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We explore how community members negotiate tensions between being an autonomous individual and being a member of a

community by embedding individualized meanings into a shared community symbol without sacrificing its shared meanings.

Conclusions with regard to the meaning of objects and the nature of object-person relationships are offered.
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When the Same Objects Mean Completely Different Things That Unite Us All
Joachim Scholz, Queen’s University, Canada

Jay M. Handelman, Queen’s University, Canada

The role of special objects in the construction of identities is one of the most central concepts in consumer research (Arnould and 
Thompson 2005). While previous research has focused on the relations between special possessions and either individual identities (Kleine, 
Kleine, and Allen 1995) or collective identities (Belk 1992), more recent research stresses the importance of considering objects through 
the lens of dynamic interplays between individual, relational, and collective identities. For example, Epp and Price (2008) assert (but do not 
empirically test) that a single activity that is symbolic for a collective identity (e.g., family) can incorporate a diversity of meanings to the 
individual members of the collective. Going beyond the context of family identities, the purpose of the current research is to empirically 
explore how special objects help consumers to negotiate tensions that may arise when they seek affiliation in a consumption community and 
strive to maintain their autonomous identities at the same time. 

We examine this question through ethnographic research of the engineering student community at our university. This community 
resembles more typical consumption communities in that a variety of special objects, most notably a jacket called the “Golden Party Armor” 
(GPA), are central to this community. Over the last two years, we have visited various community events and have been exposed to many 
GPAs during our daily commute over campus. In addition to observational research, we conducted on-site and in-depth interviews with 
several members of the community. 

We find that students use the GPA to negotiate individual and collective identities. Four  interrelated themes emerged through interpretive 
analysis. (1) GPA as a community symbol: The GPA is heavily invested with shared meanings, and wearing the GPA enables students to be 
a part of the community. On a more collective level, wearing the GPA also sets the engineering community apart from other faculties and 
thereby provides collective identities for our informants. (2) Imbuing individualized meanings: Our informants achieve individuality within 
their community through physically altering their jacket. Almost all jackets we observed over the last two years have physical alterations 
in forms of color, bars, and badges. The combination of such additions make each jacket unique. On a more psychological level, we also 
found our interview partners to achieve individuality within their community by using their jacket as a “scrapbook” to collect individualizing 
memories and experiences. Through its inclusion in core community events (e.g., slamming the jacket, dyeing the jacket purple, kicking 
the jacket over the campus, and having cars rolling over the jacket), each jacket becomes a transcript of ones own personal history with the 
community. (3) Standing out without falling outside: All GPAs have certain features (e.g., the university crest) that reaffirm the communal 
character of the jacket. Beyond this, community members adhere to firm rules and norms how to individualize their jackets (e.g., which and 
where badges can be added). In our fieldwork, we hardly ever came across jackets that break with these codes. Even more surprising, we 
found that some interview partners did not bother to sew on all the badges they had, even if these badges represented important achievements 
within their community. We interpret such foregone opportunities to highlight individual uniqueness as attempts to emphasize the shared 
meaning of the jacket for the sake of safeguarding one’s communal identity. (4) Enabling individualization through enacting community: It 
is interesting to note that opportunities to individualize one’s GPA are provided through community traditions. For example, dyeing one’s 
jacket purple offers opportunities for individualized experiences (e.g., the act of purpling, or how the purple color fades away) while at the 
same time the shared rituals reaffirms the community and increases the communal character of the jacket. This link between individuality 
and community is apparent in how students connect their enactment of a community ritual (i.e., either “kicking home” their jacket as a first 
year student or interfering with such efforts as an upper year student) with both notions of experiencing community and collecting unique 
experiences.  

In sum, our study demonstrates how community members embed individualized meanings into a shared community symbol while 
emphasizing and reaffirming – not sacrificing – its shared meanings. In other words, the ‘same object’, by becoming a ‘completely different 
thing’ in everybody’s own mind, allows community members to feel like individuals, but by being still the ‘same object‘ it also ‘unites’ these 
individuals in a community. 

We believe that these findings advance our understanding of the meaning of objects and of the nature of object-person relationships. 
Specifically, we point out how objects can take on different meanings at any singular moment in time (Epp and Price 2010) and how objects 
allow consumers to negotiate conflicts that can arise from an interplay of various levels of identities (Epp and Price 2008). Previous research 
exploring multiple layers of meanings emphasizes the relative freedom consumers enjoy in constructing individualized meanings (Hirschman 
2001), but also that some meanings are institutionalized as a shared “canon” (Kozinets 2001). However, this research does not pay attention 
to the interplay between individual and collective identities and therefore curtails our understanding of the dynamic nature of subject-object 
relationships: By only adopting an individual identity perspective, one fails to recognize how shared meanings are preserved and becomes 
prone to misinterpret members’ safeguarding activities as sign domination (Murray 2002). On the other hand, by only adopting a communal 
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identity perspective, one easily neglects the individualized meanings of symbols in favor of their shared core meanings (Belk and Costa 
1998). Recognizing the interplay between being an individual and being a community member allows for a much more dynamic and holistic 
understanding of special objects.
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This Time (Again) Consumption May Not Unite Us
Cagri Yalkin, King’s College, UK

Sinasi Ozgur Mumcu, Galatasaray University, Turkey

This paper aims to explore the ideological and social tensions that soap operas exported by a developing country engenders in other 
developing countries, and hence to extend the resistance literature in marketing as suggested by Izberk-Bilgin (2010) through the use of 
qualitative research.   In-depth interviews with international relations experts and media professionals as well collated material from the 
press provided preliminary insights and clarified the context, as explained below.  Izberk-Bilgin (2010) pointed out the need to expand the 
geographical boundaries of research on resistance beyond the Western world. While she suggested studying the tensions and reactions to 
Western goods in developing countries as a starting point, this study will examine the tensions created by and reactions to (immaterial) goods 
originating from developing countries in developing countries, extending Thompson and Arsel’s (2004) local-local work.  Although a number 
of scholars have studied the tensions in developing countries by exploring consumer desire for Western products (e.g. Belk 1988; Eckhardt 
and Houston 2002; Ger, Belk, and Lascu 1993), the reactions to goods exported by one developing country to another have not been studied 
within the resistance literature in marketing.  

Thompson and Arsel (2004) develop the notion of hegemonic brandscape which is “a cultural system of servicescapes that are linked 
together and structured by discursive, symbolic, and competitive relationships to a dominant experiential brand” (p.632). They use this notion 
to study how Starbucks structures local coffee shops and the anti-Starbucks discourse.  Similarly, it is suggested here, based on the interviews 
with international relations experts and media practitioners, and on material in the media, that a hegemonic cultural goods space exists which 
consists of production and consumptionscapes that are structured around relationships to soap operas exported from a dominant country.  The 
dominant country in this study is Turkey, for reasons explained below.  

Ahmet Davutoglu (2001), in his 2001 book Strategic Depth (SD), argues that geographic depth transcends the artificial breakdown of 
ancient ties in the Middle East. SD aims, for example, to reunite Urfa(Turkey) and Aleppo(Syria), or the whole Mesopotamia which disinte-
grated after the collapse of the Ottoman Empire.  SD claims that this reunification does not have any irredentist or imperial agenda and that 
Turkey’s relations with former Ottoman regions are reminiscent of Japan’s influence over Eastern Pacific region (Davutoglu 2001).  This 
tightening of relationships comes with the baggage of spreading Turkey’s cultural and economic influence over Ottoman cultural sphere 
(countries formerly included in the Empire territory), as is also acknowledged by Davutoglu (2001).  One of the hallmarks of this cultural 
influence has been that of exporting the currently very popular Turkish soap operas (such as Gumus, known as Noor) to other countries in 
this sphere.    

Within these hegemonic production and consumptionscapes, there are different discourses that are produced by both the consumers in 
the host countries (e.g. Syria, Egypt, etc.) and the guest country (Turkey), as is gathered from the preliminary interviews and the media (e.g. 
Apikian 2010, Bilbassy-Charters 2010): “The (Anonymous) Media Group is good at this, since they are the producer company.  They get 
their share of success… always running pieces about how people in those countries buy licensed t-shirts of the series, how the royal family 
there is friendly with the actors” (interview, news editor in a national Turkish TV channel, 37, male).  Further complicating the terrain are 
competing constructions in the media.  In addition, there are competing discourses around how these TV series are received, consumed, and 
resisted in the host countries.  What can be classified as the celebratory approach to this import/export of soap operas lies within the market-
bound perspective of resistance (e.g. Firat and Venkatesh 1995).  Some (Baraka 2009, Gokcek 2010) suggest that the popularity of the soaps is 


