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ExTENdEd AbSTrACT
Prior CCT research has investigated marketplace myths that 

“permeate consumer culture” (Thompson 2004, 162), and has un-
derstood these myths as “cultural resources that attract consumers 
to a consumption activity or brand” (Arsel and Thompson 2011 
791). Research on identity myths however, has focused on devalu-
ing and undesirable myths such as the southern white identity myth 
(Thompson and Tian 2008) and the hipster myth (Arsel and Thomp-
son 2011). Whilst Arsel and Thompson’s (2011) study enriched our 
understanding of how consumers’ branded by an undesirable market-
place myth attempt to demythologize, further research is needed to 
explore how and why consumers use marketplace myths to ridicule 
and stigmatize others. In a separate stream of research, consumer 
researchers have applied and extended the work of Bourdieu (1984) 
and the concepts of habitus, field and capital to stress the continuing 
relevance of social class as an analytic category and advance our un-
derstanding of the relationship between social class and consumption 
(e.g. Holt 1997, Allen 2002, Henry 2005). We bring together recent 
streams of research on social class and identity myths to explore the 
link between class-based identity myths and consumption and the 
role of such myths in reinforcing social class boundaries. In order to 
demonstrate how young middle-class consumers mobilize the ‘Chav’ 
myth, we focus on a specific consumption context where this process 
is particularly visible - consumption in the nighttime space (e.g. bars, 
clubs). 

Whilst we didn’t initially set out to explore the ‘Chav’ myth, 
the young participants in our study frequently relied on this myth 
when discussing their identity (who NOT to be) and framing their 
consumption behavior (how NOT to consume). The wider study of 
which this data is a part, explored young people’s alcohol consump-
tion in relation to different aspects of the self (positive and nega-
tive). A total of 91 participants (aged 16-18) were recruited via four 
different educational institutions. Data was collected in five phases, 
drawing from Bahl and Milne’s (2010) multi-method approach to 
identifying multiple selves in participants and exploring consump-
tion from the lens of different selves. We used a combination of 
written answer booklets, projective techniques and visual research 
methods (e.g. qualitative clustering task and 3D avatar creation) to 
elicit young people’s constructions of the self. This was followed by 
individual, paired and group interviews to explore alcohol consump-
tion in relation to different aspects of self. 

The term ‘Chav’ emerged in the UK around 2004, replacing 
the term ‘underclass’ and various regional terms (e.g. ‘Townies’ 
and ‘Scallies’) as a way of describing the white working-class. The 
‘Chav’ myth incorporates highly stereotypical notions of the work-
ing-class and rests on the belief that there are “entire communities 
around Britain crawling with feckless, delinquent, violent and sexu-
ally debauched no-hopers” (Jones 2011, 80), airbrushing the reality 
of the working-class lifestyle “out of existence in favor of the chav 
caricature” (Jones 2011, 11). ‘Chavs’ have been referred to as a youth 
‘subculture’ (Hollingworth and Williams 2009) and a ‘phenomenon’ 
(Hayward & Yar 2006) and similar to the working-class youth sub-
cultures studied by the Center for Contemporary Cultural Studies 
(CCCS) in the 1970’s, such as Teddy Boys, Mods, Skinheads and 
Punks (see Hall and Jefferson 1976 and Hebdige 1979), the ‘Chav’ 

identity has developed around “particular activities, focal concerns 
and territorial spaces” (Clarke 1976, 14). CCT literature has focused 
its attention almost exclusively on “self-selecting or achieved (vs. 
ascribed) subcultures” (Schouten and McAlexander 1995, 43) and 
subcultures where “membership is usually conscious” (Kates 2002, 
397), such as the Gay subculture  (Kates, 2002), ‘New Bikers’ Har-
ley-Davidson enthusiasts (Schouten and McAlexander 1995), Star 
Trek Fans (Kozinets 2001) and Goths (Goulding and Saren, 2009).  
In contrast, ‘Chav’ is tied to an ascribed class-based identity, is a 
collective label attached to members of the working-class by the 
dominant class and is used to ridicule (Wooten 2006) and demonize. 
Membership is often unconscious, in the sense that the majority of 
so-called ‘Chavs’ do not readily identify as such, and whilst it may 
be relatively easy for most people to become a Star Trek Fan or a 
Goth, it’s extremely difficult for middle-class consumers to become 
a ‘Chav’ given the strong ties to locality and social class. 

Findings from our study emphasize the ways in which young 
middle-class consumer’s draw from the ‘Chav’ identity myth to con-
struct, support and enhance the self. More specifically, the ‘Chav’ 
myth provides these young consumers with a concrete idea of who 
not to be and is used to reinforce the divide between the ‘Chavs’ and 
the ‘Chav-Not’s’. Similar to Ustuner and Holt (2010) who stressed 
the importance of the Western Lifestyle myth in relation to status 
consumption in Turkey, we highlight the relationship between myths 
and class-based consumption in a Western context. Whereas Ustuner 
and Holt’s (2010) study looked at HCC consumers approaching a 
desirable marketplace myth, our study focuses on young consum-
ers’ avoiding an undesirable marketplace myth. We discuss in detail 
how young middle-class consumers in the UK mobilize the ‘Chav’ 
myth and how this serves to create and reinforce social class bound-
aries, within the context of the nighttime space. We found that young 
middle-class consumers draw from various aspects of the ‘Chav’ 
myth (e.g. particular dress styles, music preferences and demeanor) 
to identify, label and ridicule members of the working-class and to 
inform their consumption choices in the nighttime space (e.g. certain 
brands of alcohol, clothing styles, music genres as well as certain 
places and spaces were closely tied to the ‘Chav’). Whilst certain 
aspects of the ‘Chav’ myth (e.g. violent behavior) played a role in 
creating boundaries, other aspects of the ‘Chav’ myth (e.g. clothing 
styles and brands) were used as a form of identity play and ridicule 
(e.g. chav-themed fancy dress parties). Additionally, we found that 
nightlife providers play a role in creating ‘divisions in the dark’ 
and reinforcing class boundaries (e.g. door policies refusing entry 
to those wearing brands associated with the ‘Chav’). Our research 
offers valuable theoretical insights by enriching our understanding 
of how class-based identity myths are mobilized by consumers and 
serve to reinforce social class boundaries. 
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