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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Over the past two decades, consumer researchers have taken 

timely steps in uncovering the complexities associated with glo-
balization and their findings have delicately supported some of the 
key debates on the globalization of consumption culture; that is, 
‘consumptionscapes’ (Ger and Belk 1996) and the proliferation of 
identities via the commodification of consumer goods (Friedman 
1994). Based on their key contributions, the existing seminal studies 
could fall within at least three thematic categories: 1) addressing 
Wilk’s (1995) notion of ‘global structures of common difference’ 
(Askegaard and Kjeldgaard 2002; Kjeldgaard and Askegaard 2006) 
2) addressing Robertson’s (1992) proposed concept of ‘glocalization’ 
(Kjeldgaard and Ostberg 2007) 3) addressing consumers’ ‘identity 
salience’ (Kjeldgaard 2009; Sandikci and Ger 2002; Thompson and 
Arsel 2004; Russell and Russell 2006).

These studies have genuinely enriched the consumption culture 
literature on globalization; yet, they focus mainly on Western or, at 
least, secular contexts in which consumers are viewed as emanci-
pated individuals whose ‘liberatory consumption’ choices (Firat and 
Venkatesh 1995) provide them with a broad array of opportunities to 
exploit a choice of lifestyles. None of these studies has investigated 
consumers’ interactions with globalization in a non-secular society, 
widely disciplined according to a set of non-secular socio-cultural 
and political ideologies. Moreover, these investigations have gen-
erally examined the contents and consequences of globalization. 
That is, they have analyzed either the ways by which consumers 
use the global contents (market resources) to create meanings (i.e., 
identities) or the ways these people react to the manifestations of 
globalization (e.g., brandscapes and global styles). Therefore, the 
processes in which “tensions between local and global meanings 
systems and institutions” (Arnould and Thompson 2007, 12) occur 
have been considerably overlooked in consumer research. It is these 
traits that underpin our study as we analyze the mechanisms of the 
global-local interactions.

We present an analysis of ‘cultural globalization’ (Appadurai 
1990; Ger and Belk 1996) in order to examine consumption practices 
and lifestyle choices of young adult individuals in Iran, a society in 
which globalization is highly contested and problematic. In so doing, 
we analyze the processes in which the consolidating forces of the 
local socio-cultural and political context clash with the dynamics 
of cultural globalization and tackle individuals’ ‘self-actualization’ 
projects (Giddens 1991). Iran offers an interesting context to study 
such issues because reposed on theories of cultural imperialism 
(Mattelart 1994), globalization is populistically demonized as an 
invasive project of neo-colonialism (Czinkota and Ronkainen 2001). 

Given the paucity of research in Iran, the complexities associ-
ated with the sensitivity of the topic and political situation of the 
country, we embarked on an inductive theory building process using 
in-depth interviews, participatory observation and memo writing. 
Following Glaser and Strauss (1967), we analyzed our data (col-
lected from Tehran and Karaj over a period of six months) through 
a systematic process of constant comparison. 

Our findings indicate that through its influx, cultural global-
ization has produced a strong basis of ‘knowledge’ (Kim 2005) 
for Iranian youth. It has generated an excess of ‘signs’, ‘images’, 
‘meanings’, ‘lifestyles’, and ‘identities’ (Nijman 1999; Friedman 
1994) whereby reflexivity, as a way of ‘self-analysis’ and ‘self-
confrontation’ (Beck 1994) is fostered. We theorize this reflexivity as 

a ‘virtual intercultural learning’ process and present two conceptual 
models to demonstrate how in ‘confrontation with other cultures’ 
(Ger 1998), young Iranians compare and contrast themselves with 
other people around the world. Reading consumer practices against 
the socio-cultural and political background of Iran, we discuss that 
this kind of reflexivity becomes extremely problematic in society. 
Reflexivity, as Archer (2007) states, depends on a ‘subject-object’ 
relationship. That is, whilst the subjects (agents) aspire to shape 
their lives based on their own tastes and needs, their life-design 
projects depend on the “objectivity of their social circumstances 
which, through their own descriptions, will encourage them to follow 
one course of action rather than another” (Archer 2007, 34). The 
examination of such interplay between social structure and agency 
(Giddens 1994) suggests that these individuals’ critical vision is 
rejected in Iran. Whilst these young people seek to subjectively 
define their own intended lives based on a large number of sources 
(offered to them by cultural globalization), the objectivity of their 
socio-cultural context acts as a deterring force. Although such 
restraints are also rooted in the society’s mindset (concatenated 
with history and tradition), they are strongly related to the grand 
narratives of the state that forces them to believe that their culture is 
unrivalled. We acknowledge the fact that such ideology (exaggeration 
of identity) is not an exclusive characteristic of Iranian society as 
it is indicative of an ‘imagined community’ (Anderson 1983). Yet, 
what becomes paradoxical in this case is the obvious opposition 
of this mentality with the solid teachings of Islam explicitly stated 
in the Holy Koran. 

Scrutinizing our informants’ consumption practices in the con-
text of a political/ideological Islam, we argue that quite contrary to 
common belief (i.e., globalization threatens Islamic values), Islam 
itself fuels globalization as it essentially deems ‘self-reflexivity’ a 
progressive human practice. Also, reflecting on Islam as a ‘discur-
sive tradition’ (Wong 2007), we discuss that unlike other Islamic 
societies (e.g., Turkey and Malaysia) where political secularity has 
provided a relatively tolerant state-citizen relationship, the state’s 
political ideology of Islam in Iran has resulted in discrepancies 
between the state’s objective structure and the citizens’ subjective 
agencies. Consequently, consumption has become a problematic site 
of socio-cultural conflict; one in which consumers’ very personal life 
practices are extensively affected by the state’s omnipresent social 
policies. Therefore, the real clash happens to be not merely between 
the local and global institutions, but between the local and local 
systems of meanings because globalization only acts as a catalyst. 
Based on our findings, we propose our conceptual models as useful 
analytical tools to systematically investigate consumers’ multiple 
interactions with global and local dynamics in other societies as well.


