests that their techniques
to just ‘cook up some authenticity’
(York, 2014, p58) demonstrate how
disingenuous the concept is, arguing
they are ‘manipulative’ (ibid). In fact,
York argues that the idea of authenticity
is attractive to the consumer ‘precisely
because people feel they’ve been lied
to’ previously, ‘particularly by lucky
people utterly remote from their lives’
(ibid, p71). It could be argued that
authenticity is merely a contemporary
marketing technique used by brands to
manipulate consumers’ trust.

p. 22
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In defence of Gilmore and Pine,
they themselves admit ‘its all fake’
(Gilmore and Pine, 2007, p81). It’s
interesting to note their use of the
language ‘rendering’ and ‘appealing’ to
authenticity, suggesting it is an attempt
to appear ‘authentic’ as opposed to
achieving authenticity. As they state,
‘businesses can appeal to the five genres
of authenticity so that customers
perceive their offerings as authentic’,
but ‘that view is still a mere perception
of reality’ (ibid, p87).
Further, it could be argued that
authenticity can act as a form of
propaganda. In the documentary
‘Where I’m From’, Jay-Z is seen riding
the subway to his concert where he
encounters a lady who doesn’t recognise
him (Figure 9). In an opinion piece in
Huck Magazine, Tetsuhiko Endo argues
why this ‘is basically the text-book
definition of propaganda’ (Endo, 2012).
The video that we see, is not a ‘factual
chronicle of Jay-Z spontaneously being
a pleasant guy’ (ibid), it was captured
with the knowledge of having a film
camera facing him, and has been
produced, edited and distributed with
the ‘intention of showing people how
‘humble’ this guy is’ (ibid). It can be
assumed that he was aiming for an
increase in record sales.

‘No brand is
able to achieve
authenticity
as they are
structured to
make a profit,
and are
controlled by
corporations.’

Is Authenticity a Con?

Noam Chomsky’s Propaganda Model
(Herman and Chomsky, 1988), seeks
to explain how populations are
manipulated, and how consent for the
actions of unelected individuals and
large corporations is “manufactured”
in the public mind. It argues that only
news that supports the purpose of those
few stake holders is broadcast through
the mass media (ibid). If one was to
apply Chomsky’s model to the example
of ‘Jay-Z’ (Figure 12), through the mass
media, in this case YouTube, consent for
‘Jay-Z’ as an authentic ‘humble’ (Endo,
2012) guy has been “manufactured”. The
‘Jay-Z’ brand is the public face of a large
corporation, he is signed to Def Jam
Recordings, which in turn is owned by
the billion-pound corporation Universal
Music Group.
In Michael Crichton’s science fiction
novel Timeline (Crichton, 1999),
authenticity is defined as ‘anything
that is not devised and structured to
make a profit. Anything that is not
controlled by corporations. Anything
that exists for its own sake and assumes
its own shape’ (ibid). Although this
definition comes from a fiction book,
it is considered reliable as its referenced
in the leading book on the topic,
‘Authenticity’ (Gilmore and Pine, 2007).
This definition acts to confirm that no
brand, including those that have been
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referenced in this essay, is able to achieve
authenticity as they are ‘structured to
make a profit’ and are ‘controlled by
corporations’ (Crichton, 1999). It can be
seen that brands ‘rendering authenticity’
is merely capitalism at work, and can act
as a powerful tool to further an agenda.
In fact, if we look at Karl Marx’s theory
on alienation (Marx, 1927), many of
these brands appealing to authenticity
can be seen to be contributing to the
alienation of the proletariat workforce.
In a capitalist society that these brands
thrive in, Marx argues that the worker
experiences alienation from self-essence
as they simply live to work (ibid). The
worker is unable to identify who they
are anymore, losing awareness of inner
self, and leading to a more inauthentic
life for the individual.

Authenticity within
the Boundaries of a
Consumer Culture
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Authenticity within the Boundaries of a Consumer Culture

This essay has used the premise that we
now live in a consumer culture, which
could be seen to be fundamentally
in-authentic due to the pressures of
a capitalist system. It is of interest to
question whether it is possible to live
as an authentic individual within the
boundaries of a consumer culture.

‘Is it possible
to live as an
authentic
individual?’
In her book, ‘Authentic TM’, BanetWeiser identifies two opposing schools
of thought on this topic (Banet-Weiser,
2012, p11). Those labelled the ‘anticonsumerism camp’ (ibid), argue a
‘distinct boundary between consumer
capitalist space and an authentic one’
is maintained. Authenticity is still
possible as it exists outside of consumer
capitalism. Banet-Weiser offers the
concept of “selling cool” to highlight
the boundary between the authentic
and that which has been corporately
appropriated. A marketer can
appropriate ‘counter culture aesthetics,
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reformulating an aesthetic of resistance
into something marketable’ (ibid, p12).
This demonstrates a shift from the
authentic space to a consumer capitalist
one in a linear fashion, indicating
that both spaces co-exist but are
distinctively separate.
The opposing ‘consumer as agent
camp’ (ibid, p11) argue that the anticonsumerism position gives too much
power to advertisers and not enough to
consumers. Theorists, such as Henry
Jenkins, recognise ‘the complicated ways
in which cultural dynamics and media
converge’ (ibid, p12). The relationship
between consumers and corporate
power can be about profit motive, but
it can also lead to a range of different
relationships to consumers. They do not
recognise a clear distinction between
authenticity and capitalism, arguing
that brand cultures offer the ‘possibility
for individual resistance and corporate
hegemony simultaneously’ (ibid).
However, it is accepted that power is
not equally distributed within advanced
capitalism (ibid).
Banet-Weiser herself offers an alternative
view that ‘authenticity itself is a
brand’ (ibid, p13). Her view takes ‘an
understanding of brand cultures as
culture, complete with competing power
relations and individual production and
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practice’ (ibid). She accepts that in a
brand culture there is a blurring between
the authentic self and commodity self,
but that this is ‘expected and tolerated’
(ibid). The formation of cultural
meaning through economic exchange
doesn’t necessarily make it inauthentic,
rather a ‘construction of a relationship
within the parameters of a consumer
culture’ (ibid, p14).
As argued by Sartre, authenticity is
the possibility of ‘absolute freedom’
(Sartre, 2003, pxii). In order to achieve
this an individual must acknowledge
that their identity exceeds their role.
He claims any role is a lie, but you need
not abandon it as long as your identity
exceeds the role (ibid). In the context of
consumer culture, it could be seen that
cultural meaning is not inauthentic if
the parameters of consumer culture are
accepted by the individual. As applied to
a brand, if a brand appears as what it is,
a brand, and doesn’t attempt to instead
be a consumer’s friend, then it can
achieve a form of authenticity.

Conclusion
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This essay illustrates that being an authentic individual
means being true to one’s self, but that the obstacles of living
in a consumer culture may lead us to live in-authentically.
However, it has been concluded that it is possible for an
individual to remain authentic while committed to someone
else’s truth. As applied to a contemporary consumer culture,
individuals can form their identities through brands, aligning
themselves with the brands that tell a relevant story to them.
In a world where consumers are distrustful and crave
authenticity, brands can be seen rendering authenticity to
attract consumers. In a consumer culture where politicians
and celebrities are seen to behave as brands, they are also
seen to be appealing to authenticity.
However, it appears that brands’ use of authenticity is
disingenuous to existential philosopher’s definitions of
authenticity, in fact what can be seen is merely a superficial
rendering of authenticity. Brands adopt authenticity as a
marketing technique that manipulates consumers distrust in
them. They are unable to be fundamentally authentic as they
act for profit or personal gain. In fact, authenticity has been
seen as a new currency of propaganda (Endo, 2012).
In spite of this, this essay has identified that an individual
is still able to achieve authentic cultural meaning once one
accepts the parameters of a brand culture.
Just as an individual must, it is necessary for a design
practitioner to accept the parameters of the environment
in which they exist. Brands have been seen to use visual
aesthetics as an indicator of their perceived authenticity.
This physical rendering of “authenticity” therefore falls
into the realm of a designer, and it becomes a necessary
ethical consideration.
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