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4. The Discourse of Publicity at Different 
Stages of the Consumer Society 

Anna Osipova & Peter Petrov 
 
Among the number of noteworthy transformations that have affected public life 
in Russia during the past 20-30 years, one should undoubtedly consider the 
cardinal change that has occurred in mass media contents (see Articles 1 and 5). 
Advertising in different forms has also become an integral part of the media 
discourse.1 

Taking for granted that the media are one of the most powerful factors 
forming public consciousness, and considering the rapid development of the 
Russian advertising market, we will try to elucidate the impact of advertising on 
contemporary society by comparing the attitudes of different generations and 
media experts in St. Petersburg and Stockholm – two cities with different histori-
cal, political and economic conditions. Although the global media have high 
penetration in both cities and the advertising industry, with few exceptions, also 
dominates the local (national) media environments, there are significant 
differences in the development of the consumer society, which has recently 
started in St. Petersburg and which can be said to have reached a much more 
mature stage in Stockholm. 

First, we will try to shed light on the place that advertising has in people’s 
representations. More specifically, we will ask: What are the respondents’ 
attitudes towards the fact that advertising exists in their society? Are there 
differences in the perception of publicity between the inhabitants of the two 
cities? What factors condition the similarities and differences?  

Second, we will focus on the role of publicity in Russian and Swedish societies 
in terms of, among other things, people’s perceptions of themselves, gender 
differences, and mental health in relation to the consumer society. In particular, 
we will try to estimate to what extent representatives of different generations in 
St. Petersburg, who have grown up in different social and media environments, 
are integrated into the system of consumption as defined by Baudrillard, i.e., not 

                                   
1 According to the PricewaterhouseCoopers index, until the economic world crisis of 2008, the 
advertising industry in Russia has remained one of the most rapidly growing in the world, 
along with the publicity markets in Brazil, China and India (PricewaterhouseCoopers 2007). 
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as regards satisfaction of natural needs, but as regards socially structured 
activities that differentiate individuals in terms of how they buy and display 
status symbols. The comparison with the Swedish representatives from the same 
age groups will hopefully shed light on the role of factors other than age (political, 
economic and cultural) in the impact of advertising on people’s social behaviour. 

The object of the analysis consists of material from the project “The Role of 
the Media for Identity and Democracy”, collected from 2006 to 2008, primarily 
through group interviews with young people (approximately 17 years old) and 
adults (45-55 years old) of different socio-economic status in St. Petersburg and 
Stockholm, as well as through in-depth interviews with experts from the media 
sphere in the two cities. We will also use some statistical figures from the quanti-
tative surveys with the same age groups. 

It should be stressed that, within the limits of the project, the role of 
advertising in society is not connected to measurement of the efficiency of 
advertising in promoting various commodities on the market. In other words, it 
is important to separate the notion of influence of advertising from its use in 
marketing, which, however, as the interview material shows, is relevant to the 
majority of the respondents. The matter for us is instead to relate advertising to 
the concepts and positions developed in the works of some Western scholars, 
primarily Baudrillard, but also Barthes, Kellner, Schor and others, who have 
studied advertising in relation to the so-called consumer society, that is, a specific 
media culture dominated by different forms of publicity. 

The majority of Western researchers take for granted that advertising exerts a 
considerable influence on society. Agreeing with O’Barr, U.S. scholar Barthel 
writes that advertising as a whole comprises a “privileged discourse”,2 which to a 
large extent shapes our society, makes up the content of our lives, and affirms 
the capitalist set of values and definition of what constitutes a good life.   

The individual as consumer or the myth of individual needs 
Acting as a material bearer of mythical messages, advertising plays a special role 
in the set of connotative signifiers, forming a latent ideological level of the 
discourse, as Barthes wrote some 50 years ago.3 He maintained that every 
ideology strives to be perceived not as one of several possible points of view on 
the world, but as the only possible representation (as it claims to represent the 
truth), i.e., as something “natural” and “self-evident”.4 Central to our analysis are 
the works of several scholars who, following Barthes, consider advertising a tool 
for the elaboration and distribution of contemporary mythologies. Or, as Kellner 
puts it: 

                                   
2 Barthel 1988, p. 186. 
3 Barthes 1957. 
4 Barthes 1957. 



 
 

4 .  T H E  D I S C O U R S E  O F  P U B L I C I T Y  A T  D I F F E R E N T  S T A G E S  

 151 

Like myths, ads frequently resolve social contradictions, provide models for 
identity and celebrate the existing social order.5 

The works of Baudrillard from the late 1960s and early 1970s6 are of special 
importance to the aims of our analysis. In The System of Objects, he shows that 
the freedom and sovereignty of the consumer are mere mystifications, as 
advertising operates in a special way, in that it becomes an object of consump-
tion while at the same time controlling consumption. The need to resolve the 
contradiction between potentially infinite productivity and the necessity of 
selling products in the modern capitalist society imply that the buyer has been 
deprived of his/her decision-making authority. Henceforth, manufacturing 
possesses the right to control the consumers’ behaviour on the market, directing 
and modelling their needs by means of advertising. 

According to this view, the system of needs is a product of the system of 
production, a fact that largely destroys the myth of the consumer’s individual 
choice or individual needs.7 It is significant that this, one of the main mechan-
isms of the consumer society described by Baudrillard, is not conceived of at all 
by the Russian respondents. Of all the participants in the group interviews, only 
one notices:  

It [advertising] matters a lot. They create needs, really, which you don’t have. 
There should be new products. But, of course, we would still manage, if we 
stopped making new things. (middle-aged man, low education, St. Petersburg)  

Advertising is aimed at increasing demand in order to sell and at the same time 
disguises this process so as to create the opposite impression, Baudrillard says, 
referring to the economist Galbraith.8 Working by way of connotations, not 
participating in any way in the production and direct adoption of the objects, 
advertising is, nevertheless, an integral part of their system. Advertising imparts 
to the objects characteristics without which they would not be the same. 

Through advertising, we consume the sense of the commodities;9, 10 it is 
advertising that explains to us what we are really consuming. Advertising singles 
out a few among many similar objects and at the same time motivates the con-
sumer by explaining why (s)he needs exactly this object. (“Sometimes you see an 
ad and you think: That’s exactly what I needed”, as one of the Swedish respond-

                                   
5 Kellner 1995, p. 247. 
6 Here, we refer to Baudrillard’s ideas as they appear in The System of Objects 1968, The 
Consumer Society 1970 and For a Critique of the Political Economy of the Sign 1972.  
7 Baudrillard 1970, p. 103. 
8 Baudrillard 1968. 
9 We consume the product through the product itself, but we consume its meaning through 
advertising (Baudrillard 1968, p. 181). 
10 Baudrillard 1968. 
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ents puts it.) According to Baudrillard, advertising creates an illusion of free will 
by allowing the consumer to choose among some insignificant details.  

No object is proposed to the consumer as a single variety. We may not be granted 
the material means to buy it, but what our industrial society always offers us a 
priori, as a kind of collective grace and as the mark of a formal freedom, is choice. 
[…] Indeed, we no longer even have the option of not choosing.” 11 

In this way, Baudrillard explains the apparent paradox in which people  blame 
advertising for its all-pervasiveness and obtrusiveness, but are nonetheless not 
willing to dispense with it. An interesting example in this respect is a survey 
among the inhabitants of Western Germany in the 1960s, in which 60 per cent of 
the (approximately 2,000) respondents felt there was too much advertising. 
However, when asked if they would prefer a great deal of advertising (Western 
style) or minimal and only socially useful advertising (as in the East), a majority 
chose the first option, meaning that the excess of advertising was not only a sign 
of wealth, but also of freedom.12 As the following text shows, the Russian and 
Swedish data clearly confirm this trend.  

An inevitable evil or a vital necessity? Russian respondents on 
advertising 
In light of the above-described paradox, it is relevant to analyse the attitudes of 
the St. Petersburg participants (in the group interviews and among the media 
experts) towards the mere existence of advertising in today’s society. It should be 
pointed out that the Russian respondents – especially the adults – are generally 
more negative towards advertising than the Swedish respondents are, something 
that appears in the quantitative survey findings as well (see Figure 4:1 below). 

Normally, the interview participants responded with indignation and 
deafening criticism to the question “Do you like advertising?”. However, the 
statements, demonstrating a sharply negative attitude towards advertising, 
gradually change or start to alternate with answers that recognize advertising as 
an self-evident element of everyday life. 

It seems that the Russian participants have learned to make effective use of 
advertising breaks on television by switching over to another channel or doing 
other things such as making tea, frying eggs, shaving, washing up, etc., thereafter 
returning to the programme. Many respondents express their attitudes towards 
advertising in the following way: “We’ve got used to it”, “we don’t care”, 
“nothing we can do about it”, “it’s like life itself”, “we don’t notice it anymore”. 

                                   
11 Baudrillard 1968, p. 141. 
12 Baudrillard 1968, p. 174. 
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It is obvious that, perceiving advertising as a self-evident element of their life, 
the respondents do not question in any way its right to exist in contemporary 
society. “Advertising – it’s some kind of formality, since the products have to be 
advertised”, a boy from a mathematical school in St. Petersburg asserts. “No, 
advertising is a normal thing that has to exist”, a woman with a higher education 
remarks after her complaints that Russian TV commercials are not attractive 
from an aesthetic point of view and that the assortment of advertised goods is 
awfully uniform. 

On the whole, it is fair to say that such an attitude towards advertising is also 
characteristic of those Russian respondents who criticize it furiously, to the 
extent that it is obvious that their critique is directed not towards advertising as a 
whole, but towards individual commercials or some of their features, whereby 
the negative respondents often put forward suggestions for improvement of the 
situation. For instance, complaining about the frequent repeating of the same 
TV spots, some respondents suggest cutting down their recurrence rate in order 
to solve the problem of importunity of advertising. Others suggest that it is 
necessary to create a separate publicity channel or to allocate specific hours to 
commercial announcements.13 Such views are, as a rule, characteristic mostly of 
adult Russian respondents who refer to the Western advertising practise – as 
they believe it to be – as a good example in this respect. One suggestion by a 
female teacher with a high education level is:  

They should not all be in a heap. Baby food, pads, endless beers, cigarettes […]. If 
a health programme is on the air, you’re welcome to advertise toothpaste or 
something else… nobody minds. If it’s about animals, you’re welcome to adverti-
se pet food… please, do promote some air-freshner, etc. All this must be 
systematized […] not the way it is now…  

From a Western perspective, there is some naivety in this quotation, revealing an 
immature perception of the social functions of advertising in a Baudrillarian 
sense, an attitude characteristic of a significant part of the Russian intelligentsia 
and that could be explained by the short history of market economy in Russia, as 
well as by the remains of the Soviet mentality, which normatively considers that 
innovations are intended to serve the public interest.  

In general, the respondents in Stockholm are more tolerant of advertising (a 
greater proportion are positive, and few are negative) than are the respondents in 
St. Petersburg. The tendency and the proportions are similar for both generations. 

Correlation analyses show that, in all four samples, the general attitude 
towards advertising mainly concerns TV ads. It is hardly news, then, that a 
positive attitude towards advertising is correlated with active consumer be-

                                   
13 Similar statements occur among the Swedish participants in the group interviews as well, 
although not so strongly expressed. 
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haviour – interest in following trends in different domains, primarily clothes 
fashion; interest in corresponding media contents in general; reliance on brands 
(“feeling more self-confident when using certain products, fashions and styles”) 
and greater trust in market forces (such as multi-national corporations). There 
are also correlations (although weaker) with an appreciation for some 
entertaining TV genres and lighter music styles. It is also worth mentioning that 
people who have a positive attitude towards advertising more often than other 
people admit that they are influenced by TV advertisements and are aware of 
brands when choosing clothes. 

Figure 4:1. What is your general attitude towards advertising?  
(by age and city, per cent) 
 

Teens SPb       .               Teens Sth       . .                 Adults SPb    .                  Adults Sth   

 
Very positivePositiveNegativeVery negative 

The vertical lines/marks represent every 25 per cent  

Tolerance of advertising shows the strongest correlation with interest in media 
contents such as fashion and beauty and with respondents who say that the 
media influence their choice of clothes styles. Therefore we will  examine more 
closely the correlation patterns of this variable for the four samples later on. 

It is obvious that, for the majority of the St. Petersburg respondents, the 
desire to get rid of advertising as a whole is not at all typical; the matter is instead 
how to correct some of its negative features. Actually, almost all Russian and 
Swedish respondents who express their indifference or sharply negative attitude 
towards advertising reject all hypothetically possible situations in which it no 
longer exists.  

In this respect, the most sophisticated answers are given by the young Russian 
participants in the group interviews. The young men talk most often about the 
unique advantage of advertising as “the engine of trade”. For instance, a boy 
from a mathematical school claims that the disappearance of advertising would 
lower the breakeven point of sales and economical development as a whole. A 
girl (studying chemistry) points out that businessmen will never dispense with 
advertising, as they aim at “tempting the buyer” by means of publicity. “The 
commodity market” relies on advertising, another girl (studying law) says. 

Unlike the adults, some of the young Russian respondents have a positive 
attitude towards outdoor advertising. The basic argument is that advertising crea-
tes positive feelings; it is amusing. However, the answers substantiating the impor-
tance of advertising for them personally or for other consumers are more salient.  
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The participants in one of the groups of young Russian men (electro-
technical college) consider advertising to have a special value in itself, because 
they say it provides them with invaluable help in the process of commodity 
choice. According to Baudrillard, advertising in fact informs about exactly what 
we consume by transforming some of the series of similar cold, characterless 
objects into functional personified commodities, thus bringing to the fore our 
needs, which, however, have already been created by the consumer society.14 

“How can a commercial be liked?” one of the participants from the electro-
technical college cries out surprised, explaining at the same time the incon-
veniences of a life without advertising as follows: “You come into a shop; you 
look and you don’t even know what to choose”.  

Another student from the same school chimes in, saying that advertising not 
only helps in choosing goods, but also serves as a guarantee of the manu-
facturer’s credibility:  

You come into some grocery shop and there are drinks, which you don’t know at 
all. Only a name… a second name… a third name is written. You don’t know 
anything and then it’s very hard to choose. You don’t know what kind of item it 
is. […] They produce such a good... they are here today, gone tomorrow. The firm 
is closed. And [how do you know] which firm is serious, reliable?  

It is suggestive that no one among the Russian adults in the group interviews 
speaks about this advertising function. Moreover, some of the adults point out 
that they are guided by their own preferences, more often trusting the packaging 
than recollecting some specific advertisements. Sometimes, they intentionally 
ignore the recommendations of advertising:  

I don’t need it. If I should need it, I would go and take what I need or get 
information from other sources… (middle-aged woman, low education) 

I go to the shop, buy… mostly I read what is there in the description of the 
article… this product. I read what’s there… I trust that more… this information, 
which is printed. (another middle-aged woman, low education)  

However most of the Russian respondents, both youths and adults, defend the 
necessity of advertising, referring first of all to its importance as a source of 
information about new products for themselves or for other people. In fact, it is 
quite typical for the Russian respondents to exemplify using the interests of 
other people. 

In such a manner, the Russian respondents confirm Baudrillard’s idea that 
advertising plays the role of an agent bringing to the fore the needs created by 
the system of production, when he writes: “In the act of personalized consump-

                                   
14 Baudrillard 1968. 



 
 
A N N A  O S I P O V A  &  P E T E R  P E T R O V  

 156 

tion, the subject, in his very insistence on being a subject, succeeds in mani-
festing himself only as an object of economic demand”.15 

In contrast to the two preceding quotes from women with low education 
levels, one could mention the statement of a woman with higher education, who 
has worked with advertising professionally earlier in her career. Talking about 
her dependence on the IKEA brand, she is aware of the huge importance of 
advertising. “I don’t think about anything else [than the brand], I don’t compare 
anything, I am already there. It’s the advertising that is maintaining it, yes, it’s 
really made professionally, it’s of high quality, professional…” Her general con-
clusion concerning the function of advertising in contemporary society is 
characteristic: “Remarkably enough, they divide everybody into these brands, 
you know.” 

Baudrillard’s idea that advertising is highly capable of telling us that we 
consume through the objects16 is confirmed with particular clarity by the 
answers of those young Russian participants who are afraid that they would be 
essentially deprived of a choice of goods and services if advertising disappeared. 
(The respondents were asked to imagine a situation where all kinds of adverti-
sing did not exist – but not without the production and use of goods and services.)  

One boy (electro-technological college) refers to items acquired thanks to 
publicity and without which he would feel deprived. A disappearance of 
advertising, a girl (chemistry) explains, would probably limit the opportunities 
to buy things and make use of some services. Another girl from the same group 
seems perplexed when she remarks that she cannot even imagine what life 
without advertising would be like, as she has been used to it since childhood. 
Later on, agreeing with her classmate, she points out that the disappearance of 
publicity would limit her choice: “Maybe something new has appeared, but you 
don’t know about it. Or something new that would interest you has appeared 
and you don’t know about that either.” A girl from a musical pedagogical college 
avows that, without advertising, people would know about fewer products and 
have less choice. People “wouldn’t know what’s going on”, as another girl 
(studying law) puts it. 

Advertising and freedom: the experience of Swedish consumers 
At first glance, the Stockholm participants in the group interviews seem to be 
more critical of advertising because they more often express their irritation with 
frequent repetitions, importunity and the excessive quantity of commercials 
than the Russian respondents do. But unlike the Russians, among many Swedes, 
especially young respondents, the criticism also arises from the awareness that 
advertising is exerting a very strong influence over them. While expressing their 
                                   
15 Baudrillard 1968, p. 152. 
16 E.g., Baudrillard 1968. 
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negative attitude towards advertising, they speak about their internal, partly pain-
ful struggle against it, or against the undefined, plural “they” (the advertisers).  

I just go and buy even if I get irritated – so they have won. (young man, practical 
IT-profile)  

In my opinion, they take away your freedom. I think that one should have the 
right just to walk [out in the open] without having to see advertisements. (young 
man, social sciences)  

I get so angry at commercials. I try to calm down but I find it oppressive. It makes 
me sick every time. I cheat myself, every time believing that it’s an interesting 
film. (middle-aged man, low education)  

Like their Russian counterparts, the Swedish participants talk about the need to 
adapt to the irritating commercial breaks by switching channels, going over to 
the computer for a while, going to the kitchen, to the toilet, etc. However, unlike 
the Russians who in most cases have simply resigned themselves to accepting 
advertising as an inevitable evil, some Swedes analyse the phenomenon of com-
mercial breaks and reveal their negative consequences, in particular the 
fragmentation of the on-going story as well as of the TV experience, which is 
blurred with other household activities:  

Advertising compels you to do something else – it has become part of the 
consumption to do something while you’re watching [TV]. (middle-aged man, 
high education)  

Zapping from one channel to another… you lose control over what you’re 
watching. It becomes fragmented. (middle-aged man, low education)  

You get all divided. (another man in the same group) 

According to the interviews, several Stockholmers are ready to renounce 
advertising in general. However, almost none of the Swedish participants in the 
group interviews tells about her/his indifference to advertising, as is often the 
case with the Russian respondents. For the Swedish respondents, advertising 
(TV commercials, radio, newspaper or outdoor advertising) is almost always a 
source of irritation. However, being very categorical while expressing their 
negative attitude towards advertising, the Swedes are no less categorical when 
answering the question of what it would be like to live without advertising. 
Besides their opinions about using advertising breaks on television to do 
something else, some Swedes talk in detail about the importance of outdoor 
advertising (in the city and underground).  

Outdoor advertising… posters… I often take the bus to school, so you can just sit 
and watch. (young woman, journalism)  
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You don’t understand what it’s about until you arrive at the last underground 
station, where there’s a logotype and slogan. It’s very good that such advertising 
exists. You don’t have to stare at empty walls when travelling somewhere. It’s 
information. (another young woman from the same group)  

We talked previously about London and things like that and New York’s all giant 
posters and things like that… It’s something smashing in itself. It belongs to the 
cityscape, doesn’t it? It doesn’t only have to be fine stone buildings. Advertising in 
itself is… it’s quite cool. It really is. (middle-aged man, high education)  

These statements show that, for the Swedish participants, advertising is a natural 
part of the environment. For one of the girls (studying fashion and design), the 
presence of advertising in her surroundings is so self-evident that she 
confidently generalizes: “I do not believe that a society without advertising could 
be possible. I mean it seriously, see! There must have been advertising in the 
Middle Ages, as well. Some kind of stone that just [says] ‘Olle’s buns are good’ or 
something.” And two boys studying natural sciences tell about their experience 
of product placement in a computer game when a TV screen pops up in the 
corner with advertising on it:   

E: I have nothing against this (type of product placement), you see. […] It’s really 
better than…  

J: … Well, it should be a mobile phone or a monitor there, anyway, so why not 
put a logotype on it so they create, like, a more realistic picture of it?  

The above-quoted statements confirm Baudrillard’s notion that, in the 
consumer society, advertising per se constitutes an object of consumption. It is 
significant that for one of the girls (studying journalism) advertising in the 
underground and on the streets cannot be replaced even by art, i.a., because “it 
wouldn’t be replaced often at all”. Another girl thinks that advertising stimulates 
the imagination:  

Mmm, one also gets ideas from advertising, doesn’t one? Humour comes from it. 
[…] You can even create a discussion with a person. ‘Well, have you seen that 
ad?’ You know, or if you run a thing from a commercial and then just like ‘Ha-
ha’, kind of. And then you get somebody into the discussion, and the like. (young 
woman, fashion and design) 

If the St. Petersburg inhabitants express their indifference to advertising rela-
tively often or establish the necessity of advertising by emphasizing its utility for 
other people, the Stockholmers talk more often about the frustration they would 
feel over the disappearance of advertising. Many, both adolescents and adults, 
say it would be dull, empty, difficult – that a world without advertising would be 
fiction. Some use stronger expressions:  
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I think one really would go crazy. I mean… one is used to this publicity… (young 
man, practical IT-profile) 

But advertising, like, I mean it’s actually everywhere, like. There are such small 
stickers in the tube… they’re everywhere. There’s advertising for different 
(political) parties, isn’t there? There’s advertising for associations for prevention 
of cruelty to animals and various other things. I mean, if all this should disappear, 
too… I mean… people would be kind of half brain-dead, not knowing anything 
about anything. That’s how I feel. (young woman, fashion and design) 

Unlike the Russian respondents, the Swedish respondents defend fairly often 
and very persistently their personal right to be informed about new products 
(the latest mobile phones, hair care methods, clothes, etc.), “to be updated” as 
one boy (practical IT-profile) put it or, using Baudrillard’s words, the right “to 
new needs”.  

If I think like this ‘I need some more volume in my hair’ and then there is a 
volume shampoo on TV, then, it’s obvious that I maybe would go and test it. 
(young woman, fashion & design) 

Much more distinctly than their Russian counterparts, the Swedish respondents 
mark the importance of the functions of publicity to explain the sense of the 
consumed goods, to motivate the necessity of an arising need: 

At the same time, you need anyway to get an idea of whether there is something. 
You may need something. If you don’t know via the advertising that a thing 
exists, then you can’t… you have been missing a gadget but you don’t know that 
it exists. (middle-aged man, high education) 

Moreover, some Swedes, like the Germans mentioned by Baudrillard, are 
convinced that advertising is a characteristic of their immediate freedom to the 
extent that it gives opportunities to individualize their consumption, unlike the 
situation in the USSR where “the state decided what people should use” and 
where there was no need for marketing, as some respondents expressed it.   

In sum, there are several differences in people’s perceptions in St. Petersburg 
and Stockholm concerning attitudes towards advertising, suggesting that the 
Swedish respondents are more integrated into the advertising discourse – 
especially in comparison with the Russian adults, a significant proportion of 
whom are not included in the consumer society in several respects. 

However, the perception of advertising by the Russian respondents does not 
differ significantly – only by degree – from the corresponding attitudes of the 
Swedish respondents, who have long lived in a consumer society, insofar as 
publicity is perceived as a substantial, positive ingredient of the social environ-
ment of which people do not wish to be deprived. From a Marxist viewpoint (cf., 
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for instance, the Frankfurt school), one could say that advertising works 
successfully as an ideological instrument, creating among the dominated classes 
ideological representations of the social world, which work against their own 
interests, coercing them to comply with the prevailing social order/power 
relations. As a matter of fact, the Marxist position is one of the starting points 
for Baudrillard’s critique of the consumer society as it appears in his early works 
discussed here, where consumption is defined as manipulation of signs aimed at 
strengthening the differences between the social strata, while advertising is 
considered a necessary instrument for integration of the individual into the 
system of consumption. 

Object-signs and the system of differences – some theoretical 
positions 
The concept of consumption in the Baudrillardian sense has nothing to do with 
satisfaction of natural needs. Consumption, he posits, is not a passive condition 
of absorption and assignment of commodities, nor is it a phenomenology and 
practice of wealth.17 It is instead “an active mode of relationship not only to 
objects, but also to society and to the world”.18  

In order to become an object of consumption, the object must become a sign, 
i.e., to appear outside its functional domain, outside of the domain of its direct 
applicability, and instead become an expression of an additional value (to a 
greater or lesser extent), to serve as a sign of prestige, of status, of personi-
fication, i.e., differences in the broad sense of the word. In the system of con-
sumption, acquisition of a thing does not imply satisfaction of the need for some 
specific object, possessing some functional advantage; it is instead the satisfaction 
of a need for distinction.  

From such a transformation of the object, obtaining a systematic status of a 
sign, also follows a simultaneous change in human attitudes, which turn into 
attitudes of consumption, that is, the attitudes tend “to be consumed” in and 
through objects, which become their mandatory mediators and very soon also 
signs replacing them. 

In particular, within the limits of the consumer society, the object becomes a 
marker of social status, constituting a universal system of symbols for social 
recognition, some kind of language or a conditional code of significance, on the 
basis of which communication within the group of individuals is put into practice.  

In such a way, the objects, multiplying themselves as commodities, do not 
simply make our material life more acceptable; they also make more acceptable 
our mutual status in our relations to each other. In this sense, advertising serves 

                                   
17 Baudrillard 1968, p. 200. 
18 Baudrillard 1968, p. 119. 
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to actualise the object-sign as a criterion on the basis of which a person will be 
judged or identified. 

Certainly, objects have always constituted a system of symbols for recogni-
tion, but only a parallel and auxiliary one in relation to other systems (gestures, 
rituals, ceremonies, language, a patrimonial origin or social class, the code of 
moral values, etc.). Baudrillard maintains that it is characteristic of our society 
that, in general, all other identification systems are more and more absorbed by 
the unique code of the object-signs. Naturally, this code acts with varying 
rigidity depending on the social environment and the level of economic 
development, but the social function of advertising is exactly that – to convert us 
to its religion.19   

Thus, according to Baudrillard, the meaning of advertising is not just to 
induce the consumer to purchase and to enthral the person with objects; it is 
rather a morality, a system of ideological values and of communication, a 
structure of exchange that secures the ordering of signs and the person’s inclu-
sion in the consumption as a system.20 

This specific characteristic of advertising discussed by Baudrillard – to refer 
to the object as a symbol of social recognition, a criterion on the basis of which 
the status of its owner is defined – is also characteristic of the works of other 
scholars. For example, U.S. scholars Toland Frith and Mueller write:  

The more highly developed the market, the greater the proportion of goods and 
services devoted to filling social and esteem needs as opposed to physiological 
needs. American advertisements reveal this to be the case in the United States. 
Consider the many products promoted as status-enhancing goods21 – from 
automobiles, to clothing, to bottled water.22  

According to Barthel, another American scholar, the advertisements create 
shared meanings that determine which goods have high status, primarily based 
on how much they cost.23 Many researchers, in particular Baudrillard and Schor, 
point out that the status of the object in the system of consumption is in many 
respects defined by its brand. The flourishing of the idea of branding has 
occurred during the second half of the 20th century and has been connected with 
the arrival of an abundance of similar goods on the market.24 As Gregory 
remarks, a brand does not exist in the physical world – it is a mental construct.25 

                                   
19 Baudrillard 1968, p. 194. 
20 Baudrillard 1970, p. 78. 
21 Authors’ italics. 
22 Toland Frith & Mueller 2003, p. 47. 
23 Barthel 1988, p. 88. 
24 See, e.g., Маркетинг: методы и стратегии (Marketing: Methods and Strategy), 
http://marketsite.narod.ru/brand.html. 
25 Gregory, James R. & Wiechmann, Jack G. (1997) Leveraging the Corporate Brand. Lincoln-
wood, Ill., NTC Business Books. 
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Wood gives another definition, according to which a brand is the promise of the 
bundle of attributes that someone buys and that provide satisfaction. The 
attributes that make up a brand may be real or illusory, rational or emotional, 
tangible or invisible.26 In his book, Building Strong Brands, Aaker suggests that 
the brand is a “mental box”' and gives a definition of brand equity as “a set of 
assets (or liabilities) linked to a brand’s name and symbol that adds to (or 
subtracts from) the value provided by a product or service”.27 Barthel gives an 
example in this respect, pointing out that people often ignore the odour in 
favour of a status trade mark.28 

Thus, transformed by the force of advertising into signs (or using Schor’s 
words “pure symbolic entities, detached from specific products and functional 
characteristics”29), brands not only determine consumers’ behaviour when 
choosing goods and services, but also constitute the value system of the con-
sumer society. Baudrillard says that “the truth of objects and products is their 
brand name”,30 which, along with the cost, determines the status of a thing, 
transforms it into a token of distinction and an obvious criterion of the social 
differentiation of individuals.  

New sources of identity 
In light of Baudrillard’s ideas discussed in the previous section, it is worth 
mentioning U.S. scholar Schor, who observes that a large proportion of 
American children believe that their clothes and brands depict their personality 
and define their social status.31 Advertising not only postulates the objects as 
status signs, it offers identity and encourages people to identify with certain 
products, images and behaviours. The special role of advertising in the forma-
tion of the contemporary person’s identity is discussed in the works of Barthel 
and Kellner. In the opinion of these scholars, by providing models and ideals for 
personal identity formation, advertising and the mass media as a whole 
gradually eliminate the traditional socialization factors. Traditional durable 
criteria, such as family, religion, race and nation, out of which identities were 
constructed in the past, have become less significant in contemporary society, 
where people follow ephemeral fashion trends mediated by advertising and 
other forms of popular culture.32 In the post-modern media and consumer 
societies that, according to Kellner, emerged after World War II, identity has 

                                   
26 Wood 2000. 
27 Aaker 1996. 
28 Barthel 1988, p. 95. 
29 Schor 2004, p. 26. 
30 Baudrillard 1970, p. 116. 
31 Schor 2004, p. 13. 
32 See, e.g., Barthel 1988, p. 4.  
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been increasingly associated with appearance, style and image.33 Concretizing the 
role of publicity in this process, Kellner remarks that “advertising provides a 
utopian image of a new, more attractive, more successful, more prestigious ‘you’ 
through purchase of certain goods”.34 Thus, due to advertising, representation of 
the possibilities of personal transformation and of acquiring a “new identity” 
through a change in appearance takes on an ideological dimension. “Advertising 
magically offers self-transformation and a new identity, associating changes in 
consumer behavior, fashion, and appearance with metamorphosis into a new 
person”.35 Or, as Barthel marks, advertisements promise a new form of transcen-
dence, thus taking over the role previously played by religion and art.36  

Besides being about appearances, advertising centres particularly on gender. 
According to Baudrillard, at the level of modern advertising, there exists an 
inextricable segregation of two models, the masculine and the feminine, which 
secures the hierarchical survival of masculine superiority. The woman is engaged 
in self-satisfaction so that she can be better inserted into male competition as an 
object of rivalry, thus becoming just one of the object-signs chosen by the man 
(the machine, the woman, the scented water).  

Many researchers claim that advertising is mainly directed to women. Also in 
this respect, Baudrillard is one of the first to talk about the expansion of the 
feminine model in all fields of consumption. Barthel supports this conclusion by 
affirming that “the growing fascination with appearances, encouraged by 
advertising, has led to a ‘feminization’ of culture. We are all put in the classic 
role of the female: manipulative, submissive, seeing ourselves as objects”.37  

The experts’ assessment: a difference in approach  
and analytical depth 
Let us start by examining to what extent the ideas of the above-mentioned 
thinkers are relevant to the experts in the media field in St. Petersburg and 
Stockholm who have been interviewed in the project. It is significant that none 
of the Swedish experts reject the impact of advertising on people. Moreover, 
beside the obvious effect of advertising – to create or increase the demand for 
this or that product – the experts also discuss other more essential consequences 
of advertising in combination with the development of the mass media in general. 

A public service TV planning manager in Stockholm agrees that, with an 
increasingly personified and fragmented media (not least due to advertising), 
people become more consumers than citizens. “Maybe, the privatizing idea sup-

                                   
33 Kellner 1995, p. 232. 
34 Kellner 1995, p. 251. 
35 Kellner 1995, p. 251. 
36 Barthel 1988, p. 187. 
37 Barthel 1988, p. 179. 
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ports, so to speak, or entails that people don’t need to come together anymore in 
a physical sense.” A journalist from a left-wing paper claims that advertising and 
the mass media as a whole have led to a change in public life, in particular to the 
“disappearance of popular movements” (folkrörelserna).  

Several Swedish experts recognize as a fact the change in the nature of 
advertising and its role in today’s society. A number of experts talk about a re-
duction in traditional informative announcements in favour of so-called image 
ads and lifestyle or brand advertising, which constitute a strong influence to 
which primarily young people are exposed.  

In the opinion of some experts, the central factor in this change is the 
decrease in people’s trust in traditional advertising. With the development of 
marketing research, more and more advanced and perfect methods arise, in-
creasing the efficiency of advertising. According to one advertising producer, it 
is no longer possible to just “cram things down people’s throats” with publicity 
information; what matters, instead, is “getting people to engage themselves in 
becoming part of what is going on”.  

With different degrees of concretization, many experts describe the mecha-
nisms of branding or lifestyle publicity, which today, along with the media in 
general, play a predominant role in the formation of people’s identities. One 
director general of a commercial, mostly entertainment TV channel remarks 
that, besides the fact that publicity makes this or that brand popular, it also has 
an impact on the way in which people look at themselves. Not having branded 
clothing implies the feeling that “I’m not tough”.  

One director of an advertising agency states that advertising has a strong 
impact on “how I should look, how I should dress, how I should talk, what kind 
of brand I should have on my jumper in order to make friends”. Thanks to 
celebrities, advertising creates “the ideals of outward beauty”. “The message of 
advertising is that people must be perfect, beautiful, thin, elegant.”  

A similar opinion is expressed by the editor in chief of a left-wing paper. 
Arguing that the media have an essential role in the formation of identity, first of 
all among young people, the expert gives an example of a 14-year-old teenager 
from a working-class family in a provincial working-class town. Obviously, in 
the opinion of the expert, the teenager will prefer the identity models offered by 
television, such as Britney Spears, the heroes of the programme Idol (Pop Idol), 
and the like, to the models found in her real environment. 

One radio station director, a marketing expert by education, explains the 
influence of advertising by exemplifying with his own children, primarily his 
daughter, who constructs her way of life mainly around consumption, copying 
lifestyle examples from certain celebrities. It is not so enjoyable to go out shop-
ping with her, he says, because she needs the most expensive things. “For 
example, she must have a Chihuahua, which many celebrities carry in handbags.”  
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Taking his son as an example, another expert talks about what he thinks 
essentially constitutes the transformation of personality, as young people see it. 
A teenager searching for a new identity makes fundamental alterations in his 
appearance, changing the colour of his hair and earlier favourite brand clothes. 
Later in life, he will choose other lifestyles and brands in accordance with the 
publicity models associated with each respective age.  

Some experts are convinced that advertising has a strong influence on people. 
An advertising producer, for instance, remarks that “it (advertising) is some kind 
of brainwashing, so to speak”. According to one left-wing journalist, advertising 
is moulding the lifestyles of people today, a significant part of which has become 
caring about one’s appearance, something that he finds “is the clearest example 
of how the negative influence of media has functioned… that one should be… 
look in a special way…”. 

However, a number of Swedish experts are not so categorical in their estima-
tions. The editor of a popular daily newspaper points out that, alongside the 
improvement of marketing techniques, there is also an increase in people’s 
“stability and cunning” in relation to advertising. One PR manager suggests that 
the impact of the lifestyle models spread by the media is marginal and that the 
social context plays a greater role than the media do. According to him, the Ame-
rican TV series Sex and the City can marginally influence some Swedes, just a little 
and in a superficial way, as different countries have different cultural models.38  

As a whole, apart from the different estimations concerning the degree of 
impact of brand advertising (and of the media in general) on people’s identity, 
almost all of the Swedish media experts do not doubt the fact of such an influence. 

At the same time, the majority of media experts in St. Petersburg 
unconditionally admit to the massive influence of mass media on the Russian 
society, although in a somewhat different way than the Swedish experts. Some 
oppositional journalists state that with the ever-increasing control exercised by 
the state, the media appear as an instrument for forming people’s political 
preferences, for political brainwashing. In the opinion of one journalist at a 
federal newspaper, in Russia the media have always been considered a political 
lever. At the same time, the director of a PR agency thinks “that the media in-
fluence everyday acts and lifestyles to a minimal extent”. 

Very few of the Russian experts are concerned about the idea that advertising 
can exert a serious influence on contemporary Russian society. The possible 
influence of advertising is considered by the experts to be limited to the buyer’s 
response to its imperative, to its explicit or implicit appeal, namely, to buy the 
advertised commodity. A representative of one oppositional, left-wing news-

                                   
38 Here the expert provides an example as proof: “My grandson, 5 years old, stood there and 
wee-weed on a stone and he pulled down his trousers and stood there. And these American 
women… were taken aback. ‘Is he nude?’ […] Of course, he’s nude! There you have cultural 
patterns that are so totally different. So I believe… that everything lands in a social context.” 
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paper finds it pertinent to readdress the question of the influence of advertising 
to marketing experts who, according to him, could give more exact answers con-
cerning the impact of advertising messages on people’s purchasing activity. In 
the opinion of the deputy editor of an oppositional newspaper, advertising is like 
an unavoidable evil, like noise from the street, to which people are indifferent. 
The common people, in his opinion, are more influenced by real events than by 
advertisements – moreover advertising is contradictory, the expert concludes. 
However, he admits that advertising influences indirectly, “it remains some-
where and forms something, but not to the extent that it can change human 
consciousness”.  

Some of the experts are also eager to categorically exclude themselves from 
the group of people who are the objects of such an influence, meaning that they 
do not resort to ad recommendations when making purchases. In line with this, 
the director of a local TV channel confidently claims that he is “not under 
influence of commercials” because he does “not consciously buy goods that are 
advertised”. The deputy editor of an oppositional right-wing newspaper remem-
bers that he “used advertisements only twice in his life” and was disappointed 
both times. The claim that he is “not influenced by advertising” is grounded on 
the fact that he is “not a housewife”.  

There are also respondents who feel that the function of advertising is limited 
to helping the consumer choose the right product. The director of an advertising 
agency underlines: “When you approach a shelf where there are fifty bottles of 
beer, you must have a certain reason for why you take this one and not that one. 
And advertising exists only for this.” 

Arguing about the marginal role of advertising in the life of the Russian 
people, one journalist at an electronic resource popular in St. Petersburg refers 
to the fact that the inhabitants of St. Petersburg would rather trust the advice of 
each other than that of advertising. Besides, the journalist is certain that many 
Russians believe it is better not to buy items that have been advertised – a 
remnant from the Soviet planned economy, when limited advertisements often 
meant promoting products that were difficult to sell and therefore perceived as 
being of low quality. Also in the 1990s, when quality certificates were not 
required before putting an ad in the media, there were many cases of advertising 
of poor products. 

The director of a PR agency claims that there is a tendency in the population 
towards decreasing trust in commercial advertising in the media, in comparison 
to when it first appeared in the 1990s. The anchorman of a documentary talk 
show on St. Petersburg state television is also not inclined to exaggerate the role 
of advertising for the audience, because “There is no advertising that can impose 
anything on them without their own consent […] without their own free will.” 

Excluding themselves from those influenced by advertising, or recognizing 
the selectivity of its influence on them or other people, many Russian media 
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experts, thus, limit themselves to discussing just one of its functions – stimula-
ting purchasing behaviour. It should be mentioned, however, that several experts 
demarcate certain population categories that unavoidably fall under the 
influence of advertising, such as children and the elderly, while adults “don’t run 
to buy blindly the articles they are offered”. The last statement is significant, 
given that the same expert in other contexts has been aware of the huge 
importance of media and advertisements for people’s lifestyles.  

As mentioned, some experts are aware of other aspects of the influence of 
advertising. The most developed and consistent description of advertising as a 
way of transmitting a specific ideology comes from the youngest representative 
of the experts, the anchorman of the above-mentioned TV show on the state-
controlled channel. This person’s statements are in line with Kellner’s opinion 
on the significant role of advertising for people’s world-view and for their 
identity formation. The respondent is critically concerned about the fact that 
many advertising companies try to explain for people what life is, what art is, 
what a good life is, or what true pleasure is. Many brands do not hesitate to 
ordain the whole lifestyle, which a person should aspire to. 

Some Russian media experts, who also have academic experience, converge in 
their opinion that advertising shapes people’s preferences concerning appear-
ance, behaviour and lifestyle as a whole, though mainly influencing youth. One 
of them gives an example in line with Kellner’s and Barthel’s ideas that, in 
contemporary society, the predominant role in shaping identity no longer 
belongs to the family, the social environment or people’s education or profess-
sion, but rather to the media and advertising in particular. “They sometimes fail 
to perceive themselves in accordance with real life”, he states with young people 
in mind. He exemplifies this with a girl who is impressed by a millionaire’s 
lifestyle depicted in a magazine and who believes that she is predisposed to rich-
ness, as well. The expert emphasizes that this girl “doesn’t see herself as a concrete 
person in concrete living conditions” as she is not bothered by the fact that “her 
family has a very tough life”. To her, this is “just a temporary phenomenon”. 

The principal cause of the lack of such an influence of advertising on the 
Russian people’s lifestyle is, in the opinion of one expert, their low level of in-
come in comparison with people living in the West. “[…] if a person has no 
money to, I don’t know… to go to the theatre, to afford children’s studying at 
the institute, but nowadays education is mostly paid for… has no money to 
travel abroad, how can he change his lifestyle?” 

The editor of a state radio channel is of the same opinion, specifying that the 
absence of material opportunities does not allow Russians to imitate the life 
patterns shown in the commercials: 

Concerning lifestyle, certainly, people don’t live surrounded by such interiors, 
like we see in commercials. People don’t eat the way they do in commercials. We 
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don’t even feed cats like in commercials. Though sometimes we buy it, naturally, 
what is shown [in ads]. 

The position of the director of an advertising agency is different, as he gives 
examples of “specific consumption”, which, according to him, is a manifestation 
of Russian mentality, a peculiarity related to advertising. “Of course it influences 
very significantly”, the expert says: 

If you look at the consumption [pattern] of a Russian person, it’s very specific. 
Because people spend their last money on some latest phone model. They don’t 
use 90 per cent of its functions, but are happy to show that they have such a… 
Here people think about functionality less, and think very much about prestige.  

Is there a specific kind of consumption, characteristic of Russia? And is a high-
income level a necessary condition for integration into the system of consump-
tion, for being under the influence of its values and ideological directives, which 
are transmitted by advertising? Answers to these questions are of importance to 
our analysis, as they concern, in one way or another, our initial theoretical 
positions.  

A consumer society in Russia? 
There is no doubt that the assertions of several Russian experts as well as of 
participants in the group interviews are that the majority of Russians cannot 
afford not only a significant proportion of the advertised goods – cars, houses, 
apartments, interiors – but also items in lower price categories. It is obvious that 
the target group of many advertised commodities is a rather small class of well-
to-do people. However, it is not less obvious that the inaccessibility of such 
commodities to the overwhelming majority of Russian respondents does not free 
people from the desire to obtain such objects. In this case, it is possible to agree 
with Del Toro by asserting that the lower strata of society are perceived not 
simply as passive bystanders, but as potential consumers of these very same 
products.39  

On the other hand, from the perspective of Baudrillard’s conceptual system, it 
is possible to consider that people who desire an inaccessible advertised object 
become involuntarily connected to the implicit message of the publicity 
discourse, constructing the object in question as an identification criterion, a 
sign of status and prestige. Thus, even when people do not buy the advertised 
goods, for whatever reasons, but recognize them as signs of distinction, people 
become unconsciously integrated into consumption as a system of communi-
cation and well-defined values. 

                                   
39 Del Toro quoted in Toland Frith & Mueller 2003, p. 64. 
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In this connection, it is pertinent to mention those researchers who, when 
describing mechanisms of the impact of publicity, resort to the notions “life-
style”, “life values”, and the like. For instance, Toland Frith and Mueller point 
out that, in some third-world countries, advertising of products mainly aimed at 
a small strata of affluent people often creates attitudes characteristic of Western 
lifestyles also among the less wealthy parts of the population.40 A significant 
example is given by Mattelart,41 who writes that Brazil, a country with a develop-
ed advertising industry and that leads the world as an exporter of oranges and 
orange juice, is also a leading country regarding consumption of Fanta.  

One of the Russian experts, a TV show anchorman, speaking by and large in 
Baudrillardian terms, openly recognizes the significance of object-signs in 
determining the “social significance of people” in his contemporary society:  

All these trinkets, all these watches… [...] cars… They are all turned into signs, by 
which persons in one group recognize other persons in the same group, and if 
you want to be received in this group then you should accept certain rules of the 
game. In other words […] you can’t call yourself a successful person in the eyes of 
the general masses if you don’t wear an expensive watch. If you don’t arrive at a 
meeting in an expensive car, they won’t accept you… 

The fact that many Russians aspire to join in on the consumption of signs in a 
specific manner, which in our opinion is not at all typical of the Russian 
mentality, bears witness to the development of consumption as an ideological 
system in Russia. Not having the real means to lead a luxurious way of life, 
people buy as much as they can afford with their insignificant means, and 
sometimes on credit, so-called fragments of luxury: expensive mobile phones, 
the latest generation of high technology, expensive cosmetics, clothes and shoes, 
etc., guided by the aspiration to show high status. Such attitudes towards the 
purchased objects correspond fairly well to Baudrillard’s description: “The object 
of consumption is characterized by a kind of functional uselessness – what is 
consumed is precisely something other than the useful”.42  

In this sense, it is interesting to depict the example given by one St. Peters-
burg scholar amazed by the inanity of some purchases, in particular expensive 
cars that people are eager to possess: 

He arrives in his new-built car, parks it and then goes half a kilometre to his 
apartment. It’s the same in the morning. […] So in reality it takes two hours to 
get to the destination by car instead of 40 minutes by public transport. 

                                   
40 Toland Frith & Mueller 2003, p. 64. 
41 Mattelart 1991. 
42 Baudrillard 1970, p. 112. 
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Another example, certifying the integration of people living in St. Petersburg 
into the system of consumption, is the status of the Swedish store IKEA, which 
still remains in the minds of many Russians as expensive and prestigious, 
offering stylish objects corresponding to “West-European standards”. Some 
Russians, without the means to buy real furniture, visit IKEA just to buy some 
new candles, plates, utensils, baskets and other “fine” things for everyday use. In 
this respect, the situation in Russia does not differ a great deal from that in the 
Philippines, where, according to Toland Frith and Mueller, the majority of the 
population lives below the poverty line. However, 

money sorely needed for food, shelter and basic health is often squandered on 
tobacco, cosmetics, soft drinks and the latest fashion jeans. Although the targets 
of transnational corporation sales are the elite and middle classes, their 
advertising is ‘democratically’ heard via transistor radios, seen on billboards and 
to a lesser extent, on television.43 

Non-functional consumption 
It appears from the quantitative surveys that, to the Russians, especially the 
young ones, it is more important to follow fashion trends in all respects than it is 
to Swedes of the same age. The proportions of Russians who feel it is important 
to follow these trends is twice as high as the corresponding share of their 
Swedish counterparts. 

There are substantial differences between the Russian and the Swedish 
respondents, adolescents as well as adults, concerning the importance (to the 
respondent) of following fashion and trends in all possible domains – clothes 
and accessories, books and music, computers and hobby articles. 

The correlation patterns give some hints for understanding the driving forces 
behind this inclination. It appears that following fashion trends is a central 
mechanism for the individual’s integration into the social order. 

Interests in new trends in the different domains are interrelated (i.e., people 
who follow the fashion in clothes and shoes are more often also interested in 
new trends in music, books, hobby articles, etc., than the average respondent is). 
However, the different interest domains can be conditionally divided into several 
more coherent groups, as in Figure 4:2. An interest in clothes and shoe fashion 
correlates strongly with new trends (among young men in both cities and young 
women in Stockholm the correlation between the different items is stronger, 
weakest with computer games and partly with books). There is a noteworthy 
tendency among men/boys whose interest in clothes and shoes correlates weakly 
with interest in computer games and books and relatively strongly with interior 

                                   
43 Toland Frith & Mueller 2003, p. 65. 
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furnishing. Among women, an interest in clothes and shoes is much more often 
coupled with an interest in books and computer games. 

Figure 4:2. How important is it to you to follow fashion and trends when it comes to… 
(by age and city, cumulative per cent) 
 

Teens SPb   .           Teens Sth        .       Adults SPb             Adults Sth      . 

 
Very important Rather important    

The vertical lines/marks represent every 25 per cent. 

Naturally enough, “clothes, shoes” go together with a corresponding interest in 
following trends concerning accessories and (to a somewhat lesser degree) 
interior fitting-up. There is also a strong correlation with an interest in music 
trends, especially among young people.  

According to Baudrillard and several other scholars discussed earlier in the 
text, the aspiration to possess the latest novelties and to show them manifestly, 
thus marking social status, a testimony of the so-called conspicuous con-
sumption, is characteristic of the consumer society at its earlier stages, which 
Russia has recently reached. Some of the young participants in St. Petersburg are 
conscious of the fact that, for many Russians, demonstrative consumption has 
raised to the level of a norm. A female student from the fashion and design 
college considers that one characteristic feature of the Russian people is “to show 
off”, “to show in some way that, you see, I have this thing that you don’t have”. 
According to a student from the musical college, many people buy cars because 
they wish to look rich. A middle-aged man with a higher education, an engineer, 
uses his son as an example of someone who “scarcely manages to pay” the car he 
bought on credit; moreover, the son spends a great deal of money on his appearance. 

This is a rather new phenomenon in Russian society, where once upon a time 
the proverb “people welcome you based on your clothes but take farewell of you 
based on your intelligence” prevailed – a time when it was possible to make an 
impression on or even astonish people not through one’s appearance but 
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through “the originality of one’s ideas, the singularity of one’s inner world”, as 
one expert explained. 

It is important to note that a critical attitude towards the demonstrative use of 
object-signs is found primarily among Russian adolescents, although such an 
attitude occurs less often than a belief in the necessity of having a fashionable, 
expensive or, as one of the female respondents says, “adequate” appearance. The 
logic of the majority of the young Russian respondents reflects the logic of image 
advertising – the more fashionably you are dressed, the better you look, the more 
successful you will be.  

They show something on TV… so that it’s fashionable now… it’s talked about 
among the population. If you look the same, then you’ll have success, yes, success 
will follow you in any sphere. (young woman, chemistry) 

I consider that the way we look is very important. Now in our world it is very 
important. No one would even talk to you if you’re dressed badly. (young woman, 
law)  

None of the adult Russian participants in the group interviews shares the 
certitude of the teenagers, something that allows us to assume that the young 
people in St. Petersburg are more adapted to the consumer society, mediated by 
advertising, than the adults are. This assumption is in line with the statistical 
Figure 4:3, reflecting the importance of different factors potentially influencing 
people’s choice of clothes style. 

Based on Figure 4:3, it appears that a significantly larger share of the Swedish 
respondents recognize that their choice of clothes style is influenced by 
advertising and other media content (the six items at the top of Figure 4:3) as 
well as by fashion trends, brands and friends (the next three items). Through 
their almost total denial of such an influence on them, the adult Russian 
respondents differ markedly from the other three groups of respondents. The 
Swedes seem to be more conscious also of the impact of other factors on their 
choice (for instance price, an interesting observation granted that Russian 
respondents have considerably lower buying power, something that is reflected, 
i.a., in the answers of our respondents to another survey question), although the 
differences are much smaller. The interview results show that, in general, the 
Russian respondents to a much lesser extent than the Swedish respondents say 
they are influenced by different kinds of advertising (when choosing clothes).44  

                                   
44 Here we have to comment on what at first glance would be perceived as contradictions 
between Figures 4:2 and 4:3. The fact that a considerably larger proportion of the young 
Russian respondents are of the opinion that it is important to follow fashion trends (see Figure 
2) shows that they are aware of the distinctive value of consumer goods (i.e., they are inside 
the discourse of publicity), and are eager to display such signs in a conspicuous manner, an 
attitude that characterizes the lower stages of the consumer society. The importance of 
showing off the acquired status symbols, especially characteristic of young people from St. 
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Figure 4:3. To what extent do believe that you are influenced by the following factors 
in your choice of clothes style: (by age and city, cumulative per cent) 
 

Teens SPb               Teens Sth     .      .  Adults SPb             Adults Sth      . 

 
 

Very much Rather much    

The vertical lines/marks represent every 25 per cent. 

However, it appears from Figure 4:3 that there is no great difference between 
young Russians and the Swedes in the sense that the influence of factors such as 
brands and fashion trends on their choice of clothes is approximately the same. 

The question of brand influence is especially interesting to us. According to 
Figure 4:3, about half of the young Russians and adult Swedes have marked the 
importance of brands for purchase of clothes – among young Stockholmers, the 
corresponding figure is even greater – while only one fifth of the adult inhabi-
tants of St. Petersburg consider the brand to be an important factor.  

The interview material confirms the statistics. For example, unlike the adults, 
the young respondents in St. Petersburg talk often about how important brands 
are to them. There is no similar difference between the two Swedish generations: 
the adult and young Swedes equally often say that they prefer products of well-
known trademarks. In this connection, it is essential to point out that the few 
adult Russians confirming the importance of brands only associate them with 
higher quality, while for the young people, the brand is primarily an indisputable 
sign of status, a signal of belonging to a higher class:  

Well, people have already been divided into classes […] (you see it) even in the 
clothes. If you don’t wear a brand, you are a less interesting person. (young 
woman, studying chemistry, St. Petersburg)  

                                                                                                                                               
Petersburg, is so much greater given that Russian adolescents have much lower purchasing 
power and must be attentive in their choice in order to buy “the right” status objects, i.e., 
those that are in line with the latest fashion trends. The Swedish respondents’ greater 
spending power means, on the other hand, that they (much more often than the Russians) 
really can follow the imperatives of fashion (i.e., be influenced by advertising and other 
popular media content).  
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I think it’s the status […] By buying branded goods, people seek to join a stratum 
of society, to acquire status. (young man, humanistic college, design, St. Peters-
burg)  

As mentioned, there are also many Swedish respondents, both adult and young, 
who appreciate branded objects for the “prestige” associated with them, confi-
dent that the brand “gives rise to status”. 

Some people want to have, kind of, extra status. One feels much more self-
confident then. (young woman, natural sciences)   

I use to be in the U.S. quite a bit and have started buying a lot of Abercrombie & 
Fitch skirts. Yes, they are terrific… terrifically comfortable, super quality, and so 
on. […] recently, it was last week, one girl just [exclaimed] “Oh, Abercrombie & 
Fitch, it doesn’t still exist here, does it”? (middle-aged man, high education) 

There are corresponding correlations between several variables in the statistical 
database. Respondents who consider that trademarks and brands influence their 
choice of clothes style say much more often than the average person that they 
feel confident when using fashionable articles, brands, and styles.45 The statistical 
analysis shows that there are also significant correlations between the impor-
tance of the price (while choosing clothes) and the respondent’s material assets 
(the more difficult the economic situation, the more price conscious the 
respondent tends to be). Correspondingly, price conscious respondents identify 
themselves to a lesser extent with successful people, bosses, and the like. The 
correlations are stronger in the Russian samples, where the economic divide is 
much more significant than among the Swedish respondents. 

It should also be pointed out that many among the interviewed Russian 
adolescents, and among the Swedes, young people as well as adults, have a high 
degree of brand awareness. This is especially true of the young respondents from 
St. Petersburg. Even when sharply critical of people who wear brand clothes, 
these young people often name concrete trade marks, and, ultimately, recognize 
the value of the branded articles and consider them as something important, to 
which one should aspire. For instance, a girl studying chemistry says that 
contemporary girls’ interest in fashion and brands is an illness – but some 
minutes later confidently declares that “everybody would like to dress not there 
on the Troitsk market but to dress somewhere from Armani or Gucci”. “I don’t 
care what label I wear on my ass (grins) – Dolce & Gabbana or anything else”, 
one of the participants says. However, after a while he recognizes that he would 
change over to a more glamorous lifestyle, buying a car with a famous brand – if 
he could afford it:  

                                   
45 The variables show strong correlations in both cities and age groups. 
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The more opportunities you have, the more needs you get. Well, maybe, I would 
pay attention (to brands) […] I would drive a Ferrari with a pretty girl. (young 
man, electro-technical college)  

The Russian adults’ indifference to brands is confirmed by their lack of 
knowledge of concrete trademarks. During our discussions, only four persons 
mentioned names of concrete brands that they appreciated.  

The absence of tangible assets is the reason adult respondents give for their 
“indifference” to brands and more expensive things. One middle-aged female 
respondent, while admiring the quality of the articles from the SELA shop by 
comparing them to the things on the open market, emphasizes that basically 
concrete brands have a significance for her only insofar as they please her 
children. She cannot afford such clothes for herself. 

Many of the adult residents of St. Petersburg remark that branded clothes do 
not interest them, because they are simply too expensive for them. But they 
would be ready to buy clothes made by well-known trademarks if they had the 
means. It is significant, however, that so few of the adult respondents from St. 
Petersburg name concrete brands, as mentioned above:  

If I would… let’s presume… if I could… if there was such an opportunity, I 
would, of course, go and buy some kind of… what did you say? A kind of 
branded… (middle-aged woman, low education)    

However, it seems that the absence of material means is not the only explanation 
for the adults’ “indifference” to brands, for their low degree of “brand aware-
ness”. For example, looking at Figure 4:3 it is clear that, unlike the Russian 
adults, as well as Swedes of both generations, the Russian teenagers, representing 
the most “unstable” group in a financial respect, are least anxious about price 
when choosing clothes and vice versa; the Swedish adults have most often noted 
that price matters. 

The absence of material means, thus, does not determine people’s knowledge 
of trademarks, at least among the young respondents. Moreover, some respond-
ents – conscious of their lack of finances – are certain that, in the future, as soon 
as they can earn enough, they will exclusively wear branded articles, and here 
they even mention concrete brands. A student from an IT college in St. Peters-
burg, who admits that at present he can at best afford to buy clothes at Ostin’s, 
aspires for an ideal situation in which he could afford to make purchases in the 
boutiques at the galleria and to become the owner of a very expensive jacket, a U3. 

The explanation for the Russian adult respondents’ indifference to brands is 
more likely found in what one woman with a high education level called a 
“different way of thinking” and a different education. It is significant that the 
Russian adults, more often than the other groups, consider it important to follow 
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trends in literature, probably a legacy of the Soviet era when reading literature 
indicated high cultural status. 

In this sense, advertising is one of the important factors forming young 
people’s representations of the social world, in particular as regards the values of 
object-signs and the impression that they could climb to a higher position in 
society by demonstrating their possession of high-status objects.  

If you’re a snowboarder, the brand would become, sort of, very important to you. 
[…] If you have a Burn jacket you feel different, like another person. […] You are 
getting higher. [...] [Burn] is considered to be an expensive make. The quality is 
very good and those who have [Burn]… their status in this specific society… 
among snowboarders, is higher. (young man, mathematics) 

The interviews show that such an understanding of the cause and effect relation 
is specific to many of the young respondents in St. Petersburg. 

One difference between the young and adult Russian respondents is that very 
few young people admit that they buy cheap things, especially from the open 
market – even when they speak openly about their lack of financial means. More 
often, the young Russian participants in the group interviews express their 
unconcealed contempt for cheap things without brand labels, such as things 
from the open market stalls and things made in China or Turkey. For instance, 
one young respondent sincerely admits that if he had to choose between two 
objects with identical qualities – one with a label from a company of good 
reputation and the other an unknown Chinese firm – he would take the first 
“even if it were several times more expensive”. 

On the other hand, many of the respondents from Stockholm, both adult and 
adolescent, say that they do not see anything shameful in sometimes buying 
clothes from H&M or in a second-hand shop. One of the Swedish participants 
also mentions the fine opportunities to buy inexpensive brand fakes in “third-
world countries”. 

As mentioned above, the quantitative surveys show that the price factor is 
essential to a significant proportion of the Swedish respondents of both genera-
tions (when choosing/purchasing clothes). This is confirmed by the interviews. 
The importance of the price factor to the inhabitants of Stockholm can be con-
sidered a sign of a more “modest” type of consumption, constituting another 
way of differentiating items, which is often not obvious to Russians who have 
become used to extravagant consumption. A low-educated Russian woman 
remembers Swedish visitors in St. Petersburg as being simply and appropriately, 
but modestly dressed. Another Russian female respondent, with a high 
education level who had visited Sweden, is astonished by the fact that Swedes 
who, in her opinion, can afford expensive fur coats, go around in jackets. It is 
also interesting to mention the comment made by a St. Petersburg girl (studying 
fashion and design), who compares the desire to wear clothes for show, a desire 
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specific to Russian people, to other priorities abroad: “They have work, a house, 
i.e., they basically [bring] everything to their home… for friends... It is as though 
other values, so to speak... And here, well, the clothes… ” 

However, it is obvious that the supposed modest consumption of the 
Stockholm inhabitants does not change the logic of consumption according to 
which, as Baudrillard puts it, the object is never consumed in its primary 
essence. It always appears in consumption as a sign of hierarchical status, 
assigning a person to a certain group or keeping her/him away from it. 

If one feels that one should belong to […] a certain income class, then one should 
have this black striped suit. And… if one is a woman, then one must have Dolce 
Gucci or whatever they now… […] otherwise you’re somewhat off, if you, like, 
what should belong to that grouping, see. (middle-aged man, low education, 
Stockholm) 

In this sense, the unobtrusive style of dressing peculiar to the Swedish 
respondents nevertheless has little in common with the practical attitude of the 
adult Russians, who pay no attention to the trademarks as signs of social differ-
entiation. It is significant that many of the Swedish respondents, when speaking 
about the relevance of price, refer to their deliberate choice between an article of 
a cheap or unknown trademark and an article of an expensive, well-known 
brand, which remains in their consciousness as a status marker. 

Identification models 
As mentioned, several experts on advertising as well as other media experts 
interviewed in the study point out the changing character of contemporary 
advertising. So-called informative advertising is increasingly leaving room for 
new types of publicity – brand, image or lifestyle advertising – which plays an 
important role in structuring contemporary identity, in line with the ideas of 
several scholars (i.a., Kellner and Barthel), who state that the images of the media 
culture are especially important in terms of the imports and values they 
communicate.46  

The respondents’ answers support these ideas. For instance, some partici-
pants in the Russian group interviews claim that the purpose of advertising is to 
associate the possession of certain goods with images of leisure, affluence and 
high-level consumption, in particular stressed by Kellner. 

A boy from an IT college remarks that there are no working people in 
advertisements; “there is basically an idle pastime”. A middle-aged man with a 
higher education sees a danger in such advertising, which in his view incites 
young people to believe that work is useless: “You just go around consuming, 

                                   
46 See, e.g., Kellner 1995, p. 248. 
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and you’ll get everything. But where is all this coming from?”, this respondent 
wonders rhetorically, underlining the lack of realism in the advertising messages.  

The last statement is significant in light of the answers to a survey question 
targeting respondents’ attitudes towards work and leisure. Based on Figure 4:4, it 
appears that the great majority of Swedish respondents consider that leisure 
rather than work makes life worth living, while the reverse relation is true for the 
Russian respondents (see Figure 4:4). 

Figure 4:4. How do you regard work (housework and school work) in relation to 
leisure and relaxation? (by age and city, per cent) 
 

 
 

This result is entirely in line with Baudrillard’s ideas about the changing 
functions of work in consumer society, where leisure becomes a collective 
vocation that attains institutional character and an interiorized social norm sub-
ordinated to the collective ethic of maximizing the needs and their satisfactions a 
norm that reflects the principle of maximizing production. Thus in consumer 
society, leisure becomes a criterion for distinction, implying that social agents 
demonstrate their free time, which is perceived as richness. In a consumer 
society at its developed phase, the redundancy of free time implies the unfolding 
of an inverse process, in which work becomes a privileged place and a time for 
relaxation from leisure, which is characterized by inflicted consumption. In such 
a manner, work becomes a distinctive sign for the privileged strata of the 
population, that is, the work itself becomes consumed in a Baudrillarian sense 
(because an excess of work is a sign of prestige).47 It is, thus, significant that 
persons with high professional status (and correspondingly education) in 
Stockholm are clearly overrepresented in the minority of the adult Swedish 
respondents who consider that work makes life worth living.  

Our basic hypothesis that consumer society in Russia is lagging behind 
Sweden (and Western Europe) is confirmed by repeated survey results over time 

                                   
47 Baudrillard 1970. 
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from FSI48  showing that the proportion of Swedes who said that leisure time was 
more important (in the sense making life meaningful) became larger than the 
proportion who believed that work was more important for the first time in the 
1987 measurements. The difference has been substantially increasing since then, 
as is evident from Figure 4:5.  

Figure 4:5. The development of the attitudes towards leisure versus work over time in 
Sweden (18- to 79-year-olds, per cent) 
 

 
Note, that persons who give the same value to leisure and work, respectively, are not presented 
in the figure. Source: Forskningsgruppen för Samhälls- och Informationsstudier (FSI). 
Reproduced with permission from FSI  

Looking at our group interviews, it is clear that the adult respondents in St. 
Petersburg are, in fact, the most realistic group concerning their possibilities to 
follow the models of identification offered by advertising and other media 
products. For example, a woman with a high education level, speaking about the 
glamorous and luxury life of celebrities, is convinced that “it is sort of a different 
kind of life there […] I have nothing in common with these circles. […] The 
cobbler should stick to his last”, she affirms, comparing her position to the 
aspiration of her son, who wants to get into these circles by any means, in 
particular by trying to dress like the advertising models. 
                                   
48 FSI, Forskningsgruppen för samhälls- och informationsstudier (The Research Group for 
Societal and Information Studies), http://www.forskningsgruppen.com. 
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On the contrary, the answers of the young respondents in St. Petersburg 
suggest that they – unlike the adults – really are influenced by the lifestyles pro-
moted by advertising. For example, they often share detailed descriptions of the 
plots of the commercials, which have piqued their imagination. A student at an 
IT college is, thus, depressed by the inaccessibility of Range Rover Sport cars, the 
possession of which is supposed to give the feeling “of having a ride along the 
southern coast of France, going back and forth there, meeting the ambassador, 
and then that person and that person and…” (young man, mathematical 
school). A girl (chemistry), expressing her admiration for ads promoting cos-
metics, repeats the slogan of Ives Rocher: “every day a new charm”.  

A boy from the mathematical school considers a lifestyle involving the need 
to live in a flat, get up early and go to work unattractive and unacceptable for 
him. Instead, he aspires to a life full of luxury attributes: a good house some-
where in France, an opportunity to dress beautifully, to smoke a cigar. This 
respondent realizes perfectly well that such a life is typical of the so-called high 
life. On the whole, however, he does not see any special difficulties in attaining 
such a life, “to live differently”, to belong “to those people”. For this purpose, it is 
enough to begin “acting differently, choosing clothes differently, even walking 
differently”; one must try to get acquainted with a person from the high life, “to 
wear such clothes in order to get closer to him… Maybe in the future you will 
become like him”. 

Several girls also identify themselves with heroes and celebrities in advertising 
and glamorous TV programmes. For example, one girl (studying law) half-
jokingly, half-seriously says that she is interested in what is going on in Holly-
wood and that she hopes to get there. Students with a musical pedagogical 
profile openly say that they watch programmes on the lives of celebrities, in their 
dreams putting themselves in their place. Admitting that they do not like Xenia 
Sobchak (presenter of popular talk shows and a celebrity), they nevertheless 
realize that at least once they would like “to test. Probably not to live perhaps, 
but simply to try… well, kind of test oneself” in her glamorous lifestyle.  

This may also explain the fact that the Russian respondents, including the 
experts, very seldom admit any influence of lifestyle advertising on their identity. 
Thus, when answering the question about whether lifestyles depicted in advertis-
ing influence people to such a degree that it becomes part of their individuality, 
the young inhabitants of St. Petersburg prefer to give as examples their friends 
who, as a rule, are richer than them and are able to follow completely the recom-
mendations of the TV commercials and glossy magazines. A girl with a musical 
pedagogical profile sometimes imagines herself being a celebrity and in another 
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context distances herself from her girl friends, depicting with laughter how they 
live in “a Cosmo or Jennifer style”.49  

Significant in this respect is the surprise of the participants in two youth 
group interviews when they are asked whether there are other aspects of influence 
of advertising except for submission to its imperative to make purchases. “What 
other aspects could there be?” girls from two different groups (chemical school 
and juridical college) asked, seemingly perplexed. “What functions do com-
mercials have? Apart from an informative one?” a student from a musical college 
cried out. 

Very often, the adolescents in St. Petersburg emphasize their independence 
when it comes to choosing fashion and lifestyle. “This is childish. You must be 
yourself, not imitate anyone,” maintains a boy (mathematical profile), questio-
ning the necessity of advertising in general, as it is possible simply to go to a 
shop when necessary and choose what you like, what suits you. A girl (law 
profile) who earlier said that it is nice to dress in branded clothes, later categori-
cally declares that brands have no strong influence on her personally:  

I know myself… I have my life, my style, so if I look at another person […] I will 
not borrow anything. Of course, I will just say: ‘Well, it could be this way, as well’. 
It doesn’t mean that I’m starting tomorrow… yes, I will wake up and live this 
way... 

According to a student from an IT college, brands do not influence your indi-
viduality, on the contrary “Your personality exerts an influence on the brands”, 
because “you choose the brand that fits you; a certain brand doesn’t choose you, 
because you are suited to it”. 

As a whole, one could say that many of the young inhabitants of St. 
Petersburg, as well as some of the Russian media experts, deny the possible 
influence of brand advertising on their identity, because it seems that they do 
not understand the mechanism of such an influence. “I can’t actually find a link 
between commercials and lifestyle”, a girl (juridical profile) asserts. “I basically 
don’t really understand the idea – to live according to commercials”, a boy from 
the IT college declares. Many of the young respondents, and this is frequent also 
among the adults, believe that lifestyle advertising can only influence the so-
called “golden youth”, “le beau monde”, the oligarchs, the TV people.  

It is significant that several Russian experts, as well as the above-mentioned 
participants in the group interviews, reject the idea that advertising exerts an 
influence on people’s lifestyle. “Life style? What do you have in mind? Lifestyle, 
it is defined by economical factors, not by the content of TV programmes…”, 
the editorial writer of an oppositional federal newspaper exclaimed. 

                                   
49 Cosmo refers to the popular magazine Cosmopolitan. Jennifer (Lopez) is a famous American 
star who has her own brand of clothes. 
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Some of the respondents recognize a possible influence of image advertising 
on their environment, but at the same time express sharp criticism. For instance, 
the boys from the IT college insist that they could not communicate with such 
people. Some girls (fashion and design and chemistry) call such people “crazy”, 
or “sick”.  

It is somewhat paradoxical that, in most cases, the respondents who cate-
gorically exclude themselves from the group of people whose individuality could 
be under the strong influence of brands, or who claim that they do not see such 
people around them, emphasize during the interview how important concrete 
trademarks are to them. 

Such an attitude indicates that the consumer society in Russia has not 
developed to the point where people are aware – as many of the Swedish respon-
dents are – of the process of influence of brand advertising. For the Russians, as 
a rule, any possible influence of such advertising on the identity is limited only 
to the opportunity to buy the advertised items, which, however, are unacceptably 
expensive. For instance, a teacher at a food technology college, who on an earlier 
occasion mentioned that concrete brands are getting to be of greater and greater 
significance to her children, when asked whether the lifestyle mediated by 
advertising influences people to such a degree that it becomes part of their 
individuality, answers:  

Well, I know only one family who is, so to speak, like a skyrocket. They have a 
mansion and each of them has a car and, of course, they live at the level where 
there is only one particular brand and no other. 

One student (electro-technical college), who prefers trademarks like Adidas and 
Sprandi and at the same time denies the possible impact of brands on his perso-
nality, describes the mechanism of brand advertising influence as follows:  

Well, if you buy only this brand… well, then probably. Well, for instance, you’ll 
buy some sports car and drive very fast. […] it will have an influence on you, 
you’ll drive faster. Then you’ll buy some kind of cross-country vehicle, and in any 
case you’ll move off the road to test how it is. 

This shows that even those Russians who are under the influence of brands do 
not analyse or even notice this influence, while many of the Swedes realize 
perfectly well that brand advertising is a special type of advertising that, accor-
ding to one Stockholm adolescent, “has become a misleading wired hysteria” 
(young man from an IT college). Several Swedish respondents describe in detail 
how lifestyle marketing functions.  

First they wanted to communicate, somehow, information about why this 
product is good, while today they want to communicate kind of a feeling, like. A 
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lifestyle, or… Coca Cola is a lifestyle, isn’t it […] it matters […] to mediate a 
lifestyle […] say, the publicity for this new Coca Cola Zero, it’s like this: ‘Now we 
shall have a manly soft drink’ […] Well, it’s evident that somebody will buy it in 
order to feel masculine and not only because they advertised how good it is, but 
because now you are a man! […] One is influenced almost by a feeling of… 
appealing exactly to the lifestyle now, instead of to product information. In other 
words, it doesn’t really matter why it’s good, instead, ‘you’re cool if you have it’. 
However, you’ll die of cancer in five years, but we don’t speak about that. (young 
man, practical IT profile)  

I mean, the ad in itself… or how should I put it… the brand [advertisement]… 
the aesthetic profile itself and the image and such stuff and the feeling they create 
around a brand, like that… so one is influenced by it, probably more than one 
knows. […] It becomes easy to believe that it’s quite good, like, that it’s better 
than something else. (young man, social sciences)  

Comprehension and experience of such dependence on brands sometimes take 
the form of attempts at personal opposition. For instance, one Swedish boy 
declares that he deliberately buys only cheap items (IT college). A girl (fashion 
and design) says that she rips off the labels from her clothes because she does not 
want to identify with them. A middle-aged man (low education) talks about one 
of his friends who essentially looks for clothes without labels. 

In this respect, there is a difference between the middle-aged St. Peters-
burgers and Stockholmers concerning their attitude towards young people 
taking a great interest in brands. Some Russian adults consider it a normal age-
related phenomenon; others talk about young people haughtily, referring to their 
immaturity (women with a high education), or quite contemptuously. “They 
have a monkey syndrome”, one man says with indignation (teacher at a practical 
college). 

The middle-aged Swedes are more “perspicacious”, considering brand 
advertising to be a source of identity formation for young people. For example, 
one man says:  

There is quite a difference between, […] see, our generation and those who still 
have not constructed their identity. Because, they can let themselves be lulled into 
the idea that Nike or whatever it’s called, that it’s sort of important… (middle-
aged man, low education) 

Well, they are more searching for an identity and belonging in different ways and 
[…] advertising (says) ‘Put on these clothes or buy this, so you’ll be cool or you’ll 
get popular or you’ll become this or that’. (middle-aged man, high education) 

As a whole it can be said that, in general, the Russians admit less often than the 
Swedes do to any influence of advertising on themselves; they believe instead 
that they do not depend on advertising in making their choice.  
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Beauty – the woman’s duty  
Many researchers, i.a., Baudrillard, Barthel and Kellner, have pointed out that in 
most cases advertising addresses women, something that is reluctantly con-
firmed by the respondents, the men as well as the women, and the young people 
more than the adults. Answering the question of whether advertising has any 
influence on him concerning his ideals of beauty, a Russian middle-aged man 
(low education, teacher at a technical training college) categorically declares: 
“This question is more for women because it doesn’t concern men…” Some of 
the Russian young men (mathematical school) are convinced that the beauty 
models promoted by advertising concern only girls, who copy clothes and hair 
styles. According to these opinions, young men (and men in general) are not 
subject to the influence of advertising: “Concerning appearance, yes, boys are 
oriented towards convenience, in general, and girls towards beauty.” The so-
called majory,50 glamour boys, are a rare exception, and it is natural, in the 
opinion of the respondents, that there are only a few of them. “This is common 
sense: a man must be a man.” 

Similar opinions come primarily from the Russian boys from the humanistic 
college (design), who argue about the negative consequences of advertising that 
promotes beauty ideals. In these young men’s opinion, a discrepancy between a 
woman’s appearance and the advertised ideal results in the girl in question 
losing the attention of the opposite sex.  

The Russian girls also confirm this opinion, according to which, in most 
cases, advertising is aimed at women. For example, one girl (law profile) is 
certain that advertising influences “a woman’s mentality”. However, it is signi-
ficant that this respondent explains that the feminine desire to be (the most) 
beautiful is not a result of advertising that is over-saturated with feminine beauty 
models, or of stereotypes that are established in society, but “because it is the 
female mentality, the psychology of the woman, given to her by nature, certainly”.   

Another girl (studying law) recognizes the self-evident necessity of investing 
not only a great deal of effort in making her appearance perfect, but also a great 
deal of money. So talking about the impeccable appearance of celebrities who 
advertise beauty products, she emotionally asserts that “It’s work there, it’s 
constant work, it’s a heap of money, it’s not any cream for 70 roubles, that is clear”. 

Advertising postulates models of beauty, first of all female beauty, appealing 
to women who, in Baudrillard’s opinion, “are only called on to gratify them-
selves in order to better be able to enter as objects into the masculine competi-
tion”.51 The admiration of the advertised beauties expressed by the male respond-
ents is significant in this respect. 

                                   
50 In Russian, slang for guys who prefer to be dressed in the latest fashions. 
51 Baudrillard 1970, p. 97. 
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There are commercials where beautiful women walk… yes, I watch such 
commercials… I don’t change channels (young man, information technology) 

Like Charlize Theron… when she goes out, the door opens and she (her clothes) 
starts falling down… You can look at such women day and night, from morning 
till night. (middle-aged man, low education) 

Here we may recall Barthel, who says that advertising in every possible way 
supports and develops the stereotype that the most essential characteristic of a 
real woman is her appearance, her visible identity, to be beautiful in accordance 
with the norms imposed by advertising.52 So, a real woman must achieve a 
beauty status if she is to exchange it for higher social status.53 

In line with this, one Russian girl (studying chemistry) insists that 
resemblance to the advertised images is enough for success, first of all among the 
opposite sex: “So, if you look good… in the same way… then you will have some 
sort of success. It will follow you in some sphere, maybe among young people, 
maybe at work, in studies, something else…” Another girl (law profile) expresses 
her view on the importance of imitating the advertised models for one’s life 
advancement as follows: “It is natural when a girl aspires to an ideal. She feels 
more self-confident. It helps her take important actions, in general. […] 
Advertising can somehow influence this a lot… cause something… what I want 
to resemble, what I will be.” 

According to Barthel, the social success of the woman, as defined within the 
limits of the advertising discourse, in most cases coincides with the success of 
her male partner, while her feminine power is limited to her sexuality.54 

Some of the Russian respondents are aware of the stereotypes of female 
appearance and behaviour imposed by advertising and sharply protest. For 
instance, the TV commercial Nuts, in which a tough and self-confident sex-
bomb, a “stinker” in a miniskirt, is preferred to a modest girl in pigtails and glass-
es, provokes wrath among the girls from the fashion and design college. 

In contemporary society, the traditional distribution of male and female 
models is not overcome; moreover, according to several researchers,55 it has been 
strengthened in many respects owing to advertising. This is especially visible in 
Russian society, where a significant regress in representations of the social roles 
of the man and the woman has taken place. Young women are all too often 
dreaming of a housewife destiny, of becoming the wives of well-to-do men, or in 
Barthel’s terminology “luxury objects”.  

                                   
52 Barthel 1988, pp. 62, 102. 
53 “For women”, Barthel writes, “beauty has traditionally been one route to achieving social 
status. By ‘marrying up’, the beauty can wave good-bye to her humble origins and gain re-
cognition, and security, among the betters” (Barthel 1988, p. 87). 
54 Barthel 1988, cf. also Schor and Baudrillard. 
55 E.g., Baudrillard, Schor and Barthel. 
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Through her shopping, fashion display, and evident leisure she performs what 
Thorstein Veblen called ‘vicarious consumption’ for her husband. It is obvious: 
he must be rich and/or powerful if he can afford her.56  

A St. Petersburg woman (high education) with experience in the advertising field 
admits, accordingly, that she does not love the contemporary advertising that 
represents “men’s fruit, a men’s product” and demonstrates the male approach 
“to consumption, to the female image, to roles”. This respondent becomes indig-
nant about two images, quite familiar in publicity: “the self-sufficient master and 
the expensive, silly woman, who is absolutely dependent on him”. “They dress 
her and place her, so to speak, in different positions, however they want […] 
young, beautiful and at that a complete nonentity […] an absolute fool.” 

It is important to note that, unlike the Russian teenage girls, the middle-aged 
Russian women are not convinced that the advertised images are worth imi-
tating. In such terms, many both low and high educated women deny any 
influence of advertising on them concerning beauty, referring to the fact that 
they were brought up in a different way: “We are at a different level… we were 
raised from childhood […] because such a view was formed.” “Each person has 
his own beauty ideal.” 

Thus, even those Russian teenagers who recognize the influence of 
advertising concerning beauty issues consider it self-evident that such advertis-
ing primarily influences women. The analysis of the Swedish group interviews 
reveals the feeling that advertising imposes gender stereotypes concerning 
people’s general appearance. Such remarks come from respondents of all ages – 
men as well as women. It is especially striking that the Swedish boys, contrary to 
the Russian boys, are conscious that advertising influences them personally 
when it comes to their appearance. 

You see, maybe, a ZTV guy standing there and interviewing some… [he has] 
terribly pretty clothes and, like this, the hairstyle… then you think ‘Wow, damn, 
how handsome he is’ even though you maybe don’t quite think so. But then you 
think, kind of ‘I would like to look like that’. (young man, practical IT-profile, 
Stockholm) 

As a whole, this can just as well be regarded as a manifestation of a more 
developed consumer society within the limits of which, as Baudrillard points 
out, advertising along with the feminine and masculine models gradually 
establishes a third narcissistic model, linked to adolescence and youth, with 
“ambiguous” sexuality, a hermaphroditic one that, however, is “much closer to 
the feminine model of self-indulgence than the demanding masculine one”.57 

                                   
56 Barthel 1988, p. 87. 
57 Baudrillard 1970, p. 98. 
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Therefore, it is significant that in Stockholm the cult of thinness (“the obtrusive-
ness of the line”, as Baudrillard says) is discussed both among the boys and the 
men and among the girls and the women. 

Who is it saying that one should be so bloody thin, and the like? Who decides 
this? In the past one should be as big as possible […] They showed that they had 
money. […] Why should you be so thin? You could be a little plump, what does it 
matter, actually? […] It’s the media that say this, isn’t it? […] Like, lose 7 kilos in 
a week! […] Like, fruit diets, sort of. Why can’t one have what one wants, like? 
(young man, practical IT profile, Stockholm) 

You ought to be slim, you ought to be pretty, you ought to be smart. Everything 
must work and you will, kind of, feel good. Well, I mean, there’s so much input 
from everywhere, I mean, how you ought to be, how you ought to live…(young 
man, social sciences, Stockholm) 

In the Russian group interviews, the necessity of being thin is discussed by girls 
and boys as well, although as a genuine feminine problem – as one boy (mathe-
matical profile) puts it laughing: “If there were some slimming preparation, 
maybe some fat girl would run quickly to buy it.” And a student from an electro-
technical college, arguing about the influence of advertising as a medium for 
certain ideals of body appearance, involuntarily discerns two models – a male 
and a female one:  

They advertise some men’s eau de cologne… one shows a pumped-up guy. And 
all men… somehow try to look like the guy from the commercial […] There are 
also females… there are also cosmetics… they have advertisements for slim-
ming… But it’s too much. Excessive, probably.  

Consumer involvement and mental health 
Studying the impact of advertising as a whole on U.S. children, Schor58 makes 
use of the concept of “consumer involvement”, which is useful also for our 
purposes. She defines this concept through a quantity of concrete judgements, 
some of which are of central importance also to the present work. It is a question 
of the following statements: “I like watching commercials”, “Brand names matter 
to me”, “I like clothes with popular labels”, “Being cool is important to me”. 
Similar judgements are included in the quantitative surveys carried out within 
the Russian-Swedish project.  

Using the concept of consumer culture, Schor says that the formation of 
specific patterns and norms of consumption mediated by advertising – the 
creation of a set of consumer attitudes, values and activities – on the whole have 

                                   
58 Schor 2004. 
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a very negative impact on contemporary Americans’ way of life. She mentions59 
various types of pressure on Americans aspiring to satisfy constantly increasing 
norms of consumption, such as the cycle of work-and-spend, growing credit, 
increased length of the working day, etc.  

However, Schor’s empirical research focuses on children. She sees a great 
danger in children’s exposure to advertising, as marketing and advertising are 
influential in transforming children into consumers.60 Using quantitative 
analyses, Schor concludes that a significant proportion of American children are 
trapped in a pattern of getting and spending,61 something that significantly 
undermines their well-being, causing a great deal of serious physical and mental 
problems. She maintains that high consumer involvement is often the basis for 
depression, anxiety, low self-esteem and psychosomatic illnesses.62 

It is, thus, topical to examine whether Schor’s conclusions concerning mental 
problems related to consumer behaviour are common among the participants 
from St. Petersburg and Stockholm.  

As mentioned, our quantitative analysis is based on a large number of state-
ments, which allows us to assess the degree of consumer involvement and inte-
gration into the system of consumption of different generations as conditioned 
by different social determinants. The results are in line with Baudrillard’s and 
Schor’s theories and with the above-quoted observations from the group interviews. 

Central in this respect are the correlation patterns of the statistical variable 
corresponding to the question “How important is it to you to live up to your 
ideals concerning appearance in general (as regards body, clothes, etc.)?”. The 
results of the analyses indicate that “the ideal” in question is essentially 
determined by consumer factors. The variable correlates positively with the 
respondents’ inclination to follow fashion trends (especially concerning clothes, 
accessories and jewellery, but also in other consumption fields – sport articles, 
home electronics, music, hobby articles, etc.), and to be influenced by different 
factors (fashion trends, brands, TV programmes and advertising in different 
media – fashion magazines, as well as celebrities – for young people) in their 
choice of clothes.63 The correlations are significantly stronger in the Swedish 
response patterns, which is in line with our observations from the qualitative 
studies and, as mentioned, depends on the fact that the consumer culture is new 
in Russia (as well as on the lower material assets of the St. Petersburg inhabit-
ants). There are further positive correlations with a number of statements 

                                   
59 Schor 2004, pp. 10-11. 
60 Schor 2004, p. 16. 
61 Schor 2004, p. 173. 
62 Schor 2004, p. 167. 
63 Among the Swedish respondents, there is a strong positive correlation also with ”How people 
in the street dress” and “friends”, as well as, although weaker, with “fit”. Interestingly, there is 
hardly any significant influence from the family when it comes to choice of clothes style. 
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indicating a consumer orientation, included in the quantitative survey. Some 
examples are: 

 
• “Feel self-confident when using certain products, fashion and styles” 

(somewhat more among adults, especially Swedes) – correlation coefficients 
among the Russian respondents are r = 0.37 (young) and  0.45 (adults). The 
corresponding figures for the Swedish samples are 0.41 and 0.35, respectively;  

• “I feel need to get/have status products that other people have” (stronger 
among adults, especially Swedes);  

• “I distinguish between persons depending on the things they have” (stronger 
among Swedish adolescents);  

• “It happens that I feel envious of others because of something they have 
purchased” (the correlation being stronger among Swedes and adolescents, 
there is no significant correlation among adult Russians).  

The last-mentioned correlation pattern is characteristic also of the statements 
“The products I buy become a part of my personality” (stronger among Swedish 
adolescents, no significant correlation among adult Russians); “It is worth 
paying extra for a well-known brand” as well as the respondents’ inclination to 
“Go in shops for fun” (very strong correlation among Swedish adolescents, no 
significant correlation among Russian adults).  

The importance of living up to one’s appearance ideals is also correlated with 
the statement “Other people get interested in, notice the products I have bought” 
and “It is worth paying extra for a well-known brand”, especially strong correla-
tions, 0.42 and 0.35, respectively, among the Swedes. 

The statistical analyses show, thus, that the appearance ideals in question turn 
out to be imposed by the imperatives of the consumer discourse, which is 
supported by advertising. It is especially salient among women, as it appears 
from Table 4:1, where the correlation coefficients between gender and some 
consumer-oriented attitudes are displayed. 
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Table 4:1. Pearson’s correlation coefficient concerning gender and each of the following 
variables among Swedish respondents (Gender is quantified in the following way: man 
= 1, woman = 2. A positive correlation means that women possess to a larger extent 
than men the characteristic in question and vice versa.) 

Teens in Stockholm 
1.0000 Gender 
0.5606 Fashion reports (watch willingly) 
0.4735 Devote yourself to beauty care  
0.4233 Accessories, jewellery (important to follow fashion and trends) 
0.4024 Fashion (important in the media) 
0.3964 Go in shops for fun 
0.3764 Beauty (important in the media) 
0.3755 Fashion magazines (get influenced in choice of clothes style) 
0.3710 Soap operas (watch willingly) 
0.3190 Stressed (feel often) 
0.2899 Celebrities who dress themselves prettily/smartly (know) 
0.2713 Full of anxiety (feel often) 

Adults in Stockholm 
1.0000 Gender 
0.5053 Devote yourself to beauty care  
0.5010 Accessories, jewellery (important to follow fashion and trends) 
0.4195 Fashion (important in the media) 
0.4195 Fashion reports (watch willingly) 
0.3939 Beauty (important in the media) 
0.3569 Fashion magazines (get influenced in choice of clothes style) 
0.3457 Home furnishing (important in the media) 
0.3075 Clothes, shoes (important to follow fashion and trends) 
0.2996 Fashion trends (get influenced in choice of clothes style) 
0.2667 Other people become interested in, notice the products I have bought 

The importance of living up to one’s ideals is, thus, significantly more character-
istic of women. Among young people, it is also correlated with negative feelings 
such as stress, anxiety and depression, a result that is in line with Schor’s findings. 

The consumer society as a society of violence 
The need to adhere to the appearance standards dictated by the media – includ-
ing object-signs as well as bodily parameters, which, according to Baudrillard, 
have also become signs – is regarded by him as an indicator of the constraints 
and hidden violence to which people are subjected in the consumer society. 
Baudrillard characterizes the code of object-signs in Western societies as a 
“totalitarian code, for no one escapes it”: 

Escaping it in a private sense cannot prevent us from participating every day in its 
collective development. Not believing in it still means believing sufficiently in 
other people’s belief in it to adopt a sceptical stance. Even actions intended as 
resistance to it must be defined in terms of a society that conforms to it.64  

                                   
64 Baudrillard 1968, p. 194. 
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In line with this, the director of a successful PR agency in St. Petersburg says:  

For me and for many of my friends, it is personally not important what car we 
drive, but I know that I’ll go to a client not in my wife’s [Russian] car but in my 
Volvo, because it will be better for me… for the business. It is not important to 
me, it is important to him (the client). I think so. Just in case. 

It is, thus, necessary to have adequate branded objects in order to “appear in the 
world”, as a girl from a fashion and design college puts it. 

In this sense, Baudrillard has a complex interpretation: Approved by the 
social community, the code of object-signs becomes a moral code, any infraction 
of which entails a corresponding feeling of guilt.65 In such a manner, one of the 
young Russian men (IT college) feels it is an obligation, his duty towards society, 
to purchase status clothes: “I dress well enough to suit my status […] and people 
cannot demand something more from me, granted my social position, my status. 
I fulfil the minimum quota… even more.” However, such an attitude is un-
familiar to the adult Russians. For instance, a middle-aged man with high 
education likens to a sickness his son’s dependence on brands and status objects, 
calling him “a slave of the image”. 

On the other hand, we can single out some statements that bear witness to the 
envy some of the Russian teenagers feel when they see the status items of their 
schoolfellows, as long as they – or rather their parents – cannot afford to buy 
similar objects. For instance, one student (humanist college, design) reports that 
for some of his friends whose parents earn a comparatively large amount of 
money, it is very important to dress properly, “to buy trousers of a certain label”. 
At the same time as he expresses his contempt, and he remarks with indignation: 
“But why do people who have money have greater success with the opposite 
sex?” One girl (fashion and design), speaking about her more prosperous friend 
who did not appreciate her nice presents because they were not the right brands, 
feels insulted that her friend treats her so disrespectfully, seeing that she cannot 
buy things in expensive shops. 

Based on the interview material, it is evident that the inaccessibility of the 
advertised lifestyle models is making the Russian respondents unhappy. As one 
boy (information technology) puts it, “In our country, in our city, few people 
can afford what is broadcast in commercials on TV. […] Working people are 
offended, they feel humiliated.” A middle-aged man (pedagogue with a high 
education) remarks that advertising commodities that cost 100,000 euro is 
equivalent to making fun of people. A girl (chemistry) believes that advertising 
and media are responsible for the growing number of suicides in Russia. Con-
templating other people’s lives, “it damages your soul […] you get disappointed 

                                   
65 Baudrillard 1968, p. 194. 
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with your life, that you can’t help anything, that there are people who are better 
than you, who feel good and well”. 

As mentioned earlier, the young Russians, mainly the boys, exclude 
themselves from the group who are influenced by advertising when discussing 
its negative aspects. Instead, they ascribe this kind of susceptibility to girls, their 
peers or people in general. 

It is possible, for example, to instil in people an inferiority complex, and the 
opposite is also possible. Well, for instance, these glamor magazines, when a not 
so good-looking girl looks in the magazines and sees pretty girls, it would be 
interesting to know whether she feels better or worse. (young man, humanistic 
college, design) 

I agree. Everybody checks this magazine and acts (correspondingly), those who 
maybe can, they try to comply, those who can’t get depressed. (another young 
man, humanistic college, design)  

Speaking about their own aversion to the beauty ideals disseminated by 
advertising, many young respondents from St. Petersburg, especially girls, 
transition to condemning other people’s attitudes:  

I have to be such a cool and self-confident sex bomb and if I’m not (a stinker) 
[…] then nobody cares about me, right? People start changing their personalities. 
(young woman, fashion and design) 

People die because of diets […] some girls lose their minds because of imaginary 
beauty ideals… skinny, in general... […] It’s also the fault of commercials. Yes, I 
think so. Because there are a lot of such girls... I haven’t seen any full-bodied girls. 
(young woman, studying law)  

Based on the responses of the young Swedes, it is evident that they are subjected 
to an even stronger environmental influence concerning their choice of clothes, 
i.e., the need to fit into this environment. The Figures from the quantitative sur-
veys show that, in this respect, the influence of friends is stronger among Swedes 
than among Russians (see Figure 4:2). As Schor points out, such an influence 
often has a depressive effect on young people. “Children’s social worlds are 
increasingly constructed around consuming, as brands and products have come 
to determine who is ‘in’ or ‘out’, who is hot or not, who deserves to have friends, 
or social status.” 66 

Many statements from our young respondents indicate that Schor’s con-
clusion is valid in Sweden as well. Several young people from Stockholm feel it is 
a must to have the latest – branded clothes, mobile phones or other fashionable 
objects. Deviants may be punished: 

                                   
66 Schor 2004, p. 11. 
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Well, nowadays almost everybody has some kind of, like, similar camera mobiles, 
at least with a colour display. And then, those who have this 3310 […] they can 
easily be bullied, sort of. […] Although the main thing with a mobile is to be able 
to make a call with it, isn’t it? […] Then, all that with the camera, I mean… it’s 
just redundant… (young man, practical IT profile)  

Well, one gets, like, dependent. […] One becomes kind of afraid of going over to 
something else… sort of, like that… to go to, like, cheap clothes shops. One wants 
rather to have, kind of, expensive clothes. It’s, like… it’s sort of status. (young 
man, practical IT profile)  

There are no similar assertions among the Russian respondents. As we pointed 
out earlier, some of the young inhabitants of St. Petersburg relate to lifestyles 
that are very far from their real life and environment. For instance, several adult 
men and women with a low education level in St. Petersburg consider the need 
to possess branded clothes to be characteristic of people from “le beau monde” or 
of highly placed executives. 

Most of the Swedish adolescents also feel some distress – not owing to the fact 
that they do not have or cannot buy brand objects, but because they have to 
decide: Should they spend money on them or not? Should they wear or not? And 
how can they become independent of the lifestyle models in advertising? Unlike 
their Russian peers, the Swedish teenagers often conceive of themselves as 
objects of the negative influence of advertising, clearly understanding that 
advertising imposes identity models on them. One example is a boy studying 
natural sciences who noticed that the clothing brands often show perfect human 
bodies as the ideal, the consequence being that many people develop negative 
self-esteem. “Yes, they give the impression that everybody must look like that, 
otherwise something’s wrong”, concurred one of his class-mates, pointing out 
that “an extremely small minority of mankind looks like that in reality, so it gives 
one a very strange feeling”. Or, as a Stockholm girl put it: 

All fashion magazines and such papers… they’re not only about fashion but… 
Actually, I think they always influence you negatively. I always get sad after 
reading one. [… ] It’s just that they write like ‘You have to look this way!’ and 
‘You ought to be this way next spring” […] Well, I don’t want to live like that. 
Pooh, I want that, somehow, how I dress should come from me. Not from the 
papers. Moreover, they always have pictures on perfect girls and I feel… […] 
Well, I feel awfully inferior when I see all those perfect people, no matter if they’re 
retouched or not. (young woman, journalism) 

The young Swedes are aware that the perfection of the models is a result of 
computer graphics, or “manipulation, untruth”, as a boy studying natural scienc-
es put it. Concerning the models in advertisements, a boy studying social sciences 
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stressed that they are so perfect because the advertising reinforces the social 
norms of beauty. 

However, despite this understanding, some of the Swedish adolescents admit 
that they cannot refrain from thinking of the effect of the glossy beauty: 

There is a logical part of the brain… […] saying ‘OK, this is a touched-up 
[photograph]. This person is not so perfect’. But then the feelings say something 
totally different, and that is that you’re disappointed that you don’t look like that, 
kind of. […] even if they are touched-up, it’s a picture that you, like, should be 
more or less like this. And it’s this that is beautiful. And then if… […] because 
they look almost the same, actually, all of them. I can hardly see any difference. 
[…] it’s such an awfully biased type of media, I think, because… all people are not 
heard, they don’t show all types of bodies, all clothes styles are not allowed there. 
(young woman, journalism, Stockholm)  

Conclusion: Different stages of consumer involvement and 
symbolic violence 
The above-quoted statements from the interviews and the results from the 
quantitative surveys show that the Swedish and Russian respondents are 
involved to different degrees and in different ways in the consumer society. The 
different generations have also learned the code of the consumer society (the 
material bearer of which is advertising) to different degrees and correspondingly 
express different attitudes towards its norms.  

It appears that the Stockholm respondents, both the young and middle-aged, 
as well as the young people from St. Petersburg are much more integrated into 
the code of consumption than are the adults from St. Petersburg, a significant 
proportion of whom are burdened by the material needs that have become very 
salient after the economic reforms of the 1990s. 

As Baudrillard points out, consumption should be defined not only as a 
system of symbolic exchange of signs but, strategically, as a mechanism for 
dominance.67 

Advertising works as a propaganda instrument or, rather, as a bearer of a 
power discourse specific to the consumer society in which, as Baudrillard says, 
objects are bearers of an indexed cultural and social signification,68 that is, in 
which objects no longer “represent” the world, but the essence and the position 
of their owners.69 Thus, advertising turns out to be a hidden mechanism for 
integrating people into the consumer society by imposing on them a minimum 
of consumption – a standard package that, according to Baudrillard, is “the vital 

                                   
67 Baudrillard 1972, p. 91. 
68 Baudrillard 1972, p. 19. 
69 Baudrillard 1972, p. 11.  
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minimum” in the consumer society, a minimum beyond which the individual is 
considered asocial, thus losing his/her social status.70  

The freedom of the consumer is limited to choosing one of several similar 
objects imposed by the production system, a free choice delimited by the con-
sumer’s financial means, which, in turn, correspond to her/his social status.  

It is significant that the Russians – common people as well as media experts – 
basically consider advertising as an information tool that urges people to buy 
this or that product; they do not comprehend the above-mentioned central 
function of advertising – to integrate individuals into the consumer society by 
imposing on them “standard packages” of lifestyles through “personalized” 
choice of the advertised products. Other possible influences are considered to 
apply to other people and segments of the population, but not the respondent 
her-/himself. In this respect, the respondents  from Stockholm are much more 
analytical, reflexive and self-critical. 

Our analysis shows that the Stockholm respondents are well integrated in the 
consumer society in the above-described way, while the majority of the adults in 
St. Petersburg are still strangers to the code of advertising. However, the Russian 
adolescents seem to be well acquainted with this code as well, and are trying to 
behave appropriately within their limited economic means, that is, to acquire 
some accessible status objects and to conspicuously display them, a behaviour 
typical of earlier stages of the consumer society. In this respect, we can conclude 
that the consumer society exists in Russia, although at “lower” stages, probably 
as the situation was in the West around 1970 when Baudrillard wrote the works 
in focus here.  

The fact that the Swedes more often than the Russians say that they are 
influenced by different factors, primarily mediated by advertising when choosing 
style of clothes, should be related to their media preferences. The correlation 
analyses show, for instance, that persons in Stockholm who acknowledge that 
they are influenced by TV advertising (and other media publicity) to a much 
stronger degree than the other respondents say that media contents such as 
reports about celebrities, beauty and fashion are important to them, that they 
readily watch reality TV, soap operas and comedy serials, that they listen more 
often to commercial radio stations, such as NRJ and RIX FM, and more often 
like music styles as R’n’B, schlagers, pop and the like.71 

It is obvious that Russian society is characterized by several political and 
cultural particularities, which affect people’s attitudes towards consumption. 
The Communist past and the traditional negative view of the “American 
lifestyle” that were cultivated by the Soviet ideology are just some aspects to be 
mentioned in this context. However, despite the assertions of several Russian 

                                   
70 Baudrillard 1972, p. 86.  
71 The corresponding Pearson’s correlation coefficients vary between  ca. 0.30 and 0.40. 
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media experts and the ordinary people participating in our study, the results 
suggest that there is no special “Russian way” in this respect, that in 2007 Russia 
was just going “the normal way” at the stage of conspicuous consumption. We 
have seen that a significant proportion of especially the young respondents from 
St. Petersburg, despite their low income level, are well acquainted with the code 
of advertising that, according to Baudrillard, is the necessary condition for 
inclusion into the system of consumption – a system that entails being under the 
influence of the values and ideological directives transmitted by advertising. 

The results presented here show that many individuals, mainly Stockholmers, 
are aware of the biases of the (effects of) publicity that forces them just to 
consume (to constantly buy and display new objects to confirm their status). For 
many of them, this is a strenuous process associated with stress, anxiety and 
even depression, a process in which individual needs are disregarded.  

Advertising has become an inseparable part of the public landscape. In 
contrast to all critical remarks against its obtrusiveness, the majority of our 
respondents – Swedes as well as Russians – can hardly imagine its disappear-
ance; moreover, the majority of them do not even want to live in a world without 
advertising, and they depict such a world as dull and boring. 

Many of the previously quoted statements indicate that the “ideals” of con-
sumer society still belong to the dream world of many young Russians (who 
have not really experienced the uncomfortable sides of this dream world, which 
Baudrillard called a dearth society72), while (the counterparts of) their parents 
living in difficult material circumstances do not want to know about this world. 

However, many hard-working adult Russians are often worried about brand 
furnishings, which they would like to have in the future when they buy a flat of 
their own, for which they probably are saving money while living under trying 
circumstances. In this future scenario, they will hopefully have more money for 
daily expenses as well, which will allow them to distinguish themselves with 
prestigious cosmetics, cars or other status objects. 

On the other hand, the consumer society is becoming a reality for a growing 
number of Russians, who are marked by the same symptoms as those described 
by Schor and Baudrillard, for instance stress, anxiety and even depression: What 
objects are fashionable? Will the people around me accept them? 

However, the attitudes towards work and leisure of the residents of the two 
cities, as displayed in Figure 4:4, suggest that the consumer culture in Russia is 
far from the stage at which leisure activities have shifted in function, from 
enjoying one’s free time, feeling satisfaction and functional relaxation to the 
mature phase where, according to Baudrillard, consumers make fruitless 
attempts to “relax” and “enjoy” their free time by imitating holiday celebrations, 
while essentially wasting this time in loneliness, like absurd mythical heroes such 

                                   
72 Baudrillard 1970. 
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as Sisyphus and Tantalus. During this mature phase, people become increasingly 
unable to understand each other, who they are and what they actually want. And 
when they cannot do that, the advertising and PR managers will be there to help 
them.73 
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