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			introduction

			Imagine that you’re thirsty.

			That shouldn’t be too hard to do—it’s a basic human condition that pretty much everyone, across every culture, has experienced. It is a signal from the body calling for hydration, a fundamental human need.

			But never mind what you need when you are thirsty. Any casual visit to a grocery store or even a gas station food mart offers a riot of choices; we all know about the awesome variety that contemporary consumer culture offers. What do you want? What are you thirsty for, exactly?

			One day in December 2001, I traveled to Miami Beach, where the skies were clear and the weather was warm. I was there to work—to cover what was essentially a marketing stunt on behalf of Red Bull, the energy drink. At the time, the corporate owners of Red Bull were still in the early stages of introducing their product, and the idea of energy drinks in general, to the American marketplace. In other words, Red Bull offered a new answer to the question of what we might be thirsty for.

			Back then, the proceedings made no sense to me at all. The marketing stunt involved a small group of extreme-sports enthusiasts who were planning to ride wind-powered kiteboards eighty-eight miles from Key West to Varadero, Cuba. I was living in New Orleans at the time, and I’d just started to see Red Bull popping up in bars in the French Quarter. So what was this stuff, and who was it supposed to be for—athletes or barflies? Why weren’t there any ads making the answer clear? To compound the weirdness, even this kiteboarding exercise, which I had assumed was designed to attract maximum free publicity, seemed instead to be happening in a void: I was the only journalist on hand, and there were no spectators or even a sign to attract them. It seemed to me that the whole idea of selling a product involved making a case to the public about why we should buy it—why this was the stuff to quench our thirst. In contrast, Red Bull’s marketing seemed so murky that I made up a word to describe it: murketing.

			It turned out that the murketing of Red Bull worked. In the years since my trip to Miami Beach, the stuff has gone mainstream: Previously unknown in the United States, energy drinks are now a $3.7 billion category with hundreds of competitors, led by Red Bull. How did that happen? I don’t mean in the descriptive sense of a brand’s or a product’s movement from one group of consumers to another, until it becomes familiar to almost everybody. I mean on an individual level. We all have our thirsts—real and metaphorical. How do we decide what will quench them and what won’t? How are those decisions affected by the commercial persuasion industry and the billions it spends to influence us? And how is the relationship between us and those “branding” professionals different now from, say, in the days before we knew what Red Bull was?

			That’s what this book is about: the secret dialogue between what we buy and who we are, and how it is changing.

			I use the word dialogue because what I’m talking about is not a one-way process. It’s not simply about the intrinsic elements of, say, Red Bull. It’s not just about what a product is made of or what it’s supposed to do. Nor is it just about a brand image that is invented by experts and foisted on the masses, who swallow it whole. Any product or brand that catches on in the marketplace does so because of us: because enough of us decided that it had value or meaning and chose to participate. Because of the dialogue between consumer and consumed.

			I use the word secret because the way that dialogue plays out is anything but explicit. It’s complex, subtle, and sometimes misleading. And I suggest that it’s changing because in the years since my trip to Miami Beach, where I first puzzled over how we choose to quench our thirsts, real and metaphorical, that secret dialogue has gotten murkier than ever.

			         

			Back then, the mechanics of marketing was a new subject for me. I was writing about advertising for the online magazine Slate, but strictly from a consumer point of view, treating ads more as an extension of pop culture than as a business. My reporting on Red Bull involved the first of what would become many examinations of product or brand success, looking at both the buyers and the sellers. And it turned out to be an interesting moment to start paying attention to the relationship between the commercial persuasion industry and the rest of us. Soon the steady march of progress that had been reshaping media and technology for years broke into a sprint, through the rapid rise of devices and innovations like TiVo, the iPod, increasingly sophisticated cell phones, YouTube, Facebook, and so on. The landscape seemed to be changing every day.

			By early 2004, I was writing about all of this on a weekly basis, in a column for The New York Times Magazine, called “Consumed.” As with my earlier commercial critiques for Slate, my perspective still tilted toward consumers, but I was paying a lot more attention to the commercial persuasion side of the dialogue, as well as to the marketing experts and consumer-culture observers and what they had to say about what was changing.

			According to many of them, this new landscape not only had changed the commercial persuasion business, it had changed us. We consumers had become fundamentally different from prior generations. Pliable citizens of the old “passive couch-potato” nation had taken in advertising like an order: After repeated exposure to a particular thirty-second TV commercial, the consumer of the past would compliantly “go out like an android and buy Downy” or whatever, as one new-technology guru put it.

			But right around the turn of the twenty-first century, this line of thinking went, a “new consumer” had started to appear. By the time I started writing “Consumed,” this clever new creature had been armed with all kinds of dazzling technology, from ad-blocking gizmos to alternative, grassroots media. This added up to what professional zeitgeist watchers like to call “a paradigm shift.” “Consumers don’t march in lockstep anymore,” one celebrated trend master declared. “We are immune to advertising,” other experts announced. The mindless “mass market” had been shouldered aside by thinking individuals: “Consumers are fleeing the mainstream.” Somehow we had all become more or less impervious to marketing and brands and logos; we could see through commercial persuasion. It’s as if the fundamentals of human cognition were getting rewired, upgraded, and replaced as quickly as the latest BlackBerry variation.

			The only problem with this theory was that it did not match up particularly well with the realities of the marketplace that I was writing about every week in the Times Magazine. That disconnect—between the theories I was hearing and the behavior I was seeing—is what led me to write this book. I have come to see the mythology of the “new consumer” as counterproductive—both for marketers and, more important, for the rest of us.

			I do think there is real change going on and that it can affect everything from our sense of individuality to the way we define community (and how we balance those notions). But if you really want to understand it, then you have to start by understanding what isn’t going to change. This is the starting point in unraveling the secret dialogue between what we buy and who we are.

			The first section of this book, then, is about what I call “the Desire Code.” Cracking it involves a few steps. The first is figuring out why symbols matter to us, how meaningful symbols (logos included) get created—and how, even when we claim to be immune from such things, we often participate in that meaning-creation ourselves. The second is understanding that in the twenty-first century we still grapple with the eternal dilemma of wanting to feel like individuals and to feel as though we’re part of something bigger than ourselves—and that, most of all, we all seek ways to resolve this fundamental tension of modern life. The third is seeing how the desire—the need—to resolve that tension is at the heart of the stories we tell about ourselves. The fourth is coming to grips with who we are telling those stories to (and no, it’s not about keeping up with the Joneses).

			“New” consumer notwithstanding, it remains a commonplace to complain that Americans are “obsessed” with consumption or shopping. I don’t think that’s actually true. We certainly consume quite a bit, but to qualify as obsessed we’d have to really think seriously about why we buy what we buy. Despite all the technological progress we enjoy, we still don’t really do that very often. So cracking the Desire Code helps us see our own behavior more clearly. It might even help us change it.

			         

			When marketing experts in particular talked about the birth of a new consumer, what they were really talking about was the reinvention of their own business. Many popular business gurus have become fond of declaring that the advertising business is, as one announced not long ago, “on its way to extinction.” What these people mean is the end of “traditional” advertising: somebody at a big company thinking up a new slogan or jingle for a soft drink or some other product, advertisements placed in the mass media, 90 percent of the buying public promptly getting the message, and the “happy consuming engines” of the past snapping up Coca-Cola or Scope or Model A’s. One reason this no longer works, we’re told, is that the new consumer doesn’t care what some ad tells us about who won the Pepsi Challenge or what four out of five dentists recommend. The proof is in the slowing sales of some venerable brands as well as the high failure rate of product introductions.

			The trade, business, and mainstream press have each seconded this judgment. Thanks to “the explosion in information available to shoppers,” The New Yorker argued, “brand loyalty is in fast decline,” and “the customer is king.” The Economist, too, pointed to super-informed shoppers who have acquired “unprecedented strength” in their dealings with commercial persuaders and approvingly quoted a famous ad executive announcing: “For the first time, the consumer is boss.” Advertising Age soberly informed its readers that because of “the power of the public,” consumers have lately obtained “increasing sway…over any product’s success”—in fact, the consumer is in control.

			It’s one thing to conclude that the advertising business is evolving with the new media landscape. But these giddy claims go well beyond that: After all, the consumer marketplace helps shape everything from the economy to popular culture. So what would constitute proof that the consumer is “boss” and “in control” in some way that’s new and unprecedented? Lower credit card balances? A conspicuous absence of logoed apparel on city streets and in malls? A disappearance of consumer fads, trends, and crazes? A decreasing amount of advertising? Shrinking landfills? Bigger and more effective boycotts of unhealthy or ethically suspect products? Increased saving rates? Maybe—but of course, none of this is happening. Instead, one thing that did happen between 2000 and 2006—right as the new consumer was said to be bossing corporate America around like never before—was that the profits of Fortune 500 companies soared; indeed, companies in the “consumer staples” category of that famous index saw their profits more than double. This despite the fact that the real wages of most Americans were, at best, flat. During precisely the same period, the personal savings rate actually fell into negative territory for the first time since the Great Depression.

			Meanwhile, the number of brand messages we are exposed to goes up, and so does the amount of trash we produce. And on a more personal level: Have you noticed any decrease in the number of times you buy something you were sure you would love, only to regret it later or to simply forget about it in the back of a closet? There you are, contemplating the limitless and ever shifting choices in what to drink, what to wear, what to drive, what to buy. It is literally impossible to try everything for yourself. Be honest: As you navigate this brand-soaked world, do you feel “in control”?

			The truth is that the commercial persuasion industry, while clearly coping with change, isn’t going out of business anytime soon. It’s adapting. There really is a change going on, and it’s happening on both sides of the dialogue between consumer and consumed. What’s really changing is what I first glimpsed when I was reporting on Red Bull—we have entered the era of murketing.

			A blend of murky and marketing, murketing has two parts. The first refers to the increasingly sophisticated tactics of marketers who blur the line between branding channels and everyday life. The examples are many: deals to integrate product placements and brand mentions into blockbuster movies, popular computer games, comic books, and even cult online Web video shows. Ads for television shows emblazoned on eggs. A “Got Milk?” billboard rigged to pump out the smell of cookies. Dunkin’ Donuts recruiting teenagers to wear temporary tattoos of the chain’s logo on their foreheads. Turner Broadcasting hiring ex–art students to place flashing signs around several cities, sparking an embarrassing and expensive spectacle in Boston when officials mistook these marketing pieces for bombs. Nissan pandering to the street-art crowd by defacing its own ads with what amounted to corporate graffiti. Toyota bankrolling underground club parties. And, of course, Red Bull sponsoring an obscure kiteboard expedition to a country that is subject to a strict U.S. trade embargo.

			And so on. The upshot is that while it’s true that traditional marketing always had its limits, murketing seems to have none at all. Thus we live in a world defined by more commercial messages, not fewer.

			But that’s only part of the story. The other half of what murketing means is found on the consumer side of the dialogue. Sure, we tell pollsters and friends that we’re sick of being bombarded with advertising, we’re indifferent to silly logos, we’re fed up with rampant materialism. If our behavior matched our rhetoric, it’s doubtful that the “Consumed” column could have lasted six months. In reality, one of the most significant changes I’ve observed over the years that consumer behavior has been my primary beat is something that goes well beyond the long-standing human tendency to enjoy acquiring things.

			This change is particularly noticeable among many of the younger people I’ve met and spent time with while reporting on things like Red Bull, or the unlikely resurgence of Pabst Blue Ribbon, or the launch of a new Toyota model that targeted members of Generation Y, among other subjects. Frequently, these smart and creative young people were quite happy to inform me that, yes, they were immune to commercial persuasion—that they saw through it, as the experts liked to say. Meanwhile, they were playing key, active roles in helping certain products and brands succeed. And what was more surprising, many of them were busily starting their own brands and making their own products. They were doing something new, but it wasn’t really about resisting and rejecting branding. It was about reinventing it and maybe even revitalizing it.

			They were in the vanguard of what looks an awful lot like an increasingly widespread consumer embrace of branded, commercial culture. More and more people of all ages are, in a variety of ways, actually participating in new forms of marketing, from signing up with “word of mouth” firms to spread the news about some new product the firm represents or submitting their own home-brew advertisements on behalf of well-known consumer brands. The modern relationship between consumer and consumed—what I’m calling murketing—is defined not by rejection at all, but rather by frank complicity.

			This is something we have to come to grips with if we want to figure out how consumer culture is really evolving—and how it can evolve. That’s the subject of the book’s final section: how the future of consumer culture might shape—and be shaped by—businesses, communities, and individuals.

			         

			“I’m not much of a consumer.”

			People say that to me all the time. I guess nobody wants to define himself or herself as “a consumer,” because it feels a little trivial. Still, once whoever I’m listening to has established the necessary nonconsumer credentials, what usually follows is an opinion about a product or brand that I’ve written about lately. If it’s something that she would not personally buy, then she’s amazed anyone would; if it’s something that he has personally bought, then he assures me that I failed to capture the real quality or style or excellence of whatever it was.

			Obviously, we’re all consumers. And probably we all think we’re better at playing the consumption game than most people. In one informal poll, 77 percent of those who were asked said that they are more aware of such efforts than most people are; 61 percent said their knowledge of persuasion techniques is above average; and 66 percent said they are better critical thinkers than their typical peer. If these respondents are correct, then most people are more clever than most people.

			Clearly a lot of the respondents are wrong. But still, some of us must be better critical thinkers than others. And here I have to admit something. Having spent years as a journalist focused on marketing and consumption, and having seen an awful lot of evidence that didn’t really match up with what marketers were saying about how hard it was to sell anything these days, I still believed that I was different. But there was one specific incident that finally made me reconsider what I thought I knew about consumers, marketers, and even myself. This was the news that Nike had bought Converse.

			As a business journalist, I’m in awe of Nike, one of the extraordinary success stories of modern capitalism. As a consumer, well, it’s not my kind of thing. To me, Nike’s famous swoosh logo had long been the mark of the manipulated, a symbol for suckers who take its “Just Do It” bullying at face value. It’s long been, in my view, a brand for followers. On the other hand, the Converse Chuck Taylor All Star had been a mainstay sneaker for me since I was a teenager back in the 1980s, and I stuck with it well into my thirties. Converse was the no-bullshit yin to Nike’s all-style-and-image yang. It’s what my outsider heroes from Joey Ramone to Kurt Cobain wore. So I found the buyout disheartening, and I wasn’t alone: Shortly after the deal was announced, The Washington Post interviewed various dismayed anarchists and college students who vowed never to wear Chucks again.

			But why, really, did I feel so strongly about a brand of sneaker—any brand of sneaker? I know why I rejected the swoosh. In Air Force 1’s, I’d feel like a brand zombie. But what I suddenly couldn’t reconcile was my belief that I could project my individuality through some other brand.

			So when I talk about this book being inspired by the disconnect between what the experts say and how we really behave, I have to include myself.

			Not long after my Chuck Taylor epiphany, scientists at the Baylor College of Medicine conducted an interesting experiment. They revisited one of the eternal thirst-quenching questions of our time: Coke or Pepsi?

			In an initial round of tests, they basically re-created the famous Pepsi Challenge, which was a blind taste test. They found a slight preference for Pepsi based on taste alone, but it was so close that it was practically a draw; essentially, when the two beverages squared off solely on the basis of intrinsic sensory appeal, they were found to be about the same. This makes sense, given that (as the Baylor researchers pointed out) the ingredients are extremely similar. The next round of tests, however, included something else: “cultural information.”

			In this instance, the cultural information was branding. The subjects now chose between a clearly labeled drink (Coke for some subjects, Pepsi for others) and an unlabeled one. Properly labeled, Pepsi again finished in a tie with its unknown competitor. But properly labeled, Coke was the decisive favorite against its mystery rival. The Coke brand, evidently, had something that the Pepsi brand did not have—something that people liked. (In both cases, subjects were told that the unlabeled drink might be Pepsi or it might be Coke; in reality, the labeled drink was competing against itself. Thus branded Coke trounced its unbranded self.) Remarkably, all this was true even though roughly half the subjects had stated a preference for Pepsi at the start of the experiment. And according to these neuroscientists’ interpretations of brain scans that they made of their subjects during the experiments, the key was that adding cultural information (in the form of the Coke brand) to the equation “recruits” different parts of the brain—where more complicated notions of the self and memories intermingle—into the decision-making process. And that’s what changed their minds. “Brand knowledge,” the researchers concluded, had a “dramatic effect…on subjects’ behavioral preference.”

			So we can talk all we want about being brandproof, but our behavior tells a different story. This is why I have come around to the view that there is nothing to be gained by simply believing we are immune to brands. But there might be something gained in understanding why we aren’t.

			And that’s where the story begins.
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			rational thinking

			Imagine that you’re naked.

			Or maybe it’s better to put it this way: Imagine that you need some sort of clothing. This may not be a biological imperative like thirst, but wearing something is still pretty much a baseline acceptable social behavior. How, then, do you choose to meet this authentic consumer need?

			Cram as many responses to that question as will fit into the two million square feet of exhibition space at the Las Vegas Convention Center, and you have Magic. Magic is a twice yearly trade show for the apparel industry, a place where makers of clothes gather to display their wares for the benefit of retail buyers—the people who decide what boutiques and department stores all over the world will make available to consumers. Most every brand that you could think of is here (from Polo to True Religion Jeans, from Jhane Barnes to Timberland), along with many brands you probably could not think of.

			The geography of Magic is the geography of consumer demographics: Sections are labeled Young Men’s, Magic Kids, Active Lifestyle, Casual Lifestyle, Women’s Sportswear, Dresses and Outerwear, and Streetwear. The mode of Magic is mercenary tribalism: buyers and sellers roaming the floor in their signifying outfits (there’s a couture guy, here’s a hip-hop girl, there goes a Japanese hipster kid), cutting their deals, while the trend prospectors and fashion editors study the action, looking for the smallest flicker of a pattern change in the garment zeitgeist. The language of Magic is an endless babel of logos and brands.

			Part of the reason for my first trip to Magic, in early 2005, was to connect with Bobby Kim, otherwise known as Bobby Hundreds. I had met him in Los Angeles some months earlier, and he seemed likely to be a great help to me as I worked to understand what was changing in the consumer marketplace. He was twenty-five years old, a Korean American who grew up in multicultural Los Angeles and was into hip-hop, punk, and skateboarding. He was the kind of person the youth-obsessed marketing industry chases relentlessly, and he knew it. But he scorned mainstream efforts to speak to his generation. I’d been struck, for example, by an essay on his Web zine blasting the “commercialized” version of skateboarding culture that he saw in the X Games or on MTV as a “big-industry ruse.”

			So that’s Bobby Hundreds: He is hard to impress. I’m making him sound like a cynic, but that’s not the case. He’s a smart guy with a lot of hustle; he has the highest standards, the greatest expectations, the biggest dreams. He’s the new consumer, the nightmare of the brand managers and retail buyers who make Magic hum. We’ll spend more time with him later; but for now, all you need to know is that when Bobby Hundreds looked around Magic, it was with a knowing smirk. He saw through the whole charade—just as the experts said he should. All these brands have no meaning; each one was, he said, “just another clothing line.”

			If brands and logos are mere symbols, empty of meaning, then choosing among clothing lines—or anything—becomes a largely rational affair. There are probably four, or maybe four and a half, factors to consider. One, of course, is price. Another is convenience. A third is quality. The fourth rational factor, I think it’s fair to say, is pleasure. The half factor is ethics, which I’ll leave aside for now but return to later, in this book’s final section.

			Needless to say, these ideas not only collide, but bleed into one another: You can derive pleasure from the simple fact of a bargain’s low price, for example. To borrow a term from economics, the goal of the rational consumer is to “maximize utility”—the usefulness, or satisfaction, a consumer derives from a given purchase. A vacuum cleaner that does a nice job on your carpets is both useful and satisfying (assuming you want your carpets clean); a vacuum cleaner that leaves the carpet looking just as filthy as it did before you bought the thing probably isn’t.

			It’s a simple enough framework for decision making, one that marginalizes squishier ideas like brand image. It’s also consistent with what twenty-first-century consumers tell surveyors about how we make decisions: We regularly claim that logos mean little or nothing to us. Those polled by GfK Roper Consulting on the subject of why they buy what they buy named “past experience” with a given brand, followed by quality, price, and “personal recommendations of others.” Only about a fifth were willing to cite branding as a factor at all. Another survey, focused specifically on apparel, suggested that most consumers had wised up to all the hype about new styles and trends and that a majority agreed that “fashion is less important to me than value and comfort.” Who could disagree? Of course you and I are more interested in rational concerns like “value and comfort” than on frivolous trends. “Buying a $5,000 handbag just because it’s a status symbol is a sign of weakness,” as one keen observer of branded culture put it. Who was that keen observer? Miuccia Prada, overseer of the famous luxury brand. (Presumably, buying a $5,000 Prada bag is okay, if you’re doing it for the right reasons—quality and value, for instance.)

			This summarizes the thinking of those who point to the emerging superdemanding new consumer. Like Homo economicus—“Economic Man,” the strictly rational cost/benefit maximizer of economic models—the new Consumer Economicus sorts through the explosion of available information and makes his or her best choice. Consumer Economicus is not swayed by branding, “status symbols,” or anything else that smacks of phony image making.

			Yet it’s hard to square this with the endless choices on view at Magic. There must be a million products here, ten million. Clearly there are differences in quality, materials, cut, form. But how many differences can there be? Shirts, pants, dresses, shoes. These are the essential tropes. Are there really so many quality and style variations?

			The answer is in the Desire Code, my name for the complex of factors, rational and otherwise, that spark us to make particular purchase decisions. The backdrop for cracking that code—and the reason it’s getting more complicated to crack—is the most interesting thing on display at Magic, a thing that absolutely nobody talked about, even though it was obvious everywhere you looked: the Pretty Good Problem.

			fifty-three pretty good kitchen ranges

			A couple of years ago, Consumer Reports tested and ranked fifty-three different kitchen ranges, priced from $400 to $5,200. Of these, it found that forty-seven were, over all, “very good.” Four were “excellent.” The lowest composite rating, given to a $1,100 Frigidaire dual-fuel model and a $750 GE gas range, was “good.” None were rated “poor” or even “fair.”

			Barry Schwartz is a psychology professor at Swarthmore College with a particular interest in the incredible (and at times paralyzing) abundance of options available to the contemporary consumer. He wrote a book about it, The Paradox of Choice. Once upon a time, the challenge for the consumer was navigating a world of faulty, shoddy, or unsafe products. But really, Schwartz argues, that’s not much of an issue anymore. The fifty-three pretty good kitchen ranges are a routine example of something that he sees happening in practically every consumer category. So when Consumer Reports, or whatever other authority is doing the testing, studies some group of products, the conclusion is invariably that most of the choices are, you know, pretty good. All that’s left is to sift among increasingly minor differences to decide which one is the very best value of all, by however absurdly narrow a margin. And while we may feel otherwise sometimes, the simple fact is that there are probably more pretty good products being sold in America now than at any time in history. This is a tribute to progress, but it both complicates our decision-making as consumers and makes it increasingly difficult for one of those fifty-three ranges to stand out.

			While Schwartz approaches this problem from the point of view of the befuddled and overwhelmed consumer, Seth Godin is among those who look at it from the marketer’s perspective. Godin is the author of many marketing-and business-advice books, including one called Purple Cow. The title is explained in an anecdote about driving through France with his family; at first they were “enchanted” by the “storybook cows” they saw, but within twenty minutes, the sight of these animals had become familiar, and “boring.” If a purple cow were to come into view, however—“that would be interesting,” Godin wrote.

			His point was that “most products are invisible,” as is most marketing, and this means things must be made “remarkable” if they are to have a chance to succeed. There has to be something there for people to talk about. The first edition of Purple Cow, for example, included a limited number distributed in milk carton–like containers.

			It’s important to parse the metaphor closely: The cow is not remarkable because it produces more milk or requires less feed or also functions as an MP3 player and digital camera. Its purpleness is not an innovation, it’s a novelty. The cow—or the kitchen appliance or the garment—still functions much like all its marketplace rivals. Except that it’s purple. Which is “remarkable.”

			the commodity t

			The Pretty Good Problem is even more acute at Magic than it is in the pages of Consumer Reports or, possibly, the picturesque pastures of France. The more narrow the range of actual differences in commodity attributes, the more important it becomes to create a different kind of value—one that transcends the merely material. This is the goal of branding.

			It’s easy to think of branding as a transparent and almost pointless process: Huge companies buying TV ads to shout their trademarked names at us is pretty much the opposite of honest and authentic expression, let alone novelty. A mere logo, then, seems an unlikely way to achieve Godin’s state of purpleness. But there is more to branding than that. Branding is really a process of attaching an idea to a product. A hundred years ago or more—when consumers started to choose (for instance) factory-sealed containers of flour marked Pillsbury, rather than buying flour of unknown provenance and quality out of open vats—that idea might have been strictly utilitarian and rational: trustworthy, effective, a bargain. Over time, and thanks in part to the sprawling abundance that production improvements offered, the ideas attached to products have by necessity become more elaborate and ambitious. This is why, for example, a widely discussed and award-winning campaign for Dove skin cleansers—featuring women who were decidedly less svelte than the models traditionally used in advertising images—took the form of a grandiose statement on the nature of beauty itself.

			If a product is successfully tied to an idea, branding persuades people—whether they admit it to pollsters or even fully understand it themselves—to consume the idea by consuming the product. Even companies like Apple and Nike, while celebrated for the tangible attributes of their products, work hard to associate themselves with abstract notions of nonconformity or achievement. A potent brand becomes a form of identity in shorthand. It solves the Pretty Good Problem.

			Here is one tool for understanding how this plays out in the market: the T-shirt. The T-shirt, really, is nothing. A former undergarment popularized as outerwear by World War II veterans who enjoyed their “skivvy” shirts on the often balmy Pacific front, it is today the plain brown cow of clothing, the sartorial equivalent of tap water. On a functional level, T-shirt innovation has not been radical compared with, say, the evolution in music-listening products. A time traveler from the 1930s might not know how to operate an iPod but could still figure out how to use the twenty-first-century T-shirt.

			But speaking of music: Band logos stood out as one popular strategy for adding value to a commodity in my safari through the Magic wilderness. A dozen or more companies offered T-shirts for the Clash, Slayer, Iron Maiden, Afrika Bambaataa, Melle Mel, and a seemingly endless variety of others, from the well-known to the obscure. At least three companies were selling rock T-shirts for toddlers—two had Ramones offerings. Maybe the bands who turned CBGB into the birthplace of American punk did not sell branded merch at the time, but thirty years later, Ramones T-shirts have outsold Ramones albums ten to one. And CB’s itself had a sizable Magic booth; in fact, its clothing line grossed $2 million in 2004, double the revenue of the actual music club, which later shut down.

			Of course, music-related T-shirts were only one category. A sizable percentage of the apparel on sale at Magic really exists solely as a carrier for symbolic meanings developed elsewhere in the marketplace. Playboy had a huge display of its branded apparel, and Hustler was there, too. American Chopper, the television show, had a big space, as did Fender guitars and Lowrider magazine—one of several brands that offered a working bar, live events, and DJs. Lowrider, as far as I knew, was just some specialty publication for fanatics of a particular style of car, but now sold apparel as well.

			Kung Fu Inc. had shirts promoting the scabrous antiauthority clip-art comic Get Your War On and the indie-chick pornography brand SuicideGirls. Old Varsity sold college-wear. An endless number of television shows and movie properties were represented, from Adult Swim to ESPN to Redneck Comedy Roundup. One of the biggest booths was stuffed with T-shirts and other apparel carrying the symbol of John Deere, the maker of heavy farm equipment. Then there was X-Lab, distributor of shirts that say things like “Fuck the Fucking Fucks.” Now that’s purple.

			Finally, there were T-shirts that simply advertised consumer products. Coastal Concepts had Burger King and Reese’s Cup shirts. Logotel had shirts for Kellogg’s, Hostess, M&M’s. There were Moon Pie shirts. Others had Ford, Dodge, and Chevy shirts. And if you are still imagining that you are thirsty, there were shirts for 7UP, Mountain Dew, RC, Dr Pepper, A&W root beer, Miller High Life, Corona, Guinness, Budweiser, even Hamm’s and Mickey’s. A company called Brew City offered up the “subversive” versions that assumed brand literacy in order to mock it, by way of emblems like Schitt, in the style of the Schlitz logo.

			Eventually, I turned a corner and was confronted with the Che booth. Here, in a fairly large and lavish display, a company called Fashion Victim was peddling to interested retailers a huge array of shirts, banners, and other items featuring the iconic image of Che Guevara. It also offered Lenin shirts, Mao shirts, Pancho Villa, Emiliano Zapata, and Geronimo shirts. Fashion Victim’s website explained: “Join the revolution with us here at Fashion Victim! These are revolutionary times, so where better to get the gear you need. We have all the latest designs in the world of propaganda and revolution, not to mention we are the only licensed retailers of Che Guevara shirts in the US of A.”

			Even this brief tour of the Magic trade show suggests that those four and a half rational factors aren’t going to be quite enough to steer Consumer Economicus to a decision. We say we make choices based on factors like value and comfort—but what happens when we face a nearly infinite variety of things that are close to identical on a functional level? Perhaps, like Miuccia Prada, Consumer Economicus thinks that buying a “symbol” is a sign of “weakness.” But in the real world of the Pretty Good Problem, symbols are more important than ever.

			ecko unltd.’s cul-de-sac cred

			The knee-jerk bias against logos that consumers display when quizzed by pollsters should be no surprise. Even if we concede that, yes, some symbols and objects really are important to us after all, we remain suspicious that symbolic meaning can be invented—by, for example, professional branders and logo makers. Valuing an object just because it’s a symbol—of status or anything else—sounds fake, contrived, phony. This is why most descriptions of the new consumer emphasize our demand for authenticity.

			While evoked constantly, the word is seldom defined. But one can presume that the authentic symbol is grounded in some kind of empirical, provable reality—that if you burrow down behind it, you will find exactly the things that the symbol purports to represent. Think of it as the difference between a trophy obtained by winning a race and an identical trophy obtained by forking over a few bucks at a pawnshop: One is clearly authentic in the way that the other is not.

			So maybe the Apple brand connects with consumers because its products really are innovative and different, and Nike’s brand is authentic because it can be tied directly to the company’s roots as an enabler of athletic achievement. Any symbol that fails this basic authenticity test, according to this line of thought, will fail with the new Consumer Economicus.

			But who really decides what’s authentic and what isn’t? Just across the street from the Las Vegas Convention Center, in a temporary building that was the size of a house, I found an interesting case study in how complicated the answer to that question can be. The structure was emblazoned with the stark silhouette of a rhinoceros: the logo of apparel brand Ecko Unltd. The Ecko rhino, on T-shirts, baggy jeans, and other garments, has become a widely recognized symbol, familiar in dozens of rap videos and on streets (and cul-de-sacs) all over America, and in five thousand retail locations, from specialty shops to malls. Its most explosive growth has occurred in the years since the turn of the twenty-first century—right alongside the growing rhetoric about logoproof consumers.

			American hip-hop culture, with its roots dating back to the gritty realities of the Bronx in the late 1970s, provides a particularly interesting backdrop for discussing authenticity. Clearly, hip-hop has long since gone mainstream, and as both a musical genre and a recognizable visual style is widely consumed outside of the tough urban environments where it first flourished. Even so, as anyone with passing familiarity with contemporary hip-hop knows, it’s a culture that remains positively obsessed with authenticity—almost every top-selling rapper makes his or her own street cred (maybe a past dealing drugs, maybe direct experience with violence, maybe just an autobiography tied up in big-city poverty) a primary lyrical subject. In the early 2000s, as hip-hop evolved into an aesthetic available in suburban department stores under the rubric of “urban” apparel, connections to the authentic street remained important. Urban apparel redefined the young men’s clothing business, and most of the successful brands had some direct link to hip-hop—Rocawear through Jay-Z and Damon Dash; Sean John through P. Diddy; Phat Fashions through Russell Simmons.

			Ecko was as big as, or bigger than, any of the hip-hop-associated brands just mentioned. Many people would likely have recognized that rhino symbol on Ecko’s freestanding building at Magic, but few would have been able to tell you much about the man behind it: a white, baby-faced thirty-three-year-old from the Jersey suburbs. Marc Milecofsky grew up in Lakewood, about an hour and a half south of Manhattan, and spent more time in malls than in the streets. His father was a pharmacist, his mother a real estate agent. He had two sisters, one of whom was his twin, Marci. (The name Ecko is derived from a family story: When his mother was pregnant with Marci, the doctor informed her of an “echo,” which turned out to be Marc.) In about the fifth grade, he started to think about the relationship between style and social groups. He also figured out that not every place was as ethnically and culturally diverse as Lakewood’s public schools: At extended family get-togethers, it was a source of amusement that young Marc was into this exotic thing called break dancing. Not that he could do it very well—“too fat,” he told me. He couldn’t rap, either; but he could draw.

			He learned about graffiti culture through photography books by Martha Cooper and Henry Chalfant. Visiting a cousin in Trenton, he told me, he would see “all the freight trains that I guess had run in New York, bombed with graffiti.” Graffiti characters replaced comic books as his primary visual influence. He raked leaves to raise the money for a pair of Adidas shell toes, like Run-D.M.C. had. He learned about Polo through a reference in “La Di La Di,” by Doug E. Fresh and Slick Rick. Style was cultural expression, and customizing clothes was “a big part of the urban dialect,” he explained, so he took up the airbrush. By his early teens, he was charging classmates to make designs on their jeans or shirts, in his parents’ garage. “I was waitressing at a pizza shop, and I was counting my singles,” Marci told me. “Marc was counting off twenties.”

			As a student at Rutgers in 1992, he dreamed up six designs and screen-printed them on T-shirts that he sold. Soon he changed his name (first to Echo and later, after a trademark dispute with another company, to Ecko), teamed up with his sister and another Rutgers student who wrangled financial backing, and started coming to trade shows like Magic to sell his designs under the banner of what would become Ecko Unltd. A lot of new brands, including his, were writing their names out in graffiti-style lettering, so he wanted a symbol instead. The obvious thing to do was lift some icon of the rising new hip-hop culture that so entranced him, like a turntable or a spray can. Instead he found his inspiration in his parents’ Lakewood den, where his father kept a collection of kitschy little rhino statues. He didn’t think about it so much then, but he has thought about it a lot since.

			The first brand logo worn on the outside of a garment is believed to be the Lacoste crocodile: 1920s French tennis star René Lacoste, playing off a nickname given to him by the press, had one embroidered on a jacket he wore and then tennis shirts he designed and sold after retiring. We’ve seen plenty of logos come and go since then, and of course they all start out with no particular meaning. A logo can acquire its meaning from the product it is attached to or the people who use the product—in ads, in the real world, or in the gray area in between, such as pictures of celebrities in magazines. Ecko’s ads, in The Source and Vibe, had high production values and put the rhino on a surprising range of maverick recording artists who were not mainstream stars at the time—Talib Kweli, Beatnuts. Lucian James, whose branding agency, Agenda Inc., did some consulting projects for Ecko, points out that the rhino also referenced the symbol language most familiar to the then emerging youth culture: the language of the Polo pony and the Lacoste crocodile. The language of brands. The rhino both participates in this language and subtly satirizes it. “Rhinos are not exactly aspirational,” James notes.

			Sales went from $15 million in 1998 to $96 million by 2000, then rocketed to more than $400 million today. “I think it’s like something sublime,” Ecko said to me, speaking about successful logo icons in general. “When something is aesthetically beautiful, people react. And when you can assign a meaning and value to something and summarize or capture all of that instantly, that’s something that I think human nature just gloms on to.”

			If it’s true that symbolic meaning cannot be invented—that a symbol must tie back to an empirical reality to qualify as authentic and thus be embraced by consumers—then Ecko’s success seems curious indeed. Here, after all, is an outsider suburbanite who created a logo that became synonymous with hip-hop culture and urban style.

			But symbolic meaning can be invented. After all, think about Ralph Lifshitz. He grew up in a Bronx apartment, far from the milieu of the patrician upper class. He saw the swells in the movies and during the summers that he worked as a waiter in the Catskills, in the 1950s. He wanted to be like them, so he dressed like them, even in high school. Eventually his father, a Russian immigrant, changed the family surname to Lauren.

			Ralph Lauren dropped out of city college, got a job as a seller of suits at Brooks Brothers, and toiled away in the nether regions of the rag trade until he designed a line of fancy neckties that was picked up by Bloomingdale’s in 1967. They were sold as emblems of status, under his new brand name, Polo. In her book The End of Fashion, journalist Teri Agins credits Lauren with going on to invent “lifestyle merchandising,” building what looked like exclusive little boutiques, replicated in countless department stores. A working-class Jewish kid from the Bronx defined WASP status in a way that was accessible on a mass scale. He made it the acceptable thing for the skeptical sixteen-year-old Jersey mall rat who would become Marc Ecko and who never gave a thought to whether the relationship between that Polo symbol and the man who created it was an “authentic” one or not.

			the “projectability” of hello kitty

			Logos, then, like any other kind of symbol, can have real meaning, and that meaning can be created. This is true even if the resulting symbol lacks “authenticity” in the sense of a direct, demonstrable link to a factual backstory. But there is one more aspect to this first step in cracking the Desire Code. It’s the thing that turned Sanrio into a billion-dollar company.

			A Japanese firm, Sanrio has been in the “character goods” business since the 1960s. By one count, its artists have dreamed up more than 450 cute little creatures. The word character is a little misleading. The characters created by, for example, the Walt Disney Company or Marvel Entertainment first reach the world through a comic book or a movie or television show. They have attributes, personalities, and backstories. Sanrio’s characters (often animals) do not. They first reach the world by being emblazoned on products. Although they might be aesthetically charming, they are empty of specific meaning.

			One of Sanrio’s creations is probably familiar to you; certainly it’s familiar to young women all over the world and has been for decades. In 1974, Yuko Shimizu was a young designer on the staff of Sanrio. She had created several characters for the company, but none had caught on. Over time, she later explained, “I realized simplicity was what was important.” She was given the assignment of dreaming up some more characters to adorn small vinyl purses. She came up with six designs, only one of which did particularly well. That design was quite simple: a cat with a bow on its head and no mouth. (“I couldn’t express the mouth in a cute way,” Shimizu said, “so I decided not to use it.”) After some debate, her managing director gave it the name Hello Kitty and started putting the character on stationery, handkerchiefs, aprons, and so on. Before long, Shimizu was receiving fairly extraordinary fan mail. “I felt the power of Hello Kitty,” she later recalled somewhat cryptically. “And felt that it could be used as a tool for communication between people.”

			Sales of items bearing Hello Kitty’s elusively inexpressive but undeniably cute likeness climbed through the 1970s, stalled briefly, rose again in the 1980s, and after another dip experienced tremendous growth again starting in the mid-1990s. In their book, Hello Kitty, business journalists Ken Belson and Brian Bremner say that by the cat’s thirtieth anniversary, Sanrio was making around six thousand Hello Kitty products a year, granting paid licenses to others who made sixteen thousand more, and selling them in forty countries. (About ten thousand Hello Kitty items are generally available in North America.) The ever rotating product line has included all manner of toys, clothing, stationery, and the like, but also appliances, toothbrushes, golf bags, spatulas, bikes, computers, mobile phones, and, in one instance, a $30,000 diamond-encrusted wristwatch. Although Hello Kitty was seen strictly as a young girls’ phenomenon in the United States for many years, that had changed by 2004, when Sanrio research found that a third of the customers in its U.S. stores were people over eighteen, shopping for themselves. This epiphany was followed by the release of Hello Kitty lingerie and jewelry. In 2007, MBNA was offering a Hello Kitty Platinum Plus Visa card. Sanrio’s licensees have included not simply anonymous commodity makers, but acclaimed designers like Richie Rich and Traver Rains, whose Kitty-emblazoned Heatherette dresses sold for $1,000 and were worn by the likes of Paris and Nicky Hilton. And, of course, Hello Kitty appears on a great variety of T-shirts, from the most basic to more rarefied options, like a collaboration with designer Paul Frank that sold at Bloomingdale’s and other department stores.

			The astonishing success of Hello Kitty has been the subject of much speculation. Some aspects of that success seem straightforward enough. For starters, Hello Kitty is adorable. And celebrities in Japan, and later in the United States, have embraced the icon in one media-saturated setting or another, presumably inspiring some copycat consumption. But there must be more to it than that.

			While Sanrio has made certain “biographical” information about her known, if you feel like tracking it down (she lives in London, she has a sister who bakes cookies, and so on), she is not, like Snoopy or Mickey Mouse, a character who has engaged in memorable adventures or has developed a personality of any kind. This is intentional. “We work very hard to avoid things that would define the character,” a Sanrio executive has explained. Similarly, the company also does very little advertising on behalf of this, its most profitable emblem. Nor can the mouthless cat be said to “stand for” some social or cultural idea—like the Polo emblem’s supposed connotation of upper-class leisure or the Ecko rhino’s (possibly debatable) links to urban culture. Hello Kitty stands for nothing.

			Or, perhaps, for anything. Yuko Shimizu has said that she was never thinking about anything other than making an image that would appeal to little girls. “The simplicity is what made people understand Hello Kitty,” she concluded. A perceptive study of the Hello Kitty phenomenon by Tokyo-based cultural scholar Brian J. McVeigh suggests an interesting theory that is implied by his paper’s title: “How Hello Kitty Commodifies the Cute, Cool and Camp.” While he notes factors like “accessibility” and consistency, the most compelling factor he isolates is “projectability.” Hello Kitty’s blank, “cryptic” simplicity, he argues, is among her great strengths; standing for nothing, she is “waiting to be interpreted
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