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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
There is growing consumer interest in things that are “un-

spoiled, pristine, genuine, untouched, and traditional” (Handler 
1986, 2); and this is captured in a wide variety of market offerings 
and experiences such as retro brands (Brown, Kozinets and Sherry, 
2003), reality shows (Rose and Wood 2005), retail environments 
(Peñaloza 1998), among a host of other examples. Past studies em-
pirically demonstrate how postmodern conditions such as globaliza-
tion, deterritorialization, and hyperreality (Arnould and Price, 2000) 
motivate consumer demand for cultural authenticity. The impact of 
postmodernity is undeniably potent, yet it may easily lead scholars to 
conceptualize the desire for the “authentic” as solely a reaction to the 
loss of meaning and disenchantment.  This perception leads some to 
declare authenticity a “hoax” (Potter 2010).  More importantly, the 
obsession with postmodernism leads to overlooking the importance 
of history, thereby portraying an incomplete understanding of cul-
tural authentication (see Peñaloza 2001 and Oswald 1999 for notable 
exceptions). Ohnuki-Tierney (2005) argues that scholars’ obsession 
with postmodernism “has led some to deny histories, even in the plu-
ral, of a particular people” (Ohnuki-Tierney 2005, 181-183). Calls 
have also been made in consumer research to not only explore “cul-
tural history through the commodity form” (Arnould and Thompson 
2005, 876), but also note the importance of history as a “source of 
market value” (Peñaloza 2000, 105) and a “cultural maker of legiti-
macy and authenticity” (Brown, Kozinets, and Sherry 2003, 19).

In response to these calls, we present an empirical examination 
of cultural authentication and show how during this on-going process 
consumers creatively use history, drawing from historical events and 
cultural artifacts with historical significance. We use Pierre Nora’s 
(1989) definition of history as “how our hopelessly forgetful modern 
societies, propelled by change, organize the past.” (p. 8). We con-
ducted a multi-site ethnography of African Americans in African 
clothing to understand how consumers reflexively seek and enact 
elements of their cultural heritage as they investigate and perform 
an ethnic identity. Over a one-year time frame, we interviewed eight 
core informants a minimum of nine times each (i.e. at least three 
times each in three different consumption settings). We also observed 
informants, often spending 6-8 hours a day for several weeks with a 
single informant.

Our data show that representing resistance, journeying to the 
‘Motherland, and educating one’s own, are authenticating practices 
African American consumers engage when wearing African clothing. 
We find the process of cultural authentication involves seeking heri-
tage and enacting heritage, which are informed by consumer authen-
ticating practices. Seeking heritage finds consumers inquiring what 
is “authentic” when it comes to the cultural-roots of African-Amer-
icans and searching to define what is African-American. It is more 
than a reaction against a postmodern marketplace, which threatens 
authenticity with simulation of reality and superficial performance 
of identity (Firat and Venkatesh 1995; Beverland and Farrelly 2010; 
Leigh, Peters, and Shelton 2006; Rose and Wood 2005).  Rather, it is 
about investigating or exploring one’s heritage in the context of nev-
er having known but mostly imagined one’s historical ancestors and 
ancestral nation. When consumers seek heritage they attempt to cre-
ate a space in which to explore the (in)authenticity of African and Af-
rican American-ness and to search for a collective identity. Enacting 
heritage finds consumers legitimizing their cultural heritage through 

performance.  Unlike authoritative acts which engage cultural dis-
plays like festivals and rituals to make explicit what the membership 
of the community of participants regard as significant life moments 
(Arnould and Price 2000), our consumers enact performances where 
the expectancy-disconfirmation model of consumer satisfaction do 
not apply (Deighton 1992).  Taken together, seeking heritage and en-
acting heritage present cultural authentication as both a reflexive and 
dialectic process, something to which previous cultural authentica-
tion research did not account.  This view of cultural authentication 
supports previous work theorizing ‘integration’ or ‘incorporation’ as 
important components of cultural authentication (Arthur 1997) and 
acculturation (Peñaloza 1994), respectively; yet it also extends this 
work by revealing the process of ‘disintegration’ at work. Further, it 
captures the inherent dynamism of history and culture, where his-
tory allows the consumer to reconstruct what is no longer, to manage 
the inherent cross-fertilization of the African and American identities 
and to create a quilted understanding of their ethnic identity.

Our findings support the idea that the authentic and inauthentic 
co-exist (Grayson and Martinec 2004) and that there is often inter-
play between the two.  They also support the notion of paradox as 
an important element of authenticity (Rose and Wood 2005).  How-
ever, a number of important differences exist. First, paradoxes that 
consumers experience are not always elicited by postmodern forces 
and reactions to threats of inauthenticity inherent in postmodernism; 
instead they may arise from gaps in consumer historical knowledge 
with respect to established meanings and the desire to understand 
what is authentic and what is inauthentic.  Second, the paradoxes 
that exist are not always between differing ‘known’ texts; that is, the 
consumer may not be reconciling tensions between what they know 
(albeit subjectively) to be either real or fantastic.  While our consum-
ers do ‘imagine’ and create fantasy that are inconsistent with histori-
cal facts, they do not realize the meanings they assign are inaccu-
rate.  Therefore, unlike Cohen’s tourists (1979) or reality television 
viewers, who are able to distinguish between “people like me” and 
“storybook characters”, our consumers are often less capable of dis-
tinguishing the real and unreal parts of their culture. Third, because 
our consumers are not dealing with known texts, our work shows the 
paradoxes that confront consumers are not so much ‘negotiated’ as 
they are ‘investigated’. The findings also contribute to discourses on 
cultural authenticity by calling attention to the role and importance 
of history; and that authentication may not only reflect consumer de-
sire for truth and genuineness (Grayson and Schulman 2000; Trilling 
1972), but equally important, may reflect consumer desire to explore 
and investigate—with the consumer an active agent in this very re-
flexive and dialectic, temporal process.
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