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�.1 IntroDuctIon

in an early comparative study about cross-cultural 
differences in fashion consumption tigert et al. (1980) 
found that dutch consumers showed higher levels of 
involvement with fashion and lifestyle industries than, 
for example, consumers in the united states. trying 
to explore cultural differences in fashion and clothing 
consumption on a global scale, the report suggests 
that dutch consumers put a premium on attributes 
like ‘fashionable appeal’, ‘comfort’ and ‘individuality’ 
(ibid: 19). although the results are dated, the general 
ambition of that study was similar to the goals of this 
one: trying to account for the relative positioning of 
dutch fashion (brands) and consumption behaviour in 
the face of an increasingly globalised economy.
 the consumption of products reaches beyond 
the actual purchasing act. as a consequence, com-
mon interests around brands and products have the 
potential to forge a link between people who identify 
with one another on the basis of symbolic attributes 
(Cova 1995; Cova 1997; Cova and Pace 2006; muniz 
and o’guinn 2001; ostberg 2007). in its capacity to 
transmit socio-cultural messages, fashion by definition 
fashion is about signification. as it is understood here 
the term defines seasonally-changing clothing styles 
that are subject to both international and country-spe-
cific trends. on the one hand, fashion is a means of 
individual expression. on the other hand, it often em-
bodies certain codes of recognition for one or more 
groups of people. Consciously or not, consumers may 
use clothing as a medium to illustrate their identity 
and relation to other individuals or groups. according 
to stone (1962: 128), ‘a person’s appearance announces 
his identity, shows his values, expresses his mood, or 
proposes his attitude’. accordingly, clothing functions as 
a repository for negotiating self-identity and the multiple 
ways individuals wish to give meaning to their persona. 
at the same time, it is imbued with a host of different 
and sometimes conflicting messages. some people 
want to make specific statements about themselves (e.g. 
‘i am sporty, elegant, extravagant, educated etc’); others 
wish to show affiliation with particular social groups 
(e.g. punk, establishment); and still others simply abide 
by the modesty principle (fluegel 1930: 58 ff.).
 as presented in the previous chapter my research 
attempts to find answers to the question what value 
constructs play a role in the relationship between con-
sumers and brands, how the retention strategies of 
different brands are structured, and what value connec-
tions play a role in the construction of consumer iden-
tities. in that way, the research deals with three central 
questions:
1. what are the different value systems that govern 

the brand-consumer relationship and is there 
something typically dutch about them?

2. what level holds strongest when it comes to the 

purchase behaviour of dutch consumers: individ-
ual identities, group identities, national or interna-
tional sites of identification?

3. how do different audiences relate to their preferred 
brands? do those ties have an impact on the buy-
ing behaviour of dutch consumers?

the following two chapters present and explain the 
theoretical framework of my research. chapter � will 
discuss critical aspects concerning individual, collec-
tive, and national identity and the relations between 
these different layers, whereas chapter � takes a 
more consumption-oriented perspective and connects 
questions about identity to individual and collective 
sites of identification and their relation to consump-
tion behaviour. in this chapter, section 2.2 will explore 
different aspects of personal identity. Pointers will be 
put to the process of identity construction and how the 
relations between individual cultural agents and larger 
collective entities are defined. section 2.3 discusses 
benedict anderson’s concept of ‘imagined communi-
ties’ (1983) to provide an example of how identity is 
not always based on face-to-face interaction but can 
materialise just as well as an imaginary concept. sec-
tion 2.4 explores the possibility of a national fashion 
identity and introduces a number of aspects that need 
to be taken into consideration. section 2.5 is an excur-
sion into how fashion facilitates a carrier of individual 
and collective identities. as a last point in section 2.6, 
brand identity will be discussed to create a basis for 
exploring the relation between brands and consumers 
in chapter �.

�.� personal IDentIty: a two-sIDeD aFFaIr

when we speak of identity the concept itself is not with-
out its problems. nowadays, the term is used rather 
loosely and seems to signify many things at the same 
time. as a result, it has become a kind of catch-all word 
whose definition is somewhat ambiguous. the aim of 
this section is to present a sketch of the topical dis-
cussions in the field and outline how identity has been 
defined by different scholars.
 many authors have claimed that during the past 
couple of decades we have progressed towards a so-
ciality of plural identities (huyssen 1986, 1988; Jame-
son 1998; macguigan 1999; muggleton 2000; sarup 
1996; wilson 1990). Personal identity is treated as 
fragmented and multireferential, polyvalent and diver-
sified. it is assumed that every day we are confronted 
with a plethora of economic and cultural offerings from 
which we ‘borrow’ fragments to build our social identi-
ties. bauman (2000: 80-82) equals this manner of con-
structing our social selves to a ‘supermarket of identi-
ties’ where we can shop around and mix and match 
different parts to come up with an authentic com-
bination. Jacobs (2011c: 5) adds to the argument that 
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‘quite often this supermarket of identities is related to 
supermarkets of fashion, as many people want to show 
off their stronger feelings of identification.’ the claims 
about pluriformity are certainly true to the extent that 
the way we construct our identity nowadays is not al-
together uniform as we draw on a plurality of different 
sources. in my eyes, however, it is questionable to what 
extent we can actually speak of ‘fragmented’ or ‘multi-
ple’ identities. in fact, in the majority of cases people 
after a certain age have a relatively consistent self-im-
age, so that the amplitudes between different ‘social 
representations’ of ourselves are not all that strong. 
instead, we would prefer to speak of gradual shifts in 
certain directions depending on different social frame-
works (e.g. formal/casual, work/friends, professional/
private) that we operate in.
 the discussion about authenticity that bauman 
hints at is a rather common one. Personal identity is 
not only built around displaying uniqueness but sig-
nifies belonging to bigger collective entities. as raab 
(2009: 227) argues, ‘[t]he trail is forked: one path ends 
in commonality and in identity shared by the person 
with others as members of certain categories or col-
lectivities; the other ends in individuation or unique-
ness, differentiating one person from another.’ we 
are thus faced with two opposing forces: the quest for 
authenticity and singularity and the desire to belong. 
the ‘social traffic’ which defines this relationship is two 
directional: we both send signals to our social environ-
ment as well as receive them from others. on the one 
hand, our self-understanding says ‘i am witty, good-
looking, and intelligent’. that sense of self may or may 
not be congruent with the way others see us. on the 
other hand, we are shaped by experiences, influences, 
and a host of stimuli that are external to our selves and 
largely beyond our control. we receive them from our 
direct or indirect social environment, the media, and 
even fictitious sources like novels or films. the sum of 
this bilateral model ultimately makes up the way we de-
fine ourselves in relation to others and the very manner 
we make sense of ourselves and the world around us.
 according to raab (ibid: 228), ‘a person’s individ-
ual identity may be asserted, and accepted or rejected 
by others; it may be attributed to the person by oth-
ers, and accepted or rejected by the person. likewise, 
our shared identity may be that which we adopt as 
groups, and is accepted or rejected by others; it may 
be assigned as a category by others and accepted or 
rejected by ourselves.’ the two forces that shape our 
‘core identity’ are therefore interdependent. hekman 
(2004: 7) specifies this argument by making a distinc-
tion between personal and public identities. the former 
distinguishes us from others based on the sum of ex-
periences that have shaped (and keep shaping) our 
character. the latter is enmeshed with cohesive powers 
that integrate us in a specific social and cultural con-
text. this one, too, is unique in the sense that we share 

a particular social terrain only with a certain number of 
people. as she states, ‘[o]ur personal identity makes us 
different from everyone else. our public identity iden-
tifies us as the same as particular others’ (hekman 
2004: 9). in short, our identity is built around the poles 
of individuality and commonality. we construct our 
identity in relationship to specific groups and develop 
a sense of self within (or against) their inclusive powers.

�.� ImagIneD communItIes

to be sure, group identity and a sense of belonging are 
not necessarily based on face to face interaction. ben-
edict anderson (1983) developed the concept of ‘im-
agined communities’ whose members will never meet 
in real life in the majority of cases. belonging to such a 
community is based on mental images of affinity that 
are shared by its members – sometimes at a concrete, 
sometimes at a more abstract level. following his argu-
ment, they are socially constructed entities, based on 
public imagination. anderson himself builds his theory 
around the example of nationhood: although most citi-
zens share a sense of national identity, only the small-
est fraction will ever have contact with each other. to 
some extent they feel part of the community in spite of 
the fact that there is no interaction at a superordinate 
level. while people will mostly take their direct social 
environment as a referential framework, their sense of 
national identity is usually connected to common goals 
and value systems that are not pertinent to this imme-
diate social network.
 on this account, national identity has little to do 
with emotional proximity, but is usually developed as 
a mental concept that most citizens share, regardless 
of whether they are directly confronted with it or not. 
a famous example comes from the sociogist Zygmunt 
bauman. as he recalls, he never paid much attention 
to his national identity until his Polish nationality was 
cast in doubt during an anti-semitic wave in his home 
country in march 1968 (bauman 2004: 12). by exten-
sion, the argument also works the other way around. 
someone who lives abroad is likely to experience some 
sense of identification with his home country. if we take 
the example of mr. browne (a fictional character we will 
encounter more than once throughout this and the next 
chapter), an englishman working in the netherlands, 
watching the world Cup: is he more likely to cheer for 
the english team or their opponents? although we can 
only speculate what the answer might look like, my best 
guess would be that he is partial to his own people rath-
er than another nation. an expatriate myself, also in my 
case it was not before i moved to the netherlands that 
i figured out how german i actually am in a number 
of respects. what i want to illustrate with the example 
is how in both mr. browne’s and my case, the spatial 
distance to our native country augmented the feeling of 
being part of its national community.

the quest for identity, then, is not an easy matter. while 
anderson bases his theory on national identity the gen-
eral idea applies to other areas as well. social bonds 
that are based on mutual recognition and identifica-
tion can be imagined or direct, mediated or interactive. 
topically, social media are a case in point. for example, 
someone who is part of a facebook group might iden-
tify with its members in spite of the fact that he has 
not met any of them in real life (acquisti and gross 
2006: 3; Pitta and fowler 2005: 266). was mr. browne 
into a particular brand, was part of the firm’s facebook 
community or participated in a brand-specific forum, 
he would be likely to share some sense of identfica-
tion with the firm and other participants on the site. 
the same goes for brand communities that emerge 
around a brand persona (e.g. harley davidson, apple). 
someone who imagines himself to be part of that com-
munity will familiarise and identify with other devotees, 
based on shared rituals and common markers of iden-
tity (muniz and o’guinn 2001: 415). anderson himself 
points out that belonging to an imagined community 
can be triggered or even reinforced by all kinds of pub-
lic media that shape public imagination and help cre-
ate specific narratives. marketing messages or particu-
lar company profiles may therefore contribute to the 
emergence of communities and sustain their existence 
across various media channels.
 belonging to a certain brand community can be an 
imaginary experience that does not require sharing di-
rect contact with other aficionados. as a devoted con-
sumer of upscale fashion labels, mr. browne may wish 
to buy into a specific social group. he believes that by 
dressing in a smart way and buying clothes from an 
established brand he will automatically become part 
of the group. while this is not necessarily the case (if, 
for instance, his manners are inadequate) the underly-
ing principle still holds true. it is actually unimportant 
whether his clothes and attitude fit a certain vestimen-
tary code or whether those ‘in the know’ approve of 
it. the majority of people are indeed ignorant when 
it comes to the details of a specific look. mr. browne 
might feel part of the group, regardless of whether this 
is a mutual relationship or not. what the example is 
supposed to show is that belonging is not automatical-
ly connected to direct interaction or personal relations. 
it may be distant and imaginary during all the time we 
feel attached to the group, to a greater or lesser extent.
further on, in chapter � the notion of superlight 
communities and style groups will be discussed in 
more detail.

�.� natIonal FashIon IDentIty?

we have now seen how the processes of individual and 
group identity are interrelated and how we are directly 
or indirectly influenced by different sites of identifica-
tion. due to its malleable character national identity is 

a phenomenon that is hard to grasp. at the same time, 
there is a trend to advertise and play with the idea in a 
number of ways. stereotypes likes clogs and tulips in 
the netherlands or bratwurst and ‘deutsche gründli-
chkeit’ in germany, are cues that immediately trigger 
not only a familiar sensation but also a relationship be-
tween a given culture and its constituents. to a certain 
extent these are tired clichés, we might say. that, how-
ever, does not mean that we should not take them seri-
ously. beller and leerssen (2007), for instance, present 
an extensive summary of popular national stereotypes. 
on the one hand they claim stereotypes are not static 
and thus open to some variation. on the other hand 
they stress the fact that stereotypes are practically im-
mune to revision, as otherwise they would lose their 
function. stereotypes have their relevance and most of 
us use them to distinguish ourselves from others by 
means of more general concepts. whether we like it or 
not, they are staples in the national narrative with his-
torical roots and contemporary bearings.
 in a fashion context, too, we find back the notion 
of national identity in a number of ways. events like 
the dutch fashion award or amsterdam international 
fashion week, buzzwords like the ‘belgian’ or ‘scan-
dinavian’ school of design, all attest to the fact that 
fashion in its variations is not cut loose from certain 
constructions of national identity. at the least, it is used 
as a distinguishing feature or an attribute of unique-
ness that is meant to differentiate one fashion industry 
from the other. as this project is concerned with the 
relation between dutch fashion firms and their audi-
ence groups, the guiding question is whether it is actu-
ally possible to speak of a dutch collective identity on a 
more abstract level. in other words, can we derive from 
the research a set of core values or factors that are per-
tinent to the dutch rather than any other national con-
text? since georg simmel’s ‘fashion’ (1904) it is un-
derstood that dress-body relations are enmeshed with 
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the dynamics of individuation–socialisation and self-
identity–group identity. on the one hand, we want to 
express ourselves in a way that distinguishes us from 
others. on the other hand, we wish to belong to one 
or more groups and connect our personality to a big-
ger social entity. as FIg �.1 demonstrates, we are pre-
sented with at least a tripartite relationship between in-
dividual identity, group identities, and national identity 
that may influence and at times even cross-fertilise one 
another. none of them exists independently, so there is 
always a kind of (inter)play between these dimensions. 
the extent to which one of them is more strongly pro-
nounced is therefore gradual rather than absolute.

it is assumed that group identities – or the feeling to 
belong to bigger social entities, for that matter – take 
precedence over individuality. after all, a developed per-
sonality is always the product of discourse and interac-
tion with other people, so there is a constant dialogue 
with the social environment that shapes and deflects, 
moulds and adjusts our persona. having said that, the 
construction of identity is also an ongoing process, so 
we do not necessarily belong to one group, but we are 
attached to a plurality of groupings that change over 
the course of our lives – or, from a more contemporary 
perspective, even during the course of the day. both in-
dividual and group identity are in some way related to 
the national context. this relation can be obvious (e.g. 
immigrants) or subconscious, mostly when a cultural 
reality is experienced on a daily basis and taken for 
granted to a certain extent. indeed, many people only 
become aware of their national ‘identity’ when they 
travel abroad or emigrate to another country (Jacobs 
2011c: 8; leerssen 2007: 337; meier 2007: 448-449). 
identity, then, is not a fixed concept. it is in flux as it is 
constantly reproduced and redefined by our direct and 
indirect social environment.
 ellemers et al. (1999: 372-373) distinguish between 
three different levels of identification: cognitive, evalua-
tive, affective. the cognitive level refers to self-categori-
sation and awareness of one’s membership of a group 
(e.g. ‘i am an artist and part of the creative community 
of my town’). the evaluation of this membership can 
be either positive (e.g. ‘i am proud to be part of that 
group’) or negative (e.g. ‘in order to sell my art it is im-
portant to be part of the group, but actually i don’t like 
it’). emotional involvement with the group might be 
the result of the previous two components. the more 
positive a person’s evaluation of his membership, the 
more likely it is that he will be emotionally involved. we 
may even want to add a fourth component: conative 
identity. by this we mean that people move to a stage 
where their level of emotional involvement starts to in-
fluence their identity. for example, if mr. browne gets 
involved with a fashion brand to such a point that he 
decides to exclusively wear this one company’s prod-
ucts, both firm and clothes become part of his identity 

and a (visible) extension of his personality.
 how can this knowledge be useful to define a 
national fashion identity? Jacobs (2011c: 12-13) points 
out that the netherlands have never been recognised 
as a fashion country. while his observation is correct, 
it is remarkable that in recent years the country has 
received a lot of interest from the fashion press and 
buyers from abroad, when it comes to fresh talent and 
innovative fashion design. also, he suggests a number 
of aspects that distinguish the dutch fashion culture 
from other countries with a relatively distinct style. 
while italy may be known for its refined panache and 
france for understated elegance, the netherlands have 
a fairly inconspicuous, casual, and informal culture, an 
aspect that, at least partly, can be traced back to cultural 
principles like a pronounced sense of democracy and 
egalitarianism.
 in a number of respects this kind of egalitarianism 
has informed the country’s predominant style of dress. 
historically speaking, we can identify two different nar-
ratives that both have a more or less direct connection 
to certain characteristics of dutch culture. following fa-
mous costume historian françois boucher (1987), the 
first (and more positive) storyline states that, together 
with the french, the dutch were an authority on style in 
the golden age. Compared to the french, whose style 
was more dashing and pompous, the dutch were aus-
tere and pared down, but not less refined actually. due 
to trading relationships with the nordic countries, the 
baltic states, northern germany, england, and america 
– all of them countries that were converting to Protes-
tantism with its accent on restraint and a rather mini-
malist aesthetic at the time – the dutch style of dress 
spread to other countries. following Jacobs (2011c: 11), 
‘it is probably no coincidence that for a long time more 
modern and casual styles of dress have been more 
popular in precisely these countries’.
 the second (and more negative) storyline about 
local fashion culture states that the dutch way to dress 
is somewhat naff and unrefined. the common charge 
is that the dutch prioritise practical over aesthetic con-
cerns and show little attention to detail, which often 
results in a rather unstylish and coarse appearance. 
furthermore, it is said that the dutch have a predilec-
tion for ‘humorous’ (sometimes even frivolous) frills, 
like flower prints in the lining of the cuffs and collar of 
men’s shirts or loud and garish graphics that, deliber-
ately or not, go against so-called good taste. Counting 
12.000 respondents, a recent survey conducted among 
frequent travellers voted the dutch the second least 
stylish nation in the world (skyscanner, 13 september 
2012). whether or not such a survey is representa-
tive of dutch clothing culture as a whole is debatable, 
of course. still, the fact remains that, apparently, the 
dutch are perceived as rather unstylish and not exactly 
part of the cutting edge.
 

another example of ‘dutch style’, albeit in a more ad-lib 
form, can be observed during big football tournaments, 
like the world Cup or the european Championship. 
while fans of many countries paint the national flags 
on their faces or colour-coordinate their outfits, the 
dutch usually take things to the extreme with sponta-
neous and fairly irreverent combinations, pairing straw 
hats with lederhosen or helmets with bull’s horns with 
oversized glasses. with imagination running wild, the 
dutch are infamous for putting together outrageous 
and wild outfits that celebrate the occasion and add a 
witty, sometimes even bizarre, edge to the game.

earlier i referred to four different levels of identification: 
cognitive, evaluative, affective, and conative. if we now 
extend this knowledge to the idea of a national fashion 
identity we might say that possibly there is an aware-
ness of a distinct local style, as evidenced by a growing 
interest from the media within the country and from 
abroad.1 furthermore, to a certain extent at least, an 
evaluation of that style takes place (e.g. ‘what is good, 
bad, or special about the dutch way to dress?’). the 
common idea that the dutch are poorly dressed is part 
of that evaluation, too. in exceptional cases with, for 
instance, dutch fashion enthusiasts, it might even be 
the case that people develop an affective relationship 
with certain dutch fashion designers or brands. the 
most extreme form of this identitification would be co-
native like, for instance, if the fashion enthusiast would 
decide to exclusively focus on clothing products from 
the netherlands.
 the question is to what extent those different lev-
els actually apply to the dutch population at large. the 
fashion enthusiast who breathes (and wears) dutch 
fashion is an extreme case and we should not expect 
that there are many of them – if any. when we look 
at local fashion consumption more in general it is far 
more likely that people identify with their environment, 
so the concept of ‘dutch fashion’ or ‘dutch style’ is 
more an abstract idea that materialises in terms of 
similarities. we can therefore question to what extent 
identification with a local style of dress and dutch 
fashion brands, is actually a conscious process or 
rather the product of social discourse. in the previous 
sections we saw that personal identity is developed in 
relation to our direct and indirect social environment. 
sometimes this relation is quite obvious and at other 
times more implicit or tacit. my research zooms in on 
the connection between the different levels of identity 
encountered in FIg �.1 and tries to explore the ques-
tion how the fashion-purchase behaviour of dutch 
consumers is related to individual and group identities 

1 an obvious example of this tendency is actually the research 
project ‘dutch fashion identity in a globalised world’. had 
there not been good reason to believe that dutch fashion is 
an interesting and relevant research topic we probably would 
never have received a rather high grant from the nwo.

and to the dutch national context.
 above i summarised a number of ideas concern-
ing dutch fashion (with a more cultural reading of the 
term). the examples i used are only approximations of 
what the dutch fashion identity might (possibly) look 
like and they are not in any way meant to be conclusive. 
defining the field of dutch fashion from a socio-his-
torical perspective, these ideas are a preliminary frame-
work and hint at a number of culture-specific character-
istics. in that way, they provide a comparative measure 
for the results of this study that might either support 
or refute the findings. a national fashion identity is a 
complex affair and involves a myriad of different as-
pects. this study focuses on the socio-economic side 
of things and tries to respond to the question what 
features distinguish the fashion-consumption behav-
iour of the dutch from other countries, as well as what 
mechanisms brands employ to build loyalty. Can we 
identify a set of characteristics that are original to the 
dutch national background? and if so, to what extent 
are these actually related to a dutch fashion identity?

�.5 branD IDentIty

in the preceding sections we have learned how individ-
ual and collective identities are constructed, as well as 
how the two are connected. as my study deals with the 
interrelation between brands, consumers, and iden-
tity constructions the following paragraphs present a 
short overview of the concept of brand identity. also, 
brands are not only market entities, but they represent 
possible sites of identification – again, from the cogni-
tive to possibly the conative level – that are based on a 
distinct set of brand associations. aaker and Joachim-
sthaler (2000: 13-14) argue that unlike brand image, 
which describes a firm’s current market profile, in 
many cases brand identity is an aspirational state, thus 
implying the direction towards which the image should 
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be taken. ghodeswar (2008: 5) maintains that brand 
identity implies a promise to consumers that is built 
around a core and an extended identity: 
 ‘Core identity is the central, timeless essence of the 

brand that remains constant as the brand moves 
to new markets and new products. Core identity 
broadly focuses on product attributes, service, user 
profile, store ambience and product performance. 
Extended identity is woven around brand identity 
elements organized into cohesive and meaningful 
groups that provide brand texture and completeness, 
and focuses on brand personality, relationship, and 
strong symbol association.’

if we accept these two dimensions, core identity is the 
bedrock of the brand proposition that remains largely 
unchanged, even when, for instance, communication 
and branding strategy take a new direction, or the 
range of product is extended to other markets. a firm’s 
extended identity, by contrast, is more flexible and pro-
vides visual and emotions points of connection. in 
other words, the former is more concerned with the 
material dimension of the organisation, whereas the 
latter is built around immaterial, symbolic attributes. in 
order to be effective an organisation’s image needs to 
resonate with customers, differentiate the brand from 
competitors, and present consumers with a credible 
idea of what the brand can and will do over time (aaker 
and Joachimsthaler 2000). that goal can be achieved 
by developing a set of aspirational triggers (i.e., brand 
associations) that help define a distinct market pro-
file. if implemented successfully, those associations 
are emotionally charged and activate cues that induce 
want- rather than need-based consumption interests 
(workman and studak 2005: 77).
 in a competitive market environment emotional 
value can help elevate the brand above others and cre-
ate a competitive advantage. according to sherrington 
(2003: 23), emotional and personality traits are the 
most effective ploys to retain consumer loyalty. fur-
thermore, he points to the fact that those traits are the 
hardest to achieve or implement into an existing brand 
proposition (ibid: 21). another variant is brand persona 
or brand personality. here, the focus is on developing 
personality attributes that distinguish the firm, based 
on non-intrinsic product features. as a rule, personality 
attributes are more difficult to copy than product-relat-
ed ones. in turn, they can provide sustained competi-
tive advantage over a longer period of time (ghode-
swar 2008: 5). an important challenge in this regard is 
to present a consistent communication strategy com-
bined with credible consumer marketing to the market 
(wee and ming 2003). by extension, brand personality 
helps to forge direct customer ties by appealing to val-
ues shared by consumers.
 firms with a consistent and suitable brand iden-
tity can add value to products and ask higher prices 

(schmitt and simonson 1997: 59). knapp (2000: 36) 
argues that brand identity is a long-term project that 
requires attention at all times and throughout all phas-
es of building and nurturing an organisation. not only 
does it need to be well planned and cultivated, but it 
is equally important to synchronise and adapt the im-
age to changing consumer interests or different market 
climates. Consequently, a brand’s identity grows with 
the organisation as it matures over time. the more 
developed and credible the brand identity is, the bet-
ter a firm will be able to distinguish its offerings from 
competitors. while knapp’s argument in its most basic 
form might be valid, such kind of approach may just 
as well lead to a ‘closed’ brand identity that fails to ac-
count for the needs of consumers. if, however, a brand 
co-evolves with its audience and develops its identity 
in dialogue, there is a better chance to actually arrive 
at a distinguished and accessible corporate profile. in 
that line of argument aaker (1996) points out that it 
is crucial to build the brand on the basis of a flexible 
framework, which allows for swift and dynamic moves 
without threatening the overall message. to be effec-
tive, a sustained brand identity involves that firms de-
velop an understanding for the market and the needs 
of their consumers as well as for the image they com-
municate to the public.

�.6 FashIon anD Dress as carrIers 
 oF IDentIty

the way we give meaning and expression to our so-
cial selves is intimately connected to clothing. it rep-
resents a visible social signifier for individual and col-
lective identities and serves mutual recognition (Jacobs 
2011c). in The Empire of Fashion, lipovetsky (1994: 
146) argues that fashion can be understood as an inter-
mediary tool for negotiating identities in contemporary 
society. its inner logics can be envisaged as a set of vis-
ual attributes that equip the wearer with a versatile vo-
cabulary to adapt to different social, cultural, or profes-
sional environments. therefore, fashion is defined as 
a socially reproductive medium that ‘socialises human 
beings to change’ (ibid: 149). seen thus, the fashion 
system embodies culture in that it serves to communi-
cate different subject positions within a broader social 
context (ibid.; kellner 1994: 160-2; wilson 1992: 14). at 
the socio-analytical level clothes represent a mediating 
surface. fastening on bourdieu’s theory about habitus, 
Jennifer Craik (1993: 4-5) extends the argument to a 
fashion and consumption context: 
 ‘”Habitus” refers to specialised techniques and in-

grained knowledges which enable people to negoti-
ate the different departments of existence. Habitus 
includes the unconscious dispositions, the classifica-
tion schemes, taken-for-granted preferences which 
are evident in the individual’s sense of the appropri-
ateness and validity of his taste for cultural goods 

and practices as well as being inscribed to the body 
through body techniques and modes of self-presen-
tation.’

in a similar vein, giselinde kuipers (2012: 4) extends 
the argument to the national level, referring to national 
habitus as a set of ‘learned practices and standards 
that have become so much part of ourselves that they 
feel self-evident and natural’. fastening on arguments 
by elias and bourdieu, she argues that national habi-
tus not only refers to an unconscious cultural code, 
but also to a common mode of expression that cor-
responds to the conditions under which ‘a national 
ground-tone in behaviour, institutions and standards 
emerge[s]’ (ibid: 6). fashion’s quality is that of a vehi-
cle that structures and defines these cultural processes 
based on its capacity to produce meaning in the form 
of social signifiers. the fashion system, therefore, em-
bodies a cultural language that equips the wearer with 
a kind of shorthand for ‘signalling place and identity as 
well as a way of performing social intercourse’ (Craik 
1993: 9). the language of fashion can not only help 
negotiate different subject positions across various 
cultural settings, but it engenders a vocabulary of par-
ticular codes of conduct within these settings (feath-
erstone 1991: 174). social identification, then, works in 
dress-body relations that reflect the wearer’s identity 
within a given social context. in short, fashion provides 
an intermediary tool that, based on its visual qualities, 
articulates markers of identity across different social 
scales (barthes 1990: 230-2).
 barthes (ibid: 27 ff.) defines fashion as a material 
surface that articulates meaning on two levels. first, 
the level of language defines its objective qualities. sec-
ond, fashion works by a ‘vestimentary’ code that either 
points to an external reality (which in most cases is 
pre-defined at the level of language) or is directed at 
the fashion system itself. according to the argument, 
fashion works by the processes of denotation (1) and 
connotation (2). barthes (ibid: 235) describes this rela-
tionship as the poetics of dress which combines sarto-
rial qualities (e.g. shape, fabrics, tactility) and descrip-
tive qualities (e.g. rhetoric). identity is consequently 
enacted within the confines of commonly-shared value 
attributions (e.g. business, casual, chic, gothic, punk, 
avant-garde) and the possibility to ‘play’ with them to 
a certain extent. in that way, the fashion system allows 
one ‘to be oneself, and to have this self be recognized 
by others’ (ibid: 255). 
 based on these insights i suggest that the cultural 
meaning of clothes develops across four levels. first, 
meaning is given to a garment at the stage of its con-
ception and/or production by a designer or marketing 
apparatus. second, another meaning (which may or 
may not be similar) is produced and disseminated by 
the fashion press. third, both of them become sub-
ject to change once the clothes enter the social circuit. 

here, specific connotations are attached to a garment 
by particular social groups. for instance, when in the 
mid-1990s hip-hop artists started acquiring clothes 
from the us preppy-chic brand tommy hilfiger, the 
garments took on a different cultural meaning that al-
ienated the brand’s traditional white middle-class au-
dience. by the same token, lonsdale, a stronghold in 
boxing sports since 1891, is primarily associated with 
skinhead culture nowadays because the clothes are 
used as symbols of subcultural identity. fourth, at the 
individual level meaning may be altered a second time. 
while cultural meaning is frequently produced in col-
lective context, individuals may just as well define them 
and attach symbolic and emotionally-charged value to 
their garments.

�.7 conclusIon

the chapter set out to define the different positions of 
identity that inform my research. we saw that personal 
identity is always a combination of an individual mode 
of self-expression and a way of responding to our en-
vironment. while many authors have argued in favour 
of multiple and fluid identities, my own research is 
grounded in the view that, overall, personal identity is a 
fairly stable construct that is adapted bit by bit to differ-
ent circumstances and social environments. from ther-
eon i went to specify anderson’s concept of imagined 
communities in an attempt to demonstrate that iden-
tification – or even identity – is not necessarily based 
on face-to-face interaction. the idea is crucial to under-
stand how, in a fashion context, consumers (can) iden-
tify with a firm or its public image, based on an imag-
ined sense of belonging. it is not necessary to actually 
be part of a group as long as consumers identify with a 
spirit or sentiment. more often than not, they ‘buy into’ 
a consumption experience and belonging to a specific 
group. introducing the central themes and considera-
tions, i sketched out how to make sense of the idea 
of a national fashion identity and frame it adequately 
against the background of my own research. brand 
identity was introduced to show how firms actually 
define a corporate and product identity, and the extent 
to which they are entrenched with consumer percep-
tions and developments in the market. i outlined the 
primary aspects that are critical in this regard, thereby 
providing an understanding of the dynamics between 
brand positioning, target market, and consumer ap-
peal. lastly, i defined fashion as a carrier of identity. as 
i argued, clothing not only provides us with a canvas 
to express ourselves, but it also represents a medium 
that connects us to collective entities. fashion, as it 
is understood throughout this dissertation, connects 
the wearer to his social and cultural background and 
equips him with a surface to define different subject 
positions.
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