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ExTENDED ABSTRACT
In this paper we empirically illustrate consumer government in 

the context of wardrobe self-help (WHS for short). By providing an 
empirical example of consumer government in a cultural text, our 
research contributes to the scholarly work on the government of con-
sumers (Binkley 2006, Du Gay 2004, Moisander and Eriksson 2006, 
Moisander, Markkula and Eräranta 2010).

Government as a theoretical concept has recently been applied 
to marketing and consumer research. It has been argued that in the 
contemporary marketplace where organizations engage in co-cre-
ative practices with consumers, consumers are not only being disci-
plined with orders and rules (Zwick, Bonsu and Darmody 2008) – in 
addition, or even instead, consumers are being governed (Foucault 
[1979] 2008, 226).

One of the critical aspects of government is facilitating self-gov-
ernment; making people to monitor and reshape their own conduct, 
for example by enticing them on a path of self-improvement (Rose 
1999, Zwick et al. 2008). The creation of a self-governing subject 
can occur through suggesting and offering consumers a range of 
technologies of the self (see e.g., Philip 2009) or operations that in-
dividuals perform on their “own bodies and souls, thoughts, conduct, 
and way of being” in order to transform themselves (Foucault 1988, 
18, Larsson and Sanne 2005, Philip 2009, Rimke 2000).

In this paper, we empirically illustrate these practices in the con-
text of fashion and clothing. Fashion and clothing are a significant 
part of the world economy (Allwood et al. 2006, 2) and it is widely 
accepted that this market is dominantly characterized by constant 
change and emulation of others (Thompson and Haytko 1997, Mur-
ray 2002). The past decade, however, has seen a surge of different 
types of fashion cultural mediators (McCracken 1988) in the form of 
TV makeover shows and guidebooks. Illustrative of this new trend 
is the British What Not To Wear brand by Susannah Constantine and 
Trinny Woodall. The brand claims to resist the dominant discourses 
of the fashion market, which direct consumers towards constant 
change and emulation of others (Thompson and Haytko 1997). By 
means of self-help, this new genre claims to liberate consumers to 
enlightened personal and social success (Gibbins and Taylor 2010).

The data used for this study consists of four books by Constan-
tine and Woodall, which can be considered an exemplifying example 
of this new cultural mediator genre: What Not to Wear – The Rules 
(2002); ready 2 dress. How to Have Style Without Following Fash-
ion (2002); What Your Clothes Say about You. How to look different, 
act different and feel different (2006) and The Body Shape Bible 
(2007). We analyzed the books using a discourse analytic approach 
detailed in Holstein and Gubrium (2005) and Moisander and Val-
tonen (2006). The level of analysis is the discursive practices through 
which wardrobe self-help establishes the ideal consumer subject. The 
analysis focuses on the technologies of the self (Philip 2009) that are 
offered to consumers to work on their conduct. 

In the data we identify three specific, intertwined technologies 
of the self: 1) normalization, 2) confession, and 3) responsibiliza-
tion. Normalization refers to discursive strategies which make cer-
tain practices of dressing the body seem ‘normal’ and desirable while 
excluding others, thus creating categories of right and wrong (Koro-
Ljungberg, Gemignani, Brodeur and Kmiec 2007). By suggesting 
a range of actions through which consumers can learn to make the 

‘right’ choices within the limits of the body, they are invited to turn 
the disciplining gaze upon themselves. Consumers are requested 
to confess (Besley 2007) to their erroneous, and to categorize and 
scrutinize themselves according to the guidelines offered by the style 
gurus. Finally, happiness is strongly associated with the choice of 
dress, and the individual consumer is made responsible for making 
the correct choices (Rimke 2000). 

Based on the analysis of our empirical data, it can be concluded 
that the rhetoric used in wardrobe self-help is geared towards shaping 
and modifying consumer choice of dress by rigorously and carefully 
defining the limits of acceptability. The rhetoric strongly emphasizes 
responsibility on the part of the consumer to make right choices, as 
is customary to self-help literature in general (Redden 2002, Rimke 
2002, Hazleden 2003, Blackman 2004, Philip 2009).

Therefore, WSH cannot be perceived as only liberating and em-
powering. As we have illustrated, WSH can be conceived as govern-
ment (Zwick et al. 2008). Despite presenting the emulation of models 
and celebrities as undesirable and challenging the prevailing busi-
ness strategy of the fashion and clothing sector, which is based on the 
notion that the cultural value of clothing is perishable (McCracken 
1986), WHS still attempts to act upon consumer conduct. The ideal 
women is nonetheless defined according to the contemporary beauty 
ideals. This is also an attempt to change consumers bodily (Corri-
gan 2008, Entwistle 2001, Joy and Venkatesh 1994, Venkatesh, Joy, 
Sherry and Deschenes 2010), albeit indirectly.
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