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Themed environments and public and intellectual interest in themed spaces have become increasingly popular in contemporary

society. Several theses that primarily emphasize the commercial interest as the force behind thematization have been advanced by

scholars. Although all humanly constructed spaces are themed, public psychology and corporate interests coincide to maintain the

distinction made between themed and everyday places. This study articulates the role that thematization has come to play in modern

culture and especially in late modernity. Based on explorations of reasons for corporations’ and consumers’ interest in themed

environments, a thesis is advanced that the main force behind current day preoccupation with thematization is cultural rather than

economic.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Thematization, a flourishing phenomenon, has attracted atten-

tion by scholars who observe contemporary culture. Many scholars
observe thematization as a recent trend and make a distinction
between themed spaces and the rest of the world. We argue that
thematization is not a recent phenomenon and that the distinction
made between environments considered themed and not themed is
one of perspective, not present in the nature of the phenomenon. We
investigate the reasons why a distinction is favored in popular
culture and why interest in thematization has increased lately to
propose an extension to explanations that concentrate on theming
as a profitable business in contemporary culture. Our exploration of
the history and conceptualization of thematization, indicates that
the main force underlying the increased interest in thematization is
cultural rather than economic.

Past conceptualization of thematization basically evolve around
elements that constitute themed environments, such as social con-
trol, entertainment, fantasy, decentralization and privatization, and
the spectacle (Gottdiener 1995, Ritzer 1999). In order to provide a
direct definition without a prejudgment of its separation from the
everyday, we define thematization as the patterning of space,
activity or event to symbolize experiences and/or senses from a
special or a specific past, present, or future place, activity or event
as currently imagined.

Two themes are common to many of the theses regarding
thematization (Gottdiener 2001; Sorkin 1992; Baudrillard1996;
Davis 1999; Beardsworth and Bryman 1999; Ritzer 1999): (1)
thematization is driven by corporations and (2) contemporary
consumers are accomplices in the theming of the world.

For corporations, competing for consumers who pay greater
attention to the symbolic and the spectacle (Debord 1983),
thematization is a sophisticated marketing technique (Gottdiener
2001) that serves economic interests by transforming the mundane
to attractive, thus rendering it marketable. Humanistic values and
enchanted forms in theme production are also means that help
thematization serve the economic interests of corporations. Corpo-
rations institutionally create themes to imply social action and
caring for the ecosystem.

Recent themed environments impact on all human senses by
utilizing a multidimensional system of signs. They are, thus, are
attractive to contemporary consumers who need multidimensional-
ity in spaces and experiences (Featherstone 1990). Consumers who
visit themed environments enjoy and appreciate them if they find
experiences of meaning and substance (Fırat 2001), and as their
needs for emotional, symbolic, and spiritual relief through encoun-
ters with public space, nature, democracy, and other cultures are
fulfilled (Gottdiener 2001). Theming also provides securities sought
in modernity, such as physical safety and hygiene (Beardsworth
and Bryman 1999). Themed places introduce alternative visions of
what people seek and become a new source of cultural capital
(Hannigan 1998).

The most telling explanation for consumer interest in themed
environments is the growth of a postmodern cultural sensibility
where people develop a tacit understanding of the futility of making
a distinction between the ‘real’ and the ‘fantasy’, everyday spaces
and themed spaces. Thus, we find consumers ready to experience
the thematic without reservations.

Consequently, the special interest in distinguishing certain
spaces as themed and others as not themed tends to be an aberration
of contemporary culture and a consequence of modernity that is
maintained and reinforced by the emerging postmodern cultural
sensibility where alternative modes of being and living are sought,
and commitment to or the belief in the possibility of constructing
one ideal order has waned. Recognizing this quest for difference
and multiplicity, the corporations find production of ‘themed’
environments as a panacea a to their cultural bane, their guilt in
having constructed a disenchanting modern order, as at the same
time they profit from offering such environments to consumers.
Furthermore, maintaining the illusory distinction of the ‘themed’
versus ‘everyday’, ‘fantasy’ versus the ‘real’, absolves them from
being blamed as the culprit in humanity’s disenchantment. In this
absolution, they are aided by the members of the middle class who
also tacitly recognize their complicity in having passively accepted
and gone along with the lives that modern corporations created, at
the same time they also seem aware of the illusory distinctions so
maintained.

Representing the ‘themed environment’ as an economic strat-
egy to develop market offerings, scholars have also inadvertently
aided corporate interests. It is important, therefore, to deconstruct
the current theses about thematization and provide insights that may
further humanity’s quest in building meaningful and substantive
lives.

When reality is perceived as constructed and thematic, people
afford greater power to reconstruct it as can be imagined. When
reality is perceived as ‘out there’, people feel resigned to what they
have inherited. As the illusory nature of the distinction between
where people live everyday and where they go to have fun is
articulated, the consciousness is gained that maintaining the dis-
tinction and organizing lives accordingly is not only limiting
humanity’s potentials to build more habitable worlds, but that it also
perpetuates certain interests and a human condition that humanity
can better do without.
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