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Preface

This book approaches the global fashion industry with a focus on mar-
kets. Its perspective is that of economic sociology and it addresses the 
question of order. The study is substantially based on observations and 
interviews, though I do not refer to the names of firms or persons. This is 
done not only to maintain the anonymity of those who have contributed 
to the research project, but also, and above all, to stress the general and 
theoretical points and to facilitate application of the approach in other 
studies. Large bodies of literature, such as those on business economics, 
business organization, and industrial economics, all of which have made 
important contributions to our understanding of the real economy, are 
acknowledged, but not discussed at any length. 

Martin Heidegger, in “Schöpferische Landschaft: Warum bleiben wir 
in der Provinz?”, remarks that philosophizing is like being in a blizzard. 
He also celebrates Einsamkeit [solitude] as a work strategy. Though I 
fully agree that scientific work, to be successful, must to some extent 
be characterized by Einsamkeit, one should not always be alone. Two 
relational thinkers, Pierre Bourdieu and Harrison White, have inspired 
the approach I have developed, but the main input comes from the phe-
nomenological tradition.

This book would probably have been written even without the help of 
most of those I shall thank, but the outcome under such circumstances 
would have been rather poor. Several people in the field have helped me 
gather the empirical material that supports the thesis I present here. Their 
kindness has been of great value to me, and obviously a precondition of 
the study. 

This book is the product of a major project on the global fashion indus-
try that started in 2002. Many people commented on drafts of chapters 
during 2006 and 2007, at the London College of Fashion, the London 
School of Economics, the Stockholm School of Business, Växjö University, 
Stockholm University, and the University of Konstanz. I would especially 
like to thank Göran Ahrne, Jean Pascal Delouze, Ingrid Giertz Mårtens-
son, Mark Granovetter, Oskar Engdahl, Herbert Kalthoff, Karin Knorr 
Cetina, Per Anders Linden, Árni Sverrisson, and Richard Swedberg.

In the early phases, Emil Uddhammar was my colleague in this project. 
I have had many interesting discussions with Emil, both in Sweden and 
during field trips to India. The associates at Skeppsbron in Stockholm, 
who have been present throughout the project, Kay Glans, Erik Wallrup 
and Peter Elmlund, made this a very special work place.
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I am very grateful for the kindness shown by Nigel Dodd and Don 
Slater who let me spend one year (2003–2004) at the Department of 
Sociology of the London School of Economics. I was also very pleased to 
be a guest of the London College of Fashion, at the research centre for 
Fashion, the Body, and Material Culture—spring and fall 2006—where 
Joanne Entwistle commented on drafts of my book.

My colleagues at the Department of Sociology at Stockholm University 
have been helpful, and some of my work on this book was done there. I 
am also grateful for a scholarship from the Swedish Research Institute in 
Istanbul, which made it possible to spend a month in Turkey. 

Since April 1, 2005, I have also been based at the Max Planck Institute 
for the Study of Societies in Cologne, which is an extremely stimulat-
ing and at the same time very supportive and friendly academic milieu. 
My colleagues—and especially the research group on markets, with Jens 
Beckert, Brooke Harrington, Thorsten Kogge, Mark Lutter, Guido Möl-
lering, Geny Piotti, Irene Troy, and Raymund Werle—have been very sup-
portive. The mutual reading and discussion of papers that I have had 
with Jens Beckert has been of great importance in sharpening the ar-
guments I present here. I am also grateful for the comments, help, and 
assistance of Alexander Dobeson, Nicklas Baschek, Natalia Besedovsky, 
Sebastian Kohl, Cynthia Lehmann, Mike McGee, Isis Neuerbourg, James 
Patterson, and Thomas Pott. I would like to thank Richard Baggaley of 
Princeton University Press, and the anonymous reviewers who provided 
very constructive reviews.

The research reported here is part of a project “Identity and Global-
ization” that was launched with financial support from the Margareta 
and Axel Johnsson Foundation. The support of the Foundation has been 
crucial for this project. I am also grateful for the support from the Max 
Planck Institute for the Study of Societies in Cologne, the Department of 
Sociology at Stockholm University, SCORE, and the Swedish Research 
Council. 

June 2009, Cologne 

x P R E F A C E
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Introduction 

The purpose of this book is to study social order in the global fash-
ion industry. The issue of order entails the question: Why is social life 
not in chaos? But instead of addressing the question of order head on, 
which would be naïve due to its complexity, I have chosen to zoom in on 
branded garment retailers—that is, chains that sell clothes to consumers—
to investigate order in relation to their activities in markets. It is the order 
of the branded garment retailers (BGRs) and the markets in which they 
operate that is the central empirical object of this study. 

Why is order essential in markets? What, in other words, would it 
mean if a “market situation” was characterized by chaos? The short an-
swer is that without order there would simply be no markets, and so, as 
I shall show, any realistic definition of markets implies order. Why order 
is essential in markets may be illustrated by discussing a hypothetical 
fashion consumer “market.” Imagine entering the local mall, but finding 
no stores. Instead, all kinds of items are being sold here and there, by 
individuals whom you neither know nor recognize. They also operate as 
buyers of the items. On top of all this, you do not recognize any of the 
brand names of the clothes, and you do not know for how much they are 
being sold. In such circumstances, an actor is unable either to predict or 
to calculate; there is no “market” from the buyer’s perspective. Turning 
around to look at the market from the perspective of the sellers, who do 
not know who their customers or competitors are, not to mention prices, 
and furthermore have no access to quality standards that might provide 
information on what garments mean, the “consumer market” is in chaos, 
or rather, there is no market: no “buyers” or “sellers” exist, and no prin-
ciples for evaluating the goods. Moreover, if suppliers of garments cannot 
identify retailers, or if the retailers must organize production themselves, 
there is no supply market for garments. Imagine, too, that there is no 
credit market, and it is soon hard to imagine an economy at all. Finally, if 
there are only a few fashion magazines, all of which put out only a single 
issue before they go out of business and whose advertisements consist 
of pictures of people wearing clothes, one would be bereft of accredited 
advice on fashion, which in these circumstances would depend on one’s 
trust in the value of a single magazine issue. More fundamentally, for 
something to be in fashion—a notion that is tied to change—there must 
be at least some order; something, such as a set of fashion magazines that 
have distinct identities that do not change as quickly as fashion itself. 

Aspers-book.indb   1 3/1/2010   4:53:53 PM



2 I N T R O D U C T I O N

This study of order in the fashion industry will show how order and 
change are interrelated.

The fashion industry is indeed ordered. However, only when there is 
a product or a set of roles filled by actors who mutually create and rein-
force the goods and/or each other’s identities in interaction over time is 
there a possibility of predictions in the market, which is a practical and 
concrete consequence of order in a market. This is to say that actors have 
stable—and largely shared—perceptions of the market, enabling them 
to coordinate their behavior (cf. Fligstein 2001: 76). Knowing nothing, 
and so being unable to predict, bespeaks chaos. If we want to understand 
markets, then the question is not whether markets are in “order” or in 
“chaos,” but how order is created and maintained. In this study, it will be-
come clear in relation to the empirical material how order is created, and 
how it can be created in different ways in different markets. It will also 
become clear how order in one market relates to order in other markets. 

I begin by considering the question of order in the final consumer 
market for fashion garments. I look at the relationships between 
branded garment retailers and their consumers. Branded garment retailers 
(cf. “marketers” Bair and Gereffi 2002: 35) have their own design 
and marketing departments, but normally no production units; to get 
clothes to sell they rely on suppliers. I focus on large and medium-sized 
branded retailers in the global fashion industry, such as C&A, Gap, H&M, 
Macy’s, Old Navy, Topshop, Next, French Connection UK, Marks and 
Spencer, and Zara, as well as smaller retailers. These firms may have hun-
dred, or even thousands of stores in one or more countries. The study 
does not present an analysis of firms and specific markets, however, but 
rather presents ideal-types. I have studied only Swedish and British retail-
ers, and manufacturers in India and Turkey who produce the garments 
that retailers sell. The study concentrates on what are perhaps BGRs’ 
two most central markets: the market in which they sell garments to 
consumers and the market in which they buy the garments from manu-
facturers. Appendix I describes the materials and methods employed. I 
focus on European conditions, though there are also many similarities to 
the U.S. industry. (Studies of the U.S. market include Gereffi 1994, 1999; 
and Taplin 1994.) One important difference between the European and 
U.S. markets is that the latter demands production of larger series. A sec-
ond difference is the lower importance of fashion as a factor in the U.S. 
market. One practical implication is that U.S. purchasers typically attract 
larger manufacturers than European purchasers do. Furthermore, U.S. 
purchasers more often work with, for example, vendors in Mexico than 
do European purchasers. 

The uncertainty (Beckert 1996) that characterizes the fashion industry 
(Godart 2009) is one reason for its selection for this study of social order. 
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I N T R O D U C T I O N  3

Moreover, the global fashion industry is one of the largest in the world 
(see Appendix II for trade statistics). The industry covers a wide range 
of activities, from large-scale production of cotton, through handicraft 
production and advanced marketing, fashion photography, and design, 
to corporate control, sourcing, and of course consumption.

Furthermore, fashion is a cutting-edge business, and what happens in it 
has implications for other industries. Skov (2006), for example, has stud-
ied garment and fashion fairs and finds that a large number of visitors are 
not from the fashion industry. Her explanation is that people from other 
industries are there to pick up trends. Finally, it is an industry to which 
all of us as consumers of garments have connections.

To make it easier to understand the different actors, markets, and in-
stitutions that make up this industry, I have included some of the most 
important in figure I.1. It is possible to view this figure as a description 
of a material flow, in which input goods are gradually refined to end 
up as garments in stores; however, I will show that it is more fruitful to 
view this industry with the meaning of fashion as one’s point of depar-
ture—that is, to read the figure from the bottom. This will clarify how the 
reverberations from the consumer market reach the production market 
“upstream” along the production chain, and show the great importance 
of the production of cultural meaning in this industry. 

Many other actors are involved than those depicted. The state is often 
seen as playing a unique role in relation to markets (cf. Fligstein 2001). 
States lay down legislation in the countries in which BGRs operate as 
buyers and sellers. There are, in addition, organizations such as the WTO 
that also affect the terms of trade. This large industry reaches around 
the globe, though production is concentrated in some countries and con-
sumption in others. Ever since Marx, this industry has been pivotal in 
debates on inequality and working conditions. Opportunities to affect 
this industry are unequally distributed among its different stakeholders, 
from workers in Bangladesh through designers in Paris to consumers in 
the United States. Its development has caused some people to lose their 
jobs, but others, both businesspeople and workers in developing coun-
tries, have seen their living standards rise. These changes experienced by 
the fashion industry must be related to social transitions of a political, 
ethical, and economic nature, such as quotas.1 

A considerable body of research has been generated on this industry, 
which at this point may be summarized in three points. First, garment 
production has over time become more separated from the consumption 
of garments. Second, the production of garments is still hard labor for 
those who actually produce them. The third and final point is that global 
markets can promote the development of participants. I expand on these 
points in Appendix III, but they are reflected throughout the book. 
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4 I N T R O D U C T I O N

The Aims of the Book 

This book aims to contribute to three fields of research. The first is so-
ciological theory. The discussion of order shows that order must be seen 
in relation to smaller units of analysis—to this end I look at markets as 
partial orders. The second is fashion, which I examine from a sociologi-
cal perspective that includes the economy. From this perspective, fashion 
is a result of interaction between producers and consumers (cf. Fine and 
Leopold 1993). I develop my own position on fashion in more detail 
throughout the book (Appendix V contains a concise assessment of re-
search done in this field). Fashion is a highly informative and relevant 
area of research, not only in society, but also for sociological theorizing. 

Producers 
(suppliers, e.g. of fabrics)

Producers 
(manufacturers)

”Producers“
(retailers)

Final consumers

Art world

Design schools

Trend analysts

Catwalks

Fairs

Editorial fashion

Advertisement

Designer brands

Figure I.1. Markets and actors in a production flow, schematic figure. The dotted 
actors in the production flow (top left)—that is, suppliers of various input materi-
als, such as fabrics—are included only to show how the chain continues beyond 
the two markets of the production chain included in this study, those between 
final consumers and retailers, and between retailers and manufacturers. Retailers 
are seldom producers of the garments they sell in their stores, but they are none-
theless “producers” of fashion. The names in the box on the right hand side of the 
figure represent actors and arenas responsible for further symbolic production of 
fashion garments. Seen from the top of the figure, we can observe the material 
flow, seen from the bottom, we can observe the flow of meaning.
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I N T R O D U C T I O N  5

Unfortunately, this field has been neglected by social scientists. The final 
field is economic sociology, and in particular the discussion of markets. 
I address five shortcomings of contemporary economic sociology, which 
I discuss in Appendix IV: (i) the limited attention to value; (ii) the realist 
assumptions despite claims of social constructivism; (iii) the attempt to 
merely “add something on” to economic theory instead of asking socio-
logical questions; (iv) the limited attention paid to the global economy; 
and (v) the neglect of consumption. In the following, I turn to the central 
issue of order.

Order

I would argue that the question of social order is central to sociology. 
This is not a controversial statement (see, for example, Alexander et al. 
1987: 13); the discussion of order among social scientists can be traced 
back to Hobbes, if not earlier, though it was Parsons who made it an 
explicit, basic, and central issue in sociology (see, for example, Parsons 
[1937] 1968; Spence Smith 1992; Wrong 1994; Beckert 1996: 824–27, 
2009; cf. Eisenstadt 1968, 15: 23–36; Berger and Luckmann [1966] 
1991: 57).2 The issue of order is important not only to sociologists, but 
also to economists (Nelson and Winter 2002: 23), and to social scientists 
in general (Hayek 1973: 4). Sociologists—in focus in this book—agree 
that order is a central question, but they are less in agreement on what it 
is and how it should be studied (Alexander 1987: 11–12). 

Max Weber’s notion of Ordnung covers what is called social order 
(Weber [1921–22] 1978: 31–36; cf. Swedberg 2005: 185–86). This refers 
to forms of behavior oriented to norms, rules, or traditions, based on 
various interests (cf. Swedberg 2004b). Weber distinguishes between two 
forms of Konvention, which is similar to what we would today call a 
norm, namely Sitte (mores or tradition, such as informal institutions) and 
Recht (law, such as formal institutions). Recht means not only law, but 
also right or correct. Weber argues that in terms of the principle of Recht, 
order can be like a standard (for example, “ethischer Maßstab”). He in-
forms us that order was originally created by tradition (Weber [1921–22] 
1978: 31–36), but separates the creation of order from its perpetuation. 
Thus, once an order is created, the reasons for orienting oneself to it—
thereby perpetuating it—can differ. 

Parsons, a translator of some of Weber’s works, also speaks of social 
order. He ([1937] 1968: 91) discusses two forms of order: normative and 
factual. Normative order, according to Parsons, “is always relative to a 
given system of norms or normative elements, whether ends, rules, or 
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6 I N T R O D U C T I O N

norms. Order in this sense means that a process takes place in confor-
mity with the paths laid down in the normative system” ([1937] 1968: 
91). This form of order is contrasted with disorder and chaos (cf. Frank 
1944). Factual order connotes the antithesis of randomness, and Parsons 
says that this order is based on scientific laws and logical theory. Parsons, 
following Pareto, says it is possible to establish a factual order out of a 
normative order—that is, one may establish scientific laws concerning the 
empirical normative order (Parsons [1937] 1968: 92).

Parsons assumes a firm “ontological base” (realism), and frames the 
problem as an epistemic issue. Parsons is explicit about this when he 
declares his position, which is: 

realistic, in the technical epistemological sense. It is a philosophical implica-
tion of the position taken here that there is an external world of so-called 
empirical reality which is not the creation of the individual human mind and 
that is not reducible to terms of an ideal order, in the philosophical sense. 
(Parsons [1937] 1968: 753)

Parsons argues that scientific theories are not part of the world ([1937] 
1968: 753–54), a position he calls “analytical realism” (Parsons [1937] 
1968: 757). This position “legitimizes” an objectivistic approach to sci-
ence in which there is no feedback between the field of study and the 
scientific knowledge of this field, a notion that few would endorse today 
(Aspers 2007). There is also a tendency in Parsons’s early work to as-
cribe values to actors rather than to investigate them empirically. This 
is reflected in Parsons’s approach to order that essentially implies that, 
in the end, only cultural values can explain social order (cf. Parsons and 
White [1961] 1970: 186).3 Additional weaknesses include the functional-
ist dream and the grand theory approach (cf. Hedström and Swedberg 
1996, 1998; Hedström 2005).

There is also a structural approach to order. Mark Granovetter dis-
cusses order in the economy, arguing that “social relations between firms 
are more important, and authority within firms less so, in bringing order 
to economic life than is supposed in the market and hierarchies line of 
thought” (1985: 501). Granovetter’s structural approach is in conflict 
with the value approach of Parsons; one may say that while Parsons 
stresses content, Granovetter stresses form. I shall argue throughout this 
book that one cannot focus on only one cause of order. 

Economists, too, have addressed order. The mainstream economic—
and liberal—idea sees order as something that emerges spontaneously. 
This means, however, that how (market) order emerges is not problema-
tized; it is merely a natural consequence of homines oeconomici com-
ing together. The economists, moreover, do not use the term “order,” but 
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I N T R O D U C T I O N  7

rather “equilibrium.” There are two radically different views of how social 
order is created and maintained in markets. The liberal view of markets 
(cf. Smart 2003: 89–96) is that they are arenas in which “monads”—or 
homines oeconomici—sign contracts with each other and in which order 
emerges spontaneously. The other view is that order emerges and is main-
tained largely because of the state and its policies (cf. Fligstein 2001). 
According to Fligstein, “A stable market is defined as a situation in which 
the identities and status hierarchy of producer firms (the incumbents and 
challengers) is well known, and a conception of control that guides actors 
who lead firms is shared” (2001: 76). Though Fligstein’s definition, which 
stresses the structural components of order, is useful in many markets, I 
will show that it does not apply to all markets.4 

The sociological question of order is more basic than the economic 
question of equilibrium, which refers only to stable prices in a market 
with given and identical products without entrepreneurs (cf. Kirzner 
1973). But as has been shown, many markets do not operate according to 
the logic assumed by most economists (for example, White 1981, 2002). 
Moreover, the sociological issue of order is broader than the economic 
version that is built on the notion of market equilibrium in switch-role 
markets, such as the stock exchange (Aspers 2007). Claus Offe has ex-
pressed the view, shared by many sociologists, that “the market and its 
mechanism…can hardly be invoked as a self-evidently superior contribu-
tion to social order” (2000: 88). Markets are more than the price mecha-
nism, and order in markets depends on order in other parts of social life. 
Before further discussing order inside and outside markets, I will briefly 
discuss what order is. 

The Social Construction of Order

I define order as the predictability of human activities and the stability 
of social components in relation to each other (Hayek 1973: 36).5 Order 
is a matter of degree (Wrong 1994: 9), not something that either is or is 
not (Waldenfels 1998). Order, moreover, is often seen as the antithesis of 
chaos (cf. Giddens 1976: 98; Waldenfels 1998: 18), or “noise” (Luhmann 
[1984] 1995: 214), a point also stressed in relation to fashion (Gregory 
1948: 69). There is also much to say about the genealogy of the term.6 
However, when sociologists study order, in most cases the problem is al-
ready “solved” (Luhmann 1981: 196), since we are already in the world 
(Heidegger [1927] 2001) that we take for granted.7 

Hobbes, Parsons, and other sociologists, I argue, have addressed social 
order, but they have not addressed the ontological level at all. Parsons, 
to take one example, says it is “convenient” to “classify the object world 
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8 I N T R O D U C T I O N

as composed of three classes of ‘social,’ ‘physical,’ and ‘cultural’ objects” 
([1951] 1970: 4). This is also to restrict the problem and to give the re-
searcher an empirical-independent and superior position based on the 
assumption of realism. 

One way of putting this is that social scientists have been faithful 
Christians, believing essentially in the Book of Genesis. In these terms, 
the social world has been seen as something that is there to be discov-
ered. In my opinion, this is not a valid assumption. The approach I shall 
present enables us to analyze and understand order even if we assume 
that the world is best characterized as a global social construction (Hack-
ing 1999). To analyze order at the level of social constructivism is an-
other way of saying that the social constructions that give rise to social 
order are entrenched. I thus see social constructions as meanings that 
result from social interaction and become entrenched.8 By entrenchment 
of meanings I propose that socially constructed meanings are established 
due to active or passive processes that make them difficult to change (cf. 
Berger and Luckmann [1966] 1991). All meanings are entrenched, but 
to different degrees. Meanings should not be restricted to cognitive pro-
cesses or to discourse; practice is also a way of entrenching meanings. A 
social construction is entrenched in other constructions, which is to say 
that any entrenchment is only relative to other entrenched constructions. 
The most entrenched social constructions, in other words, are taken for 
granted or, relatively speaking, are more difficult to change than others. 
This means they can serve as building blocks for other social construc-
tions. Social constructions are conceptualized as intersubjective meanings 
and are seen as constitutive of social interaction.9 Actors orient them-
selves to this socially constructed world, of which they are a part, and 
the existence of order means that its inhabitants’ expectations are often 
correct (cf. Luhmann [1984] 1995). This social constructivist approach 
means that constructions of both ideal and material “objects,” including 
our theories about them (cf. Goodman 1984: 21) and ourselves (cf. Hei-
degger [1927] 2001), make up the world. Order in the branded garment 
industry, for example, is based on other and more entrenched meanings of 
the lifeworld that are not specific to this industry. What I have presented 
so far is the basic idea of order at the level of assumed (entrenched) mean-
ings; I will now turn to the more practical question of order.

I shall concentrate on a number of interrelated units that I call partial 
social orders, an idea that draws on Bourdieu, Luhmann, and White. To 
analyze the construction of partial order in markets—that is, order that 
is limited in range but not necessarily local—is to study order at the con-
crete level without assuming order. Moreover, my approach of studying 
markets as partial orders resembles an idea voiced by Parsons. He viewed 
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I N T R O D U C T I O N  9

the “economy as contained in ‘society’” (Moss and Savchenko 2006: xxi). 
Though Parsons’s idea points in the right direction—the integration of 
the economy and the non-economy—I think his notion of reifying society 
as an entity (“above” its parts, so to speak) does not promote under-
standing of interrelations or social effects.

Each partial order draws on the order of the lifeworld and other partial 
orders, but it does have some autonomy, too. A final specific consumer 
market for fashion is an example of a partial order in which actors are 
structured in two roles: sellers and buyers. They come together and define 
each other’s identities around the value of this market—meaning, what 
it is about, which in this case is “affordable fashion.” In other words, not 
all actors take part in this market, only those—sellers and buyers—who 
orient themselves to “affordable fashion.” The BGRs’ identities are also 
determined in social formations that are non-economic. This is the case, 
for example, when non-governmental organizations evaluate garment re-
tailers according to how ethical production is in the supplying factories. 
No money is involved in this case, but the BGRs are evaluated according 
to a value, namely ethics, which they have not determined. Garment con-
sumers do not directly take part in the evaluation, but this information 
is relayed in the media and affects consumers’ opinions of BGRs. It will 
be shown that branded garment retailers can control their identities in 
the eyes of consumers only to a certain degree. I will show how order in 
the final consumer market for fashion garments can be explained only 
if one considers how BGRs’ identities are determined in interdependent 
markets, but also outside of markets. This is to say that markets are eco-
nomic partial orders that are ordered by other markets, but also by non-
economic partial orders.

Outline of the Book

The rest of the book is divided into seven chapters and five appendices. 
The study begins with an analysis of the final consumer market for fash-
ion garments. The first chapter focuses on how branded garment retailers 
constitute one market among other fashion garment markets. In chapter 
2, I focus on how BGRs “gain” their identities in the final consumer mar-
ket for “affordable fashion garments.” How order in this market is made  
and sustained is not clear, and in chapter 3 I analyze several markets and 
non-markets that affect and stabilize the identity of branded garment 
retailers in their consumer market, such as advertising, the look of their 
stores, and how they are evaluated in terms of how ethically produc-
tion is organized in “their” garment factories. Chapter 4 shifts the focus 
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from the consumer market to the global producer market, in which BGRs 
face manufacturers. Chapter 5 studies the same production market, but 
analyzes it from the manufacturers’ perspective. In chapter 6, I focus on 
how BGRs are positioned in the stock exchange, where BGRs face inves-
tors. In this market, identities of firms are translated and aggregated into 
economic terms. Chapter 7 summarizes the findings of the book, and 
contains discussions of partial orders. 
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Chapter 1 

Garment Sellers in Consumer Markets

The purpose of this chapter is to begin the analysis of order in the 
final consumer market, focusing on the different kinds of fashion gar-
ment sellers. But what is a market? I define market as a social structure 
for the exchange of rights in which offers are evaluated and priced, and 
compete with one another. This means at least three actors are needed 
for a market to exist: at least one actor on one side of the market, who 
is aware of at least two actors on the other side whose offers can be 
evaluated in relation to each other (cf. Aspers 2009; Simmel [1908] 1983: 
83–84). The market is a form of economic coordination in which actors 
have a choice; they can decide to sell or buy, at the price they are offered. 
Market actors—that is, sellers and buyers—are characterized by different 
interests, or, in the words of Geertz, “under whatever skies, men prefer to 
buy cheap and sell dear” ([1978] 1992: 226). Though originally markets 
were tied to a particular place (Swedberg 1994), this need no longer be 
the case (cf. Knorr Cetina and Bruegger 2002). A market, in contrast to 
individual transactions, must have some stability over time. Formal or 
informal rights are exchanged in markets, and prices are means for the 
economic evaluation of at least two competing offers.

This book studies how identities, products, and values contribute to 
make a part of the social world—namely the fashion industry and, more 
specifically, its markets—stable and so, from the perspective of the actors, 
predictable. Predictability in a market means knowing what is produced, 
who the actors—that is, the people and organizations—are and how they 
become what they are. This knowledge is also what people need to “pre-
dict” what will come into fashion. Only given the order of a market is it 
possible for actors to understand and “predict” fashion, or at least have 
some sense that they are not mistaken concerning trends. Fashion, which 
is characterized by change, as already mentioned, can be understood only 
against the background of order. To explain order in the final consumer 
market one has to bring the actors, buyers and sellers, as well as the 
offers—in this case, fashion garments—traded into the analysis. Order 
in one market usually depends on its context, which is largely made up 
of other markets. This suggests that markets should not be analyzed in 
isolation. 
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I begin this chapter by introducing the central notion of identity. This 
notion is then used to analyze the different types of sellers of fashion 
garments in the final consumer market. I focus on fashion garments and 
disregard other items these sellers may offer—for example, shoes and 
perfumes. I proceed with a discussion of the differentiation of consumer 
markets for fashion garments, which is a way of observing how sellers 
relate to one another. This chapter analyzes four different types of fash-
ion garment sellers: branded garment retailers, privately owned shops, 
independent designers, and haute couture. Based on this I will discuss 
competition and collaboration at the level of markets. This analysis pro-
vides a background for the focus on branded garment retailers in the rest 
of the book, but it also clearly shows how markets and their different 
actors are related to each other.

Identity

We cannot start with the assumption of order, or simply take the identi-
ties of the branded garment retailers for granted, because this is partly 
what is to be explained. How does it come to be, for example, that there 
are such firms as branded garment retailers (BGRs)? The concrete theo-
retical entry point is the question of identity (see Cerulo 1997 and Bru-
baker and Cooper 2000 for overviews of identity research). According to 
Husserl ([1922] 1992: 117–18), at the most general level identity refers 
to a similarity between two “things” over a period of time. A thing, in so-
ciological terms, can be a body, for example, which anchors a name and 
a narrative, in which case we can talk of the identity of a human being. I 
define identity as a perceived similarity bound by a narrative pegged onto 
a “thing-event” (cf. Goffman ([1963] 1968: 74–75).1 The perceived simi-
larity refers to the socially constituted cognitive framework of identities, 
which is to say that the similarity does not have to be pegged onto an ob-
ject; an event—for instance, a fashion fair—or a place can serve as a peg 
(Miller et al. 1998: 19–24). The narrative brings the “thing-event,” in as-
sociation with activities over time, into a meaning structure (cf. Ricoeur 
1992: 140–68). It is important that a narrative, so to speak, supports the 
peg, given it is not evident what is seen as constituting the similarity (cf. 
Somers 1994: 618). Identity refers to what one is, and should be con-
trasted with what one does (a role).

Differentiation from other identities are further requirements of an 
identity, and points at the relational aspect of identity (cf. Emirbayer 
1997).2 The “thing-event” can be a commodity, a brand, or a set of as-
pects seen together, so that it stands out in relation to the environment 
over time. I start by analyzing BGRs’ collective identity—that is, the
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identity that all BGRs share, and which sets them apart from other 
collective identities. This level is constitutive for the other levels, to be 
discussed next.

Market Differentiation

Seen from a distance, anyone who is selling something is competing for 
consumers’ money. In other words, in a “perfect” neoliberal world virtu-
ally every individual apart from the seller of a commodity is a poten-
tial buyer of this commodity or service (von Mises [1963] 1966; Nozick 
1974). In such a world, with no firms, transaction costs, or sunk costs, 
there would essentially be no retailers, just egological economic actors 
signing contracts and maintaining a multitude of relations at arm’s 
length, switching between being buyers and sellers.

Though many economic actors—such as those who sell garments to 
final consumers—at least at first sight appear to be in a structurally simi-
lar position (cf. Burt 1992), this cannot be the starting point of a socio-
logical study; the situation must be investigated further. A closer look 
will enable us to see their different identities. Moreover, the empirical fact 
that there are many different markets and many different actors within 
them must be accounted for.

Markets have been made over time, dividing and differentiating the 
production process. As a consequence, actors have become associated 
with roles (cf. Braudel [1975] 1992; Durkheim [1893] 1984). The idea of 
fixed roles (White 1981; Aspers 2007) for buyers (who are often produc-
ers) and sellers (who are often consumers) adds an important dimension 
to the analysis of order in the final consumer or “edge market” (White 
2002: 320). Branded garment retailers are sellers of fashion garments 
and they constitute a collective identity. But how does this collective 
identity—which means that one can speak of a market identity (White 
2002: 2)3—come about?

We can understand the formation of collective identities, focusing on 
the fashion industry, in relation to specialization and differentiation. 
Today, mail-order firms, private stores, independent designers, branded 
retailers (for example, Topshop), haute couture design (for instance, the 
house of Christian Dior), prêt-à-porter or ready-to-wear (Louis Vuitton, 
for example), and other alternatives are available for consumers. The dif-
ferent ways of buying and producing garments, and the different ways 
in which fashion is produced—which are the main factors together with 
correlated prices—have generated different markets over time. These 
markets are based on different values, and producers in them constitute 
different collective identities (White 2002). These are different markets 
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because sellers and buyers, in their practice and perceptions, treat them as 
different markets. This requires explanation, however, and in this chapter 
I shall discuss how the cohesion and evaluation of a market must be re-
lated to social structure. 

Branded retailers sell a large proportion of the garments traded in the 
Western world. Nonetheless, consumers seldom spend all their money 
on clothes in just one market. Because of constrained budgets, access to 
stores, or their different fashion preferences, many wardrobes are put to-
gether by combining basic and more fashionable garments, from different 
firms and in different price ranges, though most people spend the largest 
share of their garment budget on clothes from BGRs. This means con-
sumers often buy commodities in more than one market. It is unlikely, in 
contrast to business-to-business (B2B) transactions, that the sellers know 
the consumers as individuals. Instead, ideal-type consumers represent 
the buying side, which means one person can represent several differ-
ent ideal-type consumers. The exception is the haute couture market, in 
which named designers dress the wealthy and celebrities (cf. Agrawal and 
Kamakura 1995; McCracken 1989; see Marshall 1997 on celebrities) of 
different kinds. In these cases, as with prêt-â-porter, sellers and the public 
may recognize the buyers. Thus, when Paris Hilton or Kylie Minogue 
appear on a red carpet, some portions of the media take careful note of 
what they are wearing. 

The differences between types of sellers of garments may be grounds 
for collective identities and their corresponding markets (cf. Zuckermann 
1999). These differences cannot be reduced to production quality (for 
example, the types of fabrics used), but must be sought in the eyes of 
the consumers and in the relevant institutional factors (cf. Kawamura 
2004: 73–81). In the following, I discuss four different types of sellers, 
representing four different markets: the branded garment retailer, haute 
couture, the independent designer, and the private store, concentrating on 
BGRs. From a theoretical perspective, any dimension can be a reason for 
differentiation (cf. Bourdieu 1987), but only some are seen as meaningful 
by the actors—garment sellers and above all their consumers—who ori-
ent themselves to these dimensions and thereby construct them. 

I shall not carry out a more detailed empirical analysis of all the dif-
ferent types of sellers. I have used general knowledge, from my own ob-
servations and documents in the business and public press, as well as the 
academic literature to create table 1.1. In this table, I focus on the dis-
similarities, which should not conceal the fact that they obviously share 
many things, besides selling garments. In my view, the dissimilarities pre-
sented in the table are enough to set them apart, in their own as well as 
consumers’ eyes, so that one can talk of different collective identities (cf. 
Philips and Zuckerman 2001: 383–84). The different ideal-type sellers 
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of garments are unlikely to be found in reality, but they capture the dif-
ferentiation and segmentation among garment sellers that has occurred 
over time. 

The different values constitute the main difference between them. But 
one cannot understand the values as the sole factor that orders these 
markets; the social structure is also central. The table captures not only 
things that are observable to consumers, such as stores and the way they 
market themselves, but also aspects that are of most interest in relation to 
BGRs, such as organizational structure. Furthermore, competition largely 
takes place between firms operating within the same market (category), 
as discussed by White (1981, 2002).

The central difference between these markets is what the market is 
“about”—in other words, what is valued in it. How can we understand 
the different values of these four garment markets? Values, I assert, are 
central social constructions for understanding order. I define value as the 

TABLE 1.1.
Differences between four selected ideal-typical garment sellers in contact with final consumers

Dimension Branded retailer
Privately 

owned shop Independent designer Haute couture

Value Affordable fashion Safe fashion Alternative fashion Conspicuous 
fashion

Promotion National media,
TV, billboards

Consumer net-
works and local 
media

Personal networks 
and shows

Journalists and 
shows

Production 
chain

Global buying chains Buys from 
importers

Buys input materials, 
in-house production

Buys input ma-
terials, in-house 
production

Stores Standardized Personal Studio/home/
personal

Studio/
exclusive

Price Low/moderate Moderate Moderate Very high

Organizational 
structure

Several divisions, 
including buying, 
design, and 
marketing

One owner and 
perhaps a few 
employees

Small and part-time 
self-employed

Small-scale in-
house production 
according to the 
customers’ needs

Consumers Virtually everyone, 
but focusing on 
certain groups 

Different niches or 
broader groups

Friends and those 
who want something 
special

Celebrities and the 
wealthy

Fashion profile High/ mainstream Varies High / avant garde High

Visual examples Figure 1.1 Figure 1.2 Figure 1.3 No figure*

 * There is no figure to illustrate the visual appearance of haute couture since this form is not oriented 
directly towards customers “in the street.” 
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determination and rating of a “thing.” This definition captures the com-
plexity of value; it is a way of separating things from one another, but it 
is also a scale to be used for evaluating those things covered by the value. 
This means that different things, such as a service, a cultural expression, 
an action, an institution, a commodity—or any other thing—can be rated 
according to the value of that thing.4 When people adhere to a value it be-
comes an entrenched meaning (cf. Heidegger 1997: 38–40), which means 
it is taken for granted. It thereby contributes to the “partial order” that 
the market is. Values are social constructions made in the public arena 
(cf. Arendt [1958] 1988: 164) that guide people; adherence to one over 
another indicates they prefer one thing (state) to another (cf. Luhmann 
[1984] 1995: 317). Husserl ([1900] 1975: §14) has analyzed the process 
of the constitution of values, and he draws an intimate connection be-
tween evaluation and value, an idea he shares with Parsons (1991: 38). 

A concrete consequence in fashion markets is that though all sellers 
stand in competitive relations to each other, the different values make 
them different in the eyes of consumers (cf. Boltanski and Thèvenot 
2006; Biggart and Beamish 2003: 455–57). These collective identities are 
created if they differentiate the products sold by the price policies, not 
just in terms of the products’ visual appearance and the way they are sold 
(figures 1.1–1.3). 

Though one can separate markets according to values, in practice it is 
very hard because the very idea of fashion—in contrast to the market for, 
say, crude oil—is to change the products often. In fact, the social structure 
of buyers and sellers based on status is the ordering principle in fashion 
markets, as the meaning of this structure is relatively more entrenched 
than the fashion garments sold in the market. I define status as the rank 
position of identities that result from evaluation, and which are relatively 
stable over time. Status, of which a position has more or less, becomes 
an ordering principle when there is a lack of generally accepted scales of 
values; in other words, when it is unclear what the offer of the market—
the product—“is.” In a status market, order is maintained because the 
identities of actors on both sides of the market are ranked according to 
status, which is a more entrenched—or, in other words, more taken for 
granted—social construction than the thing (value) traded in the market, 
namely fashion garments. Thus, while fashion changes every month, the 
structure of firms that are positioned in relation to each other (White 
2002) remains relatively stable in this market, as in most other markets 
(Burt 1988). In the following, I elaborate on the status order, which is 
a social construction that must be seen in relation to standard markets. 
“Standard” refers to markets in which the scale of value—what is sold in 
the market—is more entrenched than the social structure of incumbents 
in the market. 
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Figure 1.1. A branded garment retailer—one of London’s high street fashion fix-
tures. (Photo taken in London, 2006.)

Figure 1.2. A privately owned shop—part of London’s high street fashion. (Photo 
taken in London, 2006.)
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Different collective identities ordered by status tend to be geographi-
cally concentrated (Aspers 2009). With the notion of status, we can also 
explain some of the observations that are at least indirectly observable 
in the photographs (figures 1.1–1.3), namely the spatial distribution of 
markets. Markets have been specialized, and this is the case in all old 
European cities, as reflected in the markets’ names. Consequently, in Lon-
don, as in Stockholm, stores from the different segments are found in 
different places: compare the luxury shops in Bond Street with the large 
BGR stores in Oxford Street. Thus, the photographs are not intended to 
capture the products, but rather the combined effect of the product and 
the context of presentation that consumers observe.5 

BGRs’ stores are concentrated in shopping areas or districts, and fre-
quently the fiercest competitors, such as H&M and Zara, are to be found 
on either side of the same street. Some more high fashion brands have 
their own stores or are “incorporated” within luxury department stores, 
such as like Selfridges, Harrods, and Liberty. It is of course not the physi-
cal dispersion that is the most important issue here; it is through the con-
centration of firms with certain identities, and the corresponding status 
that gives them meaning, that the place becomes meaningful. In view of 

Figure 1.3. An independent designer exhibits her clothes at an outdoor stall. 
(Photo taken in London, 2006.)
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the fact that many of these garment chains, such as Zara and H&M, 
are better “known” than most local areas, they are increasingly giving 
meaning to places, rather than the other way around. It is because of this 
that malls try to attract the “right” firms and labels. Only when a place 
has meaning can new entrants draw on that meaning. In other words, 
a brand that is “picked up” to be sold at Selfridges (cf. Entwistle 2006) 
acquires meaning from this very fact (that is, it becomes more of a high-
fashion brand). It is then possible that, after some time, the place becomes 
a more strongly entrenched social construction than the individual firms 
that originally made it up. 

All of these types of garment sellers face competition from the market 
in which they operate. To put it another way, differentiation (which in 
this market is not collectively orchestrated but the result of a developed 
monopolistic competition), division of labor, and strategies, diminishes 
competition, or at least diminishes the number of direct competitors. 
Competition also exists between the different markets, and the spatial 
distribution reinforces this. The individual firm within a market, how-
ever, cannot do much to affect which market consumers prefer. It must 
concentrate its activities on competition between the firms within its 
market. 

Types of Sellers

In the following, I expand on the different ideal-types of garment sellers. 
I do not discuss firms that sell non-branded garments or brands that no 
one has ever heard of—two kinds of products or sellers that lack market 
identities. I shall not discuss mail-order firms either. Instead, I will look at 
three different garment markets that are related to the consumer market 
in which the BGRs operate, which is the topic of the next chapter. I begin 
with the private store—that is, stores owned by an individual and that are 
not part of a larger chain. 

Private Shop

What is the central value, and what is its meaning, in the market in which 
privately owned shops compete with each other? Such shops are defined 
by the mixture of brands they sell, which are usually more expensive 
than those sold by BGRs. The supply chain, with many intermediaries, 
is extended and slower than BGR chains. The slowness of the supply 
chain, and the centrality of brands, means that one can talk about “safe 
fashion” as the central value. The turnover of a private shop is usually 

Aspers-book.indb   19 3/1/2010   4:53:56 PM



20 C H A P T E R  1

not large enough to allow its representatives to visit many fashion shows, 
or to go abroad for “inspiration.” The number of items bought of each 
type of garment is small. Private shops can buy their stock of garments 
from centralized retailing outlets or permanent fairs in which importers 
trade with many smaller garment sellers, as I observed during my own 
fieldwork. 

London has several districts in which shop owners can buy from 
wholesalers. Near Finsbury Park underground station are more than 50 
shops/wholesalers. The following are typical examples of signs the sell-
ers post in their window: “Manufacturer and wholesaler of ladies fash-
ion wear,” “Not open to the public,” and “Factory Prices Direct to the 
Public.” This area is ethnically mixed, and shop owners and staff tend 
to be immigrants, some of whom have connections to production units 
in their home countries. Such shops are of relatively low status. There is 
even an outdoor market, and some advertise primarily on the basis of 
price: for example, “Trousers from £5.” In Stockholm, a business park 
excludes the public from the B2B market. This market is important in 
enabling private shops to create the specific fashion mix that sets them 
apart from each other.

Shop owners may also buy from traveling salesmen or, in some cases, 
from within their ethnic business network. A private shop must repre-
sent several brands, something normally associated with requirements as 
well as rights, for example, to be the sole representative of a brand in a 
certain area. This often means shops must comply with demands made 
by designer brands concerning such things as how the clothes are dis-
played, pricing, and what other brands it may represent. Representatives 
of branded designers and others anonymously visit shops that represent 
their brands, look around, and either directly comment on what they 
find, or more likely let their contact know about potential problems. In 
this way, they control their identities, but also the identities of the shops.

Private shops have different price policies; some sell brands with a high 
fashion profile, whereas others sell brands that are more conservative. 
To concentrate on a certain type of garment often means concentrating 
on certain consumers, and so smaller shops may try to survive by creat-
ing niches. Selling fashion to sailors, golfers, or 50+ businesswomen are 
examples of niches. In a smaller city, a shop may be the only outlet of 
a brand, which entails a monopoly situation or monopolistic competi-
tion. A niche of this kind, however, can be restricted to a local area (for 
example, a shopping center or a smaller city). The shop and the clothes 
on display are the primary means of advertising. They may advertise lo-
cally, but the suppliers of the brands are responsible for advertisements in 
fashion magazines and the like.
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Independent Designers

What I call an independent designer is a self-employed, often young per-
son who may be struggling economically to establish a market niche. Such 
designers are, together with prêt-à-porter and haute couture designers, 
“creative workers” (cf. McRobbie 2003; Aspers 2006b). Though prices 
may not be particularly high, the supply is limited and enables buyers of 
these clothes to develop a personal style. The value in this market is best 
described as “alternative fashion,” which includes cutting-edge fashion.

Independent designers essentially  produce the garments themselves 
or with the help of networks of other self-employed persons or small 
businesses, and they buy the bulk of their fabrics and other materials 
from local distributors or let their garments be produced by foreign sup-
pliers, frequently mediated by agents. Though it is the dream of almost 
all students who graduate from design schools (cf. McRobbie 1998) to 
set up their own label, few succeed in doing this. As a result, they may 
start competing with ready-to-wear design. But it is often a futile struggle 
involving a seemingly never-ending “start-up process,” the outcome of 
which is often that they end up in the design department of a larger re-
tailer. The alternative, which is difficult, is to raise capital to move into 
large-scale production. The situation of independent designers and their 
working conditions resemble those of other self-employed persons in the 
“creative” sector, such as fashion photographers (cf. Aspers 2006a). 

Those seeking to become or to establish themselves as designers need 
visually to manifest their connection to the collective identity of fash-
ion designers, for example by sometimes outrageous designs. During my 
fieldwork, I visited a competition for young would-be fashion designers, 
whose clothes were also on display in small booths. Catwalk shows had 
been arranged with experienced fashion models. In fact, the most extreme 
fashions were worn by the designers themselves, rather than the models 
or the visitors. This was one way for the designers to obtain at least some 
recognition. This visual connection to the fashion system is particularly 
important because such designers do not, strictly speaking, yet count as 
such. They are on the right track, but ultimately it is out of their hands 
whether they turn out to be established fashion designers. This requires 
acceptance—in other words, someone else must evaluate what they do. 
But they can at least try to look like fashion designers, for which the as-
sent of others is not required. One can see this as a way of creating bonds 
with the collective identity of fashion designers by mimicking the visual 
dimension of the culture. The way would-be designers dress reflects the 
fact that their being is often closely connected to their work role (Bovone 
2006: 378). 
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Designers determine neither their identity nor, one might add, their 
being. They can only hope they will make it in the market; only in their 
dreams can they unite what they want to be (“fashion designers”) with 
what they are (“people who attend design schools”). The competitions 
they take part in are one way of getting closer to their goal (though it 
can sometimes take them farther away from it), depending on the sta-
tus bestowed upon these would-be designers in the process. Participation 
in such competitions is therefore fraught with anxiety. As a yet-to-be- 
established fashion designer then, one is “inherently nothing”; neither 
one’s name, face, or label is known. 

Markets are another way of obtaining recognition. A problem is that 
independent designers often have few consumers, most of whom are 
young and with little purchasing power. This kind of consumer wants 
something a bit different, but because independent designers are virtu-
ally unknown, they cannot charge much for their products, while facing 
high production costs due to a small series. Profits are therefore elusive. 
The markets in which independent designers take part are organized dif-
ferently from the BGRs’ market, for example. Independent designers’ 
products are often not made for the mainstream consumer, but for those 
demanding a higher fashion profile. This often means they are involved 
in unconventional marketing. Hauge (2007, III, IV: 10–19) describes how 
small firms and independent designers try to stay “cool” by associating 
themselves with “cool” people and “cool” places. In London, Brick Lane 
and between Portobello Road and Ladbroke Grove underground station 
are examples of such places where one finds independent designers who 
offer their limited production to consumers on market stalls. They may 
also show their clothes in temporary fairs. An independent designer usu-
ally lacks economic resources, and to advertise would indicate that one is 
no longer “independent.” One might even say that independent designers 
are involved in an inverted economy (cf. Bourdieu [1992] 1996: 148–49) 
in which one cannot be an “artist” and at the same time have a large “au-
dience.” It is also through face-to-face interaction, gossip, and informal 
contacts that recognition is acquired. Another source of recognition is 
awards, which endow designers with status. Social capital—or in simpler 
terms social class—is in this case extremely valuable in coming into con-
tact with those who decide which young designers (“rookies”) will take 
part in fashion shows.

Business-to-business markets constitute another channel for reaching 
out to final consumers, but few independent designers are represented in 
stores. Selling clothes in stores requires that someone on “the other side” 
of this market, the economic audience (cf. Zuckermann 1999: 1429)—in 
this case, buyers from stores—appreciate what they do. Buyers operate as 
an economic audience that evaluates designers’ market potential, which 
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is to say that the relationship to the audience “constitute[s] one of the 
bases for evaluating the producers and their products” (Bourdieu 1993: 
46; cf. Goffman [1959] 1971). In this way, recognition is distributed (a 
process that can be identified in many cases, not only in this market).

Haute Couture and High Fashion

Haute couture is another word for high fashion, and it comes with an 
aura of exclusivity. In terms of pricing, it constitutes the top end, and is 
a constant source of fascination to students of fashion. The myth of the 
creative genius is nurtured in this market, though the explanation of its 
status both today and in the past cannot be reduced to either creativity 
or production quality. Far more important is the institutional system of 
La Chambre Syndicale de la Couture Parisienne, of which the different 
fashion houses are members (Kawamura 2004). This meta-organization 
(Ahrne and Brunsson 2005, 2008) has long controlled this segment, 
much like a guild. Prêt-à-porter (sometimes called “ready to wear”) re-
fers to less expensive designer labels, made for a larger group of consum-
ers (Kawamura 2004: 73–88). There are of course differences between 
haute couture and prêt-à-porter; the latter uses subcontractors (cf. Stor-
per 1997: 150), and the clothes are not custom-made. 

Haute couture pieces are unique and created for individual custom-
ers, such as royalty and the wealthy (and of course fitted to the bodies 
and preferences of the customers, cf. Storper 1997: 149–51). Production 
takes place in-house (in so-called ateliers—and the materials used can 
be very costly (incorporating, say, diamonds). Customers are willing to 
pay large sums to make sure they have unique garments to be worn at 
public events. Even well-known French fashion houses, such as Chanel 
and Christian Dior, have limited production in haute couture. They may 
not do more than, say, 20 bridal dresses a year, and the total number of 
garments sold by a fashion house may not exceed 1,500 pieces. This is a 
diminishing fashion market; 200 Parisian fashion houses existed in 1946, 
but in 2003 only 11 still made haute couture (Kawamura 2004: 79). 

Though the logic of haute couture resembles that of the independent 
designer, much more money is involved and the collections are given 
much more media exposure (Kawamura 2004: 63–71). Haute couture 
can be termed, borrowing from Veblen, “conspicuous fashion.” These 
garments are not directly advertised; instead they are the focus of atten-
tion of fashion shows. What is exhibited at such shows is made known 
to the public through the editorials of the fashion press, the Internet, 
and so on. Reports show pictures not only from the catwalks, but some-
times from “backstage,” where the models change clothes, and from par-
ties. Information control is still exercised, for instance by means of hired 
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photographers whose pictures can be controlled. Today, however, prêt-à-
porter is the dominant market segment in “high fashion,” and it is this 
that is reported from catwalks rather than haute couture.

As Kawamura (2004) has pointed out, fashion segments that are less 
expensive than haute couture—demi-couture and prêt-à-porter—have 
grown to some extent at the expense of haute couture. I will also com-
ment on these segments, since today they are of great importance for 
fashion. The prêt-à-porter segment, which is defined in terms of member-
ship in La Chambre Syndicale du Prêt-à-Porter, includes such names as 
Pierre Cardin, Cerruti, and Torrente (Kawamura 2004: 80).

It is worth examining in more detail these high-fashion segments and 
how fashion is diffused and generated. Information is central, and it is 
spread in, say, celebrity gossip publications that feature pictures of celeb-
rities attending high profile events of various kinds, like film premieres. 
Red carpet shows like the Academy Awards visualize the connection 
between designers, brands, and their customers. The celebrity industry 
includes the numerous magazines whose main selling point is the pic-
tures taken by paparazzi photographers. These magazines can include 
the names of the stores the celebrities shop at, what labels they buy, and 
what kind of food they eat, as well as the people they associate with. One 
cannot understand fashion without considering the intimate relation-
ship between fashion, celebrities, and the diffusion of what celebrities do 
and wear. The importance of this social game underlines one of the main 
points of this book, namely that fashion is a phenomenon that lacks an 
underlying quality dimension. 

To illustrate how fashion design is embedded in the world of celebrities, 
and how neither the quality of the clothes nor their fashion importance 
are the primary grounds for what is discussed and what “matters” in the 
world of fashion—a subject to which I shall return—let us look at how 
one fashion journalist at British Vogue commented on a designer who 
happened to be the daughter of actor Jack Nicholson. The comment does 
not begin with a discussion of her clothes, but with several references to 
Jack Nicholson, as well as to Hollywood (where she lives). Most fashion 
shows reported on are accompanied by pictures presenting the garments. 
In this case, however, the picture was of Jack Nicholson. We are told that 
“[Jennifer] Nicholson began mingling at a very young age with legends 
such as Diana Vreeland, Angelica Huston and Lauren Hutton” and “her 
past and present culminate in rich, polished designs with the right blend 
of Hollywood and history.” 

A few lines later, we are informed that “[w]hat sets [Jennifer] Nichol-
son apart from other designers is that she does not just re-create the looks 
she was inspired by as a child—she plays with the original silhouette and 
recalls old Hollywood for today’s modern woman.” Her style, to give us 
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some idea of the quality of the clothes, “is just what Hollywood starlets, 
such as famous clients Paris Hilton, Rose McGowan and Ashlee Simpson, 
would wear if they were at the beach all day and at Hollywood parties 
all night.”6 

Most of another report is devoted to everything but the clothes, fo-
cusing instead on the guests.7 “In the front [where the most prestigious 
guests are placed] there was Kelly Rowland and fellow Destiny’s Child 
buddy Michelle Williams and—only a few seats along chewing gum and 
shielding themselves under the pop of the pap bulbs—were the diminu-
tive yet mesmerizing Olsen twins at their first outing of Fashion Week. A 
high standard front row for the duo who dress for excess.”

Though in these circumstances the importance of design “quality” 
might be questioned, high fashion—for example, haute couture—is still 
important. It operates chiefly as a source of inspiration to other designers 
and fashion firms. The costs of the design and production of garments for 
shows are very high, and it is difficult for fashion houses to make a profit 
on garments alone; in fact, losses are more typical. However, such houses 
can exchange their symbolic capital as high-fashion designers, and cash 
in on the production of other items, like perfumes, jewelry, cosmetics and 
accessories that can be bought by broader groups of consumers. Expan-
sion into the prêt-à-porter segment also allows them to increase sales
volumes. This is a form of brand extension (Forney, Joo Park, and Bran-
don 2005), in which a brand in one market is transferred to another 
market. The products are usually related to a certain lifestyle, such as 
“young people who like to do sports,” to make the transfer easier. The 
prestige of fashion garments is used in other fields to sell mass market 
products, incurring royalties. Moreover, high status car producers and 
watchmakers advertise in the same magazines as high status designer 
brands, which is a way of cooperating that benefits both, as status may 
“leak” between actors (Podolny 2005), which is a metaphor for the fact 
that status is relational.

Actors who have an elevated status position are aware of how they 
can contribute to such status leakage. Many examples could be cited to 
illustrate how the ideal-type garment sellers discussed here are connected. 
Madonna (who of course is no designer), Stella McCartney (who has a 
fashion label), and Karl Lagerfeld (who has his own company and is a 
designer for Chanel), among others, have all designed for H&M. Most of 
the garments were sold quickly, and some even ended up in Internet auc-
tions. In this way, the designers not only receive a financial reward, but 
free advertising in the general press. The BGR, as a consequence of this 
association, gains status. But how is the difference maintained between 
the same designer’s ready-to-wear products and those they design for 
retailers with less status? In other words, how does a noted ready-to-
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wear designer avoid having their status tainted by association with their 
designs sold in main street stores at much lower prices? A reporter asked 
one of the designers, Stella McCartney, what the difference was between 
a blouse that costs €30 [sold by H&M] and one that costs €300 by Stella 
McCartney. She replied, “If there was no difference I would have no fu-
ture. There is of course a difference in quality, but this line [referring to 
her clothes produced by H&M] is of good quality. One should remember 
that I have my garments made in Italy, and I make a few hundred. H&M 
makes thousands and thousands of them.” The last point is important, 
but the culture of this market more or less forbids her to discuss her 
status, which is the main factor explaining why she can sell garments 
under her own name for €300 a piece, rather than the inherent quality 
of the clothes. An unknown designer who also has her garments made 
in Italy cannot sell them for €300; she would merely be a “nobody” sell-
ing extremely overpriced garments that probably very few would buy. In 
this case, “quality” is to some extent a “myth” that both consumers and 
producers contribute to, and which the latter draw on to justify selling 
garments at a high price. We shall further discuss this point of connecting 
sellers and buyers with price later in these pages. If we compare the type 
of sellers just discussed with the BGRs, it is clear that the latter operate 
in a market that is largest in terms of volume, but they are not the most 
important when it comes to fashion. Next, we discuss how the different 
garment sellers analyzed are related to each other in the forms of compe-
tition and cooperation.

Competition and Cooperation

Though markets are characterized by competition, this does not exclude 
cooperation. Garment sellers in markets make up a collective identity, 
and in one sense they relate to each other as competitors (cf. White 
1981, 2002). In phenomenological terms, however, these types can be 
seen as representing different competing markets instead of one single 
market. If all firms competed with each other, there would be thousands 
of “brands,” which of course would be too much for any consumer or 
producer to keep track of.

Understandably, consumers know more about the firms in one or a few 
markets than in others. This has partly to do with consumers’ focus of 
interest, conditioned by who they are, their identity. Other aspects, such 
as where they live, their budget, and their fashion interests also matter. Fi-
nally, consumers have limited cognitive capacity to “know” a large num-
ber of brands. It is therefore difficult for both consumers and producers 
to obtain an overview of a market. One consequence of this is that in a 
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market such as Turkey, which has hundreds of “brands,” there may be 
only a few that people remember and can relate to. In the period of the 
making—or the transition—of markets, one may observe this oversupply 
of brands, which means that in fact no market is in place. 

There are consequently two kinds of competition: between firms that 
are seen as being “close to each other,” but also between types of sell-
ers. Thus, one may talk of two different competitive structures: one be-
tween actors within each market (Simmel [1922] 1955: 147, 155–56; 
cf. Bourdieu 2005), and one between markets. This view contrasts with 
the economic textbook and neoliberal idea of the market in which all 
market actors compete directly with each other. Many markets are a re-
sult of the state and are maintained with the help of the same (Fligstein 
2001). Though this is not directly the case for the markets in which the 
BGRs operate, they are nonetheless often at least partly organized, often 
by the BGRs themselves. Marshall (1920b: 256) calls markets organized 
when “those who deal on it are in effect a corporation,” and mentions 
stock exchanges as examples. Thus, organized coordination takes place 
in markets, often with the help of business organizations. Membership of 
trade associations and the like is often associated with policies or ethical 
rules, or informal collaboration. This organizational differentiation may 
contribute to the demarcation of markets. Guilds are a historical example 
of organization and controlled competition.

Markets, regardless of the degree to which they are formally organized, 
differ from each other. Some markets center on garments that are more 
fashionable—for example, independent designers—and others on less 
fashionable items, such as mail-order firms and discount outlets. There 
is in this industry, as in many others, an orientation (Swedberg 1999) 
towards actors with status (cf. Podolny 2005; Benjamin and Podolny 
1999) in terms of the level of fashion. This means actors with less status 
observe and follow what actors with more status do, because those with 
more status have more power to define the underlying value of fashion in 
that market. These high-status firms can use their “freedom” to do what 
they have to do to keep their position, namely being innovative. Firms 
with more status, however, take little note of what firms with less status 
are doing in terms of fashion (cf. Aspers 2006a: 91). This means there 
is something of a “trickle down” effect on the production side of the 
market, which of course is not a recent phenomenon (Marshall 1920b: 
118). The number of “knockoff” garments sold by BGRs that are more 
or less copies of fashion brands with more status is evidence of this. For 
example, supplements to some British magazines, as well as certain gos-
sip magazines, regularly feature pictures of original designer garments 
next to the cheap copy available in the local mall. Thus, a Gucci blouse 
or a garment worn by Pink or some other celebrity might be shown next 
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to a picture of an almost identical blouse made by Marks and Spencer, or 
another retailer that sells it for less than £20. This is very concrete and 
visual evidence of how fashion is copied and how it trickles down from 
the high-end firms to firms with a lower profile and which sell clothes in 
a very different price range. Thus, the combination of fashion and reason-
able prices with high turnover—short lead times—is likely to have been 
important in increasing the amount of clothes involved in today’s quickly 
changing fashion cycles. 

In schematic markets, the collective identities of sellers, as well as in-
dividual firms’ market niches, can be found. The individual firms occupy 
market niches. Borderline firms also exist, but normally are not clearly 
defined as members of one collective identity. 

Each of the ideal-type consumer groups in the market acquires its iden-
tity in the same way as sellers, namely in relation to each other and as a 
result of what they wear (and of course what they do, though there is no 
room for an analysis of this here). When sellers and people “representing” 
the different ideal-type consumers transact, ties are created across the 
market interface that affect actors’ identities. 

Variation as well as entrance and exit from the market are most likely 
to take place at the top and low ends of each status rank of producers. 
One finds the least entrenched social structure at the different ends of 
the markets, and it is also where competition from adjacent markets is 
most noticeable. The firms located in the middle of the market are more 
likely to stay put. Thus, the top end actors may orient themselves to other 
markets, as may those at the lower end, who may consider shifting to 
another market because they have little to lose, and hardly any power 
to change the rules of the market (Phillips and Zuckerman 2001: 386; 
cf. the discussion by Fligstein on incumbents and rivals, 2001). Conse-
quently, some markets, and their incumbents, have a different status and 
a higher fashion profile than others, meaning that what is fashion in these 
markets affects what is fashion in other markets. This also indicates that 
markets are embedded in each other (White 2002).

Struggle

Market actors operate in an uncertain and aggressive business environ-
ment, and hence have an interest in controlling it. This they can do by a 
number of means. Actors compete in markets by means that they control 
individually. Actors can, individually or collectively, use their power, for 
example, to affect and change the way in which markets are ordered. 
This means that the market creation process cannot be seen merely as a 
process in which actors watch each other, as White (1981) suggests. By 
shaping the market so its structure suits their purposes, market actors can 
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exercise some kind of control. This can also take place in political pro-
cesses (Fligstein 2001). Market actors may have different interests and 
there is often a struggle between market actors, such as buyers and sellers 
(or between kinds of sellers or buyers). The struggle is about defining the 
rules of the market game that governs competition (a topic addressed 
by, for instance, Marx, Weber, and Bourdieu). “Struggle,” as I use the 
term, refers to organized interests participating in the market seeking to 
change its conditions—for example, its culture, rules, or values. In addi-
tion, there is competition, which is a “contest ” involving use of the vari-
ous means available and tolerated in the market. In an existing market, 
struggle and potential change take place in the context of what is taken 
for granted in this market. Hence, change due to struggle can—at least 
analytically—be separated from change that is the result of actors trying 
to out-perform their competitors. One can therefore identify competition 
or collaboration at two different levels. This means that legislation and 
economic policy—say, manifested in the struggle between markets that 
those sharing a collective identity have in common—can be handled by 
actors who collectively collaborate at the industry level, while at the same 
time competing in the consumer market. 

Collaboration

BGRs collaborate and promote their collective interests in a number of 
ways (cf. Hall and Soskice 2001: 9–10). Before the quota system was 
abolished, many Swedish garment retailers, who competed fiercely in the 
consumer market, organized to try to remove import duties on garments. 
Firms in the garment industry also collaborated to create standardized 
garment sizes. There are other ways in which they can collaborate, as 
one BGR representative told me: “Maybe not sourcing, which is very 
competitive; one does not want to give away one’s best suppliers. But 
there is much collaboration elsewhere. We collaborate in the develop-
ment of a code of conduct, as well as on environmental issues. Thus, one 
tries to collaborate instead of fighting each other; it is actually pretty 
funny.” Swedish garment retailers have, for example, been invited to fairs 
and been asked on study trips to various developing countries by state 
agencies—to study potential manufacturers, which is a way of building a 
common base for collective action and collective identity. 

The state can be a vehicle for groups with different interests (see Korpi 
2001; Woll 2005; White 2002: 88; Fligstein 2001), such as when creat-
ing standards and trade rules. I call struggle political when it takes place 
in the political arena, and involves the state and possibly stakeholders 
outside the market. Various forms of taxation are perhaps the clearest 
example of political influence in markets. However, laws and regulations 
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sometimes target specific markets. Not only markets affect politics, of 
course, and one can also identify effects in the opposite direction. Thus, if 
a market is (politically) autonomous, it means its actors (on one or both 
sides of the market) are not easily affected by politics. An autonomous 
market, however, can affect how it is regulated by the state.

Struggle and Collaboration in Fashion Markets

Let me exemplify how organized interests can take political action. To 
promote their collective interests, or merely to exchange information, 
firms may join hands and create meta-organizations (Ahrne and Brunsson 
2005, 2008). However, not all actors in an industry have the same goal, 
which suggests that struggle also takes place between actors on the same 
side. In most European countries, a line divides those who do not have 
any production units of their own and so import garments, and those 
who still have some production in Europe. These two kinds of players, 
who both appear on the side of sellers versus final consumers, are likely 
to see customs duties and free trade from different perspectives.

EURATEX, which is an association of European garment and textile 
producers, see their role as follows: “As the voice of the European textile 
and clothing industry, EURATEX’s main objective is to create an environ-
ment within the European Union which is conducive to the manufacture 
of textile and clothing products.”8 EURATEX thus supports garment and 
textile producers within the EU. 

The Foreign Trade Association (FTA) has different interests from 
EURATEX. The FTA represents the interests of all European importers, 
not only in the garment sector. The following statement by the organiza-
tion explains its aims: “As a non-profit organization we campaign in the 
political and public arena for free global trade and a multilateral trade 
system and we oppose protectionism and bureaucratic restraints.”9 The 
organization also says something about its members: “Traditionally, the 
import interests of the large retail companies and of the respective as-
sociations are above all represented in the FTA.”10 These interests often 
collide with those of EURATEX. 

This form of conflict between actors in the same industry goes on in 
many countries today, such as the United States (cf. Bonacich and Apple-
baum 2000). The identification of conflicts between capitalists is not a 
recent finding, of course; Pareto emphasized it strongly in his discussions 
of rentiers and speculators (Pareto [1915–16] 1935; Aspers 2001). The 
issue here is that actors who may be competitors in the same final con-
sumer market have different interests in the production market, which 
they pursue collectively through various trade organizations.

The struggle between these two opposing groups could be seen in the 
so-called “Bra Wars.” After quotas became less restrictive (on January 1, 
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2005, when they were supposed to be abolished), the import of clothing 
to Europe from China increased dramatically. In the fall of 2005, some 
import categories of clothes, among them bras, were blocked because 
the quotas had already been filled. As a result, the goods stayed in the 
ports where they had been unloaded. A deal was struck after a proposal 
from the European Commission that the quotas for 2006 could be used 
in advance, thus limiting the import possibilities from China in 2006 in 
these categories. Though the war essentially involved the EU and China, 
I would like to stress the role of the Europe-based Free Trade Associa-
tion. One of the FTA’s legal counsels said, “Our members are losing out 
from this,” referring to the increased costs and the potential loss of these 
imported garments.11 

Seen from the perspective of EURATEX, the Brussels-based group 
of textile producers that lobbied for the restrictions, the import restric-
tions were good, and they are reported to have said that the compromise 
that the European Commission proposed would benefit retailers at the 
expense of manufacturers. The president of EURATEX, Filiep Libeert, 
stated: “We find the Commission’s proposals to be unacceptable and are 
confident that member states will find more palatable alternative solu-
tions,” referring to the abolition of the quota system and the use of the 
2006 quotas in advance.12 

This debate clearly shows the different interests of competing firms in 
the final consumer market “upstream” in the production chain. In this 
case, the conflicts are handled by “political means” to fight the battle in 
political arenas in which formal institutions are established, whereas the 
conflicts of interest between different types of garment sellers in the final 
consumer market are characterized by competition.

The larger point I want to make is that the structure of the market and 
its institutions can be directly constructed by the collective efforts of the 
members of the market or indirectly if others impose regulations, such as 
through political means. In the following, I give other examples to show 
that collaboration between “competitors” is not rare in a market. 

Splitting and Fusing Markets

Cohesion in markets is constituted by the actors’ mutual orientation, but 
also by the values and culture of the market. Market changes can be an 
unintended consequence of actors orienting themselves towards one an-
other due to competition, but also because of orchestrated activities, as 
mentioned in the previous section. This is also the case with the making 
of markets. Two or more markets may become one—for example, if two 
or more markets start to orient themselves more towards each other in 
the same way as actors do in “their own” markets. 
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This can also be discussed in relation to real markets. Contemporary 
garment markets are predominantly national. A national market may 
harbor ten to twenty larger chains of branded retailers that are in com-
petition with each other (cf. White 2002). That markets are still predomi-
nantly national is evident from a visual analysis of the brands represented 
in the city centers of different cities. I have spent much time walking and 
observing the brands represented in the areas of cities where clothes are 
sold. In five cities—Cologne, Istanbul, London, New Delhi, and Stock-
holm—I did this in a more focused manner, such as by photographing 
exteriors of stores and their surroundings. One does not find the same 
brands in Cologne as in London, though some will be represented in both 
cities; yet others will be found in New York or Boston.

To enter a new market is not easy, and several Swedish firms have tried 
to establish themselves in markets that are culturally close to Sweden, 
such as Denmark and Germany, but failed, and were forced to withdraw 
due to losses. That some BGRs struggle when entering a new country may 
not only have to do with problems of fashion of course, but the fashions 
of different countries do contribute to the formation of national markets 
for fashion garments (cf. Bair and Gereffi 2001: 1895). The fact that ad-
vertisement and fashion magazines are still national, or local, rather than 
global also suggests it is too early to talk of a single European consumer 
market for fashion garments. 

A BGR, as said, may have more than a thousand stores in several coun-
tries. This means some of the larger actors, such as H&M, Zara, Top-
shop, and the GAP, are not only operating in one or a few markets, but 
are beginning to orient towards each other on the European, and one 
may add, the global level. Their relative strengths, in terms of market 
share, may differ, however, and so may the identities of the same firm in 
the different markets. Thus, this pattern of competition suggests there 
may be a European fashion market in the making, characterized by rival-
ries for market share.

A prediction based on the market theory presented here suggests that a 
European market is likely to form when acquisitions and mergers of gar-
ment firms become prevalent across Europe. Indications of this process 
are becoming apparent in European consumer markets. 

One market may also become two or more, which may be due to en-
trepreneurial actions or the split of one market into many. Over time, 
garment markets have become segmented, and one can therefore talk 
of differentiation of markets into a greater number of more or less au-
tonomous markets. In all these processes, market cultures and identi-
ties are changed, and a new one may develop. The process can partly be 
controlled, but no collective identity is completely autonomous, which 
means no one is in control of the result.
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Summary

I have analyzed a set of markets that stand in competitive relation to each 
other. I have also defined what a market is, and discussed competition 
within markets. The issue of competition and collaboration at the level 
of markets has so far not been taken up seriously in the economic socio-
logical discussion of markets. Markets are made and changed in social 
processes. Change in a market can thus be due to its internal affairs, but 
other markets—which make up a large part of a market’s environment—
may also be the reason for change. Finally, the state may be a reason—for 
example, by introducing new laws. We have seen that change must be 
understood in relation to order, and many conditions must be in place 
before we can talk of order in any social formation, including markets. I 
will discuss this in more detail in the next chapter. 

Markets exist in relation to other markets; cars are sold in one set of 
markets and garments in others. The market for affordable fashion is one 
fashion market. In other words, a market can only exist if it has been 
decided what is traded. The BGRs constitute a collective identity, posi-
tioned on one side of the market. This collective identity is constructed in 
relation to other collective identities of garment sellers. In this chapter, I 
have only mentioned the BGRs, focusing more on other types of garment 
sellers, such as the independent designer, the private store, and haute cou-
ture. This structure of collective identities (that is, different competing 
markets) is the immediate background, or context, of the BGRs’ activi-
ties. The rules of the market determine what behavior is accepted in the 
market. Though all markets exist and are created based on people’s life-
worlds, every market also needs rules that govern behavior. This can be 
determined by organized coordination, or it can emerge in a more or 
less spontaneous fashion due to interaction. The result is a culture, and 
possibly formal regulations, which may partly be decided by the market 
actors, and partly by the state. 

In the next chapter, I focus on the firms that make up the collective 
identity of Branded Garment Retailers. These firms constitute one side 
of a market, and they are separated from other collective identities and 
markets. This will show how differentiation takes place within the col-
lective of BGRs.
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Chapter 2 

Affordable Fashion

Ideally, we should investigate the historical development of the mar-
ket in which the BGRs face final consumers. This would enable us to see 
how the different social constructions became entrenched—for example, 
how the garment firms gained their positions, and how it came about that 
the BGR market has grown more rapidly than the other garment markets 
I have described (cf. Braham 1997: 149–61). Here, I have a less ambi-
tious goal, however: to explain the BGRs’ consumer market by studying 
its components and how they are related to each other. Although the 
empirical research starts from the situation of order, we must look at 
the components that make up this order. To explain the partial order in 
a single market, as indicated in the previous chapter, one must look at 
the combined effects of value, social structure, and culture; one should 
not focus on one dimension alone (cf. Zelizer 1988: 627). We therefore 
need to look at what is valued—affordable fashion—as manifested in the 
material objects traded in the market, the social structure with named 
incumbents who hold the roles of buyers and sellers, and the culture of 
the market. 

This chapter describes the fashion consumer market at a general level, 
not at the level of a concrete market, which would require an enormous 
amount of empirical material gathered over several years. The general 
presentation, based on empirical research by myself and others, stresses 
the theoretical notions that can be used to explain the large number of 
concrete markets of fashion garments.

The different fashion garment markets are made up of actors who hold 
one of two fixed roles: buyer or seller. The identities of those holding 
these roles are reflected in one another. Buyers are defined as consumers 
because they purchase their commodities and services without reselling 
what they buy.1 When talking about markets, the focus can be in the 
selling direction or in the buying direction (sometimes called “upstream” 
and “downstream,” cf. White 2002). Firms usually obtain their identities 
as sellers. White has theorized the identities of producers, but does not 
discuss the identities of consumers at all; instead he talks of “the mysteri-
ous consumer” (Leifer and White 1987: 92). To understand order in this 
market, one must analyze the social structure in terms of its two sides—
retailers and consumers—and the product: fashion garments. 
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At a more general level, the question of order in markets should be 
discussed in relation to three prerequisites that must be met before a 
market can come into being. These three market prerequisites assume a 
taken-for-granted lifeworld (cf. Husserl [1954] 1970) made up of general 
culture, institutions, and values that is the bedrock of all kinds of social 
action and institutions.

1. What the market is about. The market differentiation discussed earlier 
implies that different markets are about different things. One can say that 
each market values one thing (Favereau, Biencourt, and Eymard-Duvenay 
2002; Karpik Forthcoming). In other words, though garments are sold in all 
of them, they are different enough to constitute different markets.
2. How things are done in the market. The second prerequisite has to do with 
culture in the market, which determines its “rules of engagement” (White 
and Eccles 1987: 984). I define culture as beliefs, “tools,” and behaviors—for 
instance, discourse and practice—appropriate to the setting. The culture of 
the market also covers the idea of “rules of exchange” (Fligstein and Mara-
Drita 1996: 15; Smith 2007: 3). Culture, finally, is intimately linked with the 
narrative of the market (Mützel 2007). A market culture is made up of ideas 
about what a market is and how one normally behaves if one operates in a 
market—for example, as a buyer (cf. White 2002: 2). The culture of a market 
helps bring it into order, since it prescribes what can be done and what is not 
allowed, as well as any corresponding sanctions involved.
3. The worth of the offer. Given that there is a culture in a market so that it 
is clear what one can and cannot do, and so that actors know what is traded, 
the economic value of the good can, and must, be determined (Smith 1989). 
Economic value is usually expressed in terms of prices. Prices imply that 
products can be compared with other commodities and services.

I will show that these three prerequisites are met in different ways 
in the consumer market (discussed in this chapter), and in the producer 
market (discussed in chapters 4 and 5). The point is not that actors have 
to sit down to agree on this, but that these are essential elements of a mar-
ket. This chapter includes a detailed discussion of fashion, but I will not 
differentiate between product categories, such as outdoor and underwear. 

Identities of Branded Garment Retailers 

Given their information and knowledge, BGRs try to control their identi-
ties, often by controlling their environment. But the environment is un-
certain, and so are the identities that emerge out of this process (cf. White 
1981, 2002). These control attempts, which often involve the control of 
individual ties, are embryos of order in a market. In these control pro-
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cesses, which take place in any fashion garment market, retailers carve 
out niches, which they essentially hold on to from year to year (or from 
season to season). This is to say that identities of branded garment retail-
ers are formed in continuous processes. 

However, BGRs are not in control of their identities, as their identities 
emerge from interaction and evaluation by consumers, in this case cen-
tered on “affordable fashion.” This process presupposes a tentative social 
structure, so that one identity is stable only in relation to others. How-
ever, this interaction also brings the structure into being. In many cases, 
actors enter an already established market, in which case its structure, 
values, and culture are already taken for granted, as are the identities of 
the actors taking part in the market. 

Let us begin by looking at structure, though one can only separate 
structure and value analytically. Radcliffe-Brown defines social struc-
ture as a “complex network of social relations” (1952: 190). The core of 
the definition is social relations, or “the behavior of a plurality of actors 
insofar as, in its meaningful content, the action of each takes account 
of the others and is oriented in these terms” (Weber [1921–22] 1978: 
26; cf. Radcliffe-Brown 1952: 199). Actors (or incumbents, as they are 
sometimes called) hold positions in the structure. This is a condition for 
talking of identities, which means the incumbents share a role (cf. Biddle 
1986) and a collective identity. It is not only a role structure, but a social 
structure with known incumbents; Marks and Spencer, Next, Topshop, 
and Debenhams have their respective identities in the market—all of 
which have been relatively stable over time.

Before turning to a detailed discussion of BGRs, we must describe how 
actors can generate and manage their identities in a market by means of 
their reflexive capacity. Identity is different from brand, a difference that 
will become clear after reading this book. Identity is a much more general 
notion, but as I have indicated—and will continue to show throughout 
the book—the theoretical notion of identity makes possible the analysis 
of different levels of actors as well as of “things,” including the existential 
level, which brand does not. 

I call this existential level of identity reflexive identity. It explains how 
actors, such as BGRs and consumers, behave in relation to who they 
think they are and what they want to become; it is thus inseparable from 
their interpretation (understood broadly enough to include practices) 
of the world they are in. Reflexive identity refers to actors’ desire for 
an identity, which can be different from how they perceive their current 
identity (cf. Goffman [1963] 1968: 129ff). It is wrong to see this level as 
non-social, however; reflexive identity and the process of thinking about 
one’s identity only become meaningful in relation to the identities of oth-
ers (Quante 2007). The reflexive level is at the explanatory core of what 
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actors do. Actors do what they do because of what they are and what 
they want to become. It is hence at the level of reflexive identity that 
one can talk of agency (cf. Emirbayer and Mische 1998), with reference 
to both individuals and organizations. Agency means that actors have 
the power to act, to try to change structures or values, to understand 
the environment they operate in, by reflecting and acting on the differ-
ent options they perceive. In this way, actors can switch paths or even 
strike new paths. Actions must be seen in context, however; reasonable 
persons mediate their wish for an identity with who they are, as seen 
by others, which is to say that one cannot reduce reflexive identity to 
“free will.”

However, in contrast to other forms of identity, reflexive identity rep-
resents actors’ “free variation” of their beings, which also includes their 
potential. Though both organizations (Warde 1994: 878; cf. Lash 1994) 
and individuals have reflexive capacity, only individuals are “beings”—
that is, are anxious, have existential concerns, and have intentionality 
(mental directedness). Humans’ reflexive identity constitutes a fundamen-
tal phenomenological core of analysis. To maintain the central distinction 
between the reflexivity of collectives, such as firms, and individual human 
beings, the term “self” is reserved for the latter since the self cannot be 
replaced or represented by someone else; it is always “my” self.2 

But how can one talk of reflexivity at the level of firms? Firms’ and 
organizations’ reflexiveness is different, not least because it involves 
many humans, each of whom has reflexive capacity. Reflexiveness is con-
structed in interaction by those employed by a firm (for example, board 
members). Some market researchers, most notably Fligstein (2001), ac-
knowledge that what I call market order depends on the “conception of 
control” that firms may impose on markets. This conception of control, 
Fligstein argues, must be understood in relation to the internal struggle 
for “control” within firms. Alfred Marshall presented a similar idea when 
he argued that organization is the fourth factor of production (cf. Aspers 
1999). There is also a large literature in organizational studies that talks 
about organizational identities (Hatch and Schultz 2004). To acknowl-
edge the reflexive capacity of firms is also to argue that we need to view 
the firm as a unit of various actors who struggle and who are active par-
takers in the firm’s identity formation (cf. Boltanski and Thèvenot 2006). 
I cannot expand upon the “inner life” of firms here, because this would 
require detailed information on how boards operate, and so on, an area 
to which it is notoriously difficult to gain access. 

The final important aspect of reflexive identity is that it separates what 
we normally call human identities from the identities of things; in short, 
it separates humans from things. Though both humans and things can be 
said to exist, it is only humans who can ask and reflect about themselves 
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(Heidegger 1927 [2001]). Obviously, all other forms are contingent on 
human beings. This phenomenological perspective puts human beings at 
the center, and though it sees material objects as essential for understand-
ing human beings, it rejects the ideas of, for example, Actor Network 
Theory that essentially speaks of “actants” (for example, Latour 1996) 
and fails to see that a social “ontology” is rooted in human being.

Differentiation between Retailers

Differentiation, as shown in the previous chapter, implies differences 
among things that have something in common, like different firms com-
peting in the same market as sellers. The collective identity shared by all 
retailers makes it possible to develop clothes that are seen as fashionable 
in the eyes of consumers, based on the kind of input materials available, 
which is essentially the same for all firms sharing a collective identity. 
What makes a difference is how, in the broadest sense, firms make use 
of that in terms of the products (which indirectly includes marketing, 
design, and much more). It is, however, not obvious which aspect matters 
most in stabilizing and generating identities in the final consumer market.

All BGRs compete to sell fashion garments to customers; customers re-
spond by either buying or not buying. This competition creates cohesion 
in the market. Many consumer markets, like fashion garment markets, 
are characterized by competition between firms that differentiate their 
products, by “branding,” which Marshall (1920b: 300–2) observed long 
ago (cf. Chamberlin [1933] 1948). Entrepreneurs and firms with differ-
entiated products (cf. Kirzner 1973: 137–38; Coase [1937] 1988: 37) try 
to carve out niches. By offering different products, they still operate in 
the same market and thus share a collective identity (White 1981). The 
product, however, is not homogenous but a variable (Chamberlin 1953). 
Product differentiation is a way of competing by other means than price. 
This niche form of competition, according to Schumpeter, is much more 
effective than price competition “as a bombardment is in comparison 
with forcing a door” (Schumpeter [1950] 1975: 84). This might best be 
described as rivalry, which should be contrasted with the classic “cut-
throat competition” that focuses on price. In the past, when fashion was 
more standardized, it was also more price-oriented; as Gregory noted, 
“standardized [garment] models . . . often lead to cutthroat competition” 
(Gregory 1948: 71). Other historical studies indicate that the final con-
sumer markets for garments were most likely ordered according to the 
principle of standard (to be discussed next). Balkin’s (1956) discussion of 
the production of raincoats is essentially not oriented to fashion, but to 
production, quality, and pricing. To avoid price competition, differentia-
tion is preferable for many garment sellers. 
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How, then, do firms differentiate and generate identities in the garment 
market? Only through consistent identity management that extends over 
time can firms generate a coherent identity. It is important to realize that 
“consistency” may involve simply “doing nothing,” which is another way 
of creating an identity—that is, keeping the firms’ stores the way they are, 
and not making changes to, say, the logo is to repeat the decisions of the 
past (cf. White 1981) in order to maintain consistency. Thus, not chang-
ing is also a form of “management.” The importance of identity manage-
ment is underlined by this quotation from a representative of a garment 
retailer, “the important thing is that you are coherent—in everything you 
do.” Thus, the way the firm presents itself over time and across markets 
and other contexts must appear as a coherent whole in the eyes of market 
actors, so a narrative of the firm can be created. 

Without the construction of narratives there would be no firms, only a 
number of completely unconnected actions. Thus, if all firms constantly 
changed products and the type of clothes they sell, moved their stores, re-
designed their logo, used different styles of advertising campaign, changed 
names and personnel, there could be no identities. Neither consumers nor 
producers would know what was going on. In fact, there would not be 
a garment market, only a bunch of actors. Narratives are essential for 
identities, and by controlling them, actors can manage their identities. 
The means of communication, of forming and controlling narratives, in-
clude text (e.g., information and prices), practices (e.g., what the staff 
does and the quality of the products), and visual material (the appearance 
of advertisements, for instance). Thus, the coherence of a firm’s identity 
must be seen in relation to the identities of other firms, all of which share 
a collective identity. 

Differentiation covers aspects that a firm can (largely) control, such as 
design (or more generally, aesthetic style), but also price level, advertising, 
and target customers. Other aspects exist that the firm cannot control, 
such as the general economic climate, turnover, profit, and of course, con-
sumers’ perceptions. 

Order Out of Differentiation

So far I have described how firms differentiate, but have not gone into 
detail concerning how the different firms are ordered in relation to each 
other. Thus, in addition to difference, there must be a way of positioning 
BGRs in relation to each other. To speak of positions—in a phenomeno-
logical way rather than in terms of Cartesian space that only presupposes 
what is to be explained (Heidegger [1927] 2001: 88)—calls for a way 
of separating the actors. To be specific, a BGR has only “high” or “low” 
status, in relation to other BGRs, if there is a way of actually valuing or 
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ranking them. To make these distinctions and rankings one must talk 
of both value and structure. Though it is important to separate value 
and social structure analytically (cf. Swedberg 2003: 238), they must be 
analyzed together. An individual may constitute a value, but a structured 
value can emerge only because of social interaction (see Joas 1997 for a 
discussion of the emergence of values, and Husserl [1913b] 1989 for a 
discussion of the constitution of values).

Can retailers sort things out among themselves, determining the di-
mension that should be used for the evaluation and ordering of the BGRs, 
namely the value of the market? This is not possible because the iden-
tity of the firm in this competitive market is determined not only by the 
BGRs, but by their competitors and the consumers. The BGRs differenti-
ate according to the fashion/price mix, a value I call “affordable fashion.” 
The consumers can say “yes” or “no” to what the BGRs offer in the 
market, and the more high-status the consumers that shop at a BGR, the 
more status they bestow on the retailer. The result of differentiation and 
consumers’ evaluations and decisions is a rank order of the social struc-
ture of the BGRs based on status. The value is a result of this process, of 
which no one is in full control. It is thus not enough to talk of the retail-
ers; one must also consider the consumers and the products, or in more 
theoretical terms, what is valued in the market. Only after these three 
dimensions have been discussed is it possible to understand order in this 
market. In the next section I deal with the consumers, and then I turn to 
the product and how it is priced.

Retailers’ Customers

The number of branded garment retailers in, say, the British or Swed-
ish markets is relatively small, perhaps ten to twenty, but the number of 
consumers can be counted in millions. To give a precise number would 
be possible, for example, using block modeling, but would only inscribe 
a false certainty in the world, and we would risk losing the phenomeno-
logical dimension that preserves the important role of complexity that 
the actors themselves experience in this market (cf. Heidegger [1927] 
2001: 88). Furthermore, the phenomenological idea of markets is central 
to White’s market model. Consumers participate in this market to buy 
clothes, though their purchasing power differs considerably. There is a 
large literature on consumption and consumer markets, particularly for 
clothes and fashion (for example, Hogg 2005; Crane 2000; Entwistle 
2000; Meyer and Anderson 2000; Slater 1997; Featherstone 1991; Fin-
kelstein 1996; Frenzen, Hirsch, and Zerrillo 1994; Craik 1993; Green 
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1994; Bourdieu, [1979] 1984; Douglas 1969; Simmel [1904] 1971; Foley 
1893). This literature serves as the background of my analysis. 

Branded garment retailers operating in final consumer markets have 
a good knowledge of consumer demand (cf. Griffin and Hauser 1993; 
Lengnick-Hall 1996), though the available information may be used even 
more effectively (Jacobs 2006). One way of knowing one’s customers is 
to hire people who “design for themselves”; meaning, designers who have 
similar backgrounds and interests—in short, “habitus” (Bourdieu [1980] 
1990)—to the customers (cf. Aspers forthcoming), or who can give them 
what they do not yet know that they want. To obtain a good knowledge 
of the consumers is the “tricky part,” as one merchandiser put it. It is in 
relation to the consumers that BGRs orient their marketing and develop 
their brands (Lury 2005), or what I prefer to call identities. They may 
also divide their customers into different kinds of ideal-type consumers. 
Furthermore, the staff may treat various types of customers differently 
(Jungbauer-Gans and Kriwy 2005), to encourage certain customers to 
shop, but sometimes also to discourage others.

Ideal-type consumers have traditionally been based on age, but gradu-
ally lifestyle (which may include the supposed “mental age” of the cus-
tomer) has become common. To identify, or sometimes generate, ideal-
type consumers, several strategies are used, such as qualitative methods, 
including market research drawing on focus group interviews. Forecast-
ing of consumer lifestyles is another method. The general strategy also 
includes setting up so-called “showroom” stores, which can be used by 
firms to test and monitor the effects of new products and strategies (Lury 
2005: 190–93). These strategies can later be implemented in all the stores 
in a chain, such as Debenhams. A particular “brand,” such as Redher-
ring, can be used to gain information for the design and merchandising 
of less cutting-edge fashion brands offered by the BGR. Selling cutting-
edge brands will also more likely attract young customers into stores, 
and as they grow older they may well continue shopping in the store, 
but buy “brands” directed to more mature customers. Some firms cater 
to children, or as one firm puts it, “[to] women between 30 to 50 with a 
family,” which is a way of offering clothes to women and their children, 
since women still buy most of their children’s clothes. 

Market researchers even construct children as consumers (Cook 2000). 
This reflects the insight that children are aware of brands (Ross and 
Harradine 2004). BGRs make use of different ideal-type consumers, such 
as “young professionals” and “urban women,” or “fashion for young 
and old, fashion that fits every occasion and suits every style,” and even 
groups that are “style conscious, independent and addicted to fashion” 
(cf. Pettinger 2004). A BGR may, for example, define its goal in relation 
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to an ideal-type consumer as “to cover the total demand for garments 
from all men who are concerned about quality and price.” These state-
ments relate to overarching policies and values such as to “offer great 
fashion at great prices.” Thus, BGRs must construct ideal-type consum-
ers or “virtual consumers” (Carrier and Miller 1998) based on more or 
less real actors. This is to say that the identities of the consumers are 
co-constructed by the BGRs, and represented in a polished and enhanced 
way in advertisements. 

This discrepancy between “real” consumers and consumers as pre-
sented in advertisements is a reflection of what retailers think their cus-
tomers want to be rather than what consumers think they are. Conse-
quently, models in advertisements are often younger than the intended 
buyers of the clothes depicted. Fashion models are intended to reflect 
what ordinary consumers want to be (i.e., consumers’ reflexive identity), 
and not what these consumers may be in the eyes of other consumers, 
which is their unique identity. 

Buyers and designers working for BGRs have to internalize how these 
consumers think and act in order to know what they are likely to buy 
a few weeks or months later. It is, in other words, not the knowledge of 
the consumers’ preferences that is of greatest interest (as the very idea 
of fashion is about changing preferences), but the ability of cultural in-
termediaries to “know,” feel, and think what their customers would like 
to be (cf. Callon 1998). Fashion buyers can use this contextual knowl-
edge (Aspers 2006b) about their consumers when they are buying gar-
ments for stores (Entwistle 2006). This often means they let their own 
preferences be proxies for their customers’, so they buy what they like 
themselves. In this way, they operate as cultural intermediaries who affect 
what is in fashion.

Ideal-type consumers do not, so to speak, grow old. I view ideal-types 
as social categories whose positions are filled by different incumbents, 
who are replaced over time. In this way, although individuals are replaced, 
the social relationship between a producer and its typical “consumer” is 
more stable than the relations between particular individuals and BGRs. 
Naturally, ideal-types can disappear or emerge over an extended time (cf. 
Rich and Portis 1964). Retailers can operate with many different ideal-
types and have many different fashion lines, such as H&M’s “Collection 
of Style,” which may be more expensive. Some of these are oriented to 
basic needs, and others can be of higher fashion profile and, as one firm 
declares, “available in smaller quantities for those who want to be first 
with the latest.” The practical side of this is that firms restrict the number 
of garments produced and the period during which they are available. 
Limited edition (explicitly or implicitly) garments diminish the risk that 
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customers will meet others wearing the same garments. Furthermore, 
some stores within a chain may target young consumers, whereas others 
are more for kids, men, or other consumer groups. 

It is possible for BGRs to differentiate between consumers within a 
firm and within its stores. One representative of a BGR explained that 
her firm combined the selling of their own fashion line with garments 
from designer brands, which can be seen as a trend in European retail-
ing (Howe 2003: 168). She also said that their own designed “brands” 
were cheaper than the brands they merely represented, which indicates 
that the retailer was trying to increase its status by association with more 
prestigious independent brands. It is nonetheless the case that consum-
ers, in the eyes of the BGRs, are seen as more or less fashionable, or in 
other words, as having more or less status. In the next chapter, I discuss 
how firms, by means of advertisements (and marketing), not only try 
to manage their own identity, but also create their customers’ identities. 
To understand how differentiation is carried out and how order comes 
about in this side of the market, we have to include the consumers and 
their perception of the market. 

Consumption and Identity

From what I have said so far, it is clear that BGRs participate in the con-
struction of the status order of different ideal-type consumers. How does 
this look from the other side—that is, from that of the consumers? The 
formation of the collective identities of consumers, such as skaters and 
hip-hoppers, can be related to consumption because the consumption of 
fashion is one way of generating, maintaining, and expressing collective 
identities (Crane 2000: 1–25; Entwistle 2000: 112–39; Falk and Camp-
bell 1997).

Not only BGRs, but also consumers have reflexive identities. Con-
sumer choice is a way of creating and reflecting on the self (Warde 1994: 
882), which contributes to the development of actors’ identities. Alan 
Warde expands on this: 

[P]eople define themselves through the messages they transmit to others 
through the goods and practices that they possess and display. They manipu-
late or manage appearances and thereby create and sustain “self-identity”. 
In a world where there is an increasing number of commodities available 
to act as props in this process, identity becomes more than ever a matter of 
the personal selection of self-image. Increasingly, individuals are obliged to 
choose their identities. (Warde 1994: 878)
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Most researchers today accept the following statement: “Persons con-
front moments of consumption neither as sovereign choosers nor as 
dupes” (Warde 2005: 146).3 The collective identities of consumers result 
partly from consumption, seen broadly enough to include lifestyle (Slat-
er 1997). Consumption of garments is thus not the only aspect of what 
makes consumers belong together and sometimes constitute a collective 
identity, but I shall focus on this aspect. Muggleton (2000), to take one 
example, has talked to people belonging to different subcultures, which 
is another way of labeling ideal-type consumers. Individual “members” 
of a subgroup orient themselves towards the collective identity of that 
group and the activities that define membership. The following excerpt 
from an interview illustrates how clothes are merely one aspect of this 
identification process. Muggleton (2000: 70) asked a Mod: “What do you 
have to do to be a proper Mod?” The answer, “Spend a lot more money 
on clothes, wear, I don’t know, wear more of the right clothing and sort of 
listen exclusively to soul music, garage and things like that” shows how 
ideal-types normally integrate several dimensions. Clothes are particularly 
important because only they can signal people’s group membership to 
those who do not know them personally. Goth is a stable subculture, with 
its own fashions. Clothes are a central component, as one Goth told Hod-
kinson: “To me it is about being able to dress how I feel—it is not about 
being miserable and dull” (2002: 48). To an outsider, the typical black 
garb of the Goth may be an example of a uniform rather than of fashion. 
This, seen from within, is not the case: “Goths . . . had always worn con-
siderable amounts of silver jewelry . . . the main change that occurred by 
the 1990s was that piercings, for both genders, had also spread to lips, 
eyebrows, tongues and belly buttons” (Hodkinson 2002: 48). Hodkinson 
also observed the “gradual incorporation of particular aspects of dance-
club fashions into Goth appearance” during his research (2002: 58). This 
shows that Goths too are directly involved in the fashion system. These 
examples of change could also be found in other subcultures. 

Through the consumption of material commodities, it is possible to 
express different looks and to control one’s identity. The commodities 
concerned are also affected by this interaction. Consumption, and not 
least the visual dimension, is a crucial and integral part of identity forma-
tion through fashion. Consumers can differentiate people, a process in 
which they relate themselves as individuals to their own group(s), that is, 
to what they want to be, while at the same time distancing (decoupling) 
themselves from other collective identities (what they do not want to be). 
One may say, with Simmel ([1907] 1978: 306–7), that there is a mutual 
dependency between what one owns and wears and who one is, or, in a 
more existential sense, between “having and being.” 
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The situation of consumers resembles that of retailers; “horizontal” 
differentiation produces dissimilarities, but it does not create social order. 
In this case, order is related to fashion (or more concretely, fashionable 
items), and that some collective identities, or ideal-type actors, have a 
higher fashion profile than their peers in the eyes of consumers and oth-
ers, which implies a higher position in the status rank order. This means 
one can talk of “vertical stratification” based on consumption, though it 
must also be seen in relation to horizontal differentiation, in terms of sub-
cultures and anti-fashions. Thus, if one looks more closely at consumers, 
one is likely to find different ideal-type consumers who, so to speak, devi-
ate so much from other consumers that they are in fact not included in 
this market; hence, neither consumers nor BGRs see them as relevant in 
this market. For instance, groups who do not wear “affordable fashion” 
because it is “mainstream” claim to stay outside fashion. In practice this 
is impossible, however (cf. Finkelstein 1996: 17), since any statement on 
fashion by definition automatically acknowledges its existence.

The rank order of those actually included in the market is related to 
consumer groups that have developed their own styles, and with refer-
ence to which the idea of horizontal differentiation is more apt. The idea 
that people are stratified in social and cultural groups is an insight that 
goes back to the sociological classics. At the top of the consumers’ fash-
ion ladder are typically royalty and celebrities, like sports players (and 
their wives and girlfriends, so-called WAGs), musicians, and movie stars, 
though they are less likely to wear clothes from BGRs. At the lower end, 
one finds children, the elderly, and others who are seldom seen as trend-
setters. In this case, there is a correlation so that those who tend to spend 
more money also have more status, but it is unclear how strong the cor-
relation is. This, alongside the characteristics of different groups and their 
role in the “fashion game,” is common knowledge in the industry, at least 
among those working in marketing and design. 

The status of the different consumer types is not merely a function 
of this market. Furthermore, ideal-types do not gain their position only 
through the consumption of garments. Music, activities, work roles, 
and many other dimensions, each of which is evaluated, play a major 
role in this process. Thus, one could and should—to enable a more de-
tailed analysis—conduct an empirical study, similar to those carried out 
by the BGRs, also of ideal-type consumers. It is obviously possible to 
conduct a more detailed analysis also of how individuals gain unique 
identities, though this demands considerable empirical work. Here, how-
ever, I restrict the analysis to the argument that there is a status order 
of ideal-type consumers, without empirically studying specific ideal-type 
consumers.
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Price and Garments

So far I have made the argument that retailers and consumers, respec-
tively, are ordered in status ranks. These two orders are interdependent. I 
have, however, only indirectly discussed the commodity of this market. If 
the material characteristics of commodities determined the logic of mar-
kets, the production and consumption markets of garments would be 
almost identical; one would talk of a single market. The physical object, 
a garment item, would be sold, bought, and sold—much like stocks in 
exchange markets—and eventually purchased by someone who would 
then wear it. This is not the case, and it indicates that one cannot apply 
an approach that focuses on the material or “inherent” qualities of 
the product, though this is often the way in which fashion journalists 
present and “review” fashion garments. It suggests that, in this market, 
order is not primarily built around the material dimension of the com-
modity (say, a piece of fabric), but around its symbolic value. In fact, it 
is not the material commodity that is in focus, but the status orders that 
generate the commodity. Looking at it in this way is radically different 
from the goods-centered view that economists use.4

All garments have basic functions, such as protection and keeping their 
wearer warm. However, “quality”—measured, for example, in terms of 
the strength and colorfastness of clothes—does not determine the value 
of the product. It is moreover clear that consumers do not pay primarily 
for long-lasting fabrics. Many clothes are left in the wardrobe before they 
are worn out, or are recycled to developing countries, where they flood 
local markets. Niklas Luhmann offers an insight into this, suggesting why 
products are no longer purchased because of material need, “Under the 
conditions of industrial production it is surely more of an act of despera-
tion than reason to buy something again” ([1996] 2000: 50), which ac-
cording to him is largely due to advertisement.

I shall examine the role of prices in creating order, which involves in-
vestigating the relationship between the commodity and its price. This 
will also show how the third prerequisite, namely the worth of the offer, 
is met. Economic sociologists have studied prices only to a limited extent 
(Swedberg 2003: 129–30). A short and simple definition of price is an 
assigned numerical value of a good, service, or asset, for which it can be 
exchanged. It represents the economic value of goods. Prices, expressed 
in one form of money or another, are a means of comparison (cf. “money 
of account,” Dodd 2005) for completely different things, such as an apple 
and 30 minutes in a tanning salon, and they are created by means of 
trade. Prices are constituted (become subjectively meaningful) in relation 
to traded garments, and in relation to other products. An individual may 
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thus constitute the value a commodity has for her, and if it is on sale at 
a fair price and within her budget, she may buy the item. Therefore, a 
price is a social construction related to other social constructions, such as 
money (cf. Dodd 1994; Ingham 2004) and markets.

Prices are public and help to make markets transparent. They have a 
“personal” side, as they are interpreted, but also a “social” side, as the 
outcome of interactions. Wittgenstein connects the personal and the so-
cial level nicely: “The human gaze has a power of conferring value on 
things; but it makes them cost more too” (1980: 1e). Cost here refers to 
the so-called market prices that are quoted, and for which money and the 
items traded are exchanged on a regular basis in the market. Prices, in 
contrast to the merely “subjective” value attached to what is offered, are 
intersubjective constructions that may become more or less entrenched, 
depending on how much prices fluctuate in the particular market. Thus, 
a market cannot be sustained in the long run unless at least some trading 
takes place, which produces these prices. The social construction of prices 
is important for the subjective constitution of the value of the products. 

But how shall we understand this value? If the physical characteristics 
of garments were the only thing that mattered, pricing would essentially 
be a function of the cost of the input materials, to which one could add 
the cost of labor and other costs (as Marx and his predecessors in eco-
nomics argued). If products could easily be ranked according to this or 
another underlying value that measures the commodity, prices would fol-
low.5 This is not the case in the market for fashion garments. 

I argue that price is a dimension that contributes to the construction 
of the commodity. Thus, price is not merely a reflection of the value, but 
also creates the economic value of the priced commodity. This is a similar 
argument to the one made by Veblen, namely that something—such as 
a commodity—may become valued because it is expensive (cf. Simmel 
[1907] 1978: 384; Velthuis 2005: 104). 

Prices, however, are not merely the effects of status positions. They have 
meaning only in relation to something that is priced. Two prices, $500 and 
$700, are meaningless unless one knows what they refer to. However, in 
combination with identities of buyers and sellers, price may co-determine 
the meanings of commodities (cf. Bourdieu [1992] 1996: 115). 

The case of garments illustrates an interesting point regarding the role 
of price. Essentially the same commodity—such as an almost standard-
ized T-shirt—could be sold at a higher price by a BGR that has more 
status than by one that has less status. Status as a high fashion retailer 
can in this way be translated into higher prices (Podolny 1993, 2005; cf. 
Velthuis 2005: 8). In fact, prices in a pure ideal-type status market would 
simply be reflections of the actors’ status. Thus, high-status sellers would 
set higher prices for their products. Does this mean it would be enough 
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for an entrant in the garment market, regardless of what it produces, sim-
ply to set a high price and thereby position itself in a high-status niche of 
the market? No. It would just be an unknown firm selling very expensive 
clothes. Only a high-status firm can sell high-priced garments, and it is 
this status dimension that is largely left out of Veblen’s, and other econo-
mists’, product-focused discussion. By being present in a market, whether 
through marketing, being represented in the “right” stores, or because 
their garments are worn by the “right” consumers—all the activities that 
are tied together in a narrative—the firm is perceived as having high sta-
tus by consumers and producers in the market.

How, then, do prices emerge in this final consumer market? The rela-
tive price level of real markets is a result of historical factors (White 
1993: 163), and must be seen in relation to other markets.6 A single BGR 
has a price policy, which means it prices its garments within a certain 
price bracket, and essentially sticks to it over time (cf. White 2002). 

Prices are not only the consequence of calculations based on added 
costs and profits on the production price. Branded garment retailers set 
prices in the final consumer markets, and pricing is integrated in firms’ 
market strategies. A high-price policy implies that the BGRs never sell 
garments in outlets, or never have them on sale. In this way, the “value” 
that comes with expensive products is not devalued by the fact they are 
on sale (discounted) two months later. Finally, it also makes it less likely 
that the regular customers will see “their” clothes being worn by people 
they do not want to be associated with, as exemplified by the appropria-
tion of Burberry clothes by so-called “hoodies” and lower class youths 
known in the UK as “chavs” (Power and Hauge 2008). This is not a 
cynical observation; it merely describes a condition for maintaining iden-
tities. Some firms, as I was informed in the course of my research, would 
never allow their clothes to be discounted—they are withdrawn from 
their stores and destroyed. The very logic of fashion—“to be first with 
the latest”—means that access to fashionable items must be restricted 
to protect the identity of the firm. Price is one means of excluding larger 
groups of consumers and maintaining the exclusivity of the items as well 
as of the consumers. In the words of one shop owner, “[there are] people 
who do not care if a pair of trousers costs $600, if they have something 
extra.” The other side of the coin is that there is no way consumers on a 
budget can consume the most exclusive brands. 

If price were the only means of competition, this situation could 
not occur; firms with high prices would be forced out of business (cf. 
Bourdieu 1990: 89). Hence, some firms advertise at prices that cater to 
consumers who focus on cost, while other firms focus more on lifestyle 
and imaginary values—all of which ultimately must be translated into 
prices. This also suggests that some firms cannot compete at low prices, 
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which would degrade their products (Velthuis 2005), since a low price 
may signal low quality (cf. Plattner 2000: 127–28) or low fashion. Even 
though prices affect the identity of a firm, they are not entrenched enough 
to define products in the markets I have studied. A clear indication that 
prices derive from status rather than the other way around is that firms 
cannot compete on price alone. A firm that sells knockdown versions of 
more expensive brands may not be profitable. This phenomenon is often 
recognizable in art markets (Plattner 2000; Beckert and Rössel 2004; 
Velthuis 2005). This must be contrasted with a standard market (dis-
cussed next) in which anyone who, for example, offers a stock (which by 
definition is identical to all other stocks) at a lower price will sell it before 
anyone offering it at a higher price.

Neither physical characteristics nor price, then, are the most entrenched 
features of this status market. More entrenched are the social structure of 
the identities of BGRs and their status, on the one hand, and ideal-type 
consumers in their status order, on the other. It is clear that price can be 
seen as an integral part of BGRs’ identity management. To fully under-
stand this, one must look beyond sellers and buyers in the market to the 
meaning endowment (i.e., the process in which commodities gain mean-
ing) of fashion commodities and the logic of this process. 

Fashion

Fashion has always interested sociologists and scholars from other fields. 
This is because, among other things, it has to do with change, typically 
of clothes of particular styles that succeed each other, thereby rendering 
other styles unfashionable. Fashion is a continuous process, often seen as 
taking place among the ranks of consumers, especially women. The scope 
of the phenomenon is large, and Alfred Marshall realized its economic 
importance long ago, declaring that “the rule of fashion is spreading, till 
it will soon have little ground left to conquer” (1920b: 809).

My main point regarding research on fashion is a critical one, namely 
that the literature is too focused on consumption and on the material 
dimension of clothes.7 In this book, fashion is seen as a social process, 
which means viewing it similar to Simmel ([1904] 1971) and others like 
Blumer (1969) and Cannon (1998). In earlier times, fashion was made 
for the individual, and “fashion” was a factor in maintaining cohesion 
in the upper social strata. Simmel saw the class structure as stable, and 
essentially whatever the upper class was wearing came into fashion and 
was then diffused to the lower classes (cf. Veblen [1899] 1953). Street 
and subcultures have over time also become highly important as sources 
for new products and ideas in many cultural industries, including fashion 
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(Slater and Tonkiss 2001: 168–71; cf. Huat Chua 1992: 123–24). Craik 
(1993: xi, 217) calls this a “trickle-up” process, in contrast to the “trickle-
down” variety described by Simmel (Crane 1999). What is missing in the 
sociology of fashion literature, and the fashion literature in general, is 
an account of the link between production, in which brands are created 
in markets and outside markets, and consumption (fashion, and fashion 
research, are discussed in more detail in Appendix V). 

Despite all the research that has been carried out, fashion is mysterious 
to many academics and members of the fashion industry. One buyer told 
me: “One cannot put a finger on what exactly creates fashion, everything 
affects it.” She then tried to qualify this statement: “The role of movies 
shouldn’t be neglected. But also stylists and fashion magazines affect it 
a lot.” An important step in explaining fashion is to connect the buyers 
with the products and the sellers. That the meaning of a thing is affected 
by the people who interact with them is not a new insight (cf. Heidegger 
[1927] 2001: 117–18). It can be seen in the seventeenth-century practice 
of the East India Company, which successfully introduced cotton into 
a British market previously dominated by wool. Its method, apparently 
based on detailed knowledge of the market, was to extend favors and 
services to “prominent and useful people; samples of Indian goods were 
distributed where they would attract attention and create fashionable 
demand” (Douglas 1969: 29). Thus, not all customers were seen as hav-
ing equal worth in the eyes of the sellers, and some were targeted because 
they were assumed to influence other consumers. All this was done by 
sellers who knew that existing or potential consumers must be reached 
through the “right” people (Moor 2003: 46). Fashion, seen only from the 
side of the consumers, often begins among trendsetters and these trends 
later spread to other groups. A key idea, then, is that some consumers 
persuade others of the value of brands or certain commodities.

This idea of distinctions between groups is also expressed by Simmel’s 
([1904] 1971) “trickle down” theory of fashion, though he of course saw 
distinctions as being created within a class structure rather than among 
icons, trendsetters, and reference groups (cf. Merton 1968). One can also 
identify distinctions at the level of individuals (Thompson and Haytko 
1997). Thus, much has happened since the pioneering days of the East 
India Company in the 1660s; income distribution has become more equal 
and “prominent and useful people,” “opinion leaders,” and “fashion 
leaders” (Blumer 1968: 343) may be found not only in the vicinity of the 
royal family or the upper class, but also in the gay population, among 
celebrities, or in clubs in Los Angeles or Manchester (cf. McCracken 
1988: 80–81; Agins 2000: 39). The role of celebrities in particular has 
increased over time (cf. Blumer 1968:343; Agrawal and Kamakura 
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1995; McCracken 1989; Marshall 1997). This was noted by the head of 
one buying department, who said, “these days, trends travel extremely 
quickly all over the world. People immediately notice when icons like 
Beckham or Madonna are wearing something new.” This is in line with 
the argument put forward by Marshall (1997: 194–95), namely that a 
celebrity “who moves into marketing other products is selling her capital 
as a kind of brand loyalty to the advertising company.” However, many 
fans and regular consumers follow these celebrities, and mimic what they 
do regardless of marketing. This means celebrities form a group of actors 
who affect fashion in a way that BGRs cannot predict. What they can do 
is adapt to the consequences by producing copies of the designer clothes 
that some celebrities wear. Contemporary trends are also more circular, 
and ideas are picked up and used from both the “top” and the “bottom.” 
This makes it harder to tell who initiated a trend. It is perhaps not the 
full story that people such as David Beckham, the wives of sports stars, 
Madonna, or other kinds of celebrities invent fashion trends, but they 
certainly contribute to the diffusion of them. 

Making Fashion

Fashion garments are created with reference to BGRs and ideal-type 
consumers (cf. McCracken 1988: 71ff; Beckert and Rössel 2004). The 
constitution and construction of a commodity are the result of who 
sells it and wears it (which is related to their status), as well as its rela-
tions to other commodities as perceived by the actors in the market (cf. 
McCracken 1988: 74; Bourdieu [1979] 1984; Slater 2002: 71–72; Callon, 
Méadel, and Rabeharisoa 2002; Baudrillard [1976] 1993: 88). Thus, a 
certain brand of garment—or even a certain type of branded garment—is 
awarded high status by consumers and producers because it has edge and 
is seen as “cool” or “mochino” (cf. Auty and Elliot 1998). Thus, items 
seen as in fashion by a smaller but influential group of consumers may 
have an impact on what is fashionable in larger consumer groups, too. 
The meaning of a product depends on who its wearers are as well as who 
produced it. This is because the meanings of the rank orders of wear-
ers and retailers (brands) are more entrenched—more taken for granted 
as social constructions—than the product. It is this social structure that 
makes up the “backbone,” or rather the most entrenched social construc-
tion of this partial order. Therefore, it can be said that this order is or-
dered according to the social structure.

Because they have reflexive capacity, consumers who want to distin-
guish themselves may start consuming garments that are not in fashion. 
By doing this, they add new meaning to the commodity and, depending 
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on their status, may or may not make fashion. This helps us understand 
why the wearing of unfashionable items by fashion leaders does not ren-
der such people unfashionable. The reason is that actors whose identity 
involves defining fashion—that is, who have status in the market—have 
the power to make the unfashionable fashionable. In the right circum-
stances, unfashionable items can be used to make distinctions, thereby 
entrenching their identity and position. 

In contrast, if such people started to wear clothes that were already in 
fashion, they could no longer maintain their position and control their 
identities. In other words, only those ideal-types who are seen as fashion-
oriented, and thus having high status, can define fashion. This process, 
in which consumers are aware of brands and orient their purchases to 
certain brands and not others, is governed by “significant others.” 

Two examples will clearly show how fashion is created in relation to 
status. The first shows how a firm, Airwalk, successfully launched its 
brand of sneakers (Gladwell 2000: 193–215). Airwalk was originally 
used only by skateboarders, who constitute an ideal-type consumer. The 
firm producing the shoes sponsored skate events, and by broadening its 
customer base so that also surfers and mountain bikers were included, it 
became “cool” (Gladwell 2000: 194). Because of successful research and 
marketing based on advertising campaigns, the firm managed to use its 
cool “edge” to attract mainstream consumers. The products were seg-
mented so that the most expensive shoes were sold in certain stores, and 
mainly bought by the core group of consumers, considered the “coolest” 
consumers (those with the most status).

It was the firm’s deliberate strategy to seek out trendsetters and “early 
adopters” (of fashion, music, or other things, cf. Rogers 2003). Only 
when enough of these so-called early adopters start to use a certain brand 
can it become a trend. To create a fashion, the firm launched campaigns 
that tied together a number of trends with momentum, albeit with only 
a few followers. In this way, the firm created a trend (cf. Gladwell 2000: 
208–13). When a trend gets going, it may become self-propelling. This is 
the case when regular consumers start buying things because people they 
know, or see in the streets, wear them. 

A firm is likely to hold on to its core ideal-type consumers as long as 
they feel that the firm retains the identity that made them buy its products 
in the first place. When this is no longer the case—perhaps because the 
firm’s products can no longer be used to maintain distinctions—those 
who initially gave them meaning will abandon them. Then, the firm is left 
with its less cool customers. However, since the commodity has now lost 
its edge, this group may also stop buying. So how can something be cool 
if the cool people have stopped wearing it (cf. Kawamura 2006)?
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No one side can determine a fashion trend, but the last example de-
scribed is a largely producer-driven fashion trend. Other trends are 
consumer-driven. Gladwell (2000: 3–5) exemplifies how products that 
have been out of fashion for a long time can come back into fashion 
due to strategic choices among small consumer groups that turn some-
thing that is anything but cool into a cool product by starting to wear 
it again.

The existence of trends, and their logic, is, of course, not new. Bourdieu 
([1992] 1996: 252–56) describes the rise, peak, and decline of a trend. He 
argues that there is an avant-garde, composed of those who define what 
is in fashion, which later is followed by other consumers who consecrate 
the process, terminating with the product becoming déclassé. This life 
cycle resembles the general idea expressed by fashion theory, but it is a 
process in which the firm lacks control, which Bourdieu ([1992] 1996: 
254–55) has described: 

[J]ust like Carven [a French fashion house] in the 1960s, they have little by 
little brought together a composite clientele made up of elegant but age-
ing women who remain faithful to the perfumes of their yesteryears and 
of young but less wealthy women who discover these outmoded products 
when they are out of fashion, so in the same way (because differences in the 
matter of economic and cultural capital are translated into temporal differ-
ences in access to rare goods), a formerly highly distinctive product which is 
disseminated (hence making itself less select) simultaneously loses the new 
clients who are the most concerned about the distinction and will witness 
its initial clientele age and the social quality of its public decline. ([1992] 
1996: 254–55)

This indicates that the commodity becomes something because of its 
wearers; in itself it is nothing. It is just a “material” peg upon which 
meaning rests. The material part of a garment is taken for granted, and 
can therefore function as a “peg” for fashion. This is not to deny the 
role of materiality. It is only to say that it is rather the social context 
that determines materiality, not the other way around (cf. Heidegger 
[1927] 2001).

In sum, a certain type of garment is more likely to come into vogue if 
enough people—enough of the right people, that is: typically consumers 
with high status, in which ethnicity, gender, age, and lifestyle are impor-
tant components—begin to use it. This effect is more likely if the com-
modities are sold by high-fashion (high-status) sellers. BGRs are seldom 
fashion leaders, but because of their superior logistics, they can quickly 
respond to new ideas and come up with their own versions of fashion, 
which they offer customers.

Aspers-book.indb   53 3/1/2010   4:53:59 PM



54 C H A P T E R  2

Fashion and Power

One conclusion from the discussion so far is that though fashion trends 
are difficult to predict, they are possible to change. Actors on both sides 
of the market—producers and consumers—have some power to change 
current patterns. They also have “power” to affect each other’s identities. 
The activities of market actors, which are based on their interpretations 
of what happens in related contexts, are largely what make fashion what 
it is. Actors on both sides can, for example, couple and decouple—that 
is, shift among those they “interact” and “collaborate” with in the mar-
ket—thereby affecting what is in fashion. Actors’ market identities are 
affected because of changes in the status hierarchy (cf. Podolny 1993, 
2005). Garment sellers, retailers, and others come up with new products, 
put things on display, advertise them, and create brands. However, only 
because of consumers’ choices, and trend-setters’ choices in particular—
the concrete manifestation of the evaluation—will certain garments come 
to be in fashion and others will not (cf. Beaudoin, Lachance, and Robi-
taille 2003). Certain brands may also be affected by their wearers, over 
whom the sellers have no control. When Radovan Karadzic, wanted for 
war crimes in the Balkans, was finally caught and shown in media photos 
around the world, he was wearing a particular brand of shirt. A represen-
tative of the firm in question stated: “it is a pity that the logo can be seen, 
but we cannot decide who buys our products.” The same applies to entire 
consumer groups, not just individuals.

Fashion is an effect of interaction between actors, and the field of fash-
ion lacks a command center with the power to decide what shall be in 
vogue. In other words, no one controls fashion. However, larger play-
ers—typically independent design houses, fashion magazines, retailers, 
and branded marketers with more status—usually have more to say than 
others about the development of fashion (cf. Entwistle 2000: 220–36), as 
well as about the “rules” of interaction in the market (cf. Bourdieu [1992] 
1996: 254–55). The power to influence fashion is a function of size and 
status, or, more concretely, of identity, represented by position in the so-
cial structure. In the following, I will give several examples of the col-
lective capacity for action possessed by actors in this industry. Fashion, 
in sum, is neither “planned obsolescence promoted by retailers” (Law, 
Zhang, and Leung 2004: 362)—an idea which assumes that consumers 
lack reflexive capacity—nor the result of trickle down among consumers 
(Simmel [1904] 1971), which views producers as automata issuing gar-
ments they have no idea whether the consumer will buy. 
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Identity Management

Actors are not fettered to positions in the structure of the market, nor is 
the structure set in stone. Nevertheless, it is easier for an actor to change 
his or her position, via identity change in the structure, than to change the 
market, its value, or the culture. 

An employee who is dissatisfied with a firm may move to another firm. 
A consumer who does not like a certain firm’s clothes can stop buying 
and shop elsewhere. This is a consequence of the freedom of choice that 
markets represent for actors. A retailer that wants to make a move in the 
market must change its identity. To change identity is never easy, though 
in principle it is possible. I will here briefly discuss how it can be done (cf. 
Kotler 2004).

In the discussion, I will treat BGRs as a unit, and not look inside the 
firms to see how different departments may have different goals (as dis-
cussed by Fligstein [2001], but above all by Boltanski and Thèvenot 
[2006]). Large firms usually hire consultants to help them with many 
things, and specialists in different departments within firms perform com-
plicated analyses and tasks. Within fashion companies, and in relation to 
them, many actors act as intermediaries. These people affect fashion and 
are essentially what make up a fashion firm. Joanne Entwistle’s (2006) 
study of fashion buyers is the best example of one such category, namely 
fashion buyers. I have not studied this in detail, and will therefore talk 
about it only briefly. The point I want to make is that though external 
intermediaries may influence the decisions firms make, and though they 
can take part in identity management, they are hired and exchanged at 
the behest of the BGR, not the other way around. Large consulting firms 
may, however, not only be passive, but also set organizational trends and 
be proactive. 

Identity management, or impression management (Goffman [1963] 
1968), can be described as a strategy to get closer to, or maintain, re-
flexive identity—that is, the identity a firm wishes to have, or keep, in a 
market. Actors strive to manage their behavior to form identities. Power 
resources at the level of individual actors imply that they can manage 
their identities. Power may, for example, be due to status, financial capi-
tal, the resources of political associations, and of course sheer violence. 
Power depends mainly on what is culturally allowed in the market. This 
means that the context conditions the power. One cannot directly trans-
late power resources into action, nor does one have to exercise them to 
get an effect (Korpi 1985).
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Change is costly, and it is difficult to know whether a strategic move 
in the market will be profitable or not. Only if power is used in an en-
vironment in which uncertainty can be translated into risk is it possible 
to make rationally calculated decisions. However, the fashion industry 
makes these calculations difficult (cf. Knight 1921).8 This has partly to 
do with the fact that a BGR cannot control how its identity manifests 
itself in the eyes of consumers. The uncertainty (cf. Godart 2009) is ul-
timately because there is no standard of fashion—as there is in the mar-
ket for crude oil or gold—to which BGRs and others can orient them-
selves, and which would render them “good” or “bad” before they enter 
the market. 

Market inertia has to do with entrenched social constructions, and 
change must often include as many dimensions as possible of those that 
form the identity of firms. The location of stores, their manufacturers, the 
staff, the customers, the design department, the buying department, and 
the advertising must be changed, in addition to the products. To change 
all this will in all likelihood require a change in the culture of the firm. 
A firm, provided it has the financial resources, in principle has control 
over these matters. By altering them, a firm may move within the social 
structure—meaning, it may try to change its market niche, an issue that 
will also be discussed in the next chapter. 

However, if the customers do not accept these ideas (if they do not buy 
the garments), the firm has spent its money in vain. Finally, its competi-
tors (cf. White 2002) can clearly observe the movements of a firm try-
ing to change its market niche. If other firms, and their market niches, 
are under threat, they will most likely launch counterstrikes. Hence, not 
only is it unclear what the customers will do, it is unclear what compet-
ing firms will do. Though as actors in the market with long experience, 
firms can make qualified guesses concerning what other actors may do. 

Through connections and friendships, which may be stronger bonds than 
firm loyalties, individuals may gain information about what is going on. 
Gossip is another word for this. 

It may in some cases actually be easier to enter another market than to 
change identity in the market in which the actor’s identity is constructed, 
which explains the stability of markets (cf. Burt 1988). Furthermore, en-
trance into a market such as the fashion garment market is an important 
decision. It is central that the firm entering a market identifies a niche it 
can successfully occupy. Thus, a strategic move into a market, to take a 
concrete example, is made with an existing or indented niche or market 
identity “in mind.” To attain this goal, the firm must direct its move so the 
identity becomes what the firm is aiming at—that is, to let the reflexive 
and the unique identities become one and the same.
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The Culture of the Market 

Not everything can be done in a market. Behavior and activities in mar-
kets must be related to what is permissible, which refers to the second 
prerequisite of a market. The culture of a market is based on the lifeworld 
that markets are both part of and, more fundamentally, embedded in. But 
a specific market culture is also determined by informal institutions, and 
on the decided formal institutions, though it is often a combination. This 
prerequisite may be met more or less spontaneously in any existing mar-
ket. For those who enter a market, it means they must relate to what the 
market culture allows. Each market has a history and is likely to have its 
own culture (“this is how we do it here”), which is known and practiced 
within it. 

I define culture as beliefs, “tools,” and behaviors—such as discourse 
and practice—appropriate to the setting. It is a form of implicit and 
explicit knowledge that actors use in interactions with each other (cf. 
Knorr-Cetina 1999; Swidler 1986). This definition includes the notion 
of institution (cf. Martin 1968: 101), so that formal institutions that are 
the result of organized coordination, such as the law, are conceptualized 
as “culture.” More specifically, institutions grow out of culture, they can-
not just “appear”; and imported institutions are often interpreted locally. 
Tradition or informal institutions that have emerged in an evolutionary 
process may be as important for markets as formal (deliberately decided) 
institutions. Culture “informs” actors concerning what one can and can-
not do. This means culture is connected to direct or indirect sanctions, 
and ultimately to values. Culture can be seen as a “large concept” (Og-
burn 1937: 161), and one can talk, for example, of scientific culture, but 
also of national cultures, and even of cultures as civilizations (Heidegger 
[1919] 1987: 129–35). Thus, there are general cultural dimensions that 
are valid across—and in fact underpin—many markets, as well as non-
markets. Morality is included in culture, and only certain things are ac-
cepted as legitimate in market exchange (Zelizer 1981). Capitalism is the 
cultural “ethos” in many markets, each with a different set of rules con-
cerning how to behave. I shall return to this topic in the last chapter of 
the book. I talk of partial culture of a specific social setting like a market. 
A partial culture is rooted in the lifeworld, and may include the same for-
mal and informal institutions that one also finds in other partial cultures. 
To this extent, it is similar to the partial culture of other markets and 
non-markets. Thus, some formal institutions, such as tax law and labor 
law, apply to all firms in a market, and though these of course matter, 
they cannot explain why there are different orders in different markets. 
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I focus on partial cultures in markets, in the form of institutions valid 
in many markets, but also those that are valid in only a single market. 
The partial culture of settings  includes the logic and type of gossip, the 
language used, the special meaning of the terms used, and the history of a 
market. It is thus intimately linked to the narrative of the market, and is 
important in making the market what it is (cf. Fligstein’s notion “concep-
tion of control,” in Fligstein 2001: 18). My definition of culture enables 
us to separate out what I will focus on next: the culture of the settings 
of the market, from the general culture. It makes it possible to analyze 
partial cultures, as well as the specific cultures of single markets. In sum, 
culture refers to how to do things and how they are done, while value 
refers to what it is all about, a view not shared by all researchers.9

Contracts, ways of payment, and many other things are examples of 
institutions that govern behavior in a market. Simmel argues that com-
petition in a market is restricted by what I call the cultural limitation 
of the means of competition that are accepted in this market (Simmel 
[1908] 1983: 227). This limitation is also due to the morality to which 
people adhere, which is to say that the partial market culture is rooted in 
the lifeworld. For instance, culture includes whether and how customers 
may try clothes on in stores, and whether they are likely to return them 
to their correct place in the store or leave this to the sales personnel. 
Cultural bonds between BGRs and consumers may differ between mar-
kets. Some firms offer their customers loyalty cards. If consumers accept 
them, this results in a more stable consumption pattern. These and other 
things contribute to bring order into this market. The culture of a market 
contributes to the partial order of the market. But seen in the light of 
my evidence, it is not the most important component in understanding 
contemporary-fashion consumer markets. This does not mean culture 
is of no importance; it merely means that the culture in this market is 
largely the same as in many other final consumer markets. 

Status Order

Culture alone cannot explain order in the fashion consumer market in 
which BGRs operate, though it increases predictability in the market. 
Order in this market is constructed according to the principle of status 
(cf. Aspers 2008; 2009). I introduced this earlier, but we are now in a 
position to discuss it in more detail. Both sides of the market are ordered 
according to this principle in the market whose underlying value is “af-
fordable fashion.” The social structure is the most entrenched construc-
tion in the market—that is, more taken for granted than the value that 
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underlies the market for affordable fashion (which, so to speak, changes 
with the fashion). This means that actors’ performances—what they do 
or produce—is determined according to their status position. In a status 
market it matters who one is, and what is produced is a function of who 
made it (the name of the producer) and who is wearing it. This market 
attracts actors, BGRs, and consumers who are interested in either provid-
ing or purchasing affordable fashion. The market structure is made up of 
two different roles, each of which is oriented both to its own side and to 
the other. It is this social structure with named branded garment retailers 
that is entrenched. While the incumbents differ between countries, one 
may speak of national fashion markets in which the BGRs operate.

It may appear strange that the orders of the identities of garment sell-
ers and the ideal-type consumers are considered stable, but the important 
point is that these orders are at least more entrenched than the value of 
the commodity (the fashion garment), which changes much more fre-
quently. This is the explanation of how the first prerequisite—what the 
market is about—is met. That is, though the value of the market remains 
“fashion garments,” its manifestation in products (or what this means) 
changes quickly, which means that one cannot predict how the market 
operates based on knowing what is traded. Thus, what some call the 
“path dependency” of the market cannot be connected to the product or 
any technological standard because the order is derived from the social 
structure. This idea of status as an ordering in markets is central in this 
chapter. In the following, I analyze a market in which the situation is 
the opposite—that is, there is a standard for evaluating the actors in the 
market, and their identities are a function of what they do in accordance 
with this more entrenched standard.

In a status market, a commodity essentially gets its meaning with refer-
ence to observable patterns of interaction between the commodity and its 
wearers. Actors perceive and interpret the commodities, as well as the ob-
servable interaction patterns in the market. Through this interaction, re-
tailers and consumers form their identities, as well as the identities of the 
garments they wear. The meaning and value of products, as constructed 
in the market in the eyes of the consumers, come more from their social 
ties (White 2002), position, and status in the respective status order, and 
less from, say, the types of fabrics used. Consequently, the frequently used 
notion of “objective” quality (cf. Podolny 1993: 833; Marshall 1920b: 
56–57, 799–803) cannot be central in the discussion of status markets. 
High-street firms and brands exchange status with one another, where-
as retailers with less status and “non-brands” mutually reinforce their 
lack of status.10 This is a form of “communication” between actors and 
things, as well as between actors and between things, all of which gain 
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new meanings or entrench old ones in the process. This is to say that 
what we observe is, of course, conditioned by many humans (Heidegger 
[1927] 2001). 

Summary 

In this chapter, I have analyzed the final consumer market for fashion 
garments, concentrating on branded garment retailers. In this market, 
actors have fixed roles, either as sellers of garments or as consumers. 
The firms hold on to market niches, represented by their fashion/price 
mixture. The consumers’ side is stratified in terms of different ideal-type 
consumers at different levels of fashion. When the two sides interact, the 
market is like a mirror in which actors on each side can see themselves 
through the activities of the other. It is only when the two sides and the 
commodity—in practice its value—are analyzed together that order in 
this market can be understood. The products are differentiated, an aspect 
that makes this kind of market different from the neoclassical economic 
model. I have shown that the three market prerequisite of order in mar-
kets—what is traded, how it is done, and the generation of prices—are 
to be understood in relation to status. What is traded is an effect of the 
social structure, and prices on garments are a function of status orders in 
this structure. Finally, the culture that emerges manifests how things are 
done in the market.

Identities and order in this status market are co-constructed, though 
not according to a script that can easily be changed. Many aspects that 
define the ways consumers and BGRs interact, and how BGRs interact 
with each other, can be described in terms of culture. The constitution of 
BGRs’ identities, as consumers view them, can be achieved in different 
ways. Because of this, meanings differ slightly between the participants in 
the market. However, the two sides that come together in the final con-
sumer market are perceived in ways that are shared by those taking part 
in the market. Consequently, the  meanings—the social constructions—
become entrenched parts of the social world because actors orient them-
selves to them. This process of construction cannot be separated from an 
actor’s constitution of meaning.11 I have argued that the perception of 
identities is essentially the same among all participants in a market, par-
ticularly those on the same side of the market. 

From the analysis in this chapter, we can conclude that the market’s 
organization is not explained by the fact that branded garment retailers 
are in the market to make money. This market is not the result of a single 
decision; no one has determined that the market should be organized as it 
is. Different states have provided institutional frameworks, but they have 
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not organized the garment markets. The market is rather a consequence 
of actors interpreting the world in different ways, having different goals, 
and also positioning themselves by using different strategies in the course 
of various struggles.

This chapter has not explained how many of the social constructions 
that are seen as entrenched—such as the status ranks of the BGRs—come 
to be so. In other words, if the book ended here we would be left with 
the explanation that fashion is merely the result of decisions made by 
consumer groups to buy or not to buy what the different retailers offer. 
In fact, this chapter assumes that the orders of both sides are stable social 
constructions, and it treats at least the BGRs’ identities as a result of this 
market alone. This is only part of the picture. We need to explain how the 
identities of the BGRs become stable, what social constructions make up 
these orders, and in what processes they are constructed. This will show 
how markets are embedded in other markets, but also non-economic par-
tial orders.
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Chapter 3 

Entrenching Identities

The purpose of this chapter is to analyze how the identities of those 
on one side of this market—the branded garment retailers—become en-
trenched. An identity can in principle be generated in a market if a firm’s 
activities acquire coherence over time by means of a narrative. The iden-
tity that an actor acquires in one particular partial order in which they 
are evaluated I call discrete identity. This suggests that a BGR can have 
several discrete identities. But this is exactly the point. BGRs share a col-
lective identity in terms of which they differentiate amongst themselves in 
terms of different unique identities.

What I term discrete identity is made up of several discrete identities, 
as seen from the perspective of actors in one particular market. BGRs 
gain their unique identities in the eyes of the consumers, not only as a 
result of their products, but also, for example, depending on how they 
advertise and how they design their stores. The unique identity of a BGR 
is a unit in the eyes of the consumers and the empirical starting point of 
the analysis. Analyzing discrete identities involves something like a phe-
nomenological deconstruction of the perceived unit (cf. Husserl [1913a] 
1962: 237–40), which is to say that the notion of discrete identity is more 
analytic than that of unique identity. The starting point, to repeat, is thus 
the phenomenology of markets that departs from the practices and inten-
tionality of the actors.

The question, then, is how BGRs’ identities are affected when they 
take part—and thereby become evaluated—in many different markets 
and non-markets. In some markets, retailers can use their power to di-
rect, manage, and thereby exercise some control over what I call discrete 
identities. In other markets or non-economic evaluations, discrete identi-
ties are formed by retailers because BGRs are included without having 
a chance to control or affect either the principle of evaluation or how 
their “performance” is perceived. Nonetheless, all these situations, from 
the consumers’ perspective, affect the unique identity of a BGR. Hence, 
only activities in situations that consumers know about, either directly by 
observation or interaction, or indirectly via media reports, have a chance 
of affecting a BGR’s unique identity. It follows that it is in the interest 
of BGRs to conceal or inform customers about their various activities in 
order to manage their identities.
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In this chapter, I seek to analyze, or take apart, unique identities in the 
final consumer market in order to understand some of the social con-
struction, which ultimately determines the rank order of the BGRs. I ana-
lyze four ways in which BGRs are evaluated, each of which contributes 
to the formation of unique identities in the final consumer market. One 
may, in other words, say that these dimensions are what make up the 
BGRs’ identities in the final consumer market. I begin with how BGRs 
can control their identities through the design of their stores. Then, I dis-
cuss advertisements. This section is followed by a discussion of editorial 
fashion. Finally, I analyze the role of ethical production of garments in 
the perception of BGRs’ unique identities in the eyes of consumers. On 
this basis, it will be possible to see how different partial orders are em-
bedded in each other, but also how the identities of BGRs are the result 
of several interrelated activities in different partial orders. 

Final consumers can observe how different BGRs perform in relation 
to each other in the cases discussed. In all the cases I explore, I focus on 
what the BGRs do and how the consumers can interpret this. At the end 
of the chapter, I discuss the different forms of identities and their rela-
tions. To analyze the unique identity of BGRs and study the different dis-
crete identities they comprise is a way of studying order as a consequence 
of interrelated economic and non-economic evaluations. 

Performance Control 

Performance control must be understood in light of the relationship be-
tween the structural conditions of actors’ identities and their reflexivity. 
The reflexivity enables them to react and form strategies that may involve 
attempts to change their collective, discrete, and ultimately their unique 
identity, which can include attempts to change the environment of the or-
ganization (Ahrne and Brunsson 2008: 49ff). A firm can act strategically 
to try to hold on to, or change, its identity, which is to say that control 
may be about either stability or change. Though it may have control of its 
activities, as indicated, the firm can never know what their consequences 
will be, nor how they will be perceived by the final consumers or any 
other of its different audiences (Ginzel et al. [1993] 2004). I shall now 
analyze important aspects of the reality facing BGRs, in which they have 
to manage and control their identities. Studying performance control is 
also a way of coming to understand how markets are connected. Thus, 
what happens in one market may depend on, as well as affect, what is 
occurring in other markets. Though some markets are more autonomous 
than others, there is no first “unmoved mover”—as assumed in Aristote-
lian physics, for example—and no simple causal analysis is possible. We 
should rather look at this as a process of reciprocal constitution. 
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Store Design 

Store design is one way in which branded garment retailers can affect 
their customers (Corrigan 1997: 66–80). The design of stores, is, how-
ever, also part of what consumers judge, and in this section I analyze the 
construction of discrete identities of “store design,” which is one com-
ponent of the unique identities that BGRs seek to establish as a result of 
final consumers’ interactions and evaluations in markets. In other words, 
BGRs act and consumers comprise the audience that evaluates them. The 
value underlying consumers’ evaluations is how well or badly the store 
is designed. This evaluation must be understood as a status order. This 
reference to status should be understood to mean that the social structure 
made up of the rank orders of BGRs and of ideal-type consumers is more 
entrenched than the value (the design of the fashion store) that is con-
structed by means of the interaction, though it is more likely that it is the 
perceptions of the consumers that matter. This is not an economic evalu-
ation, because no money is exchanged. However, the design of the store 
has economic consequences due to its effects on consumers’ decisions. It 
is obvious that such design comes with costs for the BGRs, but the point 
here is that the evaluation of the store design on the part of consumers 
does not involve money. The importance of store design is evident from, 
for example, business magazines for garment industry insiders, in which 
lighting, fixtures, and much more are analyzed and presented in detail. 
These all have the purpose of increasing sales figures, but should be un-
derstood in light of the firm’s identity.

BGRs’ market identities—their unique identities in the eyes of consum-
ers—are reflected in the stores. In other words, their identities explain 
why their stores look as they do (cf. Birtwistle and Shearer 2001). At the 
same time, store design contributes to these identities. The identities are 
constructed when consumers perceive stores. Though all stores may ap-
pear similar from a distance, this is not the case if one looks more closely. 
I have made a systematic study of stores, and from my own observations 
it is clear that first impressions have a major impact on how one perceives 
them. This first impression includes the colors, the light, staff, smell—for 
example, the perfume worn by the staff—music, and, of course, the wit-
nessed experience of other customers. 

Garment stores in developed countries differ considerably—for in-
stance, there are discount outlets and factory outlets. In developing coun-
tries especially, we find stores that sell substandard garments, as well 
as shops that could be called “oversupply” stores. During fieldwork in 
Turkey, I entered a small department store in Istanbul that was divided 
into several floors. In contrast to, say, Selfridges (Entwistle 2006), these 
stores have no names, and the price tags, in Turkish lira, are handwritten, 
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sometimes over the “original” tags in euros, pounds, or whatever other 
currency is in use in the country for which the clothes were originally 
produced. In New Delhi, it was common to see large piles of clothes on 
sale in the streets, coming directly from local factories. These were being 
sold in this manner either because they could not export them or, more 
likely, because of the overproduction that is common to make up for 
substandard garments.

Street mongers, who sell leftover substandard clothes or copies, are 
positioned at the bottom of the sales order, but they are nevertheless part 
of the industry. They operate, quite literally, at the corners of the busi-
ness—that is, street corners. In Istanbul, Turkey, I observed people selling 
garments in the street on a number of occasions. One field note recorded 
a man with a black plastic bag, standing on a street corner holding up a 
jacket adorned with a Lacoste label. It was obvious this was not a real 
Lacoste jacket.

The importance of evaluating BGRs’ stores became evident to me when 
I took some pictures in a larger BGR outlet. After taking two pictures, I 
heard an announcement over the store’s public address system and very 
soon a security guard informed me that it was “strictly forbidden” to take 
pictures inside the store. Clearly, firms want to make it more difficult for 
competing firms to study and copy their store design concept. It cannot 
be to stop visitors from taking pictures of the clothes—in many countries, 
it is a routine matter to buy an item and then return it the next day, pro-
viding ample time to analyze garments in much greater detail than from a 
picture. In such circumstances, it is also possible to measure the garment 
and construct a pattern that can be used to produce copies. But to acquire 
a full knowledge of store design is more difficult. 

I have so far talked about the store as if it was the unit of analysis. In 
practice, however, it is also possible to analyze the components that make 
up the store’s discrete identity. Several dimensions matter in consumers’ 
evaluations of BGR stores. One such dimension is how the staff serve the 
customers. Pettinger (2004) has studied how firms treat their customers. 
She labels her two firms “Distinction” and “Cheap Chic,” and shows they 
have different service policies. In addition, store personnel, who represent 
the retailer with their physical appearance and the clothes they wear, form 
part of the identity management strategy. This may involve some kind of 
uniform, a dress code, or individual styles that nonetheless are rather 
similar. A BGR can achieve this, for example, by allowing, or requiring, 
the staff to select from the stock of clothes of the store (Kawamura 2006). 
Thus, firms look for people who “could fit the shop, who had a similar 
fashion style as the shop they would be working in.” This is important 
because “sales assistants prepare the store as a branded environment” 
(Hauge 2007, III: 17). At the same time, the staff cannot be “too fashion-
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able” and thereby “intimidate” the customers (Hauge 2007, III: 17). In 
some British stores, sales staff may even be “policed” so that the store 
as a whole gives the right impression (Pettinger 2004: 178). Moreover, 
fashion is partly about feeling attractive, and firms prefer to present “at-
tractive faces” and presumably “attractive bodies” to their customers.

Depending on the location of the store, both its customers and its staff 
may have different origins, sizes, and preferences, which affect the sales 
figures of the different garments of a fashion line. Differences in demand 
between areas are also reflected in sales figures. Using so-called electronic 
point-of-purchase information, a BGR’s head office can observe how 
many, in exactly what colors and sizes, and in what combinations, clothes 
are selling in different stores. Such information enables firms to relocate 
garments between stores to maximize sales.

One consequence is that individual stores of the same BGR can differ 
from one another. The design of an individual store may be adapted to the 
local market—that is, a particular country—in terms of lighting, number 
of staff, and how sales personnel interact with customers, as well as the 
store’s degree and type of security, and many other dimensions. This is a 
form of micromarketing, aimed at the local community (Halepete, Hath-
cote, and Peters 2005). Some stores are designed to be more high-end 
than others, and these are called “flagships,” often located on high street, 
such as Oxford Street in London. These stores offer the most recent and 
advanced fashion lines the firms have to offer. These may be located in 
areas that are best described as “test sites of fashion.” London is one ex-
ample, but Stockholm is also an important place for this purpose.

A particular item may be in a store only a few weeks or at most a few 
months. To increase turnover it is important for a BGR to have, as one 
BGR representative put it, “more regular visits from our customers.” To 
achieve this, the firm cannot have “empty fixtures.” To make sure the 
store does not stagnate, the staff regularly and frequently redecorate the 
store, or at least switch the clothes on their mannequins. The redressing 
of the mannequins, which can be seen as proxies for real models (Evans 
2005), in store windows is often done in the morning or before the stores 
are open, which I have observed during fieldwork in shopping areas. In 
this way, one actually sees the change of fashion. Redecoration is an easy 
but also highly visible way of signaling change. (Figure 3.1 shows this 
task being performed by a member of staff in a store in London.)

Store windows are important for attracting customers. Normally, firms 
use not price but the clothes displayed in the windows to attract cus-
tomers. BGRs do, of course, have sales, when the windows are covered, 
often with big red banners advertising the sale (see figure 3.2). Moreover, 
customers normally know the price level of a BGR, which means they 
“know” what prices to expect in the stores they enter. 
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It is clear that BGRs view their stores as important for their image. 
One head of a major chain explained to me that stores are an integral 
part of the identity management of the BGR she works for: “We are cur-
rently working on the platform of the brand [which is directed] to the 
customer, towards the buying department and towards the staff in our 
stores.” This indicates that identity management is directed not only to 
those who work with customers, but also to those who work with the 
garment manufacturers producing the clothes.

Store design is predominantly visual in impact; most customers will 
get an idea of what kind of store they have entered just from its general 
design. In a communication to investors, one BGR expresses how they 
view this issue: “We ensure that our products are presented for sale in 
cool, contemporary surroundings by knowledgeable and friendly staff 
who are in tune with our customers.” Figures 3.3–3.6 depict different 
types of stores, their design, and a glimpse of the area where the stores 
are located. They are included to show the design differences between dif-
ferent forms of collective identities. Such differences can be huge, but we 
often take them for granted. They are crucial in forming the identities of 
“ready-to-wear” and “BGR design.” The template describes the pictures 
in more detail. 

Figure 3.1. Woman redressing a mannequin at 10:30 in London, near Oxford 
Street.
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Not only is the interior of the store important, but also the location. 
One CEO said in a newspaper interview, “Twenty meters difference in 
the location of a store can be the wrong location.” Location in this sense 
is not only a matter of physical space; location is something that these 
firms actively contribute to by their presence or absence. It is, in this light, 
no surprise that many chains have their stores in close proximity to one 
another. Oxford Street in London stands out as a particularly salient ex-
ample: BGRs and other garment sellers even have several stores located 
close to each other in this—very long—street.

Another important consideration is the nature of the other firms lo-
cated in the same area. Figures 3.7 and 3.8 show “branded” garment 
stores. The differences comprise not only the interiors of these stores, but 
also their locality in different contexts of purchase (in practice, neighbor-
hood). Both pictures are from London, but taken in two different areas: 
The figure 3.7 picture was taken in a residential area with a large propor-
tion of immigrants, Finsbury Park, while the one in figure 3.8 was taken 
on Oxford Street. These two contexts of purchase endow the garments 
and the brands with different meanings. 

Some shopping malls and main thoroughfares are packed with fashion 
stores. The physical construction of the buildings, the locations and style 
of the stores—all these things are social constructions, but entrenched to 
various degrees. The design of stores is usually the same over several sea-
sons. It is of course not “objective” time (in terms of months) that matters 
most, but rather how often customers visit stores and how often they are 
redecorated. The most central theoretical aspect is that the customer, who 
buys clothes from the chain, perhaps from the very same store, perceives 

Figure 3.2. Final Sale (Sweden) banners; red with white text.
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the store as a more entrenched social construction than the commod-
ity. Consumers, in short, have the perception that they will find some 
new clothes rather than a new store—still less that it has moved—when 
they shop. 

What does this mean in practice? I walked the Hohe Straße in Cologne 
almost every day for several months, on the way to or from work, usu-
ally outside store opening hours, often window-shopping. This is a typi-
cal example of a shopping street that one finds in many city centers. The 
street is a pedestrian zone, and garment and shoe stores make up a large 
proportion of the retailers. I grew familiar with the locations of the stores 
and the brand names, so much so I started taking them for granted. The 
clothes in the windows, however, were replaced quite often, at least more 
often than the mannequins and even their postures. The point is that 
though the stores, their price structure, their location, and—to speak in 
more theoretical terms—their status position remained largely the same, 
the garments put out within the framework of this social structure do 
change. This supports my claim that it is the social structure made up of 
BGRs in a status order that is the most entrenched social construction of 
this market, and what orders it, rather than the products per se. 

It does, of course, happen that stores are relocated, close, and open. 
Before a store opens, or while it is being refurbished, it is common that 
the outside of the store is covered with a large picture to advertise the 
opening (see figure 3.9). 

In the following, I will discuss advertisements as a means of identity 
management. It is, however, by no means necessary for a firm to ad-
vertise. The Spanish firm Zara has decided not to advertise. Instead, it 
uses its own stores, and its store windows, as means of “advertising.” 
We have already looked at this as an important means of “giving off” a 
visual expression of identity. To a small brand, the cost of advertisement 
is often too high. It is also seldom the case that advertisement is in keep-
ing with an identity of being “new and upcoming.” The head of a small 
designer brand said in a magazine, “We want people to feel that they are 
smart when they buy [name of the firm].” This means the expansion of 
this brand is accomplished without “advertisement and aggressive PR.” 

Figures 3.3–3.6. The pictures of these four stores show various ways in which 
garments are sold. The first (3.3) is from a typical BGR store (Oxford Circus in 
London), the second (3.4) is of a small store in Germany (Bonn) that explicitly 
states it is selling fashion—usually a sign that this is not what they sell—and the 
third (3.5) is from a high-end ready-to-wear store in London (Knightsbridge). The 
last one (3.6) is taken in Istanbul to show how garments also are sold in Istanbul. 
Pictures taken 2003–2006. Notice the different contexts, i.e., the socio-spatial 
surrounding in which the stores are located, and in which they gain meaning.
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Figures 3.7 and 3.8. Examples of stores. The top picture shows a local shop close 
to Finsbury Park underground station in London, while the bottom picture is 
from the shopping area close to London’s Oxford Street. (Both photographs 
taken in May 2006.)
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Instead, the owners of the firm hope “that our brand will evoke interest, 
so that people will check it out for themselves.” To use only its own stores 
is of course another way of practicing identity management. 

A final, but probably quite important aspect is that the store is only 
appropriately “designed” when it has customers. That is, the customers, 
and the way they look, their age, and the kind of clothes they wear, are 
important signals to other customers of what kind of store it is. Thus, the 
customers also become part of the interior of a store, and this interaction 
becomes part of what is evaluated. Because it can be hard to conclude 
from observation where the people you meet in different public arenas 
have bought their clothes, people may be informed by observing the cus-
tomers in the stores, the branding on the clothing itself, as well as the 
labeled shopping bags that customers are carrying. This process may not 
be entirely reflexive, but I argue that combinations of this possible con-
stitution of meaning help people to form impressions of different BGRs, 
as well as of other sellers. 

From observation, it is clear that some BGRs try to have fewer items on 
display, thereby looking more like high-status brand stores. A firm must, 
given the cost of storage space, make a trade-off between the number of 
items sold and their price; the fewer the items they display and sell, the 
higher the price must be. This is a trivial statement in a way, but it must 
be understood in relation to the store’s identity.

I have already argued that store design is one way in which BGRs be-
come different from other collective identities, including other garment 

Figure 3.9. Waiting for the store to open (London, May 2006).
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sellers. But they also differentiate amongst each other by means of store 
design. What is valued is fashionable store design. Consumers evaluate 
the BGRs, and some BGRs’ stores are seen as fashionable. Some BGRs 
get high “marks,” and are seen as high fashion, while others get low 
marks. BGRs are of course not left in the dark concerning how to design 
their stores, as I have shown. BGRs can observe their competitors, as well 
as the stores of high-fashion firms, and orient their design accordingly. 
They cannot, however, design their stores for the same customers as, say 
Hugo Boss, or any other brand name with high status. The reason is that 
regular Hugo Boss customers are less likely even to enter their stores, 
while their own traditional customers are not likely to be interested in 
Hugo Boss items. 

This evaluation process is largely parallel to the one I described earlier, 
namely consumption. But from an analytic point of view it is possible to 
create different status orders, some of which are non-economic. In other 
words, a BGR may be better at designing its stores than producing af-
fordable fashion, and vice versa. The point is that the design of stores af-
fects the unique identity of BGRs. It is one dimension of BGRs’ identities. 

I shall now look at another dimension, or another discrete identity that 
is part of BGRs’ unique identities: advertisement. 

Advertisement 

BGRs produce advertisements and customers evaluate them in a way that 
resembles how their stores are evaluated. These two roles—advertisers 
and audience—are stable, and it is the BGRs who make the first step by 
making their ads “public,” followed by their evaluation according to how 
fashionable they are. This is an evaluation in which actors are ordered 
according to status, which means actors on both sides define “good ad-
vertisements” rather than the other way around. Structure, of course, also 
comes out of this process. 

BGRs and their customers do not exchange money when the latter 
evaluate what the former produce in this way—that is, the customers do 
not have to pay, nor are they paid to receive these advertisements. Thus, 
the discrete identities that the BGRs acquire through advertising cam-
paigns are part of what makes up their unique identity in the final con-
sumer market. These identities are the result of consumer evaluation. In 
this section, I shall study not only this evaluation, but also the market in 
which BGRs select advertising agencies to produce the campaigns, which 
is another way of connecting different partial orders. I will—to say some-
thing about how values emerge—also discuss how these agencies create 
order among themselves. I begin by discussing what makes it a unique 
evaluation process. 
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Fashion, as we have already made clear, is not primarily about text or 
language. This is one reason why it is so difficult to talk about fashion; 
fashion without the visual aspect is nonsense. In fact, it is easy to observe 
the interaction between retailers’ and brand identities, on the one hand, 
and ideal-type consumers on the other. One can observe this interaction 
in magazines, which usually have text that informs people about the dif-
ferent garments included in the picture. It is moreover possible to rec-
ognize the brands on clothes, on billboards, on TV, and in the street, or 
elsewhere, where one sees the small wash tags and labels. Thus, being 
around certain people or being in the places they frequent can provide 
information about current fashion. The visual dimension reaches further 
than this. Consequently, such things as fashion pictures, advertisements, 
and the shopping bags carried by customers are also important in the 
construction of fashion. This is so because they help construct identities, 
and ultimately the market (cf. Luhmann [1996] 2000: 50). 

Advertisement is a public form of visual identity management (Mc-
Cracken 1988: 79). It is a way in which BGRs try to frame the product 
for consumers (cf. Slater 2005: 62; Moeran 1996). Why do firms ad-
vertise? Niklas Luhmann also raises this question, “After truth comes 
advertising. Advertising is one of the most puzzling phenomena within 
the mass media as a whole. How can well-to-do members of society be 
so stupid as to spend large amounts of money on advertising in order to 
confirm their belief in the stupidity of others?” ([1996] 2000: 44). One 
answer is that advertisement informs customers about products. Luh-
mann ([1996] 2000: 44) also makes the interesting point that advertising 
“plays with an open hand,” by which he means that it, or its sender, does 
not conceal its aim or its interest. 

The information that advertisement provides, however, is not about 
the quality of the products—that is, something that could be evaluated 
independently of the buyer and seller. According to Luhmann ([1996] 
2000), advertising is more about exposing what is offered than inform-
ing about what is produced. Thus, if it was possible to judge the value 
of garments independently of the identity of those who produce them, 
there would be little need for advertisements; information concerning 
the existence of the products would suffice. Prices would be determined 
on this basis. Quality, of course, is always one dimension considered by 
customers. No firm could survive in the market selling shoddy goods that 
fall apart after the first wash. My point, however, is that quality is not 
the central value in a fashion market. Advertisements must convince con-
sumers to buy, and the means are not primarily “quality” in the sense of 
information about how long-lasting the commodities are, but “fashion.” 

Advertisements directed towards customers are especially important in 
situations of uncertainty. The lack of entrenched social constructions for 
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evaluations—in practice a standard for evaluating the quality (cf. Mar-
shall 1920b: 257) of garments—increases uncertainty. Thus, if no tables 
of values (Nietzsche [1882] 1960: §335) or “standards” exist that can in-
form people about what is good, and if no clear social strata can be iden-
tified from which good taste “trickles down” (cf. Luhmann [1996] 2000: 
47), advertising is one factor that brings order by suggesting what ought 
to be valued. Advertising is promoting garments (cf. Goffman 1979), but 
it is also a statement by the firm concerning what fashion should look 
like. This means that advertisements, through interpretations by actors in 
the field, help to construct fashion. One may therefore speak of advertise-
ment as one way to “overcome” what is unclear about the products or 
about what the items on sale “are.” 

Advertisement has a second purpose, besides controlling uncertainty. 
Advertising campaigns enable BGRs to differentiate their market identity 
from those of other firms (cf. Moeran 2004: 40–41; Ruggerone 2006). 
The identities of BGRs are maintained by the narrative that they establish 
with the “help” of advertisements produced over time; but it becomes a 
narrative only if it is perceived as such by journalists, fashion photogra-
phers, fashion editors, and others, as well as, of course, the consumers, 
who observe and evaluate what firms do. A BGR, in order to control its 
identity, needs to present a coherent visual “output” over time. An iden-
tity may be perceived as distorted if what it gives off in terms of visual 
expression is not coherent with the rest of its identity. To further their 
aims, firms advertise in ways that make their identity correspond to the 
targeted consumer groups, so that the consumers feel “this is for me” 
(cf. Moeran 2004; Pettinger 2004: 166). To control its identity, a BGR’s 
advertising campaigns are constructed not only in relation to its own 
identity but also in relation to the campaigns of its competitors, since 
they observe each other (White 1981). However, firms, though strong ri-
vals, usually do not directly communicate in advertisements by explicitly 
criticizing each other. 

A firm seeking to reproduce its identity and its market niche, one may 
assume, would create a campaign that visually represents it. The easiest 
way to be consistent would be simply to reproduce the same campaign as 
last season, and let the same models wear the new line of garments.1 This 
is not what happens, because fashion campaigns too must be in fashion; 
they too are part of fashion, which is to say that they call for change. 
The retailer not only must identify the fashion line that is attractive to 
its consumers, but also find a visual presentation of the clothes that are 
in fashion. 

Several additional dimensions contribute to the visual style of BGRs, 
and I will describe a few of them here.2 It is well known that models are 
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geared to certain careers depending on their look (Aspers 2006a: 50; cf. 
Entwistle 2002). The consequence is that some models are seen as “cut-
ting edge” and will be used only by fashion sellers with a high profile, 
whereas other, more “natural” or “traditional” beauties will be used by 
different firms. The styling, makeup, and age of the models are other 
dimensions that can be used for differentiation. The way the pictures are 
taken also matters. In some cases, the pictures show the clothes in detail, 
whereas in others the clothes are not really seen. Some advertisements 
include prices, usually when prices are lower (cf. Aspers 2006a). 

The context in which the ads appear is an important dimension that 
contributes to a BGR’s identity. If the pictures appear in the context of 
youth magazines, it may be difficult to attract customers who are older. 
Thus, to see identity as something that explains means that mature con-
sumers, who are comfortable in themselves, do not want to look like 
young teenagers, since this is not what they are nor want to become. In 
other words, the opportunities consumers face must be related to who 
they are and who they want to be. 

Moreover, if a low-status retailer advertises in a high-status fashion 
magazine, the money may be wasted since regular readers of the maga-
zine would never consider buying such clothes, and the regular custom-
ers of this BGR will not see the advertisement. Furthermore, high-status 
magazines are likely to turn down requests from low-status garment 
sellers who want to advertise. They do this to protect their identity and 
to safeguard their stock of high-status advertisers (who may stop ad-
vertising in the magazine if it also includes advertisements from low-
status firms). Another advertising strategy is so-called product placement, 
which means that firms pay to have their products “appear naturally” or 
as if not advertised in films and books. Advertising costs are often sub-
stantial, and this is one reason why firms that change their identities may 
have to spend even larger sums on advertisements. BGRs can, in other 
words, develop and maintain a “style” not only in terms of the design of 
garments and stores, but also their advertisements. Even though firms’ 
advertisements must change over time, a new campaign usually “refers” 
to the style of the BGR’s past campaigns in order to maintain its identity. 
This reproduction of identities (cf. White 1981), also in the form of ad-
vertisement, is one reason for the stability of market order. 

Of central importance is the fact that BGRs’ advertisements are in-
terpreted and evaluated by consumers. They are “aesthetic” evaluations. 
Some BGRs’ advertisements will be seen as cutting edge, others as tradi-
tional, but these evaluations do not involve any reference to the money 
spent on the campaigns. Some BGRs are seen as fashion producers and 
so they are awarded more status by customers, who differentiate between 
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advertisement campaigns. This evaluation by consumers leaves few mani-
fest traces. The reason is that the consumers who evaluate the ads are not 
in direct contact with the BGRs, and because this evaluation is less likely 
to be made in a reflexive and calculated way. Today, retailers sometimes 
test their ads on potential customers. It is nonetheless hard to ascertain 
how much the pictures contribute to the sales figures, since advertising is 
only part of the entire “offer,” which of course also includes the perceived 
quality, price, and design of the garments that the market is judging. It is, 
consequently, difficult for BGRs to be sure in advance whether their cam-
paigns will be successful or not. One reason for this is, as Luhmann says, 
that “[a]dvertisement cannot determine what its addressees will think, 
feel or desire” ([1996] 2000: 48). Some have even suggested that adver-
tisers cannot judge the value of advertising as a form of marketing that 
directly increases sales, and that it may to a large extent instead be seen 
as boosting the morale of its staff, and above all be designed to “build the 
brand” and “create conditions for selling products.” What I propose here 
is only that the key notion in a status market, such as the one for fashion 
garments, is identity, and it is vain to expect the clothes to sell without an 
identity. Though it is hard to judge the value of a single campaign, there 
is potentially positive value in terms of identity formation by advertising, 
which, of course, may be turned into increased sales.

It is in situations like these, when the BGRs cannot judge the value of 
their output, that the worth of intermediaries increases. I will therefore 
also include the market of advertising services in the analysis. This is a 
market in which firms, such as branded garment retailers, pay advertising 
agencies to arrange advertising campaigns that are seen on billboards, 
TV, in magazines, and elsewhere. This is a market with fixed roles, in 
which buyers (BGRs) and sellers (advertising agencies) meet and produce 
fashion campaigns. The research on advertising agencies is substantial 
(for example, Aspers 2006a: 115–25; Corrigan 1997; Moeran 1996, 
2004, 2005; Nixon 1996), and it serves as a background for discussing 
the market in which BGRs operate as buyers. This is a status market, and 
it is essentially the advertising agencies that have status, for which BGRs 
pay. Though firms usually have a marketing department, they seldom do 
the advertising campaigns themselves (Moeran 2004). This is instead the 
task of the advertising agencies they hire, which is typical of an organiza-
tion in the production chain of creative industries (Hirsch [1977] 1992). 
The garment firm, however, always has the final say on whether to run a 
campaign or not. 

The marketing department of a BGR comes up with a basic idea, de-
cides on the budget, and makes the decision on which agency to use based 
on the offers received, after a more or less public call. The choice of which 
agency to work with is based on the proposed ideas concerning how the 
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campaign should be run, its content, slogan, and visual presentation. The 
BGR may also specify features of the campaign, such as the number of 
pictures and the number of commercials. 

An agency must often refer to past campaigns. So, even though each 
campaign has the intention of bringing something new to the market, 
it must, as already mentioned, do so by considering the past visual nar-
rative of the firm—meaning, its identity. Advertising agencies may also 
suggest how the identities of firms should be changed, which means they 
often actively take part in the reflexive process of BGRs (even researchers 
can do this—cf. Moeran 2005). 

Advertising agencies are not in direct contact with their target audi-
ence: the final consumers of the advertisements. As a consequence, they 
may know little about the specific customers of a BGR, though agencies 
too can do market research to find out more. The fact that it is sometimes 
difficult to evaluate the advertising agency’s contribution to rising or fall-
ing sales protects them to some extent from external evaluation.3 On 
what basis, then, do BGRs make decisions on which agency to choose?

The order based on status positions of advertising agencies compensate 
for the lack of a standard of evaluation. Agencies’ positions in the status 
hierarchy guide BGRs in seeking out firms to run their campaigns. The 
knowledge BGRs have of advertising agencies is based on gossip and 
observations of their status order. The value “fashion advertisements” 
is not entrenched in this market. This indicates that the social structure 
(the rank orders or status distribution) of the advertising firms is more 
entrenched than the value. One must remember that this does not imply 
that the status order is an extremely well entrenched rank order, just that 
it is more entrenched than the value of “good” advertisements. This es-
sentially means that high-status actors make good advertisements. But 
how is it that some advertising agencies are seen as “good” when there is 
no standard or yardstick to tell the good campaigns from the bad ones?

I will here take a further step and briefly analyze the status order of 
advertising agencies to see how it is constructed. The identities of adver-
tising agencies are largely the result of an evaluation process carried out 
by bearers of the same collective identity. Hence, the advertising agen-
cies decide among themselves what are good and bad advertisements. 
This means that a value generated by this particular evaluation is made 
only by advertising agencies, ordered according to the principle of status. 
This value is largely symbolic and refers to the “inverted economy” (cf. 
Bourdieu [1992] 1996) of aesthetics and art, of which advertising is part.

One practical way of distributing status is to arrange competitions and 
give winners awards. This means that actors, representing firms, take 
turns to acting as judges of which campaigns are the best. Typically, pre-
vious winners make up the jury. The awards may not primarily recognize 
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the economic importance of campaigns; it is better to see this industry as 
creating a value of artistic creativity. In view of the fact that advertising 
agencies as a collective identity are fairly autonomous, in the sense that 
it does not depend much on what others do, the status orders and the 
values (in the form of “good” advertising campaigns) that come out of 
nothing, as it were, can also be used to create order in other situations 
and markets. What is constructed when the advertising agencies come to-
gether—such as social structures that are accredited with determining the 
value of good advertising—will be social constructions that are taken for 
granted in other circumstances as well, such as the market for advertising 
services, in which they can serve as building blocks. The partial culture 
of this evaluation reflects the autonomy of advertising agencies, and one 
can observe the culture in the way people dress and talk (cf. Nixon 1996). 
To learn to behave, talk, and dress as a “creative actor” is different from 
becoming a businessperson.

The internal orientation generates a status order of identities that also 
becomes known outside the industry. Only individuals get awards. Agen-
cies are credited only indirectly. Mostly insiders, like art directors and 
others working at these agencies, know the names of the people con-
cerned and where they work, but their clients often do not know this. 
Thus, a firm may have high status in the eyes of the buyers—for example, 
BGRs—or other outsiders, even though its “stars” have already moved 
on to other firms (Aspers 2006a).

When the advertising industry distributes status among its members, 
money is not involved. It nonetheless has economic effects because those 
who are endowed with status are more likely to get jobs, and their agen-
cies are more likely to get assignments. This means that the symbolic 
credit gained in an evaluation can, to some extent, be converted into 
money in another sphere, such as in a market (Bourdieu [1992] 1996). 

In this section, we have seen how different partial orders, markets and 
non-markets, in which evaluation takes place are interdependent and 
how they generate values and order that later function as constructions 
that become useful tools for the creation of order in yet other evaluations, 
as in markets.4 Some social constructions—for example, advertising cam-
paigns—must be understood in relation to the way BGRs and advertis-
ing agencies come together. Moreover, what is a good advertisement is 
decided independently not only by the advertising agencies’ customers, 
the BGRs, but even more so by the final consumers. 

Do BGRs’ representatives see the evaluation processes I have discussed 
in this chapter as separate from each other? The following quotation 
from an operating officer of a British firm shows this is the case: “We 
create the reputation of our brands through marketing, quality product 
design and the image of our stores. It is the combination of these three 
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things that makes [our brand] what it is.” BGRs have control over what 
advertisements they produce, but not how they are perceived. So what 
happens in situations where they have less control over how they are 
evaluated?

Editorial Fashion

Magazines produce editorial fashion stories built around photographs. 
Fashion magazines choose photographers, stylists, and others to take the 
pictures, which include clothes (cf. Aspers 2006a). The social structure 
of magazines is ordered according to status since the value of fashion is 
less entrenched than the status ranks of ideal-type consumers and fashion 
magazines. It is the magazines that evaluate BGRs, mainly by the decision 
to use or not use BGRs’ clothes in their editorial fashion stories. Everyone 
who reads these magazines can observe this, which makes the evaluation 
public. The effect on fashion of this evaluation is largely a result of its 
public accessibility, and eventually the consumers orient themselves to it. 
The BGRs and other garment producers, hence, are not directly involved 
in this evaluation. This means the evaluation should be seen in contrast 
to advertising, in which firms can pay to have their garments shown. 
Moreover, editorial fashion pictures are different from advertising fash-
ion pictures because the latter must make sure the customer—in the end 
the BGR—is pleased. In advertisements, the BGRs can control at least 
what they emit, though not the effect. In editorial fashion stories, BGRs 
can control neither what is put out nor its effects.

The structure, practice, and visual appearances in this market contrib-
ute to the construction of ideal-type consumers, and each magazine has 
an ideal-type reader, which further helps structure both consumers and 
garment firms. The logic of this market is similar to that of the final con-
sumer market for garments. In this market, too, there is a distribution of 
status, so that larger and better-known magazines, together with smaller 
and more avant-garde periodicals, have more status and impact on fash-
ion than, say, magazines for young teenagers or older women. 

The consumption of fashion magazines is a way of creating distinc-
tions (cf. Bourdieu ([1979] 1984; see also Corrigan 1997: 81–96), both 
directly, as a sign of who you are and want to be (and thus as an ex-
tension of reflexive identity outside of the individual’s mind), but also 
indirectly, because these magazines inform people about fashion, thus 
functioning as a source for many consumers in determining what to buy.

Editorial fashion is important for the development of fashion and the 
construction of the identities of different garment producers. The role 
of pictures is, of course, central in this process. Editorial fashion affords 
freedom to the actors involved in producing the pictures. The result is a 
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fashion story—of about eight pages—that is published in the magazine. 
It is a visual genre, though text is of course part of the message, with 
conventions of its own, like journalism (cf. Becker 2000). 

It is the task of the fashion editor to combine clothes from different 
brands. She has, in principle, a very large selection of clothes available 
for the stories, but in reality she is restricted by the identity of the maga-
zine. This identity relates to competing magazines. Each magazine has 
an identity it must control, which means it has customers who “expect” 
something from it, and which makes it different from other magazines. 
The knowledge the editor needs in the process of creating and maintain-
ing the identity of a magazine is sometimes labeled “gut feeling.”5 

It is either the fashion editor of the magazine or an external stylist 
who decides which clothes are to be included in the stories. To simplify a 
little, in this evaluation many actors, each of whom represents a collective 
identity, come together and produce a fashion story (cf. Becker 1974). 
The actors involved in the collective production are the fashion editor, 
the makeup artists, the hair stylist, the photographer, the models, and a 
number of assistants, all of whom are operating in markets.

How are clothes selected for a fashion story? The clothes included in 
a story are usually a mixture of designer wear, including clothes from 
ready-to-wear firms; some items from BGRs and also private garments 
belonging to the designer may appear in the pictures, though this depends 
on the identity of the magazine. The problem of selection is connected to 
the production process. There is a time lag from the decision of the editor, 
who makes the call concerning which photographer will do a story and 
what clothes are to be included, until the story is printed. The fashion 
editor can keep up to date with the most recent fashion, for example, by 
going to the show rooms of independent designers. In addition, BGRs, of 
course, have garments in the pipeline. This “wholesale” and marketing 
side of the industry is inaccessible to the average customer.

It may appear that only the magazine can direct its identity, by choos-
ing certain garments and not choosing others. However, it is not always 
easy for the fashion editor or other staff to access clothes for a fashion 
story. Garment firms of all kinds may control their own identity by not 
granting access to their test collection to every editor. Only editors and 
stylists working for the magazines in which the firm would like to see 
their clothes featured will be invited to use the clothes from the show 
room. At the high-fashion end of the fashion publication industry, there 
is even a struggle to be the first to have access to a specific garment. There 
may in some cases be only one example of a particular garment in the 
world, and magazines will compete to be the first to publish a picture of 
it. It happens that items “disappear” when garments are sent around to 
the different magazines, not only because they are valuable to the fashion 
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editors and others, but also because it is can be a competitive advantage 
to restrict rivals’ access to these rare pieces. 

The problem of access to fashion garments can be serious for fashion 
editors representing magazines that have very young readers, like teenag-
ers, or other kinds of readers with less status. Hence, large international 
magazines, such as British Vogue, do not have a problem getting hold of 
the latest garments, but for a small magazine in a small market like that 
of Sweden, this may be impossible. The fashion editor, however, can also 
buy clothes in stores, use them in a story, and then return them. 

Another alternative open to the editor is to try to construct fashion 
by transcending the current fashion—for example, by including items 
that are not “in,” such as secondhand clothes. This is one way for the 
magazine, as well as the individual fashion editor, to generate unique 
identities within the framework of the collective identity of fashion mag-
azines. This possibility is mainly restricted to the high-status magazines 
(cf. Aspers 2006a). 

But why do firms selling fashion not want to show their clothes in 
magazines for free? Why do they want, in effect, to limit the exposure of 
their garments, which is likely to limit the number of people who get to 
know about them and ultimately purchase the clothes? This tendency to 
concentrate their exposure is prevalent among garment sellers, but above 
all among high-status design houses. The reason for this is that firms 
try to control their identities, and also that one cannot be “all things 
to all people” (that is, sell to everyone). A status production market, as 
already discussed, implies that each firm creates and often holds on to 
a position—and a corresponding niche—in the market. In the process 
of evaluating the clothes, in which magazines decide to include or ex-
clude particular items, the clothes, and more importantly the BGRs, are 
endowed with meaning by means of this interaction—or lack of it—as 
perceived by final consumers.

One can also argue that garment producers pay—or “bribe”—maga-
zines and fashion editors to use their garments as they advertise in some 
magazines, but not in others. There is often an overlap between the ad-
vertising firms and not only BGRs, but even more so other garment firms, 
and the clothes presented in editorials. However, this should not be seen 
solely from an economic point of view. There is often a correspondence 
between the interests of the fashion editor and the clothes she likes to 
show, the readers, and the clothes of the firms that advertise in her mag-
azine. Thus, the unique identity of a magazine, in this case seen from 
the point of view of the readers, is made up of many things, such as its 
fashion profile and what it writes about. It is also made up of the firms 
advertising in it. Firms that advertise are endowed with meaning by the 
consumers who see the ads. 
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What means are available to BGRs to control how their identities ap-
pear in magazines? A BGR tries to control its identity by making fashion 
journalists—that is, fashion editors—aware of, and write about, their 
fashion lines. In this way, they hope their garments will be shown. In re-
ality, one seldom sees garments from BGRs in the more influential maga-
zines. One editor of a smaller fashion magazine explains that “Elle [in 
contrast to her magazine] makes fashion stories and constantly uses ex-
clusive brands like Gucci and Prada . . . dresses that can cost US$ 1100.” 
However, Elle does not combine such dresses with a bag from a BGR that 
costs US$ 15. The most common way for BGRs to try to exercise con-
trol, as mentioned earlier, is through selected advertisements in certain 
magazines, which is a means of putting pressure on the fashion editors 
of these magazines to also use their clothes in editorials. Magazines and 
their fashion editors can be influenced in other ways. Gifts, as well as 
paid trips to fashion shows, in which editors are “ranked”—“bribed” or 
“rewarded”—by being given better (“front-row”) seats, or punished with 
worse seats, for a fashion show (with more or less status) are other means 
that sometimes can be used to influence fashion journalists. 

Clothes from BGRs that we never see in the fashion stories of maga-
zines do not, so to speak, represent fashion; these clothes may be out of 
fashion or copies of fashionable brands. Both BGRs and magazines have 
status ranks. High-status magazines may endow BGRs with status, but 
if BGRs’ garments—that have almost no status at all—appear in certain 
magazines, it may threaten their identity. The outcome is that high-status 
magazines mainly try to show high-status brands (and hence not BGRs’ 
garments). This reciprocal relationship is typical of a social structure in 
which status is the ordering principle. 

The main source of the power wielded by magazines is the influence 
exerted on consumers by their evaluations of fashion garments. Fashion 
editors are in principle independent of the BGRs. BGRs and other gar-
ment sellers are evaluated by the fashion magazines. Thus, if a less known 
or low-status BGR sends an example of every garment they produce to 
every magazine in the world, few magazines will consider them for their 
fashion stories. This illustrates the idea that this non-economic evalua-
tion made by fashion editors is able to endow BGRs with status. There is, 
of course, no law that says fashion editors’ judgments must be accepted, 
but fashion decisions come out of this evaluation if consumers and oth-
ers, such as designers, pay attention to them. Editorial fashion thus helps 
distinguish the different collective identities (discussed in chapter 1) of 
fashion producers from each other. 

In relation to activities in which its identity is formed, though essen-
tially out of its control, a BGR’s situation is stable as long as the editorial 
fashion stories in which its clothes are included reflect the identity to-
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wards which it is striving. In this way, editorial fashion stories serve only 
to entrench the firm’s identity. It is only if there is a discrepancy between 
the two—meaning, the discrete identity of a BGR as it emerges from the 
evaluation of editorial fashion, and its reflexive identity—that a firm may 
perceive it is under threat. Though any discrepancy (either more or less 
status) can be seen as a threat, more status is usually advantageous for 
the firm. The status acquired by a firm whose products are shown may 
become an economic benefit—for example, it in effect reduces the sums 
that must be spent on, say, advertisements (cf. Podolny 2005). 

Fashion magazines would not be required to act as judges if it were 
obvious in the consumer market what is good and what is not. The lack 
of a standard of what is good (and bad) in the final consumer market 
for garments opens up opportunities for magazines as sources of infor-
mation—such as concerning the different kinds of clothes available and 
their prices—but also for the evaluation of garments. This symbolic in-
teraction, an objective social construction expressed in pictures, is part of 
what is used by consumers when they interpret what a BGR is.6 Thus, as 
mediators, magazines contribute to order in the fashion garment market. 
In addition to their direct effects on different actors, fashion magazines, 
as I indicated in figure I.1, are important for presenting and thereby gen-
erating fashion (cf. Moeran 2006). 

But other mediators also judge fashion. More or less professional fash-
ion blogs constitute a similar kind of evaluation (Hauge 2007, III: 16), 
which has grown in importance. By writing a blog, actors may start to 
promote their own styles and judge garments. In this way, they resemble 
fashion editors. Bloggers, however, lack the resources of magazines, but 
may be even more independent (which is the form of capital they can 
draw on). Garment firms, consequently, try to influence bloggers to write 
about their garments. Firms may even send their garments to bloggers or 
give them front-row seats at fashion shows. There are also indications 
from other industries that firms pay people to chat and to blog about spe-
cific products. Bloggers have also admitted that this can happen, but few 
firms would admit that they try to affect bloggers, or that they hire people 
to act as normal consumers in chat rooms and other Internet arenas, but 
with the secret task of promoting products.

Ethical Production

The final component I will discuss that affects the unique identity of 
BGRs concerns ethics. BGRs are also evaluated according to how ethi-
cally they operate as producers of garments. The actors who “take part” 
in this—NGOs (non-governmental organizations) and BGRs—have fixed 
roles, as evaluators and evaluated. There is also a standard that serves as 
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both a reference and a scale of evaluation of “ethical production.” This 
is often combined with environmental standards, which I do not analyze 
here.7 The main issue in the ethical discussion of the garment industry is 
the working conditions of those producing the garments in developing 
countries. These workers are not employed directly by the BGRs, but by 
their suppliers. It is nonetheless argued by final consumers and others 
in the developed world that the BGRs are ethically responsible for such 
working conditions. Hence, the ethical discussion connects the final con-
sumers in developed countries and the workers in developing countries 
via the BGRs.

That the evaluation of how ethical BGRs are takes place in a social 
structure that is ordered by standards rather than by status means that 
the value underlying the evaluation is more entrenched than the firms 
being evaluated (the BGRs). In other words, the evaluation of firms does 
not depend on who they are, but what they do, or how well they meet 
the ethical standards that have come to be taken for granted. The under-
lying value is the basis for the rank order of BGRs that emerges out of 
this evaluation. This does not mean that the value (the standard) is set 
in stone, only that it is a more entrenched social construction than the 
social structure of named firms and ideal-type consumers, and it in turn 
“orders” the social structure. Both the firms and the value can be easy 
to change; status and standard have only relative strength—they are not 
entrenched in an absolute sense. 

The notion of standard implies a scale, whether ordinal or cardinal. 
Value constitutes a scale, not a dualism (cf. Biggart and Beamish 2003). 
In this case, there may be differentiated products or activities that are 
evaluated according to the scale, which producers meet to different de-
grees because their offers are differentiated (cf. White 1992: 29; White 
2002: 78–79). Market participants know the underlying standard, and 
it is therefore possible for actors to identify the “quality” of what they 
produce according to the scale.8

The culture of the social structure that gradually emerges and later 
becomes established in the evaluation process is reflected, for instance, in 
the way firms set up internal units and employ people to monitor Codes 
of Conduct (COCs) and communicate them to customers and manufac-
turers. COCs are presented in documents, which essentially must be pub-
lic to be credible. BGRs are today expected to have a COC. However, it 
is not according to their own COC that they are evaluated, but according 
to the standards that NGOs have developed. 

One important aspect of this evaluation is that the BGRs are included 
in the evaluation, but without the possibility of saying “no” (Zuckerman 
et al. 2003; cf. Powell 1997). In such cases, actors cannot control their 
identity, and one can speak of passive identity formation. The BGRs must 
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react to the NGO standard, though they lack direct power to influence 
the evaluated aspects. This evaluation does not directly involve money, 
though it may have economic consequences.

What are the consequences of this evaluation? These days, when con-
sumers decide what garments to buy, quality and fashion are, for many, 
not the sole determinants. In recent times, ethics has become part of the 
evaluation of firms, and hence a factor that at least some consumers con-
sider when they buy clothes. 

Ethics, in simple terms, is defined as “a set of rules of conduct, or ‘moral 
code’” (Abelson and Nielsen 1967: 81). Ethical ideas emerged among 
consumers, became articulated, and later became standards. These have 
developed into particular demands, representing an organized response, 
putting pressure on retailers to implement codes of conduct (see Aspers 
2006c for more details). NGOs have organized the voices of consum-
ers and developed standards that are used for evaluating BGRs. These 
are also important for making consumers aware of the situation facing 
people in developing countries.

What are consumers demanding? One common demand is to organize 
business in a fair or ethical way. But what does this mean? The follow-
ing is a definition of fair trade taken from an organization that organizes 
many of the organizations articulating ethical demands, the International 
Fair Trade Association (IFAT): 

Fair trade is a trading partnership based on dialogue, transparency and re-
spect, that seeks greater equity in international trade. It contributes to sus-
tainable development by offering better trading conditions to, and securing 
the rights of, marginalized producers and workers—especially in the South.9

The ethical claims and values expressed reflect a teleological, in con-
trast to a deontological, ethics. Deontological theories are characterized 
by duties that actors are committed to follow, no matter what the con-
sequences are, which means that some acts are obligatory from an ethical 
point of view, regardless of their consequences. Kant takes a strong deon-
tological position, but there are of course “softer” versions as well—for 
example, Etzioni (1988). Teleological ethics, by contrast, involve seeking 
what is good (which may vary with the circumstances). The practical 
consequences of teleological ethics in the garment industry are not clear. 
Does “humane working conditions,” for example, include air-condition-
ing if the air temperature in the factory is more than 25 degrees Celsius? 
Or should it be 30 degrees, or even 35 degrees?

To monitor how values are reflected in practice, on the shop floor of 
factories, and to make it possible for firms to orient their behavior to 
these ethical demands, organizations have been forced to “transpose” 
teleological ethics into deontological ethics. Consequently, the standard 
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resulting from this transposition consists of a mixture of teleological eth-
ics and a soft form of deontological ethics. 

Because BGRs and other sellers do not determine the standards that 
NGOs have developed, they have responded by developing COCs, which 
are generally documents of about five to ten pages. These codes may in-
clude references to ILO principles. A COC may also include various aid 
programs that the firm has committed itself to, as well as ethical princi-
ples.10 The BGRs monitor how these codes are implemented. Such control 
is not always extensive, but it is likely to be better than among smaller 
importers. To obtain knowledge about working conditions, for example, 
is much harder for a small buyer who visits the production country only 
a few times a year. One buyer working for a small importer informed me 
that he “doesn’t know how many factories his supplier owns.” Though he 
can always visit factories if he wants to, he is not in a position to know 
whether they are “set up” for his visits.

A code of conduct aims at communication in two directions: final con-
sumers and manufacturers. In the following, I present a few concrete 
examples taken from retailers’ COCs. They should be contrasted with 
the COCs endorsed by fair trade organizations. The most obvious differ-
ence is that retailers’ COCs are more concrete—for example, “Normal 
working hours must not exceed 48 hours a week,” and “Weekly working 
time must not exceed the legal limit.” The COC may also be included 
as a clause in contracts with suppliers. This means that the buyer re-
quires access to factories. This is an excerpt from a proposed contract 
between buyers and their manufacturers, so that the latter can enforce 
their COC: 

We, as buyer (or any party appointed by us), reserve the right to carry out 
random inspection at any place of production at any time. . . . Upon our, the 
buyers’, request the supplier undertakes to provide a list with complete infor-
mation of the locations of the production units, factories and subcontractors, 
which are used for the production of ordered goods.

The construction of codes is such that they can be easily monitored. 
They are also unambiguous and relatively easy to communicate to manu-
facturers as well as to consumers. It may also be advantageous for the 
buyer to have these clauses. Clauses on working conditions, such as clean 
and safe factories, are of course good for the workers, but they also have 
the advantage for retailers that packing can be done without the risk of 
stains from the workers’ hands on the garments. Installing air condition-
ing may yield the same result. 

BGRs and others with garment suppliers are scrutinized and evalu-
ated according to the standards of ethical behavior established by NGOs. 
Though there are variations among NGOs, the ILO (the International 
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Labour Organization set up by the UN) standards are often seen as the 
baseline.11 The practical implication of these standards is that firms are 
evaluated and ranked according to how ethical or unethical they are. 
In this sense, firms cannot directly affect how they are evaluated or the 
underlying values that determine whether they are “good” or “bad.” The 
BGRs are included in this evaluation process through reports that have a 
public impact when journalists write about them. 

There is, of course, also a potential threat for retailers who do not 
comply with their own COC. They may face bad publicity, eventually 
losing customers, and perhaps becoming a less attractive employer. Thus, 
economic transactions as seen by economic theory, in which every con-
tract is made voluntarily and by independent actors, is here reframed by 
consumer power so that the BGR is also responsible for the contractor. 
Retailers, if they implement their COCs consistently, can become moral 
actors or virtuous corporate citizens. Not only may this constitute an 
advantage in itself, but it could also lead to good publicity and even to 
more customers.

The ethical and the economic evaluations are of course integrated, but 
a particular manufacturer’s production becomes an issue only if people 
come to know that it breaches the ethical code of conduct, either its own 
or the one that NGOs are using. In the past, this did not constitute a sepa-
rate evaluation, but was constructed by consumer demands. 

Relations of Identities

Before concluding this chapter, I would like to show how the different 
levels of identities are related. The empirical approach, to repeat, involves 
analyzing, or taking apart, the unique identities of BGRs as seen by final 
consumers, in order to understand the logic of the constitution of mean-
ing at the individual level and the construction of meaning at the in-
tersubjective level of the final consumer market. BGRs acquire discrete 
identities by means of the evaluations discussed in this chapter. These 
four kinds of evaluation—store design, advertisements, editorial fashion, 
and ethical production—come together, in the eyes of consumers, to form 
unique identities. 

I have discussed four examples of discrete identities, all of which are 
important for BGRs, but it is not a complete list. What can one say more 
generally and theoretically about which discrete identities may play a 
role in the formation of unique identities? Only the activities (discrete 
identities) that are known (cf. Simmel 1964: 334), and seen as relevant 
(cf. Schütz 1962: 14–15) to the consumers—namely the audience car-
rying out the evaluation—matters in the formation of unique identities. 
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Consumers who buy fashion garments, for example, seldom know how 
the different firms are “doing” in the labor market. This means that a 
BGR’s identity may be seen differently depending on the perspective of 
the consumer. In other words, evaluation and identity formation have a 
large phenomenological element; they are based not only on the actors’ 
values, but also of course on what they know. 

The notion of discrete identity is a way of handling the complexity of 
identities that actors may hold in connection with different evaluations; 
hence to understand a unique identity, one must sometimes focus on the 
discrete identities that make it up. Thus, it is clear that the “synthesis” of 
BGRs’ unique identities conducted by actors in the final consumer mar-
ket is the empirical entry point, since it comprises the phenomenological 
perception of actors. The unique identity of a BGR is the phenomenologi-
cal core, which analytically is made up of the different valued and known 
discrete identities of the actor in the eyes of participants in the final con-
sumer market for fashion garments. In other words, the identity of a BGR 
is the result of a narrative constructed from their different activities in 
the eyes of consumers. The unique identity may, or may not, be what the 
BGR aims for in the market. To repeat myself, what the firm wants to be 
I call its reflexive identity. 

The similarity of the BGRs justifies the assertion of a collective iden-
tity. Within the framework of what makes them similar, variation is of 
course possible and BGRs have some room to maneuver (cf. Simmel 
[1922] 1955: 147). However, the collective identity also restricts what its 

TABLE 3.1.
Four levels of identity with examples at the level of individuals and organizations. The 
examples of individuals are included to show the generality of the four levels.

Level of 
identity Clarification Example (person) Example (organization)

Collective An identity shared by 
many 

All members of an 
exchange market 

An organization of 
organizations (a Meta-
organization)

Discrete Identities in an evaluation 
from the perspective of 
one market

A designer’s innovative 
capacity, as seen by the 
customers

A firm’s ethical behavior 
in a market as seen by the 
customers

Unique The combination of 
discrete identities seen 
from one market

The identity of a 
designer as perceived 
by fashion journalists

The firm’s “identity” as 
perceived by consumers

Reflexive Internal desire (being) What an individual 
wants to be 

A firm’s target position in a 
market
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members can do to maintain their “membership.” In this book, I use four 
levels of identity (see table 3.1), and the definition given above of identity 
(a perceived similarity bound by a narrative pegged on a “thing–event”) 
applies to all of them. 

Summary

In this chapter, I have shown that one partial order that exists over time, 
and which produces evaluations and discrete identities—namely the mar-
ket for affordable fashion—depends on several evaluations. This is to say 
that these partial orders are embedded in each other. I have also men-
tioned that different media can relay and inform actors in one market, or 
other evaluations in which the BGRs are included. 

The concrete point of departure is the unique identities generated in 
the final consumer market for fashion garments. A BGR has the power to 
control what it produces, but that does not mean it can control how con-
sumers perceive its activities. This, in other words, is to say that it does 
not have full control of its identity. Consumers do not perceive BGRs as 
separate atoms, but always in relation to other BGRs’ identities. BGRs 
also “take part” or, more correctly, become included in other evaluations 
of their activities and products. An evaluation process of discrete identi-
ties can also be open so that everyone can decide whether they want 
to take part in it or not, as in the case of advertising, but also closed 
so that only some are involved and in control of what happens, as in 
the case of editorial fashion (cf. Weber [1921–22] 1978: 43–46, 341–44; 
Swedberg 1998).

The unique identity is a result of the activities of firms that are eval-
uated, and of how they are evaluated. The BGRs as individual firms may 
find it very difficult to control this. As a collective—for example, by form-
ing an organization—they may strengthen their power and act “politi-
cally” to impose regulations, standards, or, more generally, institutions 
for their own benefit. This is a way of trying to determine what is eval-
uated and, of course, how it is done. Potentially, this is a way of closing 
or expanding the market. It may also involve some actors being excluded 
or others being included.

Advertising and design—including location and staff—are means that 
the BGRs can use to differentiate themselves, as well as to affect how 
consumers perceive them. One can also view these strategies in a more 
general light. The strategy is not simply to sell more. Turnover in a status 
market is achieved in relation to the niche and the corresponding identity 
of the firm. The strategy is to act in accordance with one’s identity, which 
for some means restricting volume (cf. White 2002; cf. Podolny 2005).
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Uncertainty in this final consumer market is considerable. The order 
that nonetheless exists is based on status, and made up of the rank or-
ders of the two roles that incumbents hold permanently, sellers (BGRs) 
and buyers (consumers). The status order is a social structure, which is a 
relatively entrenched social construction. I have stressed the importance 
of including the visual dimension to make it possible to understand how 
meanings are constructed and entrenched. I have argued that we must 
use an interpretative approach, taking the actors’ perspective as a start-
ing point. This means, in concrete terms, that not only the clothes, but 
also the “interaction of garments” as observed by actors influences the 
identity of the firm. This is an important aspect to consider if we want 
to understand fashion: objects acquire their meaning from the context in 
which they appear. This meaning, to repeat, is not something that reads 
like a text—for example, that a researcher sitting in his or her armchair 
(Barthes [1967] 1990) can discern by conducting a semiotic reading of 
“signs”; it must be studied empirically based on actors’ interpretations 
and activities (cf. Moeran 1996: 30). Don Slater eloquently expresses 
the difficulty facing semiotics in giving a reasonable account of meaning, 
markets, and objects: “Markets are in fact routinely institutionalized, and 
are even stabilized, around enduring definitions of products, whereas the 
semiotic reduction would assume that—as sign value—goods can be re-
defined at will” (2002: 73). 

In the final consumer market, there are of course laws governing, say, 
the return of items to the shop, which regulate relations between BGRs 
and their consumers. However, it is always open to firms to make their 
policy more generous. The aggregation of such activities makes up the 
culture of each of the markets and non-markets in which BGRs are eval-
uated. The culture that is developed is thus part of the order.

This market is a social construction, and hence there are similarities 
in the ways in which actors perceive these different evaluations. In other 
words, actors share essentially the same view on values and the market, 
its culture and structure (cf. Favereau, Biencourt, and Eymard-Duvernay 
2002: 220). The actors do not, of course, know each other or have an 
identical view. In the strictest sense, each actor has his or her own in-
tentional content, his or her own constitution of meaning, but these are 
similar enough to enable coordination through the individual to create 
order. Hayek (1973) makes a similar point, namely that coordination and 
order are the result of many actions, though no one may have an identi-
cal view of the situation. Moreover, the cognitive capacity problem that 
White (for example, 1981, 2002) speaks of—that there are only a hand-
ful or 15 or so producers in a market—suggests that there is also market 
cohesion due to cognitive capacities. It is, however, the combined effect 
of actors having different identities in each of the partial orders that they 
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operate (which puts them in different situations) and the fact that they 
perceive reality in slightly different ways, which triggers them to act and 
propel change in the market. 

The order—shown in the way actors know what to do and the fact that 
their expectations of others are largely reaffirmed by their actions—is 
maintained chiefly by the similarity of the meaning structure of actors. 
This structure is the ground of their interpretation and actions, and ulti-
mately the world in which actors operate. Their expectations are oriented 
to this structure, but it is also this structure that they use when acting, and 
they reinforce it by using it. Later I shall analyze order in the production 
market, which is the origin of the garments sold in the consumer market. 

Theoretically, this chapter has argued two substantive points. The first 
is that markets can be ordered according to either status or standard. I 
have concentrated here on status, but in the next two chapters I shall 
discuss standard markets in greater detail. The second point concerns the 
analysis of how identities in markets, conceptualized in terms of unique 
identities, are formed and must be seen in relation to the different discrete 
identities that make them up. 
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Chapter 4 

Branded Garment Retailers in the 
Production Market

The purpose of this chapter is to analyze the market in which BGRs 
operate as buyers of garments and in which garment manufacturers oper-
ate as sellers. Thus, when BGRs turn around to act as buyers in the pro-
ducer market for garments, they face manufacturers. Our analysis there-
fore concerns how BGRs operate in a business-to-business market—that 
is, one in which they face other firms. I continue the strategy of the last 
three chapters and discuss interrelated evaluations, zooming in on the 
production market from the perspective of the buyers. The analysis there-
fore includes not only BGRs but also garment manufacturers. In chapter 
5, I look at this market from the perspective of the latter. 

Today, hardly any retailers have their production chain in-house, 
though some firms assemble parts of garments in their home country (for 
example, Zara), or have some production close to the main headquarters. 
Instead, firms located in designated “production countries” produce the 
majority of the garments sold. Production countries, on condition that 
they meet basic requirements of political stability and infrastructure, are 
chosen mostly because of low wage costs, which is a crucial factor in this 
labor-intensive industry. 

A central question that we must address is how there can be order in 
this global market; this cannot be separated from the question of whether 
there is one or more markets. The focus of this chapter, from a theoretical 
point of view, is to analyze order in a standard-oriented market. This is 
to say that the principle of order, in contrast to the final consumer mar-
ket, is a standard. The production market for garments is separated into 
two fixed roles: an actor is either a buyer or a seller (which in this case is 
synonymous with a manufacturer).1 

A few remarks on this market were included in the introduction. This 
chapter will go into more detail, and we will trace how the demands of 
the consumer market are transformed into demands in terms of fashion 
production. We shall begin by discussing the design process to see how 
the demands that BGRs face in the final consumer market affect how they 
act in this producer market. Next, we turn to the interface “upstream” 
in the production process, and to the question of how BGRs’ relations to 
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their manufacturers are created and maintained. This leads to the issue 
of BGRs’ evaluation of their suppliers, which brings us to global compe-
tition between the latter. Another, and perhaps less known, side of this 
global market is also discussed, namely how BGRs compete with each 
other for the best suppliers. The chapter, moreover, includes an analysis 
of what is actually traded in this market. Three issues are raised that 
are relevant at the level of theory. First, the chapter shows how markets 
are interconnected—I show how the consumer market has strong reper-
cussions in this market. The second is the argument that this market is 
ordered according to what is traded in the market, namely the standard 
“contract” of producing garments. The third theoretical contribution is 
the detailed analysis of the contract, which captures what is actually sold 
in the market.

Design and Fashion

What does the production process of clothes for BGRs look like? The fol-
lowing rather mechanical description by a buyer informs us how a typical 
firm operates from the perspective of the BGRs: 

First the designer makes a sketch, and a pattern with a list of the sizes of the 
fabrics that must be cut, and then the buyers make what we call a “quotation 
sheet.” Then we determine which market is suitable to produce this garment. 
Then we send this quotation sheet to different suppliers in different coun-
tries. Then we get prices and offers in return, and after this we make a deci-
sion [on which firm will produce it]. Sometimes we carry out tests [to find 
out] which factory will do this garment for the best price, and then we order. 

Though this description is informative in many ways, it also raises 
questions. What is the role of design? Is design carried out only by the 
BGRs’ design departments? How are relations maintained between buy-
ers and suppliers? Should one describe them as arms-length relations? 
These are among the empirical questions that this chapter addresses.

Before discussing the production side of fashion, it is worth clarifying 
the demands imposed on production by the final consumer market. One 
BGR representative explained how one must tune in production in the 
garment industry with consumer demand: “[in] the fashion business, it is 
more important [than in other markets] that you have the goods at the 
right time; you have to be quick to catch the train, and if you are late the 
goods don’t sell.” Thus, firms must be “first with the latest” in order to be 
attractive to consumers who want to be first with the latest.

The rate of change in fashion has increased over time. This means that 
short lead-times have become a crucial competitive advantage between 
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BGRs. Lead-time is the time from the decision to put a garment into 
production to its appearance in the stores. Today, some firms have lead-
times as short as two to three weeks (cf. Bonacich and Appelbaum 2000: 
29; Tokatli, Wrigley and Kizilgün 2008). BGRs can achieve this so-called 
“fast fashion” (Barnes and Lea-Greenwood 2006; Tokatli 2007) by se-
curing or buying fabrics for their suppliers, as well as booking production 
capacity in advance, or by having their factories close to the market. To 
react to the market, BGRs must maintain flexibility concerning what to 
produce. The main demand on BGRs as “producers” of fashion garments 
is to be quick and fashionable. Next, I discuss the organization of the 
production process in light of the demands of the consumer market.

The Design Process

The design process is of great importance to the BGRs, and is shrouded 
in secrecy.2 It is in this process that BGRs develop and perpetuate their 
garment design style, which is important for their identities. A style is a 
multidimensional self-referential picture system produced and extended 
over time (Aspers 2006a: 75). It is only when a style is given aesthetic 
“credit” by the audience or reviewers who have the right to label styles 
as “aesthetic” that it can be part of a firm’s market identity. Before this 
happens, there is no way to rank styles; they are just different. A style is 
seen only in relation to other styles. That BGRs have specific styles is also 
important in understanding their design process, since they need to cre-
ate unique niches (White 1981) in the consumer market. It is moreover 
the identity of the firm that specifies what clothes the designer should 
make—that is, trousers, skirts, shirts—as well as the product mix. Nego-
tiations between actors with different competencies are common in the 
development of fashion lines (Mora 2006).

The restrictions that the identity of the BGR imposes on the work of 
designers should be contrasted with what an “independent” designer can 
do. A designer explains what any designer ideally prefers: “You must 
have your own idea of fashion design; your own vision,” which means, 
she says, “[that] you can choose the fabrics – something you cannot do 
with ready made garments.” This is another way of saying that the de-
signer wants to enter the process at its beginning, or in the words of one 
designer: “You want to start with a blank sheet of paper and develop a 
product that is ‘your own.’ ”

At first appearances, designers have tremendous opportunities. They 
can draw on thousands of years of dress history and use materials from 
all over the world that are available in an almost indefinite number of 
colors. They can combine all these different things in individual garments 
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as well as in the fashion line of the “season.” However, the fashion design 
process is constrained by the identity of the BGR.

Fashion used to be divided into seasons. However, “seasons,” with a 
beginning and an end, have gradually become rather imprecise as a de-
scription of the logic of this industry. It is nonetheless still used by the 
people in the industry to structure time collectively—for example, to give 
structure to the calendar of fairs (cf. Skov 2006). It also helps to structure 
and ultimately bring order to this industry, which facilitates the determi-
nation of trends (cf. Blumer 1969).

Planning must start long before the clothes appear in stores (from a 
few weeks up to about 15 months for designs for upcoming seasons). The 
working process usually begins with design. Many things inspire fashion 
designers, and they utilize information from fairs, catwalk shows, local 
street fashion, films, and music videos (cf. Slater and Tonkiss 2001: 176–
81; McRobbie 1998). They may also use trend analysts (Davis 1992: 
129) and trend forecasters (Giertz-Mårtensson 2006). Thus, while no one 
can predict upcoming fashion trends (cf. Abernathy et al. 1999: 88–106), 
different fairs (Skov 2006) – some with trend seminars that “inform” 
people about upcoming fashion trends – keep manufacturers and oth-
ers up to date in the business. Magazines, including the abovementioned 
fashion magazines, and gossip are additional means of at least acquiring 
a broad idea of what colors and fabrics are most likely be in vogue. 

The head of a design department of a BGR, who travels abroad, ex-
plains in a newspaper interview how she goes “second hand shopping” 
and visits “the trendy parts of cities.” She buys clothes to be used in the 
working process of developing new designs for her firm. But not only 
clothes are used to further the design. “Art exhibitions” and “spend[ing] 
time in a café, just watching people” are also ways to understand and cre-
ate fashion. Fashion design development is about what will be in fashion 
in the future, and this designer explains how she tries to imagine what 
it will look like: “When I am on the underground, or a bus, I sometimes 
look at people, trying to think what they would like in their wardrobe 
next year.”

Trend firms, like WGSN that offers trendspotting services on the Web 
for those firms that are willing to pay for it, have become increasingly 
important in the fashion industry. To avoid chaos, trend firms not only 
“discover” trends, but also create them by means of “political coordina-
tion.” A lesser known association such as the International Intercolor 
Committee comes together to discuss colors every six months, and one 
can purchase trend analyses for seasons up to two years in advance. 
A person working for one member-firm describes how their “forecast 
is based on the collaboration of an international network of specialists 
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and the keen following and analyzing of international fairs and events.” 
How is this coordination done in practice? In one interview, I talked to 
an informant with knowledge about this committee, which has member 
organizations and forums from about 25 different countries. They come 
together a few times a year “to determine the color trends of two years 
later for that season.” So, for example, “in June [2003] they go for . . . 
spring/summer 2005.” This means that the color trends for spring and 
summer 2005 are “determined in Paris at the beginning of June [2003].” 
How are the trends “determined”? Each group that comes to the meet-
ings in Paris has earlier sent their own proposal concerning color trends, 
and the committee makes a collective decision from among them. This 
means that the committee “come[s] up with one color trend, which they 
all adopt for two years later.” My analysis suggests that fashion is not 
only “performed” (Callon 1998), but also fashioned. It is, however, hard 
to assess the impact of this kind of performativity on fashion.

The larger picture—the basics in terms of colors and fabrics—is more 
or less fixed in advance. One may say that the degree to which fashion 
can vary narrows the nearer the industry gets to a “season.” Thus, more 
than one year in advance the colors and fabrics that will be in vogue 
are discernible; these trends are given labels, such as “Arty Nomad” and 
“Culture Mix.”

The information that exists about upcoming fashion is largely “free.” 
It can be found in industry magazines as well as in fashion magazines, 
which feature editorials, but above all pictures from catwalks. There is, 
in addition, a large supply of pictures on the Internet.3 The problem is 
that such information exists in abundance. Actors may therefore pay to 
have information collected that is more or less tailored to their purposes. 
This includes paying for trend analysts’ views and analyses of what they 
think will be in vogue. This is a growing industry, and it should be seen 
as a combination of an interpretation of the world and the prediction of 
future developments on the one hand, and performance of these ideas 
on the other. But not even the best trend analysts know what will be in 
vogue. One can, however, assume that a design department that wants 
to justify what it does design-wise will hire several trend analysts. In this 
way, no one can be blamed for mistakes. The crucial issue, however, is 
not information but knowledge concerning how to interpret it and select 
what is relevant.

The fashion line of a BGR is an interpretation of general fashion trends. 
The head of a buyer department explains how her firm reacts to a trend: 
“We have a frame that is [name of the firm]’s style . . . we have a founda-
tion, and if there is an Asian trend, then we handle it so that it fits into our 
style.” The aesthetic frame of a fashion trend or a season is represented 
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on a so-called “mood board,” which includes colors, the style, and some 
pictures of clothes, perhaps from catwalks, and it mirrors the firm’s mar-
ket identity. This means that BGR designers have only a limited aesthetic 
freedom; their designs must be in line with the aesthetic identity of the 
BGR’s previous season, as well as with consumer trends, which means 
tying together fashion lines over time. Creativity is thus directed by the 
identity of the firm as perceived in the final consumer market. 

This is another way in which aesthetic identity is controlled. In other 
words, the design must refer to the firm’s previous ways of interpreting 
trends so it does not distance itself from its present customers, yet at the 
same time gains new ones. This is an important reason why individual de-
signers may not be of great importance in a design team that can involve 
50 or more people. There are obviously designers who are seen as more 
or less “good,” if designers draw up a rank order among themselves. Still, 
to lose a member of staff to a competing firm may not be a very big 
issue. The reason, in contrast to more free forms of design, is that every 
designer has to comply with the identity of the firm and its designs. One 
informant working for the buying department at a BGR says that “in the 
past one was a bit worried if people shifted from one firm to another, that 
the person took secrets along, but today there are not that many secrets 
anymore.” Though a designer who leaves will take some information, 
as well as his or her skills, along, she can only inform the competitor 
about what her former employers are up to. When she is working for a 
new firm, she and her new colleagues nonetheless must design in a way 
that is in accordance with the identity of this firm. To a firm, it may be 
of greater importance to have constant updates on what its competitors 
are designing than to recruit a top designer from a competitor to gain the 
information, unless they plan to change their general approach to design.

Designers use mood boards to create a fashion line based on a few 
underlying ideas, which in designers’ words simply mean that “we are 
working on a concept.” One head of a design department describes a 
slightly different strategy. She says, “I as a designer sit down together 
with the buyer and make sketches,” which only indicates that also in this 
industry there is some variation within the larger picture. The following 
is a short description of the process as provided by a designer: “we col-
lect samples and ideas, and then we make the fabrics, and of course the 
colors that we will use; fabrics, designs, we collect all of this, and then 
we develop it for the tailors, so that they can start making things that 
can be seen … for everyone.” The story that follows, told by the head of 
a women’s wear chain, shows the process of collective production of a 
fashion line within a firm. It indicates how they are inspired and how this 
relates to the decisions they make.
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The designers are the key actors in the startup of the process. They go to 
fashion and fabrics fairs, [and] we buy trend books, produced by different 
trend scouts, and the designers attend many trend seminars. Obviously, they 
also check out international fashion shows, and what the big fashion de-
signer names are doing. Out of this, the designers make what we call a “trend 
board.” This includes the trends we are going to work under the next season; 
it is like a source of inspiration with different pictures, colors, fabrics, that 
feel right for this season, and from this we start. 

Others have described similar production processes in fashion.4 Thus, 
a large part of the designer’s job at top-end firms is to transform and 
include general trends in production lines to attract customers. Designers 
increasingly do this in a way that resembles the logic of art rather than 
the logic of craft (Becker 1978; cf. Gronow 1997: 108). Furthermore, the 
production process of this industry resembles that of the art world (cf. 
Becker 1982) or technological production (for example, Latour 1996: 79, 
86), with many people working together to produce under certain mate-
rial and economic restrictions.

Fashion designers are not autonomous geniuses who design while de-
tached from society, colleagues, and restraints. On the contrary, they de-
pend on many other actors. It is because of this dependency on others, in-
cluding non-artistic actors such as economists, marketers, merchandisers, 
buyers, and consultants, that fashion designers’ work can be described 
as a collective effort (cf. Becker 1974). They also get information from 
their buyers, suppliers, and garment manufacturers. Fashion designers 
at the BGRs, then, are certainly not free to design “art”; they are rather 
involved in a form of aesthetic creative work (Aspers 2006b). It is more 
important, as a representative of a BGR said, that they can “translate the 
catwalk trends into commercial [name of firm] products.” The design-
ers are also, I was informed, “involved in designing specs, mood boards, 
trend research,” and more generally trying to support others in the 
design process.

I have argued that the price level of the firm is a reflection of its status 
position in the consumer market, which determines how much a gar-
ment may cost in the store. Firms have a good knowledge of how much 
their consumers are willing to pay for, say, wool trousers, in their stores. 
Hence, it is price in the final consumer market that determines the pro-
duction costs, rather than the other way around. Also, the sum a BGR 
spends on the design and production of garments is fairly fixed. A BGR’s 
price level is about the same as the previous season, given its rather en-
trenched market identity, and it is the task of its designers to develop an 
attractive fashion line within that framework. The fashion line is also 
based on last season’s sales figures and a guess concerning what demand 
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will be. Thus, every season is evaluated and as one buyer told me, if a firm 
decides to “grow in shirts” because of indications that the merchandiser 
has picked up, or because of an assumed change in fashion, the firm may 
have to decrease the number of T-shirts. It is not the task of the designer 
to determine how many shirts will be made; but the shirt must be de-
signed no matter whether 2,000 or 120,000 shirts are manufactured. It 
is more the task of the merchandiser and the buyer to keep these things 
under control. 

To have a fashion line that is a sign of the market identity of a BGR is 
not to determine everything before a season. BGRs can also have a small 
budget for buying garments from importers and agents close to the sea-
son so as to be on top of the fashion trend, but often only to fill out their 
fashion lines (cf. Lane and Probert 2006: 51; cf. Entwistle 2006). This is 
in line with studies reporting that research and development by globally 
active firms often takes place close to their main office (Hirst and Thomp-
son 1999: 91). If they rely too much on outside designers, it is harder to 
maintain an identity in the market. In other words, using the same per-
sonnel, who know the aesthetic style of the BGR, results in consistency 
concerning how its fashion line looks; it is part of the corporate culture. 
This culture makes a firm a unit in the eyes of its employees, which is 
thought to enhance its performance (cf. Sørensen 2002). 

Firms can of course change their orders as the season develops, and 
through the advanced feedback system (using point-of-sale information) 
they see what their customers buy and what is not doing well in the 
stores (Abernathy et al. 1999: 1). Through this information, and also 
loyalty cards, firms can find out much about their customers (cf. Marzo-
Navarro, Pedraja-Iglesias, and Rivera-Torres 2004), and thereby adapt 
to changes in the market. Moreover, the firm can decide the final details, 
such as how to cut and drape a skirt, when it has knowledge of mar-
ket demand. To facilitate this, they may move production closer to the 
consumer markets. This means that a BGR can, to some extent, react to 
changes in the market, both to what competitors are doing, but more 
fundamentally to the interests and behavior of its consumers. However, it 
is very difficult to change the larger framework, and most changes come 
with added costs. This means that the general ideas governing the fashion 
line must be decided in advance; not everything can remain flexible. 

Despite updated information from consultants, planning, and close 
contact with other actors in the industry, things may go wrong for the 
BGRs. By the time the designers have made up their minds, the buyers 
have placed orders with manufacturers and the items have been produced, 
shipped, and are in the shops, fashion may be different from what had 
been predicted a few months previous. The weather conditions prevailing 
during a season also matter; a short spring, for example, diminishes the 
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possibility of selling garments from the spring season. This means that 
the clothes will not be sold or must be sold at discount prices. 

Fashion must be understood in relation to a coordination process of 
producers that is partly the result of collaboration and partly the result 
of competition. One outcome of the process is that fashion alternatives 
gradually diminish the closer the “season” comes. 

Finding Manufacturers

So far, I have described processes that take place inside the firm, and 
between firms, both of which are oriented to the final consumers. I will 
now turn to the buying side of fashion. This side is of course also ori-
ented to the final consumers, but the direct relations between buyers and 
merchandisers mean that firms take part in a market that from a material 
perspective is upstream in the production chain, but from the perspective 
of the meaning production of fashion is downstream.

How do BGRs identify business partners in this market? That is, how 
are relationships created across the market, say, between the buyers 
(BGRs) and the sellers (manufacturers)? More sellers than buyers exist, 
and a large BGR may have hundreds of firms producing garments, ac-
cessories, and shoes for them. Though the world abounds with several 
hundred thousand garment manufacturers, only a small portion of them 
are considered by a single buyer. It is mainly the task of the BGRs’ mer-
chandisers to locate manufacturers around the globe, though buyers may 
also be involved in this task. Branded garment retailers can buy garments 
through agents, buying houses, or direct from manufacturers. I shall con-
centrate on the latter.

Risk and Knowledge in a Global Arena

The garment industry has been global longer than most industries, and 
today the garments sold by European and American BGRs are likely to be 
produced by a firm that is detached from the consumer market, and often 
located in another country or even continent. The BGRs must handle the 
large number of potential manufacturers all over the world in a strategic 
way, and not all manufacturers are potential business partners. One typi-
cal comment from a buyer exemplifies the reasoning involved: “We want 
to spread the risk, and the possibilities.” He elaborated on what he sees 
as the comparative advantages of different production countries: “jackets 
are best made in China, and they have the most competitive manufactur-
ers . . . and Bangladesh is the most competitive [production country] for 
T-shirts and shirts.” This kind of account of countries and their capacities 
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is well known to manufacturers. Manufacturers claim that they are able 
to deliver many kinds of garments, and in interviews and informal com-
munications they often assert that Western buyers are conservative, and 
that they have preconceptions concerning what kind of garment can be 
produced in a specific country. Buyers’ “knowledge” can draw on expe-
rience or on rumors and gossip. One must realize that the search costs 
involved in finding the perfect manufacturer are substantial. However, it 
is of course buyers’ beliefs, justified or not, that shape the actions of those 
working at the main offices of BGRs.

The process of selecting potential new manufacturers starts from crude 
assessments of countries and ends with an analysis of individual firms; a 
process in which the firm’s experience of its present manufacturers is of 
course crucial. Thus, the national level is always present; a larger retailer 
does not want to concentrate all of its production in one country. This 
involves too much risk. The risks can be of a political or economic nature. 
One senior buyer expresses the established perceptions in the industry, 
namely that the fashion level, the price level, and “of course, political 
instability” (cf. Kettis 2004) become important for larger buyers when 
selecting countries, “so that one doesn’t get too dependent on one single 
market.” Consequently, other reasons exist for not concentrating produc-
tion than risk management or aesthetic production (Hirsch [1977] 1992). 
Observed relationships cannot be understood in their complexity using 
the rather narrow transaction–cost approach (for example, Williamson 
1981). Flexibility, at least for larger purchasers, must be maintained at 
the national level, but also at the level of regions and firms within regions. 
The need to maintain flexibility and at the same time diminish the risks 
are the reasons why BGRs may hesitate to run and own plants, especially 
in foreign countries.

To have plants means to tie up money in certain regions, which may or 
may not be a good location in the medium or long run. It would perhaps 
be possible to increase quality if the BGRs had their own factories, but 
the cost is obvious. The flexibility of using the advantages that different 
countries and regions offer, in terms of infrastructure, political stability, 
and production costs, would diminish. Not only are these aspects diffi-
cult to foresee, but so too is the demand for future fashions and fabrics, 
of which different countries and industrial districts may be more or less 
good providers. Under “industrial district” I include relations to suppliers 
that provide input material and other kinds of resources, such as labor 
and transport, that a factory depends on. A further reason is that the firm 
does not have to learn to handle the often less predictable and some-
times corrupt bureaucracies that are common in many production coun-
tries. One Indian, now working for a European buyer, explains this in 
more detail: 
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For a multinational company … it is very difficult to understand the labor 
laws, and stuff like that. And manufacturing business in the subcontinent—
forget India. It is not the easiest of businesses. It has high levels of corruption 
… and other kinds of stuff which keeps happening… . So it is always better 
to have a trading outfit so that you do clean business.

It is within this smaller frame—which excludes entire countries and 
even continents from the possibility of getting orders—that a BGR oper-
ates and evaluates manufacturing firms. Larger retailers may locate so-
called buying offices in the countries of operation on which they decide 
to concentrate. Smaller importers do not have enough business to have 
a buying office. A buying—or liaison—office represents the BGR in the 
country concerned. These offices may also be opened to test a new pro-
duction country, and later closed if business is not good. To have buying 
offices, instead of traveling buyers and people who control the quality, 
and who try to find good business partners, is partly a way of cutting 
costs, but it is also a way of acquiring local knowledge of the market. 
It is, as one BGR representative said, the local employees who “know 
the market, they can communicate, they know the language, and this 
is crucial.” 

One problem is that actors on the two sides of the market often live 
in different worlds, and have different views on fashion, so it’s here that 
local employees can become mediators. One consequence is that commu-
nication becomes more difficult the less standardized the topic of discus-
sion is. Fashion, like many other aesthetic topics, is difficult to talk about 
in abstract terms, but pictures too demand interpretation. The problems 
are aggravated in this case because, for many actors, English is not their 
mother tongue. The language of business, however, is English. This is ob-
vious, of course, in British garment chains, but it is also true in Swedish 
garment chains. For example, because the information comes in English 
from Sweden, it is then easier for a Turkish employee to “add something 
in English, and then forward it directly to the supplier.” As this Turkish 
employee explained, “So if you . . . translate the phrase, he [the manu-
facturer] is even more confused.” Sometimes language is a big problem. 
Though actors may understand a particular language, and though it is 
the central means of communication, the meaning of fashion cannot be 
expressed by language alone, because, say, a small change to a dress could 
be, I was told, “totally misunderstood.” 

Buying offices are mostly staffed by locals. They serve as a training 
ground for people working within the organization who need experience. 
People who are sent out from the main office may talk to staff members 
who have experience in the destination country, and practical business 
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culture seminars can also be part of the preparations before a firm sends 
its staff out from the main office. 

A closer look at these buying offices suggests that this side of the BGRs 
is predominantly technical, and does not directly concern fashion—this 
became evident in an interview with the head of a buying office. I asked 
how she kept herself updated on fashion trends. She said she used web-
sites such as “Apparel online” and “Clothes online.” She also gets infor-
mation from suppliers and from the main office. She seldom attends trend 
seminars or similar kinds of meetings. Instead, she reads about them in 
magazines. This may at first glance seem to be quite a passive strategy, but 
her task is not primarily to be responsible for fashion, but for the produc-
tion of clothes. This means she orients herself to questions of delivery and 
quality control (so the goods are packed correctly, stitched in the right 
way, and have the right colors). 

The concentration on production represents a clear example of divi-
sion of labor on a global level in the fashion industry. Moreover, though 
buyers and designers must have a detailed knowledge of fashion and 
design history, this is not the case for a representative of the buying of-
fice of a BGR. They may instead come from a production background, 
and they may have attended courses in merchandising and gained work 
experience. Another head of a buying office explained to me that “mer-
chandising is one thing which a person can do quite easily . . . but if you 
do not have a production background it is very difficult to make buyers 
understand what you are trying to convey.” Given there are few produc-
ers in, for example, Western Europe, the number of people with practical 
experience of garment production is correspondingly narrow.

The members of staff at buying offices are thus experts on the produc-
tion of garments in the country they work in, but not fashion experts. 
They are also experts in relations between actors from their country of 
origin and those from the buyer country. The focus on countries also 
affects the need for buyers—and the BGR’s buying organization—to spe-
cialize. I asked the head of a buying office that caters to many markets 
whether the merchandisers he employed specialized in one market—for 
instance, the Spanish market. He replied, “Yes, I would say yes. We have 
kept it so, in textiles we have merchandisers who take care of the Scandi-
navian market and those taking care of Italy and Spain.” He also added, 
“In home textiles, which is not a very big area for us, we have one mer-
chandiser who caters to all countries.” This means that a buying office or 
a buyer may work with a few suppliers with “more than ten years, fif-
teen years [of experience],” as one buyer explained. These suppliers have 
“learned” to trade with these countries. I found that fashion is the reason 
for the long-lasting relationship. One buyer explained that “fashion is 
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more important, because you can’t teach every one and because they have 
to go to [our stores] and . . . see what [name of the BGR] wants.” This 
means it is better if the suppliers can offer suitable items, but only as long 
as they are in the BGR’s price range.

As representatives of the buyer’s side, it is the task of the buying of-
fice to find suitable manufacturers. Finding manufacturers is not difficult, 
but finding good ones is. Besides the knowledge of local manufacturers 
that the staff of the buying office possesses, they receive many company 
profiles from manufacturers. One head of a buying office says, “I get ten 
company profiles per day. Until you have visited them, you don’t know 
what’s good or what’s bad about them; what their infrastructure is like.” 
These profiles are often quite simple. They do not normally include pro-
duction prices or details about production. Manufacturers, however, de-
scribe the size of the plant and its capacity, the number and kind, includ-
ing the brand, of the machines. They also include references to former 
and present customers (buyers).

According to those I have talked to, most of the profiles are from firms 
that are not appropriate for the buyer, which means that BGRs “send 
them the reply that at the moment we are not interested in any expan-
sion,” but if they are still of interest to the buyers, they look for “suppli-
ers working with our countries,” and then they begin to “look into these 
profiles, and contact them . . . and begin to evaluate them, and we take it 
from there.” 

Neither buyers nor sellers are willing to “put all their eggs in one bas-
ket.” This is another reason why a BGR has many suppliers. BGRs try to 
identify manufacturers that have production units for their runs. A rep-
resentative of an Indian buying office explains this: “I am not looking for 
a very big factory. Bigger factories in India are about 500 machines, and 
they work for American labels. I was working for [name of BGR] and we 
started at 40,000 and would run to 400,000 [pieces]. I mean the factory 
would be doing that for the next six months. Here [his present BGR] 
they start at 5,000 pieces and go to 12–14,000.” In order to be important 
to each other, small vendors hook up with small purchasers, and larger 
players seek each other out. Moreover, the identity of a BGR in the final 
consumer market thus has repercussions for what kind of manufacturers 
the firm seeks out. A BGR with a lower fashion profile may have a lower 
turnaround time (the time between making a decision to having an item 
in the stores until the stock of garments is on sale) of ten months, whereas 
other BGRs with a higher fashion profile may have only a few weeks. 
Given their identity in the consumer market, different strategies are open 
to the BGRs in the producer market for garments. One buyer says there 
are two strategies: “either you buy big, or you buy big lead time, and then 
[have a long] turnaround time, with very high markups.” In this case, the 
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garments stay in the stores for months. The other alternative is to have a 
very high turnaround ratio, which means the clothes are in the stores for 
only a short period, from only a couple a weeks to a month. To have the 
clothes in the stores for a long time may be a more or less bad business 
strategy, but it is never a good option from a cash-flow perspective. How-
ever, the costs increase in proportion to interest rate increases.

Regardless of the identity of the BGR and the degree of fashion, the 
primary task of a buying office is to handle the day-to-day business with 
local manufacturers. A major task is to make sure that the products are 
delivered on time and that the quality is correct. 

Building Relationships 

A BGR invests time and resources in trying out different manufacturers, 
but is unlikely to drop the price for a batch and thereby make a small 
profit in the short run. It is not individual contracts that matter; it is more 
important to develop business relationships, often to the benefit of both 
sides. Thus, firms in this industry seem to prefer long-term relationships 
(cf. Lane and Probert 2006; Uzzi 1997). One consequence is that ac-
tions are embedded (Granovetter 1985) in social relations that cut across 
the market. As I will show, however, they are fundamentally contingent 
on the competitive market. One may say there is a “give and take” that 
brackets the competition, but a relationship cannot be sustained over 
time if only one side is giving and the other is taking, since both parties 
know “what the market has to offer.” This finding is in line with what 
Uzzi (1997) reports. In his study of the garment sector in New York, 
he identifies two forms of exchange: arm’s-length ties (“market relation-
ships”) and embedded ties (“close or special relationships”). What do 
these relations look like, and what strategies do BGRs use?

A large buyer may need plenty of manufacturers, located in different 
countries, to produce its fashion lines. Furthermore, a small buyer may 
hesitate to contact a large manufacturer because if the vendor is under 
pressure from his larger clients it is more likely that smaller purchasers 
will be squeezed out from its production line. Buyers develop strategies 
to cope with this situation. The following summarizes a typical strategy 
among larger buyers (buyers who operate in several countries and with 
lots of stores): “My game plan is usually that I have 15, 20, or 25 percent 
of the manufacturer’s business. So that I am important to him, and he is 
important to me. It is a both-ways [relationship], that we both under-
stand and respect. And that’s what I mean by partnership.” In this way, 
the buyer has power to enforce demands. He emphasized this: “You have 
to be important [as a buyer]. Tomorrow you go to an exporter and want 
5,000 pieces and he turns around the day after and says ‘I don’t wanna do 
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your order!’ What do you do then?” Situations may also arise in which 
the buyer must decide and even put pressure on a supplier to obtain the 
goods, threatening to pull out and cancel all the orders. 

The same person also informed me they had previously used the same 
suppliers as a much larger competing BGR, but that this was not a good 
strategy. He explained the dilemma: “You don’t want all your vendors 
[manufacturers] doing garments for [name of the competing BGR]; at 
times this firm gets first priority, so you get squeezed out.” This indicates 
that a smaller buyer can also be harmed indirectly in the production mar-
ket by a competing firm in the final consumer market. In this case, it 
would mean that the goods of the smaller buyer arrive in the stores later, 
thereby preventing it from being “first with the latest.” As representatives 
of a BGR, buying office staff try to “track down manufacturers.” This 
usually means they also check out suppliers to see if they are taking on 
large orders from competing firms.

These examples clarify a central point of this chapter, namely that buy-
ers primarily view manufacturers as production units that offer capacity 
to produce garments on time, at a certain quality and price, from a design 
that the BGR provides. This does not mean manufacturers do not provide 
any fashion input. In addition to the general demands made by a buyer 
on its supplier, it is an advantage if a supplier knows something about 
the buyer’s final consumer market. A buyer explains that good suppliers 
know the fashion in the final consumer market and that “they are aware 
of the do’s and don’ts of that country.” This also includes basic knowledge 
of “what kind of things you run in summer, [and] what kind of things you 
run in winter.” Some buyers may provide their manufacturers with quite 
detailed information—for example, about one kind of skirt—without 
giving away information on their whole fashion line, or the whole mar-
ket, since this is part of the buyer’s core field of knowledge (Schmitz and 
Knorringa 2000: 201–2). With more of this kind of knowledge a supplier 
is in a better position to offer what their buyers demand. As explained by 
a buyer: “based on the new forecasts of colors, they combine the colors, 
and they give us a range [of different samples] suitable for this market.” 
This type of fashion input is possible only if the supplier has learned some 
basics from the buyer concerning what is suitable in the final consumer 
market; a knowledge that often takes a long time to develop. 

In order to increase the input from their manufacturers, BGR design-
ers inform them about the fashion lines they are working on, or at least 
the main trends, so the suppliers know “this is the way we are head-
ing.” However, this may not always include details or the whole picture. 
I asked one buyer about this: “Do you inform your manufacturers about 
trends?” She responded, “No, not very much, what we do is to inform 
them before a season, so they understand what trends we are looking 
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for, but no, we do not give trend information, [it is more like] ‘now we’re 
looking for silk’ [in a certain type of garment].” 

Fashion is often communicated using pictures, and I asked another 
buyers’ side representative if they also “hand over pictures [to their 
suppliers].”

A: Sometimes we show them, but we never give them [the pictures], of 
course. They are not able to understand. They have to see them, but… .

Q: They are not allowed to keep them?
A: Yes, exactly. Then they would just go away and make the garments on 

their own account [selling counterfeits]. 

This indicates there are limits to how much information, and under 
what conditions, buyers give to their suppliers. 

The broader picture is that manufacturers are not central when it 
comes to fashion input for the BGRs’ fashion lines. One buyer says that 
manufacturers’ collections complement their own fashion lines. She con-
tinued: “It is their collection, but if you like something, you nonetheless 
change it a bit . . . you seldom buy directly from a supplier” (cf. Creamer 
2000; Collins 2000). 

The kind of relations that emerge between buyers and sellers are pre-
dominantly not arm’s-length ties and do not concern prices alone; it 
may even involve what people in the field call “teamwork.” This means 
manufacturers can learn from buyers—for example, about the final con-
sumer market—but also what fairs they should attend. Buyers may also 
ask their manufacturers to attend certain fairs, “so that they can meet,” 
and the suppliers can use the “knowledge” they may gain from these 
fairs. It is, as I was told, “part of merchandising [to keep] . . . them [the 
manufacturers] updated.” Thus, to learn from buyers also includes, as 
explained by one head of a buying office, manufacturers “knowing our 
requirements.” 

Learning develops over time, and many interviewees stressed the long-
term perspective. One buyer put it like this: “It is important to us to have 
a tight collaboration with the suppliers,” which she contrasted with the 
strategy of squeezing suppliers. She said, “We are not interested in ‘using’ 
suppliers; both sides should make money, and the product must sell as far 
as possible.” She explained what this collaboration might include: “We 
try to involve the suppliers as much as possible in the process so that they 
know why we are doing [what we do].” The time and cost involved in 
building up relationships with manufacturers means it is valuable to both 
parties; it is a kind of social capital.

The manufacturer can help the retailer with many things. A buyer may, 
for example, need more garments than originally ordered. If the manu-
facturer can produce these garments, the retailer can return this favor 
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another time, when the manufacturer has a problem. A head of a buying 
office explained the relationship that the BGR has with the manufactur-
ers: “It is a very stressful job, where you do a balancing act between the 
buyers and the sellers, because the vendor is also a partner in the busi-
ness.” This relationship also means “that there are times when you tell the 
exporter [manufacturer]: ‘Do it, we’ll make it up to you later.’ So it is a 
give and take; it is a partnership.” He then stresses the important role he 
thinks the manufacturers play: “I mean, if I don’t have a good exporter, I 
cannot deliver the right product, the right quality, at the right time [to the 
main office].” To hear from BGRs that some manufacturers have “been 
with us for ten years” is not a surprise, due to the explained benefits. 
The business relationship, which to some extent can be described as a 
give-and-take relationship similar to a network structure, however, is al-
ways embedded in market competition. But the market is bracketed in 
the short run for the benefit of giving and returning favors that build trust 
and create a bond to the benefit of both parties in the long run.

It happens, of course, that one side will terminate the business part-
nership. Seen from the perspective of a buyer this can occur for many 
reasons. One buyer explained: “Sometimes we have problems with the 
production, I mean, it can be production quality or some organizational 
problems, so that it affects the quality, or . . . sometimes it is just the price.” 
Thus, an initial price can be good, but then later on they find better al-
ternatives. This means that “it is very competitive” for the manufactur-
ers, and also for those who are part of the business network. The direct 
power that BGRs have in business relations comes from how much the 
manufacturer depends on the buyer, and the indirect power comes from 
the competitive situation in the market.

Evaluating Manufacturers

How does a BGR decide which manufacturers to work with? By answer-
ing this question, we shall acquire further clarity concerning how BGRs 
see manufacturers and what they expect from them. A BGR screens the 
company profiles (discussed earlier) to identify those manufacturers of 
interest. Most companies are rejected after a quick glance at their pro-
files. Profiles that are of at least potential interest may be filed for later 
use. Others are rejected later on in the control process. The manufac-
turers that are of immediate interest might receive a test order of little 
economic and strategic value to the BGR. If the manufacturer delivers 
this order to the standard the buyer demands, the manufacturer can get 
a larger order, and from this the relationship may grow. The relationship 
that grows out of this test phase is initially built on trust. In this process, 
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the two parties learn from each other, and the manufacturer must adapt 
to the demands of the buyer rather than the other way around.  

A representative of the buyers’ side describes how he evaluates manu-
facturers he finds interesting:

Either I check the references . . . or I say, “Ok, let’s go and check the guy out, 
in terms of compliance. If compliance is very very strong for us . . . we have a 
girl who does compliance for us, [who is] very very strict . . . I [then] enter the 
factory, and first thing I check if compliance is ok, then you start talking. If 
the compliance is not ok, then you just walk out—“forget it.” [laughs]

If a manufacturer is of interest, the buyers’ representative starts by 
looking at the manufacturer’s collection and bookings, and how finan-
cially strong it is. An insider’s knowledge of the industry, often based on 
far-reaching personal networks, is an important asset. This is so because 
the large number of factories, even in certain areas of countries like Tur-
key and India, and even more so in China, makes it impossible to keep 
track of them.

Though the role of design is included in the equation when a new re-
lationship is built up with a manufacturer, it matters less than the more 
standardized aspects related to establishing, maintaining, and evaluating 
a relationship. Failure to meet these requirements may even result in the 
termination of the relationship. 

In order to keep in touch with the market, a large buyer may be active 
and “one always checks out new suppliers, and tries to add one sup-
plier each year.” In this way, BGRs also keep an eye on those that are 
already being used; one representative of a BGR says that, “we [continue 
to] evaluate them [even] if we know them.” Each relationship is evaluated 
by both sides, and large buyers have so many vendors that they can easily 
judge each of them in light of the others, as well as in light of the busi-
ness proposals they get from other vendors from all over the world. This 
makes possible a comparison that may lead to changes in their portfolio 
of business partners. One may here speak of an internal market with 
those suppliers they have worked with for many years, but these suppliers 
are also benchmarked against the external or open market.

The large number of different garments that a large BGR needs means 
that a core supplier may produce more than one order at a time. A BGR 
normally has a limited number of manufacturers that actually compete 
for an order, such as 20,000 red skirts made of cotton. Which manufac-
turer eventually gets the order can be a collective decision that involves 
the buyer and staff at buying offices. Given that a supplier can deliver 
on time and at the required quality level, which the BGR knows from 
past interactions, it is price that matters. Given a delivery date, price is 
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a function of production and transport (including administration costs). 
Though labor costs are higher in, say, Turkey than in India or China, 
the cost of shipping garments by air can level the costs somewhat. Ex-
change rates also play a role in cost calculations. This means that in the 
final round a few manufacturers, possibly drawn from different markets, 
have the opportunity to compete for the order on price. Assuming that 
all comply with the requirements, the manufacturer offering the lowest 
overall price will get the order. 

Competition among Retailers

The competition we have observed between BGRs in the consumer mar-
ket is also present in the production market. As discussed in chapter 2, 
firms that sell garments essentially to the same customers compete with 
each other in the consumer market.5 They tend to have similar price 
structures, “quality,” and level of fashion. For international or global 
companies, competition can take place in one or more markets. If BGRs 
come from the same country, they tend to be even more similar—in terms 
of how the firms view, for example, fashion, codes of conduct, and busi-
ness culture. All this translates into demands on the manufacturer that 
can be quite similar for several competing firms from the same country. 

Competition in the production market is directed “upstream”—that is, 
it is the buyers who compete for the “best” manufacturers. One may see 
this as a switch from a downstream orientation (“push”) to an upstream 
orientation (“pull”), as described by White (2002: 177–78). This indi-
cates it is a supply-driven market. What garment-buying firms a manu-
facturer is working with is a useful signal to other buyers. If a buyer has 
met similar or slightly higher demands from another buyer—for instance, 
regarding packing or a code of conduct—it is likely it may be of interest 
also to other BGRs that have similar or less strict demands. BGRs are 
also looking for manufacturers with previous experience of working with 
other BGRs from their market. This is a way of facilitating business while 
these manufacturers know the kinds of demands and the culture of this 
market. One buyer even says that this experience is “a selection criterion 
that we work with.” It is then clear that BGRs do not want to inform 
their competitors about “their” manufacturers, or in the words of a BGR 
representative, “it is extremely important in terms of competitive advan-
tage . . . so the stock of suppliers is not something that one talks about; 
one doesn’t want to give one’s best suppliers to anyone.”

The competition between buyers in the final consumer market means 
that many BGRs demand almost the same garments from their manufac-
turers. Strong competition emerges in certain consumer markets, which 
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are often coterminous with particular countries. The result is that this 
competition is reflected “upstream” in the production chain, when BGRs 
compete for manufacturers and try to find out what their competitors 
have up their sleeves. 

A manufacturer is likely to specialize due to the type of machines the 
factory has and the skills of the workforce, which further increases the 
likelihood that two competitors who use the same supplier will order 
similar kinds of products. This sometimes leads to pirating. One buyer 
explains that one must insist on this issue in talks with manufacturers: 
“One is always careful to tell them that if we buy this specific product, 
then they cannot sell it . . . to anyone else in our market.” The control of 
BGRs’ identities in the consumer market is translated into demands on 
manufacturers in the production market.

Not only BGRs, but also manufacturers may specialize in different 
markets, which supports the idea that there are different final consumer 
markets. This specialization is expressed by one head of a buying office, 
who previously worked for a German company: “but [now I am with this 
company] I am not using a single manufacturer from that time, because 
they do not cater to our market at all.” Specialization is important not 
only because of the different logistics of the final consumer markets, but 
also because of the different ways of doing business in different cultures. 
Another factor is that firms may operate with different price levels. This 
also suggests that actors want to find actors on the other side of the 
market whom they “understand,” and who understand their conditions.

BGRs can to some extent profile themselves in relation to manufactur-
ers—meaning, they try to make themselves popular. One head of a buy-
ing office told me it is not because her firm pays more than other firms 
that it is popular among the manufacturers, but because it is “honest,” as 
she puts it. Another firm had a competitive strategy in the producer mar-
ket: “our payments are on time, we make proper enquiries, I mean, ev-
erything is done properly.” One reason for this strategy was that “larger 
buyers have both the possibility and the danger of being perceived by the 
market on the basis of rumors.” 

Acquiring Information 

The fiercest competitors in the consumer market are eager for informa-
tion about each other. The producer market is potentially a way for the 
BGRs to get to know more about their competitors, but it is also a way of 
unintentionally giving away information. This mutual orientation among 
BGRs and its consequences are easy to observe. One example is that larg-
er buyers may use their power over their suppliers to demand that they 
do not work for their competitors. In this way, they try to control their 
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production sites so they do not leak information to competitors. This 
strategy, as was explained to me, has a downside, at least for firms that 
need this kind of information about their competitors, as the following 
statement makes clear: “the biggest disadvantage with that [strategy] is 
that you actually don’t know what your competition is like, and what the 
market is doing. So you lose out on that.” 

The BGRs are interested in their competitors, and it may be an advan-
tage to keep track of them. The contracts that BGRs sign with manufac-
turers give them virtually free access to the factory floor in order to visit 
factories without notice, to monitor production, and to check quality and 
the implementation of the code of conduct. I have personally observed 
a representative from a large buyer walking around freely in factories, 
touching, checking, and controlling the garments, as well as the produc-
tion units. This control may also include manufacturers’ bookkeeping 
and the wages they pay their workers. It is obvious these representatives 
are able to observe not only the quality of the garments the manufacturer 
produces for them, but also the stock of other BGRs’ production that 
the manufacturer has. This means they have the opportunity to discover 
whether the supplier is selling identical, or similar, items to the BGR’s 
competitors in the consumer market. I also asked whether information 
could be gained this way on, say, what leading BGRs such as Zara and 
H&M are doing. In the words of one representative: “Yes, yes, of course. 
And you see them [the garment samples] immediately in the showroom 
anyway.” 

To some BGRs, it is not a problem to have the same suppliers as their 
competitors. To others, it is a positive advantage, and to others still it 
is a disadvantage. I asked a small buyer with no buying office if it was 
not an advantage to have a manufacturer that “informs” him about his 
competitors. He replied that if he tries to get this information, “I have 
to assume that everyone else does the same.” This was his main reason 
for using manufacturers with no connections to his competitors. He also 
added that it is “rare” that one “can get this kind of information, on 
what kind of fashion is being produced.” He said that “if it doesn’t hurt 
their relations to other buyers”—for example, if the two buyers oper-
ate on very different markets—“they may inform me that ‘this is what 
their collection looks like,’ but they are usually strict about this, and do 
not share information, especially [if it is] from the same season.” Clothes 
from previous seasons are usually shown since they, in the strictest sense, 
no longer represent “fashion.” This general information he got instead 
from “trend institutes and by looking in shops . . . and seeing what the 
brands are up to.” 

It is likely that the staff from the buying offices acquire knowledge of 
their competitors, as one person working for a buying office explains: “if 
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I go to a supplier, maybe one of our competitors has been there before,” 
and they may “show me the drawings of the design.” This, she says, “is 
not really right, [but] of course, I have a look. [laughs]” This is also a 
reason why she is less willing to “give [out information] from our side,” 
as already discussed. If BGRs get hold of information concerning what 
a competitor is up to, they may alter their fashion line—for example, 
by making minor changes to the cut in order to meet the fashion of the 
competitor. One should interpret this kind of information in light of the 
long-term relationships of this industry. The exchange of information and 
the learning process in which buyers and manufacturers engage is a way 
for actors “to grow old together,” as Schütz says. It is thus not the infor-
mation about the manufacturers’ fashion lines that appears to be of most 
interest to BGRs, but the fashion lines of competing firms. 

I have already shown that manufacturers are involved in the design 
process because of the information they get from the buyers, a phenom-
enon which seems to increase—for instance, in the supply chain of Marks 
and Spencer (Tokatli, Wrigley and Kizilgün 2008). I also asked whether 
information about design developments could be picked up from the 
manufacturers. Such information is not primarily textual, but visual and 
perhaps tactile (in terms of fabrics, cf. Entwistle 2006:712). Thus, the 
tasks of the buying office may also include picking up trends from local 
manufacturers and designers. This, one buying office employee told me, 
also means she sends pictures of fashion garments back to the main office. 
To know better what to look for, since it is impossible to send everything, 
designers at the main office may let the staff at the buying office—or at 
least the heads—know what they should be looking for. 

A further example of how buying offices may obtain information 
comes from someone I interviewed who worked for a BGR that oper-
ates in several European countries. He showed me how he had got hold 
of highly “secret” information, sent to him in an e-mail by a friend who 
was also working in this industry, concerning how one leading European 
BGR informed its suppliers of the most recent trend and the manufactur-
ers’ “take” on this trend. He said, “Just to show you . . . [searching his 
computer for the file]. [This] is the whole story of Zara, how they operate 
with one of the vendors. . . . This is basically how Zara does it . . . this is 
how it comes in packages, what they usually send.” He says this while 
both of us are looking at the screen. The document we have in front of us 
is essentially a series of pictures, with some supporting text that explains 
at what the manufacturer should look. He continues, pointing to another 
picture that shows the interpretation of the manufacturer, “this is how 
the vendor [that Zara is using] conceptualizes the embroideries. The buy-
ers actually click on photographs and make a few changes, and they [the 
manufacturers] make a snap of the garment [that they have made], and 
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then get back to them.” The BGRs respond by asking for a few changes 
and then they send it back. He shows me additional pictures and ex-
plains their role: “These are all the samples made by the manufacturers; 
if you look at this embroidery—if you saw the last one [yes]—they are 
very similar.” The result of this “design-process” is a product that is quite 
similar to the one shown on the catwalk that a photographer captures, 
and which later spreads across the globe.6 In this process, the manufac-
turer “usually makes 30–40 samples,” and from these buyers may pick 
up “about six styles.” 

This or even less sensitive information about the interaction between 
manufacturers and purchasers is not known to everyone in the market, 
quite the contrary. Few know which manufacturers, and what plants, a 
certain BGR uses. BGRs are unwilling to give this kind of information 
away because it would give competitors an advantage if they wanted to 
“spy.” Avoiding attention from journalists may be another reason. 

We can conclude that finding out where a rival retailer produces is 
certainly not easy for a small purchaser, especially if they do not have 
a strong presence in the production country. Firms with slightly lower 
status in particular can gain from knowing more about their competi-
tors. Such information is a means of ensuring that one does not deviate 
too much in terms of trends and design. Market leaders in fashion mar-
kets have less to gain from sharing their suppliers with competitors of 
lower status. It is competitors with higher status in the final consumer 
market that are targeted “because these guys are the market, the trend 
leaders.” 

Market Leaders

What is a trend leader, or better, a market leader? To many retailers, 
market leaders are not simply those designer firms that present their gar-
ments on the catwalks in Paris, New York, or any other larger fashion 
hub, but other branded retailers that have more status in the final con-
sumer market. Fashion leaders help bring order into the final consumer 
market, not least because firms with less status observe them, and orient 
themselves not only to their fashion, but also to their way of selling and 
buying fashion. The following extract from an interview with a designer 
working for a Turkish manufacturing firm indicates that certain firms 
are “fashion leaders.” His problem is to “predict” fashion trends. I ask 
him how he gets information on what to design. “When you say that 
you get information, is it that you get pictures from the catwalk or is it 
drawings…?” He replied, “It’s a booklet which is gathered from all the 
shops and companies in the market.” He says that one is involved in a 
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“kind of prediction game.” He then expanded on this: “I mean, there are 
trendsetter companies as you know, like Diesel. You have to follow these 
guys to catch all the trends.” This means that the firms he is working for 
also try to make predictions about what Diesel is going to do next sea-
son. It is based on this guesswork that the firms come up with a booklet 
“which shows the guidelines of the trend for the season.” He also says 
that he tries to follow the information that the firm sends him. To know 
about these actors is a precondition for understanding the market. Actors 
with less status try to find out coming fashions and the trends that are 
under way and already in development from those with more status. This 
reflects their conformity and corresponding lack of possibilities to move 
outside their market niches (cf. Phillips and Zuckerman 2001: 389). This 
kind of information is often concentrated and rather easily accessible in 
“global cities” (cf. Sassen 2001), but less easy to obtain in more remote 
areas. Information is spread through gossip in networks and through for-
mal channels such as industry magazines. Some manufacturers may also 
show buyers the contracts they have with other buyers, and in this way 
information is spread across the market.

This idea of market leaders refers to the position that BGRs hold in the 
consumer market. This means the status order of the consumer market in 
which BGRs and other garment sellers are ranked according to level of 
fashion also has implications in the producer market. The importance of 
this status rank, however, is not so strong that it dominates the logic of the 
producer market. The producer market is a standard-market, but to show 
this one must look more closely at the product of the market. 

The Product

In the status market of garments discussed in chapter 2, the meaning of 
the product, fashion garments, is determined by those who buy and sell 
it. From a technical point of view, it is clear that what is traded in the 
production market is the same garment that BGRs sell in their stores; 
there is a material peg, or identity (cf. Husserl [1922] 1992: 117–18) as 
regards the commodity. Material identity means that the item of clothing 
produced—for example, in Dhaka—is displayed twelve weeks later in 
a store in Manchester. However, this is not the most relevant aspect for 
the meaning of the product. Phenomenologically, it may well be that the 
object produced is different from what is sold in the consumer market.7 
Furthermore, if one looks even more closely, the deals are not primar-
ily about clothes. What, then, are they about? How can we understand 
the cultural commodity that fashion garments represent in the garment 
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production market? The product is defined in contracts and in price ne-
gotiations between buyers from BGRs and manufacturers. In the next 
section, I first discuss the product from the formal standpoint, namely as 
a contract, including price, and then return to the issue of defining the 
product in this B2B market.

Negotiation, Contract, and Trust

All market transactions can be viewed as formal or informal. This, how-
ever, will not help us understand markets. The mutual evaluation process 
of the business relationship can result in a “contract” between the BGR 
and a manufacturer. The contract is a frame in which many transactions 
are handled over an extended period. 

It is perhaps already clear that the relations I have examined are not 
based on formal contracts, but on more informal interaction. It is likely 
this is partly a tradition in Sweden and the UK, compared with the more 
formal and contract-oriented buyers in, for example, Germany (Lane and 
Probert 2006) and the United States. Many buyers have no interest in 
having contracts, since it is unclear how many orders a single manufac-
turer will get in the future or how large they will be. 

What are the consequences of a contract? It summarizes many of the 
demands that buyers make on manufacturers. I have already mentioned 
that larger garment buyers have contracts that allow them to monitor 
manufacturers both before and during the production process. This mon-
itoring includes financial, legal, technical, and social aspects. The contract 
is written so that many rights are on the buyer’s side, and the code of 
conduct’s demands are simply one set of requirements. One buying of-
fice head explained to me what this means, asserting that codes should 
increase transparency. The manufacturers, she said, have to understand 
and adapt to these demands. They cannot, she continued, merely say “no 
problem” when one demands that there should be a fire extinguisher, or 
that they have to take down a wall. “They can’t just think that we won’t 
check this later. They have to realize that honesty pays off in the long 
run.” She concludes by saying that “they have to realize that they can’t 
promise to do a full job, and then be pleased if they get away with doing 
half of it.” 

It can, of course, happen that one side violates the contract. The con-
sequence is usually that the other side takes a loss. To pursue legal ac-
tion, from the perspective of the buyer, in a culture with which they are 
unfamiliar, and in which contracts and the legal system are less estab-
lished and work less well, is unlikely to be economically efficient. This 
strengthens the point that it is wrong to conceptualize market interaction 
primarily as contractual. 
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Losses, however, must be minimized, and long-lasting relationships are 
perhaps the strongest remedy. This works in respect of other kinds of 
problems buyers may face. Uncertainty arising due to weak legal systems 
is a further reason why buyers want to diversify their portfolio of ven-
dors. That, chronologically, trust comes before contracts is not a new in-
sight in economic sociology, as Durkheim ([1893] 1984) made clear. It is 
a familiar idea that contracts may, in reality, play a limited role in practi-
cal business life. This means one does not need to settle disputes in courts 
(cf. Macaulay 1963: 61). The lex mercatoria—that is, the spontaneously 
developed convention of settling disputes between international trans-
action partners outside of national courts—is instead the backbone of 
international trade (Volckart and Mangels 1999). Word of mouth among 
people in the business can do a similar job to contracts in terms of control 
(Macaulay 1963: 64). Trust is, of course, important in any business. It is 
even more important in countries in which the legal system is underdevel-
oped and weak, which is often the case in garment-producing countries. 
Finally, the role of flexibility in the production process epitomizes the 
need for long-term relationships in the market, which ultimately are built 
on trust. Generally speaking, my research on this issue supports the find-
ings of Uzzi (1997) and Macaulay (1963). In the next section, I turn to 
an issue of economic sociology, focusing on the “product” in detail, and 
from a phenomenological perspective that stresses the role of meaning 
(Aspers 2006a). 

Price/Quality/Delivery 

I have already mentioned that BGRs evaluate their manufacturers. I shall 
now discuss the principles they employ in their business negotiations. 
Buyers use, I was told, “a certain number of basic criteria” to evaluate 
manufacturers. If a manufacturer cannot meet these criteria, no deal will 
be struck. The three dimensions of price, quality, and delivery make up 
the standard that is used for this evaluation, as existing research asserts 
(Thaver and Wilcock 2006). Thus, to understand the “product” one must 
look more carefully at the process of buying the right to produce gar-
ments. The main point here is that the product is essentially demanded 
by the buyer (cf. Gereffi 1999: 38), and it is the task of the manufacturer 
to produce it. Garment manufacturers do not usually have stocks of gar-
ments, though they may have a fashion line that shows what they are 
capable of doing. 

The standard of this market essentially implies that a buyer can order 
a number of clothes at a certain price and have them delivered on time 
at a certain quality by the manufacturer. It is a standard market because 
the standard is more entrenched than the identities of the actors. In other 
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words, the standard remains even though the buyers and the manufactur-
ers may change.

What is the role of price? One buyer explains what the manufacturers 
must have in order to be of interest: “They must be able to handle the vol-
umes, and obviously, the right price level and of course that we think they 
have a certain level of quality that is important to us.” The price level is 
often seen as an absolute test, which is true also in many other industries, 
including dyeing and tanning. There will be no deal if the manufacturer 
cannot meet the price level the buyer demands. 

In contrast to knowledge of fashion in the final consumer market 
(which is a status market), knowledge of production prices is widespread. 
Prices, usually set in U.S. dollars, are normally fixed. As explained by one 
buyer, “Prices are not a problem; they can be one or a few cents higher or 
lower.” In addition, the buyer, who in this case talks of changing prices in 
terms of a “stock exchange,” also knows the costs of all input material. 
Large purchasers can even basically set the price. They do this so that 
the manufacturer’s markup allows for a reasonable profit and meets the 
standard of production the purchaser demands. In other words, buyers 
may allow vendors enough profit that they can reinvest to maintain, and 
even improve, quality. I asked whether this effectively means that a larger 
buyer determines the profit margin, and received the following reply: “In-
directly, we do.” 

One may even say, as discussed earlier, that the prices are decided in the 
consumer market. Thus, pricing in the final market is the starting point, 
as explained by a buyer working for a larger BGR: “We have a price 
strategy, our outdoor wear shall be within this cost range, and our trou-
sers shall be from this to that level. This one knows as a buyer, and one 
must adapt the quality and the manufacturers to this cost level.” Though 
prices are fixed, they are still a major issue. Given the price the buyer can 
pay, there is always room for some negotiation on the design input. 

Quality is the second component in the standard to which both buy-
ers and manufacturers orient themselves. It is hard to determine if the 
quality level of the factory is sufficient, and that is why a test order may 
be a first step. However, sometimes a quick glance at the factory shows 
that “conditions are really poor, and then one cannot [use this supplier]; 
one, so to say, walks out of the place immediately.” The effect is likely 
to be the same, I was told by a buyer, if a buyer is talking to the head 
of the manufacturer and realizes that the latter “only knows five words 
of English.” 

In order to maintain high-quality production, and above all, to control 
it, which of course is a way of controlling what the firm “emits” in the 
final consumer market, buyers may demand that their manufacturers do 
not subcontract. A manufacturer must of course buy fabrics, which some-
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times the BGR can help them out with, but a BGR may be reluctant to 
allow them to hire jobbers, or to outsource production to factories that 
the BGR has no direct relations with. Jobbers are people who are con-
tracted to run the factory and above all hire people to do the job; they are 
associated with poor working conditions (cf. Bonacich and Appelbaum 
2000: 28). 

Production quality is perhaps the least entrenched dimension of the 
standard. Quality is not measured according to a technological scale of 
reference and evaluation. It is rather a matter of the degree of compli-
ance with the BGRs’ demands on the part of manufacturers. One buyer 
explains what quality can mean in practice: “‘Touch’ is such a fuzzy ques-
tion but it can be so incredibly important in our industry. Sometimes one 
simply wants the stitching to look a bit old. To get someone to under-
stand this . . . that this is really attractive . . . can be very hard.” The stan-
dard is by no means set in stone or always easy to express. Quality also 
means consistency, namely that there is no variation—for example, in 
colors and sizes—between the items that manufacturers produce. Qual-
ity in this market—and this is the important message—is not about the 
fashion content. 

Out of the three dimensions that make up the standard, it is delivery 
that is hardest to be sure of in advance. That is, only by testing the sup-
plier can a buyer know whether the promise to deliver the right goods 
on time will be met. One buyer explains the importance of delivering on 
time: “Ultimately, the name of the fashion game is to have the right goods 
at the right time, and if you are late, goods don’t sell.” Fashion garments, 
one may say, are to a large extent perishable (Weil et al. 1995: 190), and 
this is discernible in the production market.

I have shown that each of these three dimensions—price, quality, and 
delivery—is important. Does this mean, however, that the buyers see 
them in combination? I asked a buyer what she thought characterizes a 
good manufacturer. She replied: “A good vendor is [one who] has good 
products, the right price, secure delivery, and communicates well. Then it 
may be that the vendor has design input. But the first four are the most 
important.” “Communicating well” is a matter of being sensitive to the 
interests of the buyer. The value of this market—what it centers on—is 
this standard. Ethical production is also important, but this is less of an 
issue to insiders. They know that some of the discussions that take place 
in Western countries, such as the size of the restrooms and the like, are 
not the most vital questions for the workers in the garment industry. To 
support their family, to have access to schools, and other more basic is-
sues are often more urgent problems. The ethical issue, in other words, 
is treated in a different manner in the producer market for garments (cf. 
Aspers 2006c). Nonetheless, to take part in this market is to orient one-
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self to this standard. As will become clear in the next chapter, this market 
matters a great deal more to the identities of the manufacturers than 
to the BGRs.

The Service of Producing Garments

We can now summarize what the “product” of this market is. The value 
of the market is a standard consisting of a price/quality/delivery con-
tract, which the purchasers essentially determine (cf. Callon, Meadel, 
and Rabeharisoa 2002: 197–201). The contract between purchaser and 
manufacturer is not primarily about the physical products—meaning, the 
garment. Instead, it is more correct to view it as a service contract. Manu-
facturers in this market acquire their identities in relation to how well 
they meet the standard.

One condition for talking about a standard market is that people ac-
tually know the standard and can, and do, orient themselves to it. An 
implicit condition of a standard market (Aspers 2009) is that informa-
tion on the product is easy to find, and that one can judge whether one 
is capable of meeting the standard without directly interacting with the 
other side.

That this is a standard market acquires further evidence from the 
way BGRs arrange their relations with their manufacturers. Flexibility 
and shortening the time span from idea to sale are ways of increasing 
the fashion level of a BGR. A shorter lead-time can be accomplished by 
keeping many options open until very late. Feedback from the custom-
ers (what they buy and what they do not buy) can be used when decid-
ing what to produce, how much to produce, and in what colors. BGRs 
can, in fact, acquire the right to the production of batches of clothes in 
the future, a practice that bears some resemblance to futures in financial 
markets (although these “garment rights” cannot be resold in a market). 
A futures contract is an agreement between a buyer and a seller to receive 
and deliver, at a future date, a specified amount of a product at a prede-
termined price. This means, in the case of garments, that purchasers book 
production capacity in advance, which is then filled—or occasionally not 
filled due to a change of fashion—with certain design content once the 
retailer knows what the fashion is going to be. This flexibility means the 
firm can meet changing consumer preferences. Thus, what the BGRs pay 
for is not, in a phenomenological sense, the physical object, but rather the 
right to have something produced according to the standard. This find-
ing emerges via the phenomenological approach, which does not assume 
naïve realism and suggests that the “goods” gain new meaning as they 
travel from one partial order (market) to another, each with its own value 
and social structure. This suggests that the two markets, the consumer 
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market and the production market, and are not only adjacent, but also 
embedded in each other. Furthermore, the same actors (the BGRs), take 
part in both, but in different roles.

Standards create a form of stability and predictability in the market 
(Storper 1997: 109). Simmel agrees, having observed a tendency that I 
have expressed theoretically as between status and standard markets. 
Simmel says that markets from “older branches of modern productive in-
dustry” are easier to survey; they are foreseeable, which means “produc-
tion can be more accurately regulated.” He continues: “Only pure articles 
of fashion seem to prove an exception” (Simmel [1904] 1971: 319); a 
statement that finds support in contemporary fashion markets. 

Retailers’ Identities 

In what way does this market affect the identities of the branded garment 
retailers? I showed in chapter 3 that a BGR’s relations with manufactur-
ers matter from an ethical point of view. However, many final consumers 
do not care much which manufacturers BGRs are using. They do not, for 
example, know the difference between the thousands of manufacturers 
operating in Turkey and other production countries, and few seem to care 
about this, even though today it is common that each garment is clearly 
labeled to indicate the country of origin—for example, “Made in Bangla-
desh.” Consumers do care, however, about price, fashion, and what they 
see as quality. These are also central items of information for investors 
evaluating the performance of BGRs. 

Summary

In this chapter, we discussed a market in which actors hold permanent 
roles as either buyers or sellers, ordered according to a standard. I have 
shown that this partial order is ordered by the value, namely the price/
quality/delivery contract. Empirically, one will find traces of status also 
in this market, but it is not the ordering principle. The standard (value) 
in this market is the service provided in terms of price/quality/delivery, 
not fashion. Thus, though the product obviously is a material commod-
ity, which is later sold in the stores, it is constituted by cost, quality, and 
correct delivery at the agreed time. 

I have suggested that the BGRs create the standard, though I have not 
really discussed how this happens. The standard is a value for evaluat-
ing firms. It expresses buyers’ demands. BGRs, nonetheless, try to build 
long-term relationships with their buyers, but to keep up with the mar-
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ket, BGRs also need arm’s-length relations and quoted prices in order 
to make a comparison. A larger buyer, however, uses several hundred 
suppliers all over the world, and this may be enough to institute “internal 
competition” among its suppliers to reap the benefits of the market. As 
I will show in chapter 5, buyers may also use their knowledge of mar-
kets as a discursive strategy in discussions and negotiations with their 
manufacturers.

It may seem paradoxical to develop long-term relationships in stan-
dard markets with more or less fixed prices. However, the profit that a 
buyer can make by switching suppliers is limited compared to the risks 
involved. There is a risk that a new supplier, though it may produce at a 
lower price, will not deliver. It may be more efficient to build a relation-
ship on trust and cooperation than on price alone. To maintain relations 
with its suppliers it is necessary for the BGR to keep buying from them 
and to inform them if they charge too much. 

Both sides orient themselves primarily to the standard of the market, 
and not to their respective identities (buyers and sellers). In the view of 
the BGRs, the more or less similar manufacturers that exist in abundance 
in many countries of the world are essentially interchangeable. This is 
also the case historically; production units have moved across the world 
at a faster pace than, for example, the identities and brands sold in the 
final consumer markets. In chapter 5, I shall analyze this market from the 
perspective of the manufacturers. I will discuss the role of culture in this 
market, and stress the global dimension.

Two general findings of this chapter are important for economic sociol-
ogy. The first is our account of how markets are embedded in each other 
(White 2002). The second is the focus on the product, which is often 
taken for granted in the economic sociology of markets. These two points 
are related. Only when we understand that markets are embedded, and 
that they can be ordered in different ways, is it also possible to see that 
these different principles of market order—status and standard—are inti-
mately related to the commodity traded in the market. Relational analy-
sis stresses the mutual constitution of the commodity and the market (cf. 
Emirbayer 1997). Chapter 3 discussed the consumer market in detail and 
showed it is ordered according to the principle of status. This finding, 
however, gets its full meaning only when it is related to the other principle 
of order—standards—which I have focused on in this chapter. These two 
ideal-types are mutually exclusive, and comprise a basic distinction in the 
literature on markets (cf. Aspers 2009). 
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Chapter 5 

Manufacturing Garments in the 
Global Market

The purpose of this chapter is to analyze the market for garment 
production from the perspective of the sellers—that is, the manufactur-
ers. In this way, we can get an even better understanding of this market 
in which BGRs face garment manufacturers. It also makes it possible to 
analyze the global dimension of this industry, and the extent to which this 
is a global market. Manufacturers’ market identities derive from their 
commitments as producers and their interactions with retailers. I have 
already argued that this market is ordered according to the principle of 
standards, relating to the price/quality/delivery scale. In this chapter, I 
shall look at how manufacturers orient themselves to standards, and how 
evaluation according to standards generates their identities. 

The globalization of the garment industry has given rise to enormous 
business opportunities for manufacturers, many of which did not even 
exist in the 1970s. However, it is wrong to say they have merely benefited 
from globalization; to a large extent they have made it happen. Some 
tend to see globalization as a threat. This fear is in some respects justified, 
and many people have been more or less forced to change their lives, not 
only in the developed world, where garment factories have been closed, 
but also in developing countries where it has forced people to adapt and 
to turn from farming to industrial production. 

Many actors in the garment industry in developing countries have also 
benefited from globalization. One person with experience in the Indian 
economy told me about the opportunities of factory owners: “Yes, they 
make money. The garment business is a good industry. If you have a good 
run for two years, you can probably make five times your investment.” He 
went on to describe the dangers of this trade: “When things start going 
wrong, or your fabrics get spoiled in dying or printing, you can be wiped 
out. It is that kind of high-risk business.” The volatility does not just come 
from changing demand, where entire regions that specialize in a certain 
type of product can get into trouble. Such volatility is sometimes ampli-
fied by manufacturers’ behavior, which means that those who get “good 
business from a buyer” tend to overbook and risk getting caught up in a 
negative spiral. The following remark by an industry insider summarizes 
a common view: “Making garments is a very, very detailed process; a 
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garment goes through thirty-two or forty different stages. It’s 75 percent 
planning, and 25 percent firefighting. This is how the business is run.” 

I will not discuss here the many markets in which manufacturers take 
part upstream in the production chain. I have not studied the market in 
which garment manufacturers working for global buyers hire workers, 
which would include the perspective of the workers. This would be yet 
another step of the analysis (see also Appendix III). Neither will I be able 
to talk about the ownership structure and the financial market of the 
manufacturers. 

The chapter begins with a discussion of the industry from the per-
spective of the manufacturers. This discussion focuses on the production 
process, but also includes the steps prior to the production of fashion 
garments. The organization of production is discussed, too. This is fol-
lowed by a discussion of the manufacturers’ fashion input in the produc-
tion process. Then, I bring up the different aspects that are relevant for 
manufacturers in their relations and negotiations with the buying side, 
namely the BGRs. A corollary of this is the identity formation process for 
the manufacturers, which we look at next. Before summarizing, I discuss 
the role of competition, standards, and culture in this market. This leads 
to the conclusion that though retailers and manufacturers take part in the 
same global market—despite being on different sides—their conditions 
and opportunities are radically different. 

The Industry from the Perspective of the Manufacturers

Garment producers come in many varieties. They differ in terms of size, 
skills, what they manufacture, and the kinds of customers they have. 
Manufacturers are located in different production countries with lower 
labor costs than the countries in which the important decisions are made 
regarding design and marketing. One can say that design involves the 
top actors in the industry, whereas production or “simple sewing on the 
cheapest garments,” which sometimes is carried out by home workers 
(Peters, Durán, and Piore 2002: 229), involves those at the bottom. The 
general trend, however, seems to be that many global production chains 
are becoming more symmetrically balanced in terms of power between 
producers, buyers, and brokers (Gereffi, Humphrey, and Sturgeon 2005; 
Tokatli 2007).

The Situation of Manufacturers

Each manufacturer is embedded in a flow of interactions, some of which 
exist only for a short time and at arm’s length, while others are character-
ized by close collaboration that continues for years (cf. White 2002; Flig-
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stein 2001; Gadde and Håkansson 2001; Uzzi 1997). Garment stores are 
concentrated in the city centers, and shopping malls in the cities of devel-
oped countries. Factories, in contrast, are often concentrated in industrial 
districts (Cawthorne 1995; Bair and Gereffi 2001). Moreover, smaller 
garment manufacturers are more likely to cater to the local market (cf. 
Cawthorne 1995: 47, 50), although not necessarily from choice, as the 
following anecdote shows. An Indian entrepreneur mentioned she had 
considered catering to the domestic market “many times.” She explained 
the reason for this: “You know, when we have finished a shipment, we 
always have some leftovers. We always make some extra, so that last-
minute rejections [will not stop the shipment] . . . So we always make 
five percent extra.” After a short phone call (in this business there are 
many), she continued: “Many exporters have their own retail outlet. A 
lot of stock is left, and it is easier to sell it.” The phone rang again and she 
switched to Hindi. There are, however, some problems with selling to the 
home market. One is quite simple: the upper classes want to distinguish 
themselves from other groups, as Simmel already suggested, and might 
shun everything that is domestic, which essentially means that those who 
have money spend it on imported garments. In India, for example, the 
upper class seems to wear either expensive Western clothes or tailor-made 
traditional garments. This leaves little room for factory-produced items 
that can be sold with high margins. The consequence is that it is mostly 
the local markets, located at street corners, that are flooded with gar-
ments of lower quality. 

The workers of the garment supplying firms live in areas nearby or in 
some cases also in the middle of these industrial districts. I have, for ex-
ample, observed people living between an industrial district and a dump 
area that was also used for pasturing their pigs. Some manufacturers also 
start out on a small scale in non-industrial areas. One manufacturer I 
interviewed who had a factory in an industrial area in New Delhi, ex-
plained how he started up his business: “When I started, I did it in a 
small place, which wasn’t an industrial area. It was just a basement, and 
[I took it] from there. I took one order, supplied to one buyer. Finally 
when we were more established, and things were up and running, we 
came here.” This is a common way of starting a business. The following 
example supports this kind of industrial trajectory. During my fieldwork, 
I went to one small factory, which at the time of my visit had about 20 
employees. It was a two-story building, and three people were working in 
the storage room. It was very dusty, and it was piled high with swatches 
of cloth. People were climbing this cloth-mountain to sort them. Fabrics 
were cut and put together in other rooms. A staircase without a rail led 
up to the second floor, and the office was a small room that had windows 
to the other rooms so the workers could be observed. This “factory” was 
located in a residential area, which is illegal, and the alley that led to the 
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entrance was a muddy path between houses from which the wash dried 
between numerous telephone and electrical cables that criss-crossed the 
buildings. Production in residential areas does exist, but the larger pro-
duction units are located in industrial districts.

Researchers, beginning with Alfred Marshall, have argued that there 
are many advantages to industrial districts. These districts are more or 
less self-supporting. There may, for example, be small stalls or tents from 
which a cheap meal can be purchased. Fruit and food sellers, who know 
when the workers take their breaks, also circulate in these areas. It is not 
only the physical proximity and the advantages of their logistic network 
that matter; personal networks and access to labor are also advantages 
for firms that are located in industrial districts. Access to labor means 
primarily access to skilled labor with experience of different kinds of 
demanding production. However, it also means having access to less ex-
perienced workers, who essentially are recruited from the reserve army 
based in rural areas. These people contribute to urbanization. The fol-
lowing biographical excerpt is typical: a woman who “moved here [to 
the factory] from her village four years ago, finding work as a helper in 
a small factory making short pants for men and boys. She used to clip 
stray threads after a more skilled worker sewed the pants.” One should 
remember, however, that though many low-wage and low-skill jobs are 
created in developing countries by companies producing garments as a 
result of globalization, some high-skill jobs are also created (Bair and 
Gereffi 2002: 45).

A number of other aspects are important to manufacturers in this in-
dustry. Especially with an industry like fashion, which deals with “per-
ishable” goods, transportation and road quality are of great importance. 
Economic actors in developing countries face other kinds of difficulties 
than their peers in developed countries; a reliable electricity grid is an 
important issue in the former, but almost taken for granted in the latter. 
In some developing countries, power cuts are quite frequent, especially 
during the summer when all the air conditioners are running.

Numerous manufacturers are located in industrial districts, but it is 
hard from the outside to tell those factories that produce garments from 
those that make, for example, furniture. One conclusion is that no visual 
differentiation is made among garment producers when it comes to their 
sites, which contrasts with what BGRs are trying to do with their stores 
in places like London’s high street. 

The factories look similar from the outside: observation in industrial 
districts indicates similarity, not only between the factories and how the 
work is organized, but also in terms of physical appearance. When one 
enters the buildings, however, they also look the same from the inside. 
Many firms divide production into different working areas. There is usu-
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ally an office area, and then a reception area for the fabrics and other 
goods, a place for cutting the fabrics into patterns, followed by one for 
sewing and other forms of treatment. The products are then perhaps 
moved to a spot for washing, which is followed by packing and delivery. 
The washing machines are often the largest machines in a factory. These 
machines, the number of workers, the constant stream of commodities 
into and from the site, as well as the noise of the sewing machines, make 
it clear this is industrial production. 

My point is that production of garments should be understood in rela-
tion to the standard market for which the production is organized—it is 
not enough merely to look at the product itself. How then is production 
organized? An observer from the 1950s would probably recognize most 
of the production units in use today. Some firms of course have comput-
ers to get patterns directly from the buyers, but that is not always the 
case. The people glued to sewing machines operate them manually, which 
requires no computer skills whatsoever. That production technology has 
not changed much in this industry during the last fifty years or so (cf. 
Johnson 1985: 57) is also clear from the public relations material that 
manufacturers issue. It is quite common that they show pictures from 
the factory, in many cases depicting workers operating sewing machines. 

These observations on work organization suggest that the principles 
characteristic of the peak of the modern industrial period—namely Tay-
lorism—still apply. The orientation is towards function and efficiency, 
not creativity and aesthetics. Tayloristic principles are common also in 
other labor-intensive industries, such as footwear (for example, Knorringa 
1995: 127). At a more general level, this industry (or more concretely the 
production side of this market) is fairly bureaucratic-Tayloristic. 

Weber saw this form of organization—most likely in the organiza-
tion of large German corporations (Swedberg 1998: 63)—as essential 
to rational modern industrial capitalism, with bureaucracy as its lead-
ing organizational form (cf. Parsons 1929: 37). Weber, without pursuing 
this in detail, argues that discipline in organizations applying scientific 
management ultimately comes from the military ([1920–21] 1978: 1156–
57), and discipline is still a central concept in garment production. The 
idea of bureaucracy presented by Weber now belongs to the sociological 
mainstream, and needs only a brief summary here. Following Parsons’s 
interpretation, the main characteristics of bureaucracy are “rationality, 
resting on a complex, hierarchically organized division of tasks, each 
with a sharply marked off sphere of ‘competence’; specialization of func-
tions, whereby a special premium is placed upon expert knowledge . . . 
and impersonality” (1929: 37). This form of organization is appropriate 
for calculation, which Weber—and interpreters such as Parsons—argues 
is the core of modern capitalism. Taylorism lends itself well to rational 
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industrial capitalism since it facilitates the calculation of costs and the 
planning of production (Weber [1920–21] 1978: 296).

Calculability merits particular attention in this context. The form of 
(economic) bureaucracy that Weber speaks about, summarized as a ma-
chine performing according to the general intention of its owners, is well 
adapted to an economy and markets characterized by relative stability. 
As Weber himself pointed out, stability is a condition of calculability 
(Parsons 1929: 37). Moreover, from what has been said so far concern-
ing bureaucracy, rationality, and calculability, it is hard to disagree with 
Swedberg that “the main theme of rational capitalism is no doubt pre-
dictability and, in this sense, stability” (1999: 30). Moreover, Weber con-
nects bureaucracy and in particular the calculability of the Taylorist sys-
tem—which is also called “Scientific Management”—and its principles 
of organizing labor and work (cf. Weber [1921–22] 1978: 101–3, 150, 
974–75, 1156–57; cf. Kocka 1980: 97). One should, at the same time, 
remember that his discussion of bureaucracy refers largely to the upper 
segment of administration. 

Whether one calls it Taylorism, Scientific Management, or Fordism is 
of less importance; the main thing is the rational organization of work 
in many small steps, according to a piece-rate method of production and 
pay, and producing standardized products. Hierarchy, calculability, sub-
ordination (“tell the workers what to do and supervise them”), and the 
assumption that actors are rational and self-interested is a key compo-
nent of this approach. Though this form of organization is often a mix-
ture of hierarchy and markets, the firm, given that the workers have sold 
their labor, is in control and can give orders. 

This way of organizing work does not allow workers any scope for 
initiative, and the analogy made by Marx, that the worker becomes an 
appendage of the machine, is largely still true in the garment production 
sector. The point is that much of what is true of bureaucracy is also true 
of Taylorism, and both organizational forms, I claim, correspond well 
to the form of industrial capitalism that one sees clear evidence of when 
observing and talking to people on the production side of the global gar-
ment industry. Taylorism and its economic logic, so it seems, also informs 
us about contemporary working conditions in this industry. 

A garment factory needs a large work force to produce the garments 
it has promised to its buyers. Though many buyers demand that their 
manufacturers do not subcontract, some admit that they do so, predomi-
nantly during periods when the capacity of the factory is insufficient. But 
as one manufacturer said, “there can be a lot of problems with the sup-
pliers” he uses to help him out, and quality and consistency may suffer. 

One form of subcontracting is to hire jobbers. This is more common 
among smaller suppliers and was not an issue central to my study, but 
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many of those I interviewed brought this topic up, sometimes even as 
their first issue, as if they expected me to ask about this. This suggests that 
people in the garment industry are aware of how sensitive this question 
is among final consumers in the West. One head and owner of a smaller 
manufacturing firm in India explained why he used a “contractor” (job-
ber): “You know, in India there are many labor laws, and a lot of labor 
problems. I don’t want too many headaches, so it is easier for me to give 
it [the job] to . . . a contractor; they do the work, and they look after the 
labor.” Given this relationship the subcontractor, who in this case worked 
only for the person I interviewed, is paid per garment, which also means 
it is, as he says, “up to him how he pays his people . . . so less of a head-
ache for me.” However, manufacturers do not always inform the buyer 
that they are using subcontractors.

The Production Process

The organization of this industry essentially reflects the bureaucratic prin-
ciple of Taylorism, representing the production process in which the manu-
facturers have a central role. Their role is even more central if the produc-
tion is oriented towards full-package solutions, which means the garments 
the manufacturers deliver are ready for the racks in the stores. 

The production of garments is a technological process. Before one can 
talk of garments, a number of steps must be discussed (Gereffi, Spener, 
and Bair [2002] have much of value to say on this, in addition to the 
practice-oriented literature). In the following, I briefly summarize the 
garment production process. Here, I follow a cotton production chain. 
The production process depends on the material and so do the dying 
techniques. 

Cotton is harvested and is spun into yarn, which is woven. In most 
cases, spinning and weaving are integrated within the same mill. These 
processes generate unfinished cloth (“greige”). Afterward, the cloth is 
usually dyed, bleached, or otherwise prepared before it is sold to an ap-
parel producer. Cotton can be manufactured in different qualities—for 
example, thin or thick. They are later trimmed and cut, and they then 
go through a number of steps. Garment production includes assembly, 
sewing, laundry and finishing, packing, and distribution. All these steps 
include control.

The production of fabrics is not done independently by the manu-
facturers. Many producers of fabrics have close links to designers and 
they get feedback about trends from their customers, namely the gar-
ment manufacturers. Fairs also occur, specializing in both the cultural 
aspects—what the latest fabrics/trends are or will be—and the latest 
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technological systems and innovations. The business-to-business market 
between manufacturers of fabrics and the buyers (garment manufactur-
ers) is price-driven. Spinning and weaving are capital-intensive, whereas 
production of garments is labor-intensive (Weil et al. 1995: 181).

Fabrics are input materials for the manufacturers, and lie upstream in 
the production chain. It seems, however, that they have traditionally been 
standard markets, though the role of fashion has increased over time 
(Marshall 1920b: 802). The fact that it has long been possible to trade in 
the futures of some input materials suggests that these are standard mar-
kets. Alfred Marshall (1920b: 802) refers to the futures market for cot-
ton. That production of textiles is standardized is explained by Marshall 
(1920b: 56–57) in terms of “natural standards” of cotton and wool. Over 
time, however, fabrics have benefited from more advanced science and 
greater variety, and the more buyer-driven the tendencies in the design of 
fabrics, the less standardized it gets. 

An important aspect of production is consistency. A manufacturer used 
the following control system with a British customer. Production begins 
with checking the material, then the handmade parts are produced, which 
are checked; then comes stitching, and further checking, and one has to 
make sure that the size is right, as well as the buttons, the embroidery, 
and the appearance of the garment. Then, the garment is washed and 
checked again. Afterward, the labels are normally put on. The packaging, 
the folding, everything is checked. Only if it passes the last step will the 
manufacturer ship the garments. If they do not meet the standard, the 
garments are discarded or sold in local markets. Quality control, which 
in the broadest sense also includes the code of conduct, implies, as one 
manufacturer puts it, “[that] there are thousands of things that need to 
be approved in garments in accordance with the buyers’ wishes.” This is 
further evidence of what was shown in the last chapter, namely that the 
buyers have the upper hand in this relationship. 

Fashion Input

Earlier, I argued that the production process is fairly standardized, and 
this supports the idea presented in chapter 4 that one should treat the 
market in which manufacturers face BGRs as a standard market. It is 
evident from my research that the meaning of the garments as fashion 
commodities is constructed in the final consumer market. The garments 
that BGRs and other sellers have on display become fashion when worn 
by consumers. This does not mean the BGRs’ designers create everything 
that they sell. However, that the fashion input from manufacturers is 
sometimes very limited receives support—for example, from one designer 
working for a manufacturer in Turkey. He said he meets the buyers “once 
or twice a year,” which of course is not often, though people can stay in 
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contact using other means, like the Internet. The buyers, another rep-
resentative of a manufacturer told me, “are mainly involved until the 
orders are in place, after that the work is handed over to the local office, 
the buying office, then they [the people at the buying office] follow up on 
the production, the quality, the delivery.” This means that manufacturers 
meet buyers only “at the beginning of the season.” The buying office does 
not deal with fashion. This is indicated by a person working at a buying 
office: “we are not in the design process; we just have the information 
[about fashion].” 

The manufacturers—to underline that this market is oriented to stan-
dards and production and not to fashion and design—have much more 
contact with the people at the buying office, as one manufacturer told me: 
“The [representatives from] buying houses come very often; they come to 
see the fabric, the printing, the process; they check the sizes, we send them 
samples; they check the measurements to see that they are according to 
the requirements.” 

Design input from manufacturers comes largely from designers who 
know about the market the manufacturers’ buyers come from. I covered 
this issue in interviews, and asked whether the designers the manufactur-
ers were using were employed or were “independent designers.” In one 
interview, I got the following typical reply: “They are mostly freelance 
designers.” By way of further explanation, I was told: “We hire the de-
signers on a freelance basis, but we also have in-house designers, but 
not at a very senior level.” Their own staff, thus, carries out only less 
advanced tasks. Sometimes the designers specialize in different markets. 
Another interviewee told me: “We have different designers, and the buy-
ers also have their designers, and some ask [us to design and develop a 
fashion line that is only for] their collection, so we develop collections 
specially for those customers, country-wise, [since] colors change, bodies 
change [according to the country].” This means that the manufacturers 
can make a collection and selection, “keeping their buyers in mind.” The 
consequence is that “if a company is working with French buyers, then it 
hires French designers.” 

The dependence on foreign freelance designers, who are expensive, also 
means that fewer local designers get a chance. Nevertheless, manufactur-
ers “all hire European designers, either they work there and keep sending 
them the concepts, or they build it up, and [the designer] comes here for 
two weeks or three weeks and builds up the whole line for them.” It is 
difficult to estimate the number of freelance designers, but from an infor-
mant with twenty years in the industry, I was told that 30–40 percent of 
manufacturers who cater to the BGRs use this strategy.

Manufacturers must adapt to the characteristics of different buyers; 
even buyers from the same country can have different markets. Products 
are tailored to particular consumer markets. This also means that manu-
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facturers “have to make a different collection for each buyer, [because] 
pricing [policies] differ. Some . . . will sell the same piece at a higher price 
than manufacturers in the lower segment of the market.” However, the 
different prices in the consumer market—which consumers of, say, white 
shirts can observe—are not reflected in the producer market. 

Design input on the part of manufacturers is different from design con-
ducted by the BGRs; in practice it means that designers working for a 
manufacturer must listen and adapt to the demands of the different buy-
ers, as research (e.g., Tokatli, Wrigley, and Kizilgün 2008) and the follow-
ing conversation shows. I talked to a designer at a manufacturer about 
the collection they made for a BGR and asked whether there could be a 
problem if they showed the same thing to everyone, and all the buyers 
wanted to have the same pieces from the collection. The designer replied: 

Everyone’s taste is different. Someone in the United States has different taste 
[than] someone in London, and someone in Canada is likely to be different 
again. So I have to adapt to their [differences]. I show [them] my . . . col-
lection. The person in the United States tells me to make this change; the 
Canadian tells me to make another. I have to take their views into account.

In a conversation I had with the head of a firm that concentrated on 
designs with a very ethnic Indian look, which was in vogue when I did my 
study, I asked whether this specialization might be a problem when fashion 
changed. This informant replied: “You see, we are working for an ethnic 
look [in our] garments. Ethnic-look garments only.” I suggested it could be 
both an advantage and a disadvantage to have an ethnic look. My infor-
mant pointed out that fashion changes all the time, and that only those able 
to keep up will survive. In other words, while his firm was currently geared 
up to satisfy the demand for ethnic styles, he had to be constantly alert to 
general fashion trends and be ready to switch direction. 

To stay in tune with developments, manufacturers also have to travel, to 
know what the trends are, and what they are going to be for the next year, 
for we work one year in advance. So ... we have to attend the fabric fairs, to 
go and see what we have to design, what we have to offer the buyers, and 
they also have to bring their own instructions, and we work together very 
closely to make a collection for them. 

This again underlines the importance of manufacturers tuning their 
fashion input to their buyers’ needs. This process, of course, shows many 
similarities to the working process of the BGRs described in chapter 4. 
According to one manufacturer: 

First of all, we start with the colors that are going to be in fashion next year, 
then the fabrics. We go into what kind of fabrics they [the buyers] might be 
interested in, then we start [to design] the collection, and [then] the embroi-
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dery, the fabrics. It’s a lot of work because what one buyer likes, another 
buyer may not be able to sell. . . . So there is a lot of work involved in each 
and every one of them, and it should not look cheap. So it is the buyers who 
decide . . . because they are the ones who are selling to the markets, and it is 
their decision.

Because this process takes place up to one year before the season, manu-
facturers cannot accommodate changes in fashion that happen after they 
have made their collections. Information and inspiration come not only 
from the international scene; manufacturers’ designers are also inspired 
by their local market. 

Keeping up to date with fashion trends is an important issue for the 
manufacturers, and it is of course crucial if they want to provide fashion 
input for their buyers. One designer who has worked for global brands as 
well as BGRs told me how he obtained information about trends: “Their 
[BGRs’] design departments select the trends. And they also inform us 
[about] their company’s trends.” This means, I was told by one represen-
tative of a manufacturer, that the BGRs “inform us what color is to be 
used for the coming season, as well as what fabrics will be used, so we 
have all this knowledge and we design accordingly so [that] they buy it.” 

Some manufacturers are open about the support they get from BGRs: 
“they [the BGRs] help us [by informing us] what kind of product they 
are looking for. We can make very nice designs and everything, but if it 
doesn’t sell, what’s the point? They are in the market . . . all the time, and 
decide what is going to sell and what [is] not.” This contains an important 
insight, namely that it is very hard for everyone, but especially for manu-
facturers, to have detailed knowledge of what will make it into Western 
consumer markets twelve, three, or even one month from the conception 
of the design. This observation, amongst others, supports the argument 
of the centrality of the consumer market.

One manufacturer described how the staff of her firm and the BGRs’ 
staff “work as a team.” “The buyers have their own designers, [who] 
work in their established style.” In the next step, she continued, they 
“bring us their sketches and they [then] see what we can offer them, the 
fabrics, and—each exporter has its own plus points, we may be good in 
some embroideries, and another may be good in denims—the buyers de-
cide [according to their preferences].” 

Though it can be described as teamwork, manufacturers’ fashion input 
may be indirect, and in some cases only a point of departure for the dis-
cussion. One head of a manufacturing firm said: “They [the BGRs] give 
us their design; they tell us all the things they want.” This means that, in 
the end, their designers “will take ideas from our showroom, from our 
collection, [and] make changes according to their collection, depending 
on what can sell.” 
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The teamwork referred to earlier can take place only in cases where 
the manufacturers—or, more concretely, the people working for a spe-
cific manufacturer—get a feeling for what its buyers want. The BGRs 
“have their own designers, and we have our designers, and they have to 
merge together to make a product that will finally sell in the market, to 
the masses.” 

The degree of design input may consequently differ. Some manufac-
turers have no fashion input whatsoever. Among smaller manufacturers 
that only cater to smaller firms, not to BGRs, the process starts with the 
firm getting a garment, an “actual” piece, that the firm is asked to copy. 
It must also come up with a price. This ties into the major debate on 
counterfeit products, often associated with producers in China (Crane 
and Bovone 2006: 328), which is a substantial problem for many brands.

To sum up, although we should understand this as a standard market 
centered on production, manufacturers too may provide design input. 
But such input can be useful only if the two parties know each other’s 
strengths and preferences. This means that the ongoing dialogue is often 
part of a relationship that may have existed for years, which is typical of 
industrial business relations (cf. Darr 2006).

Identity Differentiation and Strategies

Manufacturers operate in a buyer-driven market, which means they must 
appear attractive to the buyers. Differentiation, as already mentioned, is 
an important aspect in a status market and it is a condition of carving 
out a market niche. In “standard” markets, by contrast, actors try to 
outperform their rivals by scoring higher on the standard measurement 
(that is, producing the right quality and delivering on time). Thus, even 
though the status of firms in the final consumer market to some extent 
rubs off on the manufacturers, neither the technological and organiza-
tional differences, nor any other aspect are enough to enable buyers to 
orient themselves towards the status of the manufacturers. The principle 
of standard is, consequently, a better explanation of order than status, 
because it is a more entrenched social construction.

Even though manufacturers are able to differentiate amongst them-
selves, this takes place within a broader frame of similarities, including 
self-presentation, how work is organized, and pricing. There are also 
many similarities in the ways manufacturers market themselves. The 
information material that manufacturers send to potential buyers puts 
the spotlight on production capacity; how short the lead-time is; what 
kind and quantity of machines they have; how well they check quality; 
and their relations to purchasers. This is information that one can easily 
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find on the Internet in manufacturers’ marketing materials.1 This kind of 
“marketing” would be unthinkable on London’s high street. Moreover, 
production technology is not secret in this industry. The secret is the de-
sign of fashion garments, which, however, gain “value” in the consumer 
market when presented in the context of the brand. Knowing about the 
garments that are in production, unless they are identified with a particu-
lar brand or firm, is of little value. It is only once one knows which firm 
is producing what that the information becomes useful for competitors. 

What strategies do manufacturers use to survive and make a profit in 
the market? One strategy is to work with a limited, but not too small, 
number of buyers: “it is better to work for a few buyers, at least five or 
six. If anything goes wrong with a buyer, there are more to work with. 
At least you can survive in the market. If you supply only one buyer, the 
stakes are much higher—if that buyer goes bankrupt, you are finished.” A 
manufacturer does not want too many buyers either, because this makes 
it difficult to organize production. It is therefore enough to have a hand-
ful of buyers. Costs arise in reorganizing production lines and maintain-
ing business relations. Thus, a large manufacturer prefers to work with 
long runs with a few large buyers, which means there is a mutual interest 
in establishing relations. One dimension of the relationship is that man-
ufacturers get some fashion input from their buyers. This is especially 
important if a manufacturer sticks to only one buyer, as, in the words of 
one manufacturer, “he is [then] not seeing the outside world.” This means 
that a manufacturer must be part of a network of many actors to acquire 
information (cf. Granovetter 1974).

One strategic question concerns taking on orders when a firm’s pro-
duction capacity is already full. In order to comply with the demands of 
buyers who want quick delivery, a manufacturer may sometimes have to 
outsource some of the production. Manufacturers operate in a business 
environment in which it is hard to turn down an order from a long-term 
buyer. In addition, strikes and logistical problems may cause difficulties 
for manufacturers. This can more or less force them to subcontract. This, 
I was told by one manufacturer, “happens rarely, perhaps once a year 
or so. ‘If I need 1,200 and have the capacity to produce 700, I may ask 
someone else to do the extra 500.’ ” On being asked whether they pass 
this information on to the buyer I was told that “the buyer doesn’t have 
to know.” “Overbooking” —that is, taking on more orders than one has 
capacity for—is a risk that manufacturers sometimes decide to take. 
Other risks can be more difficult to deal with, such as events in some 
of the markets that the manufacturers are involved in “upstream” in the 
production cycle, such as labor markets and other input markets.

Manufacturers’ strategies differ. Some discriminate, and try to work 
with, for example, medium-sized BGRs from the UK, whereas others take 
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a broader approach. I asked owners of garment factories about this, and 
the following was a typical response. On being asked whether he had 
different buyers, some larger than others or of the same size, one re-
spondent replied: “I work with bigger buyers, but with small buyers too, 
and so I’m working with every type . . . I’m in the market. I have to sell 
my product.” This strategy, to cater to virtually all consumers would not 
be successful in the final consumer market, however, since this market 
demands that firms have an identity. It may not even be successful in the 
production market, but here manufacturers can at least orient themselves 
to the standard. 

As I showed in the chapter on garment buyers, there is an advantage in 
developing long-term relations for both manufacturers and BGRs. Many 
of the manufacturers I talked to expressed an interest in developing this 
kind of relationship. One manufacturer had been in a relationship for 
eight years, and stated that the greatest advantage of a long-term rela-
tionship is “understanding.” This means that one side understands the 
situation of the other, and both can talk about the production problems 
that occur, whether related to delivery or changes of design. Communi-
cation of this kind tends to be rather straightforward and he says that 
they do not hide anything from each other. Instead, trust and reciproc-
ity become important in this network-oriented relationship. The concrete 
effect, as well as the means of maintaining the relationship, is that the 
manufacturers visit their buyers in their home countries, and vice versa. 
We shall now look more closely at an issue that may seem to be at the 
core of the relationship, namely price.

Price and Global Competition

To branded garment retailers, prices are just one out of several crucial 
dimensions that they use to sort out manufacturers. How manufacturers 
perceive price reflects this. The following quotation from one head of a 
manufacturing firm summarizes manufacturers’ view of prices well: “So 
finally, when the [test sample of the] product is made, to the satisfaction 
[of the customer], then we go into [the issue of] prices, and whether it will 
be sellable or not sellable.” What does sellable mean here? It refers not to 
the producer market in which the manufacturers face the buyers, but to 
the prices that the BGRs can set in the final consumer market, in which 
the BGRs face final consumers and are under pressure from competitors. 
Does this mean, to refer to the discussion of the previous chapter, that 
pricing so to speak travels “backwards”? I was told: “Yes, it goes back-
wards, they [the BGRs] have their target prices, and we see if we can do 
it or not. . . . So it is up to us.”
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In this sense, pricing is not so much a delicate issue as a matter of “take 
it or leave it.” Still, the global dimension of this market, in contrast to the 
consumer market, means that manufacturers are under great pressure 
from buyers, who are able to make competitors from several countries 
compete for the same order. Does this mean, I asked, “that it may be diffi-
cult to negotiate about the price?” As might be imagined, the answer was, 
“Yes,” and the explanation, in the words of a manufacturer is that “there 
are goods made in India in the stores [of the BGRs], and goods made in 
China. So ... people will always compare prices.” This, she said, makes 
them think, “Why is this product, which looks almost the same, [sold at 
only] half the price.” In her opinion, the buyers “want lower and lower 
prices, and they are not wrong to do so because they are getting [lower] 
prices [in their stores]. . . . But it is becoming more difficult [for us].”

The assertion that there is a price/production/delivery standard in this 
industry receives support from the publicly announced prices for garment 
production. One can sometimes see such prices even in the company pro-
files that manufacturers use for promotion. The following comes from an 
Indian company profile: “Men’s half sleeve shirt, one pocket flat pack, 
100 percent cotton polin (92 × 98) [a cotton quality], dyed $2.80; printed 
$3.10.” What is important here is neither the fashion nor the “look” of 
the shirt, but the production method and the quality of the fabric. The 
fashion input can, and apparently is expected to, come from the buyer.

In the following interview extract, a designer working for a manufac-
turer recalls a meeting with a British buyer. It further explains the role 
of price. The interviewee told me that he and other team members had 
prepared by finding out more about the buyer’s design preferences. The 
buyer had also given some basic instructions on what kind of design they 
were looking for. He continued…

They [the British design team] come to our office, we discuss various matters 
and many merchandisers, and the buyers are there of course. The buyer says 
“I like this T-shirt, I want to buy it, I want to have it in our collection.” The 
buyer then says, “OK, what’s the price?” That question goes to our com-
pany’s merchandiser. And our merchandiser says “It’s two pounds” and the 
buyer says “It can’t happen; we cannot buy this.” At this stage, we come to-
gether with their designers and design new stuff, which they like and can buy. 
So we can reduce the template of the prints. For example, if the print used in 
the T-shirt has four templates, we can reduce it to two. And if the buyer likes 
it, they buy it. That’s what we discuss.

Price is connected to the design input, but (as this case illustrates) is more 
tied into the cost of production.

Thus, producers in this “standard” market do not compete as retail-
ers in a status market do, by aesthetic differentiation, but by having a 
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better price/quality/delivery combination. Alternatively, in the words of 
one agent representing a manufacturer: “We try our best to negotiate 
with buyers and give the best price, and make sure that the supplier is 
of the right quality, and delivers on time.” This is to say that one cannot 
separate price and quality (Chamberlin 1953). Competing manufacturers 
hold largely structurally equivalent positions, not only in terms of the 
market, but also in terms of information flow (Burt 1992). 

In order to position themselves, manufacturers use references from 
purchasers and samples of products to prove their ability to meet certain 
standards of price and quality. Consequently, they do not compete merely 
on price, assuming that the other requirements have been met. Instead, 
they compete on quality, assuming they are equal in other terms, includ-
ing price. The preoccupation with price, however, is easy to understand 
since prices are relatively easy to calculate and can be seen as reflections 
of quality and the ability to deliver on time. This discussion not only 
shows that one can talk about an underlying value (in this case, a produc-
tion/quality/delivery standard) in this market. It is also possible to talk 
about a culture that prescribes how negotiations and interaction take 
place between manufacturers and BGRs, a topic to which I shall return. 

Given the global dimension, is it then fair to talk about increased com-
petition in this industry? It probably depends on whom you ask, but my 
finding is that competition has increased. One Indian manufacturer told 
me that he faced tougher competition than in the past, and mentioned 
that the competition comes not only from other Indian manufacturers, 
but in the first place from China, Bangladesh, and other countries. This 
he notices in negotiations with the customers who say that “‘We can get 
this in China for $2.50’, [so] what can you do?” Another Indian manu-
facturer with many years in the industry sees increased competition, and 
feels squeezed between the buyers who demand lower prices and higher 
quality, and her contractors whom she cannot pay less. More specifically, 
she feels the threat from China: “They [the buyers] ... always compare 
[your prices] with the prices in China. ‘We are getting two dollars in 
China, but three here; unless [you cut your prices] … we will place the 
order in China.’ So there is a lot of competition with prices, and many 
people have to run their factories almost on a non-profit basis.” 

The competition, thus, is not only with manufacturers located in the 
same industrial district. It is, in fact, likely that a manufacturer in Turkey 
will have to compete with a manufacturer in India or China. Firms can 
have different cost structures, but the ability to produce the same things. 
How, then, can a firm in Turkey, with higher production costs, compete 
with a Chinese firm? This clearly global dimension of competition must 
be understood in relation to shifting fashion trends. If firms could plan 
and wait for ships to take the goods from Bangladesh or China, which 
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are typical low-production-cost countries, there would be few reasons to 
buy from other countries. However, with lead-times of three weeks, sur-
face transport from China or Bangladesh, with much longer lead-times 
than three weeks, is not an option. These garments would have to go 
by air, substantially increasing costs. Thus, manufacturers closer to the 
consumer markets have an advantage when it comes to cutting-edge gar-
ments, items that need short lead-times. More basic commodities, such 
as socks, underwear, and regular T-shirts, are less affected by the vagaries 
of fashion, and one allows longer lead-times for them, and thereby lower 
relative production costs. 

Manufacturers face their competitors not only indirectly, in negotia-
tions with the buyers, but they can also observe their competitors when 
they visit the buyers’ home markets. One manufacturer told me that when 
he visits Europe his buyer “shows me all the products; I can also see in the 
stores what is made in Bangladesh [and] what is made in China.” 

It is clear that the decreasing cost, which one can measure in real terms 
but sometimes also in nominal terms, of fashion garments enjoyed by 
European and American consumers is partly due to the abolition of trade 
tariffs, but to a large extent also to increased competition. This means 
that a country like Turkey, which used to be a cheap country, has increas-
ingly come under threat—in common with most producer countries—
from China, which has increased its exports substantially over the last 
ten to fifteen years (see Appendix II). The important point here is not the 
circumstances of particular countries, however, but the structural charac-
ter of the global conditions characteristic of a standard market. 

This market, to sum up this discussion on price and competition, is 
ordered around a standard. The crucial task of the manufacturer is to 
respond to the buyer with a price, based on the requisite quantity, quality, 
fabrics, shipping, and lead-time. Competition is fierce, but it is impossible 
to judge how many producers—for example, out of the 30,000 or so gar-
ment producers in India—are competing directly. It is, however, obvious 
that they do not know about each other in the same way retailers do. To 
the manufacturers, it matters less at the end of the day who the buyer 
is, as long as it fulfills its part of the standard transaction—that is, pays 
upon delivery of the goods. 

Fligstein (2001) has suggested that hardly any markets are global. I 
think he is wrong, but it is easy to see how he can come to this con-
clusion. Fligstein’s market model draws on Harrison White’s work on 
markets. White’s theory, as White is well aware, is only a theory of one 
kind of market, so-called producer markets. A central idea of this theory, 
which can be traced to Alfred Marshall and Edward Chamberlin, is that 
producers differentiate their products and occupy niches in the market 
that they essentially stick to (White 1981, 2002). A Whitean producer 
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market is made up of a “handful” of producers. Fligstein assumes this 
to be the case for all markets. Many markets, however—not only those 
that neoclassical economics describes, but also the market this chapter 
is about—have more or less standardized commodities. A standard- 
oriented market can harbor an indefinite number of buyers and sellers, 
but what I call a status market cannot. 

The Market Culture

This market has a culture (cf. Fligstein 2001: 18), which is central to the 
solution of the second prerequisite of market order, namely what behav-
ior is approved in a given market. Consequently, when representatives 
from the BGRs and the manufacturers meet, they follow the informal 
rules of “this is how we do it here.” This culture makes it easier to know 
how to behave, and in this way it contributes to the order of the mar-
ket. This culture is colored by the different national and local cultures 
of the manufacturing and buying countries, but there is also a business 
culture that reaches across markets. What I shall focus on here is what 
sets this market apart from other markets in terms of its partial market 
culture, not the lifeworld-base and cultural characteristics that it shares 
with other markets.

If one analyzes the situation between a larger manufacturer and a 
larger retailer, it is clearly the latter (the buyer) who is the strongest (cf. 
Giuliani, Pietrobelli, and Rabellotti 2005). One should also remember 
that most of the product-value is added in the final stage, where retailers 
face consumers. This is fundamental to understanding how retailers have 
power in negotiations with vendors, and thus determine not only the con-
ditions of business, but also the business culture. The power that larger 
buyers have over manufacturers is partly due to economic resources, but 
it is also due to their structural position (Burt 1992). Buyers can, for ex-
ample, force manufacturers to keep production running even on holidays 
to meet deadlines. 

The contracts between buyers and manufacturers set the terms of in-
teraction. The buyers, then, make sure that the products are delivered and 
shipped on the right day, and that the manufacturer ships the right quan-
tity at the quality demanded, produced according to the specifications, and 
under the ethical and environmental conditions that the contracts specify. 

This does not contradict the fact that not all deals are made with a 
signed contract, another aspect of the culture of this industry. A man-
ufacturer informed me that in the long-term relations they have with 
buyers, everything is “open.” Moreover, some buyers know that the pro-
ducers need a margin in order to stay in business. This means that they 
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accept a markup of 10–15 percent. The power relations between the two 
sides are thus reflected in the culture, or more specifically, in “the way of 
doing business.” 

That this market is different from the consumer market is noticeable, 
for example, in the way people in the industry dress. They are business 
people and do not aspire to be particularly fashionable, especially not 
the men. The way people dress, and the kind of actors that are drawn to 
this market must be contrasted with the culture in the consumer market, 
which is ordered by the principle of status. In the consumer market, for 
example, it is very important how store personnel look (cf. Kawamura 
2006). The interaction between the BGRs and their customers is embed-
ded in a culture of fashion, not only of clothes but also of music, lighting, 
and much more, as I have discussed. At industrial fashion fairs where 
business people meet, styles barely differ from those characteristic of 
other industries—most of those who attend international B2B fairs are 
men dressed in suits.

One may talk of a global interface in this market, but one could also 
talk of a gender interface. Women dominate the industry on the buy-
ing side (not just as consumers) and men dominate the production side. 
Older men, whose understanding of the fashion sold to young women 
must be questionable, can have such sway in the producer market be-
cause the name of the game there is not fashion, but a standard govern-
ing the production of fashion. The perhaps obvious advantage of having 
women as both buyers and designers has not always been obvious, but 
positions within this industry can to some extent be seen as breaking the 
typical gender division of labor (England and Folbre 2005).

Another gender dimension of the culture is that women working as 
buyers may be unwilling to travel on their own, or they may not be 
treated with respect. One buyer told me what she has experienced: “It 
has happened when we [as women] visit a firm where I have felt, ‘no, this 
isn’t working out, they don’t respect us.’ If they do not look at us when 
we are speaking . . . then this supplier won’t work; one simply turns them 
down; they don’t exist.” 

I then asked a provocative question: “This may sound like a question 
from the nineteenth century, but haven’t you considered sending a man 
instead?” She replied: 

No, rather the other way around. If it doesn’t work with women in this 
country, then we can’t do it, just because our buying organization is almost 
all female. They must be able to accept that a young female assistant, who 
may be 22, comes into their office and tells them what to do. This is a busi-
ness relationship between a buyer and seller; that takes precedence over the 
other issues.
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This indicates the cultural dimension and the fact that the buyers have 
a major impact on how business is done in this market. This power may 
also be a source of change. The scenario of a 22-year-old woman giv-
ing orders, for example, to an older Muslim man is unlikely outside the 
global economic sphere in many Muslim countries.2 

This market is about providing services for producing garments, and 
making a deal is not a particularly mysterious act. The general business 
culture is the common denominator and serves as a foundation for mak-
ing deals in this market. The following episode referring to a fashion 
industry fair, reported by Skov, shows what I mean: 

I have observed, for example, an Eastern European buyer place orders with 
a Korean leather supplier with perfunctory English as the only common lan-
guage. Each with his heavy accent, their talk included little apart from num-
bers; sample numbers, lot sizes, shipment dates, prices and letters of credit 
formed the mainstay of a lingua franca which was sufficient to close a deal. 
(2006: 780)

It is, in contrast, unlikely that these two actors could have talked about 
the design and development of a fashion line for a specific market. This 
market, to conclude the discussion of culture, has created a unique cul-
ture only to a limited degree. There appear instead to be many similarities 
with other industries, and one may then talk of a more general business 
culture. Nonetheless, the culture not only helps to set it apart from other 
markets, but is also a prerequisite for market order. 

Order Out of Standard

Order in real life is often a combination of the two principles I have 
described: status and standard. I have argued in this chapter that stan-
dard matters most in this market. Buyers and sellers orient themselves to 
each other, and their relations and identities play a role. Status, however, 
can be a proxy or a signal effect of “quality.” Both sides can learn from 
their counterparts, for example, by working with high-status firms. This, 
however, should not conceal the important fact that the standard of the 
market is a much more entrenched social construction than any status 
order of actors, or of buyers or sellers. This is to say that standard is the 
ordering principle in this partial order, which is the global market for the 
production of fashion. Everyone in the business knows the standard, and 
how well a manufacturer performs in relation to it determines its identity. 
Thus, though the literature on technology and its role in “path depen-
dency” and order in a market relies on materially entrenched standards, 
they may not be more “entrenched” than ideal standards. Though firms 
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on both sides of the market are judged according to how well they meet 
its standard, only the manufacturers gain their unique identity in this 
market, because they are evaluated on the basis of what they do by the 
buyers who make up the economic audience (Zuckerman 1999: 1403–
1404; Phillips and Zuckerman 2001). The BGRs represent the economic 
audience that also determines what counts in this market. 

The increased design input that some manufacturers are capable of is a 
competitive advantage because it means they can do at least some of the 
work that the BGRs would otherwise do, and at lower cost. Seen from 
the perspective of order, this is likely to affect their identities, and one 
may predict that in these circumstances status becomes more important. 
This does not mean the market becomes a status market, however. An-
other possibility is an increased segmentation of producers due to their 
different design input. This form of differentiation, of course, is to some 
extent already the case. The large number of Asian students at, for ex-
ample, British design schools is likely to facilitate this in the future. 

Evaluations in both markets and non-markets ordered by status (as de-
scribed in chapters 1 through 3) are characterized by spatial proximity—
that is, the construction of values, the discrete identities, and ultimately 
the order of status markets emerge in close interaction between actors. 
The standard-oriented market described in the present chapter and in 
chapter 4, by contrast, extends over quite large distances, though buy-
ing offices mitigate physical distance, and to some extent socio-cultural 
distance (Aspers forthcoming). 

The existence of standards facilitates interaction and the evaluation 
process in this market. Moreover, industrial standards usually contribute 
to transparency since firms may have to document their adherence to a 
standard, such as the ethical codes of conduct that are important in this 
industry. Nonetheless, once standards have been set, both sides relate to 
them. Standards are often easier to understand than the logic of order 
through the principle of status. 

Summary

Garment manufacturers acquire their identities as sellers in this market. 
Only those that buyers accept as garment producers are market partici-
pants. In contrast to the consumer market, order in the production mar-
ket relates to the contract, though, as we have seen, informal transactions 
are also possible. The commodity in this market functions as a standard 
consisting of a price–quality function. Manufacturers acquire their iden-
tities in relation to how well they meet the standard. Purchasers control 
the standards of this market, which I have shown can be analyzed ac-
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cording to the principles of Taylorism. This was indicated in chapter 4, 
but it is confirmed in this chapter by the analysis of the suppliers’ side of 
the market.

Order in production markets for garments is a function of relatively 
stable standards: The standard in the market is more entrenched than 
the social structure of named actors’ identities. Thus, order in “standard” 
markets is constructed in the opposite way from how it is constructed 
in status markets. In addition, one should consider the culture, which 
undoubtedly is an important aspect of the construction and maintenance 
of order. Order in this market, I have argued, is a reflection of the power 
relations of the two sides. This means, in practice, that the interests of the 
buyers become institutionalized.

This chapter has shown that the producer market for fashion garments 
is truly a global market, which means that firms in Bangladesh may com-
pete with firms in Bulgaria for the same order. The fact that it is a stan-
dard market means that thousands of firms all over the world in principle 
compete with each other. I have argued that the global dimension makes 
it easier for large buyers in particular to make sure they get good deals; a 
finding that is reflected in other industries as well (for example, Whitford 
2005). Manufacturers are less flexible and operate under the restrictions 
of the country, the region, and the industrial district in which they are 
located. They cannot move production or affect production costs; essen-
tially they must accept that orders may go to other countries, take losses, 
develop their business in a new direction, or move their factories to other 
countries. 

Manufacturers have common interests, but they are also in competi-
tion. Each manufacturer in principle has access to the same information 
as the designers in European countries. A designer working for a BGR, 
however, has the advantage that she knows the identity of her firm and 
what their take on the trends will be. Though manufacturers get some in-
formation from buyers, they do not get the whole picture, just piecemeal. 
Upgrading under these conditions is not easy (cf. Aspers forthcoming). 
In this chapter, we have established that different kinds of markets exist. 
In the last three chapters, I used the notions of status and standard to 
distinguish different kinds of markets. The three prerequisites are met in 
different ways, depending on the kind of market we are talking about. 
In this standard market, the service contract is “what is traded,” and the 
culture is essentially determined by the more powerful buyers. Prices are 
set in competition. It is clear, however, that the buyers have the upper 
hand and benefit more than the sellers from the competitive logic of this 
global market. 
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Chapter 6 

Branded Garment Retailers in the 
Investment Market

The purpose of this chapter is to analyze order in the market in which 
investors evaluate branded garment retailers. This involves a switch in 
perspectives: the BGRs are still at the center of the analysis, but I do not 
view them from the perspective of consumers or of their suppliers, but 
from that of their investors. Seen in terms of the final consumer market, 
investor markets are clearly “behind the scenes.” Most consumers, unless 
they also own stocks, are probably little interested in relations between 
the BGRs and the investors who control them. Consequently, the aver-
age consumer does not know that the firm that owns Zara is Inditex or 
that Topshop, together with Topman, Miss Selfridge, and other branded 
stores, is part of the Arcadia group. To investors, however, not only the 
consumer market, but even more so the production market of fashion 
garments is not their focus. The analysis in this chapter focuses not on 
the fashion output of the BGRs, but on how BGRs try to manage their 
identities in the investor market and how this is seen by investors. 

This examination of the financial side of the fashion business will make 
it clear that BGRs’ identities in the final consumer market and in the 
financial market are related. In this way, we pursue further the book’s 
general aim, which is to see how different partial orders, with a clear 
focus on markets, are embedded in each other. We will see, nonetheless, 
that the financial market has a special status in relation to markets in the 
real economy, as the arena in which other markets and their activities 
eventually must come together to be “compared” with each other. To ac-
complish this comparison, money is central. This is not a fundamentally 
new insight; financial markets are to be compared to yesterday’s clearing 
houses (cf. Braudel [1975] 1992). The chapter will also go into detail 
about the stock market. This will make it possible to clarify the central 
market distinctions.

I have discussed some of the evaluations in which BGRs participate, 
and I will continue in this chapter, this time focusing on the financial 
side and the market for investors. As this is a huge topic, I will restrict 
the analysis to the stock market. Despite the switch of perspectives, the 
analytical approach is the same; the idea is still to look at how order is 
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maintained in the different markets in which BGRs operate. This requires 
answers to a number of questions: What role do other evaluations of 
BGRs, some of which have been the focus of previous chapters, play in 
this market? In what way, if any, do BGRs control and communicate 
their identities in this market to attract potential and existing investors? 
Do they try to control it in the same way, and are the same things seen 
as valuable as in the consumer market? Can we analyze the stock market 
with the same tools as those we have used to study the producer and con-
sumer markets in the garment industry?

The focus of my empirical research is not the financial side, and I make 
no big issue of the fact that the firms I analyze are listed on different stock 
exchanges. My main ambition in this chapter is to show the intercon-
nectedness of the different markets, not to provide a detailed account 
of stock markets. This idea of embedded markets is not reflected in the 
sociological research on financial markets and producer markets, two 
fields that have not communicated sufficiently. Here my aim is merely to 
bring these fields a little closer to each other. This discussion, however, 
leads to the idea that there are different kinds of markets—thus, we need 
different models to understand them. The analysis relies on the written 
documents that the firms issue, such as annual reports and websites, as 
well as published interviews. 

We begin by looking at the evaluations already analyzed to see how 
BGRs represent and discuss them, followed by a discussion of their role 
in stock markets. The focus on the stock market will enable me to draw 
a general distinction between kinds of markets. The chapter discusses 
the specific value in stock markets. Next, I study the aspects discussed 
by BGRs in their annual reports and elsewhere, such as the materials 
they direct towards potential employees. I start by analyzing the stock 
market. Then I will discuss how BGRs gain identities in investor markets. 
I will thus analyze the four evaluations in chapter 3, but this time from 
the perspective of investors. This means I will look at how the store, the 
advertisements that firms emit, editorial fashion, and ethical production 
are represented in the material BGRs issue for investors in this market. 
I will also say something about the other ways in which BGRs present 
themselves to investors. 

Approaching Financial Markets

It is by generating profit, or at least by not losing capital, that a firm can 
sustain itself in a competitive economic environment. Firms need money 
to do business, which they may obtain from a bank, an owner, a group 
of owners, or a combination thereof. Each investor demands a dividend, 
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either in cash or in the form of the increased value of the assets. The stock 
exchange is the most explicit representation of capitalism, and it is seen 
by many as the essence of the economy and financial markets. There is, 
in addition, a methodological advantage to focusing on the stock market 
because firms’ market activities are highly regulated. One would ideally 
carry out a detailed analysis of the different aspects, or evaluations, that 
investors make. Stock exchange analyses, industry evaluations, articles 
in business journals, and their historical evolution (for example, Smith 
1981; Clark, Thrift and Tickell 2005; Preda 2005) are an object of study 
in their own right. 

Though there are other ways to finance the business, and though capi-
tal structure differs between countries and between firms, the stock ex-
change is the nexus of most forms of capital, and it is in many ways 
the benchmark for other markets. Family enterprises are still common, 
and issuing bonds is yet another way. Different kinds of investors also 
exist, such as industrialists, risk capitalists, institutional investors, and 
venture capitalists. All of them may own garment firms or finance them in 
other ways.

Focusing on the stock market will leave out many firms, but stock 
exchanges prefer listing large firms, which generate more income for the 
exchange and which are better monitored, over smaller ones. The stock 
exchange is also a dominant force in the economy and firms outside it 
are likely to adapt to its demands, trends, and logic. Strict rules govern 
the kind of information that listed firms must provide and the form it 
must take. The general rule is that all actors in the market, existing and 
potential shareholders, must have access to the same information. When 
sales figures are presented, to take one example, they are relayed in a 
more or less global information flow within seconds. The annual report, 
or a news flash mentioning it, is shown on market actors’ screens simul-
taneously. This reflects the ambition of transparency in markets. There 
are also strict regulations for insiders (actors) who, due to their position 
in a firm and the information they have access to, have the opportunity 
to profit by taking a position “ahead” of the market. Formal openness 
suggests it is possible to analyze the stock market by drawing mainly on 
official documents.1 

Retailers’ Identities in Investor Markets

The aim of BGRs is to make money for their owners in the fashion busi-
ness. The current board may have had no say in the choice of business. 
Switching industries—for instance, starting a bank or selling tanks—is 
thus not a realistic option. This means that the reflexive identity of BGRs, 
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which may be best represented by the will of the board, the CEO, and 
other directors of the firm (who do not have to agree), is seldom con-
cerned with this issue; they take the collective identity that the company 
shares with its competitors more or less for granted. An investor, by con-
trast, can move his capital in a moment from one collective identity to 
another without having to bother about changing his own identity. 

The financial markets evaluate firms according to their expected profit, 
but in order to be evaluated firms must be recognized by the evaluators 
(Zuckerman 1999). Profit is what matters to both BGRs and their inves-
tors, though some operate in the short term and others on a long-term in-
vestment basis. In this sense, all BGRs listed on stock exchanges compete 
for the money of investors. 

Investors who own a firm can at least in theory set the goals of the 
firm, though the principal–agent problem is a well-known managerial 
dilemma (Miller 1992). The statements of BGRs make clear that they 
aim for shareholder value. One British retailer says: “Our primary aim 
is to generate steady growth in earnings for our shareholders and while 
we work on our broad range of expansion opportunities, our success is 
rooted in producing cool, fashionable, well-made products. Our business 
is fashion.” A Swedish retailer puts it slightly different, but with the same 
goal: “[Our] aim is to grow with sustained profitability and thereby cre-
ate shareholder value. Our ambition is to provide investors and other 
interested parties with adequate information for the assessment of [the 
firm]. We consider it important to maintain an open and continuous dia-
logue with the financial market.” Seen from the perspective of the inves-
tors, a fashion company is similar to other companies, which also have 
the goal of increasing value for their shareholders. The aim of one steel 
company, for example, is stated as follows: “The group always endeavors 
to create value for its shareholders.” The question is how to do it. How 
can the firm make itself attractive to investors? The stock exchange, as I 
will show, is an arena in which a BGR acquires an identity as an “invest-
ment object” in relation to other firms. 

The Stock Market and Its Value

Stock markets, like those in Frankfurt, Shanghai, New York, London, or 
Stockholm, are market places in which different stocks are traded. The 
general definition of markets provided in a previous chapter—“a social 
structure for the exchange of rights, which enables people, firms, and 
products to be evaluated and priced”—also covers stock markets and 
their products. But stock markets constitute a particular kind of market, 
to be distinguished from, say, the producer market in focus in chapter 5. 
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The stock market was originally a physical place, and the first modern 
stock exchange is said to have existed in Amsterdam (Braudel [1975] 
1992; Weber [1894] 1999). Today, some stock markets do not have phys-
ical locations. They are better described as a set of connected computers, 
and one cannot separate the evolution of such markets from “technologi-
cal” developments (cf. MacKenzie 2006). Moreover, the stock exchange is 
often seen as the market par excellence (Smith 1989: 169). The main rea-
son for this is its centrality for the neoclassical economic market model.

Neoclassical theory is a broadly correct description of the price forma-
tion of individual stocks (cf. White in Swedberg 1990; Kirzner 1973). 
Both Marshall and Walras studied the price mechanisms of markets. 
Their theories are good accounts of how a stock—for example, Sie-
mens—acquires its price in the stock market (Aspers 2007). Walras used 
the Paris Bourse as a model for his theory (Kregel 1998; van Daal and 
Jolink 1993). Weber’s definition of the market, I argue, is also mapped 
on the stock exchange, which he studied in detail (Weber [1894] 1999, 
[1896] 1999). Weber ([1894] 1999: 139–40). It stresses depersonalized 
exchange that is oriented to the items traded, but does not see a signifi-
cant difference between the stock exchange and other forms of markets.

The neoclassical model is used as a blueprint for the creation of mar-
kets. A further conclusion is that the neoclassical model is a model of the 
prices of standardized traded items.2 However, the link between theory 
and real markets is much more complex than the discussion of perfor-
mativity suggests. Marshall made the point that “stock exchanges . . . are 
the pattern on which markets have been and are being formed for dealing 
with many kinds of produce which can be easily and exactly described, 
are portable and in general demand” (Marshall [1920a] 1961: 328). It 
was only later, in a second stage, that markets were made on the basis of 
existing market theories. 

What are the typical features of a stock market? Price and evaluation 
are central components of stock exchanges. The stock market is char-
acterized by standardized products, which does not necessarily mean it 
is a standard market. To know whether this is the case, one must look 
at the social structure, and more specifically find out which of the two 
components of the market—social structure and standard—is the most 
entrenched social construction. I see the price mechanism in these mar-
kets as a form of evaluation in a social structure made up of actors who 
switch roles. This means that brokers do not permanently play roles as 
buyers or sellers, and the identity of an actor in such a market is not 
connected to one of the two sides of the market; they share the general 
role of broker (trader). Traders can, from a theoretical point of view, be 
replaced by stockowners or investors. The fact that actors can switch 
roles between buyer and seller several times a day, and that there is a 
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more general role and collective identity, should be seen in contrast to 
the markets analyzed so far, in which actors are identified with the role 
of either buyer or seller. Also, firms may sell and buy their own stocks in 
the market, which means that a firm can operate as both buyer and seller. 

Given this distinction between switch-role and fixed-role markets, and 
the previously introduced distinction between status and standard mar-
kets, we can summarize the different types of market in a two-by-two 
table (table 6.1). This distinction is of general value, because it does not 
apply only to the field of garments. 

In this book, we have discussed three of the four types of markets 
presented in table 6.1. Actors in both producer and consumer markets 
have stable roles as either buyers or sellers. We saw that the consumer 
market for fashion garments is ordered according to the principle of sta-
tus, whereas the production market is a standard market. The stock ex-
change is also a standard market, a notion that covers the more narrow 
economic idea of homogenous products (cf. Aspers 2007), but it is also 
presented as a market in which actors switch roles. We will discuss this in 
more detail later. The fourth possibility is not represented in this industry, 
but has been identified by Geertz.3 So, we may then ask what the value 
of the stock market is that makes it an example of a standard market?

Capitalism and Value in Stock Markets 

I have argued that all markets have a value. What is the value that pre-
vails in contemporary stock markets and, one could add, investment 
markets? The answer to this question provides the key to understanding 
order in this standard market. Obviously, people may endow stock ex-
change trading with different meanings, but it is clear from the literature 
(for example, Abolafia 1996: 30; Norberg 2001; Hasselström 2003) that 
financial growth is the central value for brokers, as well as for their cli-
ents. Though there are different kinds of investors, such as industrialists, 
risk capitalists, institutional investors, and venture capitalists (Freeman 
2005), all of whom are more or less risk-averse (De Bondt 2005), they all 

TABLE 6.1.
A typology of markets. Kinds of markets, given fixed and switch 
roles and standard and status. 

Typology of Markets Fixed roles Switch roles

Standard Garment production 
markets 

Stock exchange 

Status Consumer market 
for garments

(The bazaar)
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share a commitment to the value of the market. To excel in this market, 
to become successful, is to make as much money as possible. Actors use 
the fundamental value of capitalism to evaluate each other’s performance 
in this market. It is in relation to how well they perform against the value 
of the role of being a trader that actors’ discrete identities are evaluated 
(cf. Geertz 1963: 33). That is, the different roles in the market—buyer 
and seller—are less important for the actors, though they are crucial for 
playing the market game that distributes identities in the market. What, 
then, is the “value” of capitalism?

Capitalism is defined as the “accumulation of wealth.” This definition 
implies profit making. But as Weber ([1921–22] 1978: 164–66) noted, 
there are many kinds of capitalism, such as political, authoritarian, pred-
atory, and rational, each with its own forms of profit opportunities (cf. 
Swedberg 1998). Weber defines a (rational) capitalistic action “as one 
which rests on the expectation of profit by utilization of opportunities 
for exchange, that is on (formally) peaceful chances of profit” ([1904–5] 
1968: 17; cf. [1921–22] 1978: 637). The activities on contemporary stock 
markets fit this definition because they are “peaceful,” due to formal and 
informal regulation. The stock exchange is in some sense the quintessence 
of capitalism, where money is the end of all ends (Simmel [1907] 1978), 
the value around which the market is structured. It is, put another way, 
the market in which what is valued in other markets are valued in terms 
of the value of the stock exchange market: money. 

Discussion of the stock market leads to two questions, though they 
represent two sides of the same coin: (i) Why does each stock not consti-
tute its own market? and (2) Why do not all markets simply merge into 
one? The first point might be valid if the price mechanism operated on the 
level of individual stocks, and if the culture and social structure were also 
specific of each stock. Is the price mechanism used to generate prices of a 
single commodity enough to constitute a market? If there were only one 
stock traded in a stock exchange, the answer would be “yes.” Then, the 
price mechanism of that stock and the market would be identical. Nev-
ertheless, the value underlying trading in the stocks of BMW or H&M 
is the same, namely to obtain money. Traders (investors) do not stick to 
one stock, however, but trade with many different stocks more or less 
simultaneously, depending on which are “cheap” and which are “dear.” 
This means that actors (investors) do not identify one another with “the 
market” for a single stock; investors are identified with the stock market, 
with its culture, underlying value, and members. This suggests that the 
different stocks are traded within the same market. This makes it more 
like a bazaar, with many different stocks traded in one market “place,” 
with a partial culture rather than the fixed-role markets we have seen in 
the final consumer market for fashion clothes. 
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The price mechanism constitutes the market in the view of econo-
mists, but sociological and anthropological market approaches often 
include much more, such as preconditions of trade and social connec-
tions between market actors (cf. Beckert 2009). Though not everyone 
shares Geertz’s approach to markets, the following indicates the breadth 
of his approach. It refers to a particular market place in Modjokuto, 
Indonesia: 

Thus by the pasar [the market] we mean not simply that particular square 
eighth of a mile or so of sheds and platforms, set apart in the center of the 
town, where (as someone has said of the classical emporium) men are per-
mitted each day to deceive another, but the whole pattern of small-scale ped-
dling and processing activity characteristic of the Modjukuto area generally. 
The market place is the climax of this pattern, its focus and center, but it is 
not the whole of it; for the pasar style of trading permeates the whole region, 
thinning out somewhat in the most rural of villages. (1963: 30)

Does not Geertz’s comment indirectly suggest that all stock markets all 
over the world are simply one? One could make this claim as all market 
actors orient themselves to the same value, and one can at least partly 
trade the same stock in several different stock exchanges. The reason why 
this is not the case, given the discussion of markets in this book, is that a 
stock market is not only centered on the “accumulation of wealth,” but is 
also “kept together” by its culture through means of regulations (which 
are still chiefly national), norms and sanctions, recognition of members 
and the social structure, local knowledge, the organization that operates 
the stock exchange, as well as stories about it. Furthermore, the informa-
tion in the country where a company’s head office is located, which is 
often the country in which the stock’s prices are effectively set (though a 
company may be listed on several stock exchanges) is usually better than 
the information available in other countries. This is because more ana-
lysts and journalists report on the country concerned, and also because 
more people have access to information that may leak. One can thus talk 
of different exchanges because they do not have the same market culture, 
including different formal and informal institutions and narratives (cf. 
Mützel 2007). The market cultures, though similar, represent the second 
prerequisite of market order.

Consequently, place still matters (Sassen 2005) and the available stocks 
also differ; these differences are pegged on the fact that they have differ-
ent names (such as the London stock exchange or the New York stock ex-
change). However, the approach to order that I propose cannot of course 
fall back on realism when it comes to space. This means that spaces ac-
quire meaning—or, in other words, become spaces—in relation to mar-
kets, as well as the other way around. Thus concrete market places—an 
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important theme in the anthropological literature—such as the flower 
market in Carpentras become what they are because of the market (Pra-
delle [1996] 2006). In short, though the social structure of buyers and 
sellers (traders), and the central value (“capitalism”), are the same in all 
stock exchanges, the culture (including institutions) is not. It thus fol-
lows that there is not one market, but many, though they may function 
in similar ways. 

A stock market, then, is made up of those who share a collective iden-
tity as traders in one “place”—for example, the London stock exchange. 
Different stock markets are still national, though they are gradually be-
coming internationalized. Before looking explicitly at the BGRs, it is nec-
essary to analyze the situation in the market, to understand its order. The 
situation for branded garment retailers on the stock exchange is the same 
as for most other firms on this market. 

Trading Fashion Stocks

I have talked about values in stock markets, and I will now discuss trad-
ing of stocks in more detail to show the social structure of traders but 
also how BGRs’ identities are presented in the stock market. This also 
means taking a step further and analyzing the market place in which 
the stocks are traded. Most BGRs and other firms are not big buyers 
and sellers of their own stocks, though this may also happen. The stock 
exchange is in many ways impersonal, and though interaction sometimes 
takes place face-to-face, it is normally a face-screen-face setup that rep-
resents “market interactions” (cf. Knorr Cetina and Bruegger 2002). The 
depersonalized business trade means it is enough to say “yes” or “no” to 
the offers on the screen. It does not matter who the sellers and buyers are 
once an agent has decided to trade a stock; one stock is identical to any 
other (Marshall [1920a] 1961: 326). This must be distinguished from 
the fact that it is often of great interest to know who—for example, an 
insider or a major shareholder—is selling and who is buying. Table 6.2 
shows the number of buyers and sellers and what prices they are willing 
to trade at, while table 6.3 shows transactions.4 

These figures illustrate how the market may appear from the perspec-
tive of a single actor, such as a broker. All market actors can observe the 
number of stocks that are “on the market” and the prices are shown in 
real time. Furthermore, all members of a stock exchange have access to 
virtually the same information, and a member may relay this information 
to his or her clients, so that they too can operate in real time. Thus, this 
“double auction” in which both sellers and buyers are making offers, to 
sell or buy, is made visible.
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Trading takes place on the basis of the price mechanism, in which 
price competition of course is crucial. The automatic mechanism, which 
may partly be driven by computer programs, means you can buy and sell 
stocks, but you do not influence these deals directly. Once an actor dis-
patches an order, it becomes one among many, and the prices sellers are 
asking and those that buyers are bidding, as well as the size of the order, 
will determine the trading partner or partners. Consequently, the system 
cannot handle preferences for signing contracts with specific actors. The 
technological system has been constructed to make the market operate in 
accordance with the theory (cf. MacKenzie and Millo 2003). This system 
manifests how the third prerequisite of market order is met, namely the 
generation of prices.

Evaluation of Stocks

I have very briefly described the stock market. I will now look more 
closely at how people evaluate stocks. This market is one in which firms 
are evaluated by potential and existing investors. Obviously, both sell-
ers and buyers evaluate the stocks in question. In between, there may 
be many layers of, for example, analysts, who of course may pose de-
mands and thereby shape firms according to their theories and modes of 
valuation (Zuckerman 2000). Furthermore, the principles of evaluation 
are by no means stable over time. Organizational analysts have shown 
that there are many stakeholders, such as credit rating institutes, both 
inside and outside firms, that affect how firms should be valued and of 

TABLE 6.2.
Orders for a single stock on the Stockholm Stock Exchange, H&M (Series B), 
August 9, 2007. The bars—depicting the number of stocks that sellers ask and 
bid for at a given price—illustrate the Marshallian graph, where an “indefinite” 
number of buyers and sellers “meet.” Frequency refers to the number of stocks 
offered, and not the number of buyers or sellers.

Buyer Seller

Amount Bid Ask Amount

 4,075 389.00  389.50 11,900

 5,250 388.50  390.00 15,375

10,175 388.00  390.50 25,075

 7,579 387.50  391.00 15,100

12,150 387.00  391.50 10,725
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course how businesses are organized (for example, Power 2005; Zorn et 
al. 2005). 

Here, I focus on stocks, and ask “Upon what value is a stock based?” 
Evaluation of stocks is forward-looking—that is, the orientation of the 
buyer and sellers is towards the development of the stock. There are, 
in principle, two kinds of analyses, the fundamental and the technical.5 
Fundamental analysis concerns the prospects of the firm, its markets, the 
industry, and the economy at large. This analysis is based on reported 
facts concerning the economy and the firm’s accounts (which firms sum-
marize in their reports), market trends, the written reports that are issued 
by firms, as well as what is produced in the media by analysts and oth-
ers. Obviously, these “facts,” such as credit ratings, are based on values 
that depend on other values and others’ evaluations (cf. Keynes [1936] 
1973). These evaluations are like a web; they refer to each other, but 
with no fixed points of reference. Technical analysis is all about ana-
lyzing the movements of stocks, and essentially disregards fundamental 
information. This is, then, a form of meta-analysis.6 In reality, a number 
of different methods are available (Smith 1989: 11–66), which actors 
can combine. 

TABLE 6.3.
Stock contracts (H&M), August 9, 2007. The figure also shows the price (in SEK / Swed-
ish krona), the number of stocks traded, and at what time each contract was “signed.” In 
this case, two firms, Credit Suisse and the now defunct Lehman Brothers, operated as both 
buyer and seller, as well as carrying out “internal trades.” As can be seen, several contracts 
between different brokers were made at the same time, which of course would be impos-
sible for a real auctioneer.

Buyer Seller Amount Price (SEK) Time

Lehman Brothers Intl. Lehman Brothers Intl. 450 389.00 15:17 

Credit Suisse Securities 
Europe Ltd Bankaktiebolaget Avanza 100 389.00 15:17 

Credit Suisse Securities 
Europe Ltd

Credit Suisse Securities 
Europe Ltd 3,275 389.00 15:17 

Kaupthing Bank Sverige AB
Credit Suisse Securities 
Europe Ltd 3,000 389.00 15:17 

NeoNet Securities AB
Credit Suisse Securities 
Europe Ltd 1,700 389.00 15:17 

Bankaktiebolaget Avanza
Credit Suisse Securities 
Europe Ltd 1,000 389.00 15:17 

Kaupthing Bank Sverige AB Bankaktiebolaget Avanza 300 388.50 15:16 
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Investors care mostly about future profit opportunities, and this is the 
form in which the evaluation in this market is cast, in general.7 Profit is 
revenue over expenses in a particular accounting period. Firms have costs 
because of what they “are” (aim to be), which means they differ depend-
ing on the position they occupy in the final consumer market (Podolny 
2005). Obviously, one can never conclude from the identity of a firm 
whether it is profitable or not. To know more about this, one must take 
into account not only the situation of the firm, but also the collective level 
of the market (cf. White 2002). 

The notion of profit has two meanings. The first is simply what is rep-
resented in balance sheets, representing the results of the past financial 
year. Though this is interesting, there is another aspect of profit that is 
forward-looking. Economic investors hope to make a profit, in the sense 
that they will make more from their investment in the future than what 
they know they can secure by other means. This is one driving force 
behind investing money, and it is here that not only actors’ different 
knowledge (Hayek 1945), but also their different sentiments matter, as 
Pareto made clear (Aspers 2001). Finally, hope is a key aspect that must 
be considered in the process of how actors bet on the markets and on 
individual stocks. 

Economic Evaluation 

In order to look more deeply into the investor market, I shall now study 
the materials that BGRs issue as information and how they present them-
selves to existing and potential investors, so that the latter can judge 
how profitable their investments may be. The idea is to capture how, 
for example, the markets and non-markets in which BGRs operate—de-
scribed in chapters 1–5—are reflected in these materials. This is a way 
of studying how firms use identity management, by concealing or high-
lighting information (cf. Simmel 1964: 334). I also try to capture those 
dimensions that investors see as important. I did not take the further 
step of asking investors about their views and how they interpret this 
information. 

I analyze four branded garment retailers, two British and two Swedish. 
The analysis concentrates on official documents, websites, and different 
kinds of reports (the annual report being the most important).8 Given 
that legal systems and traditions in Sweden and the UK are different, 
one should not restrict the analysis to annual reports. Company sites are 
examples of other sources of information that I have included. One may 
then pose a more concrete question: How do BGRs try to manage their 
identities to affect how investors perceive them? 
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If it were possible to translate all information about fashion, strategies, 
and markets into numerical terms, there would be no need for extensive 
text in the annual reports, nor would we need pictures. However, the 
numbers are at the back, and the text and the pictures are at the front of 
the annual reports. This indicates that firms think it is important to com-
municate visually to investors. It should be noted, however, that what 
is most interesting is the profit, and the less extensive quarterly reports 
focus much more on the numbers in combination with predicted future 
development than the annual reports, which also present other kinds of 
information.

Presentation to Investors

The different evaluations discussed earlier affect the identities of the 
BGRs in the eyes of consumers, but they also matter to investors. How-
ever, the question is to what extent these identities are reflected in the 
information material directed towards investors. The information firms 
issue is limited. Though many of the figures in an annual report refer to 
the past, much space is also devoted to informing investors about plans 
for the future. One firm looked back on a year of falling profits, but 
the statement by the chair did not discuss the reason for these prob-
lems. The strategy instead was to look ahead: “We feel confident that we 
will use this experience to return to our growth track and build a stron-
ger business for the future.” The unique economic identity of a BGR, as 
seen by an investor, is essentially a function of its future economic value. 
This is an economic calculation, which translates other values into an 
economic value.

How are the stores of the BGRs presented in the material they issue? 
BGRs tend to mention the number of stores they have, and perhaps if 
they have opened, or plan to open, or close, stores in the coming year. Lo-
cation strategies are also something that they discuss. The “store portfo-
lio” of a firm refers to the range a firm represents. It may include different 
“concept stores” that offer its customers more specialized products (for 
example, underwear). Pictures from stores, however, are not frequent. 
Firms, moreover, may refer to its stores as sites of a “high degree of 
innovation.” 

Advertising is the second activity I studied. Advertising is often explic-
itly discussed, but usually under the more general heading of marketing, 
which is a more business-oriented concept. Some BGRs stress the useful-
ness of traditional marketing, such as advertisements in magazines and 
on billboards. Marketing has many functions and one is, as a BGR writes, 
“to maintain our brand profile.” Several firms include examples of the ad-
vertisements they have run, and all documents include fashion pictures. 
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There is also talk of a “marketing strategy,” but this is neither a central 
nor a well-developed issue in annual reports.

I found no traces whatsoever of editorial fashion in the annual re-
ports. One possible explanation is that the BGRs cannot control their 
appearance in editorials, as discussed in chapter 3. One may say of course 
that the inclusion and exclusion of BGRs’ clothes in the different fashion 
magazines, which are status distributors, matters for the BGRs’ market 
identities; hence, information on this should also be included in their 
reports. I did not investigate whether this is discussed (which would indi-
cate it is part of the reflexive identity at which they aim) within the BGRs, 
however. What I can conclude is that investors do not receive information 
on these activities, although it would be a means by which they and oth-
ers could judge how fashion journalists perceive the different BGRs. One 
can thus see this as a way in which BGRs try to control their identities 
in relation to investors by restricting, or more generally controlling, the 
information they give out.

Ethical production is probably the only one of the activities analyzed 
here that attracts readers who are not investors to the annual reports. 
Journalists as well as ethical and environmental activists, organized and 
non-organized, read the reports to check how the firms are doing ac-
cording to ethical standards, which one can see in the press that reports 
on firms, as well as in different reports on ethical trade put together by 
NGOs. The following is the policy of one firm made explicit in the annual 
report: “The business aims to comply with all locally applicable health 
and safety regulations in the countries in which we operate.” I interpret 
the way ethics is presented in the official documents primarily as a way of 
providing information and trying to control identity in relation to inves-
tors. Thus, a strong ethical commitment may, or may not, be a profitable 
component of identity building in the final consumer market. 

A firm that does not sell fashion, but which is “just” ethical, is not 
taking part in the same market as those selling fashion. If the firm is a 
fashion-oriented BGR, it shares, by definition, the underlying value of 
the market. This means it can be included in the same collective identity 
as other BGRs. Investors and firms that have significantly different inter-
ests—that is, value different things—will not be part of this market (cf. 
the discussion of differentiation and cohesion of markets in chapter 1). 
This, of course, does not hinder the making over time of a new and sepa-
rate market that is centered on ethical values but also offers advanced 
fashion. It may, however, also be a good strategy to attract investors to 
turn to ethical production.

It is my finding that ethics is not a central dimension in annual reports, 
though many firms issue this information on their websites. The Swedish 
firms in this limited sample did discuss this matter in their annual reports, 
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while the British firms did not. The general finding, however, is that this 
issue is discussed in reports and documents that are somewhat separated 
from both investors and final consumers. BGRs seem to direct this kind 
of information to certain stakeholders in the debate.

Moreover, it is possible to connect firms’ economic activities to their 
non-economic activities (which they may be more or less in control of). A 
firm that is named and shamed—for example, because one of its manu-
facturers employs child labor—is not merely shamed. Shame comes with 
an economic cost, and negative publicity may, for example, lead some 
customers to boycott the firm and its products. In this way, non-economic 
activities, in which the BGRs do not directly take part, affect their identi-
ties and profit. 

The material that BGRs issue also covers other aspects. What this part 
of the study shows is that many things that the BGRs do and inform 
investors about are of no particular interest to final consumers, such as 
cold and short springs that leave BGRs with unsold stocks of garments 
that must be put on sale, with lower revenues and hence decreased profit 
as a result. This will mean a lot to an investor, however. To consumers 
it does not matter if a BGR has a huge stock of unsold garments in its 
warehouses. To reduce the money tied up in production, firms try not to 
hold stocks of garments. This is due not only to lean production, but also 
to the fact that clothes are “perishable,” and their value may decrease 
substantially when fashion changes. It is common to include a review 
of the supply chain and its management. Exchange rates and currency 
options are other issues, and, before their abolition, quotas were also 
discussed. In addition, firms comment on sales figures and sometimes 
employment policy.

BGRs provide less information on how different activities affect their 
position in the market. They tend to discuss the general market position 
of firms and the different markets in which they operate (which often 
correspond to countries). In addition, trends in markets as well as market 
shares are often mentioned, and prospects of the growth or decline of 
the different markets are discussed. The costs, such as production costs, 
that firms face are also covered. A firm’s credit rating is another issue that 
is occasionally mentioned. Even disregarding the large amount of infor-
mation included in the accounting section of the reports, a substantial 
amount of information is presented numerically. Finally, from an eco-
nomic perspective, it matters little what relations a BGR has with its 
manufacturers as long as they are profitable; manufacturers are therefore 
not a priority in the information directed towards investors.

The information that firms issue in annual reports and other kinds of 
material are vital to investors and analysts. Information about how the 
firm is doing, regardless of whether the firm is doing well, is of interest to 
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investors when they come to decide whether they should sell or increase 
the number of shares they hold in a certain company. Investors do not 
value garments as pieces of art, as a fashion editor or art historian may 
do. Garments are instead seen as purely economic items made to gener-
ate profit, if such items are considered at all. I have argued that it is pos-
sible to connect different evaluations that are obviously interdependent 
through these “renditions”—that is, interpretations through a mediator, 
instead of through direct communication. I have shown that the logic of 
the valuations governing the U.S. stock exchange, and the firms listed on 
this exchange, have repercussions also for firms in other countries (Da-
vies and Marquis 2005). At a more general level, this is a sign of how the 
value of the financial markets has gradually penetrated not only other 
markets, but also non-economic partial orders. A final observation is that 
most investors are men, and most of the fashion produced is for women, 
which suggests a further socio-cultural distance between interconnected 
and interdependent markets. 

Summary

In this chapter, I have analyzed the market in which the BGRs face inves-
tors. More specifically I have analyzed the logic of the stock market and 
showed how this market is connected through renditions to the other 
markets and non-markets I have studied. The underlying value in the 
financial market in which stocks are traded is wealth accumulation, to 
which profit is central, but mergers and acquisitions are additional ways 
of accumulating wealth. Not only investors, but also BGRs value profit, 
or as one BGR states: “Our aim is to generate steady growth in earnings 
for our shareholders.” This value, to recall, is not the same as what is 
valued in the final consumer market as expressed by the same BGR: “Our 
aim is to retail and wholesale high-fashion quality products at afford-
able prices.” One can assume that wealth accumulation is a goal shared 
by all firms listed on a stock exchange, but in the case of BGRs this ac-
cumulation takes place in fashion markets. The stable value of wealth 
accumulation (cf. Simmel [1907] 1978) is the ordering principle of this 
market. This is to say that firms—for example, BGRs—gain identities as a 
function of how profitable they are, or are deemed likely to become. The 
value of this market is assumed; in other words, it is an entrenched social 
construction. This market is thus an example of a standard market, and 
this is how the first of the three market-order prerequisites is met. Each 
stock exchange has a partial and unique culture, though stock exchanges 
grow more similar. This is how the second prerequisite is met. Finally, the 
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price mechanism means that prices are set, meaning the third prerequisite 
is also met.

I have shown how firms’ activities directed towards making a profit 
are presented to investors. A substantial part of the chapter was devoted 
to an analysis of the stock exchange. In this sense, it is only indirectly an 
analysis of BGRs. I have indicated that a more detailed study could iden-
tify different kinds of investors. The stock exchange has been researched 
by sociologists (for example, Abolafia 1996; Smith 1981; MacKenzie 
2006), but more must be done before we know how it operates, and 
especially how it is interdependent with other evaluations and the social 
structure that is connected with these economic and non-economic evalu-
ations. In particular, we need more research of the kind that would help 
us understand how key actors think and how they assess situations, and 
thereby how markets are interconnected. 

I have shown that the stock exchange is not like the final consumer 
market or the production market for garments, but a market of a differ-
ent species, as Harrison White (1992) says. In contrast to the fixed-role 
markets discussed in previous chapters, which are characterized by the 
fact that identities are tied to one side of the market, switch-role markets 
are characterized by the fact that actors’ identities are not so tied. Instead, 
actors may share more general roles, like “investor” or “trader.” This is an 
important, but neglected distinction within economic sociology. The neo-
classical model is, in the language of this book, a standard and switch-
role market. I have shown that many markets are status markets, but also 
that in many markets actors do not switch roles. A grasp of these two 
distinctions improves how we conceptualize markets. 

The chapter has also addressed another important issue already dis-
cussed in this book, namely that markets are interconnected. I have dis-
cussed how production and consumption markets are interconnected and 
embedded in each other, which is to say that decisions made in one take 
into account what goes on in the other, and may have consequences for 
the other market. These markets are reflected in the financial markets, 
though in that case they are “reduced” to numbers. Financial markets are 
the apex of different activities that come together and are measured in 
monetary terms. Though Simmel neglected the role of the market in his 
study of money, he made an important observation: “[O]ne of the major 
tendencies of life – the reduction of quality to quantity – achieves its high-
est and uniquely perfect representation in money” ([1907] 1978: 280). 
The literature clearly shows that the importance of financial markets has 
increased over the last thirty years (Zorn et al. 2005: 272), and one can 
also say that economic logic has acquired more influence in public debate 
as actions increasingly are justified according to economically rational 
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principles (cf. Boltanski and Thèvenot [1991] 2006). This puts informa-
tion and knowledge at the fore. 

It is, however, not obvious that actors at one end of interconnected 
markets know what is going on at the other. It is this phenomenological 
perception of, for example, other markets, seen from the vantage point of 
one market, that constitutes the reality to which actors orient themselves. 
The vantage point is primed by the value of the evaluation. From the per-
spective of investors, BGRs are seen as economic identities resulting from 
a large number of activities. I will address this issue in the final chapter 
of the book. 
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Chapter 7 

Markets as Partial Orders

This final chapter has two purposes. The first is to discuss the find-
ings of the book and thereby put the study in the context of, and in rela-
tion to, the existing literature. The second is to discuss the idea of order 
and most of all partial orders. This means, more concretely, asking in 
what way markets and non-markets are embedded in each other. This 
chapter discusses more generally how partial orders are interrelated. I 
begin by summarizing the findings of the study, and then I turn to the 
question of partial orders.

Discussion of the Study

The central question of this book is order, which is contrasted with ideal-
typical chaos. Social life, however, is not in chaos. I have focused on order 
in the global fashion industry, or to be precise, certain parts of it: the 
markets and non-economic evaluations in terms of which BGRs operate. 
These partial but interconnected orders are of course socially constructed. 
I have, however, left out many more basic social constructions, which are 
taken for granted in this industry as well as in other parts of social life. 

The empirical analysis started with a set of competing markets, one of 
which is the market for “affordable fashion.” Within this market, each 
BGR acquires a discrete identity, which we can identify analytically as 
due to differentiation on the basis of BGRs’ shared collective identity. It 
is in the consumer market that BGRs are evaluated and paid for what 
they do, and hence acquire their unique identities. I showed that BGRs’ 
identities result from undertakings that are evaluated, and the BGRs have 
control of these only to some extent. I then turned to the market in which 
the BGRs operate as buyers of garments, or, as I argued, of the service of 
producing the clothes they then sell to the consumers. This market was 
also discussed from the manufacturers’ perspective. Finally, I analyzed 
BGRs in relation to their investors. 

The first contribution of the book is the discussion of order. I argued 
that in sociology the question of order has essentially assumed realism or 
has reduced the question to an epistemic issue. My idea is to use a social 
constructivist perspective, in which order is understood in relation to the 
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special role of man. People have this peculiar characteristic of, on the 
one hand, being part of the same world as other identities—for example, 
things and events—and on the other, the ability to reflect on their being 
in the world (Heidegger [1927] 2001), which I catch using the notion of 
“reflexive identity.” The idea of a socially constructed world made up of 
meanings is central to the question of order. The partial orders we have 
discussed are social constructions, and I have argued that though a given 
order tends to last, all social constructions are susceptible to change—
indeed, social constructions are stable only in relation to other social 
constructions. This means that a social construction may be entrenched 
in relation to, and serve as the basis for, another construction that is less 
entrenched. This we may call the ontic structure (following Heidegger), 
which makes up the socially constructed order. The explicit discussion 
of entrenchment is a way of speaking of social constructions without 
falling into the trap of seeing social constructions as merely a matter of 
“text” or “discourse” that can easily be changed. Although I hope that 
the reader will see that, by addressing the question of order from a social 
constructivist perspective, this book makes a contribution to the ques-
tion of order, it should also be said that it does not address the question 
of ontological order, which is the question of Heidegger ([1927] 2001). 
Thus, this question remains to be researched. 

The second contribution is to the sociology of fashion. I have studied 
the largest segment of the fashion industry and argue that fashion should 
be tied to a discussion of the economy. Moreover, the social structural 
approach to fashion has provided us with an enhanced perspective: only 
when the social structure of identities is relatively more entrenched than 
the object, and when a change of garment styles takes place, can one talk 
of fashion. I hope that the theoretical contribution concerning fashion, 
change, and innovation presented here will prove useful far beyond fash-
ion in clothes.

The third field to which the book contributes is economic sociology. 
My strategy was to look at markets. I analyzed the conditions of markets, 
and stressed the role of order. In presenting this perspective, I drew ana-
lytic distinctions and took markets apart. Other approaches to markets, 
such as ANT and cultural approaches, have been criticized for lacking 
theoretical clarity when it comes to understanding markets, their precon-
ditions, and different incarnations. I shall now turn to a more detailed 
discussion of markets, drawing on the findings of the book. 

I have discussed the three prerequisites of market order. When these 
are met, one can talk of order in the market. The first prerequisite has to 
do with what the market is “about.” I have shown how the market for 
“affordable fashion” is different from, say, the market for airplanes, but 
more importantly how it also differs from the haute couture and mail-
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order markets, though these markets too are concerned with fashion. 
One can talk of the differentiation of markets, so that “things” that in 
one sense are similar are traded in one and the “same” market. They can 
be ordered according to either status or standard. 

The second prerequisite refers to the culture of the market—that is, the 
“rules of engagement”—defined in terms of informal and formal institu-
tions. The concrete problem that is solved concerns “how to operate in 
the market.” I argued that much of this is met in a similar way in different 
markets (such as when the same law is used in markets across a nation, 
Fligstein 2001: 19), so that one can talk of a general market culture. 
Thus, markets are rooted in the lifeworld, and in this way each market 
rests on a bed of assumed meanings often expressed in terms of “culture.” 
These are taken for granted both inside and outside markets. Today, one 
may even talk of a well-established market culture that is part of the life-
world. I also showed how a specific market is often characterized by its 
own unique cultural elements. 

The third prerequisite, finally, has to do with how much something 
is worth, or in other words, the problem of how to evaluate and price 
what is traded in the market. I argued that prices emerge in different 
ways depending on the kind of market: status or standard, switch-role 
or fixed-role. 

The literature has identified three ways of bringing activities and things 
together so order is created: market, hierarchy, and network (Thompson 
et al. 1991). I have dealt with all these forms of coordination, but with 
the focus on the market. The garment industry was an important part 
of the Industrial Revolution, and production was for a long time con-
centrated in organized firms (hierarchies) that traded with each other in 
markets. Much later, subcontracting in the industry and specialization 
of firms meant that the production chain of garments was extended and 
divided. Since the 1970s, this has gradually become globalized. In the 
garment industry, however, one can observe that coordination between 
suppliers and especially European BGRs takes the form of networks. 

Of these three forms of coordination in the economy, the market 
stands out as the most central. It is only in relation to the market that the 
other two basic forms of economic coordination—hierarchies (firms) and 
networks—can be evaluated. Thus, the competition in markets makes it 
possible to relate what is done within a firm (hierarchy) (cf. Coase [1937] 
1988; Williamson 1981), as well as in the network (cf. Burt 1992), to the 
alternative of the market, an issue that Brian Uzzi (1997) has studied. 
This is possible because what is offered in a market is signaled by the 
market price. The market is also the benchmark for evaluating the net-
work relationship for both the leading firm and its suppliers, based on 
calculable offers and costs. Because this benchmarking is conditioned on 
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the calculability of prices, it applies predominantly to standard markets. 
Calculation in status markets is a more complicated issue since more as-
pects must be processed simultaneously, such as price, status, and “qual-
ity” (cf. Uzzi 1997). This short discussion of these three basic forms of 
economic coordination suggests that the market has a special role. It sug-
gests, furthermore, that many problems of organizations and networks 
can be addressed only in relation to their embeddedness in markets. 

This study has shown not only the interdependence of markets, but 
also how markets and non-markets are embedded in each other. Though 
the idea that markets are embedded in each other is mentioned by White 
(2002), no prior study has tried empirically to investigate this matter in 
depth. I have shown how order in one market, or non-economic evalua-
tion such as editorial fashion, affects and depends on other markets but 
also non-markets. The finding that markets are embedded in other mar-
kets suggests that the traditional notion of industry should be understood 
as a set of interconnected markets and non-markets, centered around one 
core market. In this industry, it is the final consumer market for fashion 
garments. For example, the construction of order in the final consumer 
market penetrates the producer market much more than the other way 
around. This stresses how the different activities and evaluations in an 
industry are interconnected, but also that there is no overarching plan, 
control position, or even viewpoint; there is a set of interrelated partial 
orders, each of which is constituted in relation to other partial orders. 
In each evaluation process that is stable over time, such as the markets 
studied in this book, at least some form of rudimentary order emerges. I 
have shown that the principle of order in the consumer market is status, 
while in the producer market the service contract for garments is more 
entrenched than the order of actors on the two sides of the market, which 
means that one can talk of a standard.

This study has consistently used identity as its core concept, alongside 
order. Identity has been my entry point, and at four levels. I started with 
the collective identity shared by all BGRs, which sets them apart from, 
for example, independent designers, but also, of course, from garment 
manufacturers and other identities. If we look at the consumer market, 
each BGR acquires a unique identity in relation to other BGRs. Their 
unique identities, however, are the result of consumers’ perceptions of 
several different evaluations, each of which constitutes a discrete identity. 
The fourth and final level is the reflexive identity, which constitutes the 
“existential” level—in other words, what the BGRs want to be perceived 
as in the market. Among the four types of identities discussed in the book 
that acquire their meaning in relation to each other, only the reflexive 
identity has the capacity to pose the question: “Who am I?” Though I 
have studied the reflexive identity of both organizations and persons, it 

Aspers-book.indb   168 3/1/2010   4:54:13 PM



M A R K E T S  A S  P A R T I A L  O R D E R S  169

is clear that the organization is reflexive only in a “derivative” sense, 
drawing on the reflexive capacity of its members. The question “Who am 
I?” correlates with “Who do I want to be?” To analyze action from an 
identity perspective is to identify the possible discrepancy between “who 
I am” and “who I want to be.” Even actors who are what they want to 
be wish to maintain it. This is to say that identity management applies to 
all actors.

Manufacturers and 
investors

BGRs' unique identities in the 
fashion consumer market

BGRs (examples of four 
discrete identities)

Final consumers

Figure 7.1. Formation of the unique identity of one BGR from its discrete identi-
ties in the eyes of the final consumers (schematic figure). It is their role as con-
sumers that constitutes their viewpoint, which makes up the unique identity of 
BGRs from a number of discrete identities. Here, only the four schematically 
represented discrete identities—in this case, fashion stores, advertising, editorial 
fashion, and ethical production of garments—are included in the formation of the 
unique identity of a BGR (represented by the thick line). The dotted actors, repre-
senting manufacturers and investors, do not become part of the formation of the 
BGRs’ unique identities in the final consumer market for “affordable fashion” as 
seen by the consumers.
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In my analysis, I stressed the construction of the more research- 
oriented notion of discrete identity. As an example, one may look at how 
the investor market is connected with the consumer market, through 
“renditions,” in the form of mediated information that flows from the 
firm or through the media. The connection between the investors in the 
investor market and the consumers in the consumer market is not sym-
metrical: While consumers rarely care about the investor market for the 
BGRs, investors care about the final consumer market, at least in the 
sense that it produces wealth. Figure 7.1 illustrates the construction of 
identity as seen from the perspective of the final consumer market. This 
issue was discussed in chapter 3, but is here illustrated graphically to 
make it easier to understand. 

What final consumers value matters in the formation of BGRs’ unique 
identities in the consumer market. The unique identities are central to 
consumers’ meaning structure in the final consumer market. It is, more-
over, in this market that each of the different BGRs—that is, companies 
that are seen as BGRs—has a niche corresponding to its unique identity 
(White 2002). The research, so to speak, performs an analysis of the dis-
crete identities that make up the phenomenology of the unique identities. 

BGRs must accept the identities they acquire in the consumer market, 
though they may try to control them by means of identity management. 
BGRs try to make sure consumers know about the positive things they 
emit, and to conceal the negative things. I have shown that these evalu-
ations—and the corresponding discrete identities—are only partly con-
trolled by BGRs, and BGRs may be included in evaluations that they 
have no interest in taking part in, or which they cannot control. Another 
dimension of identity management is control of information to the con-
sumers and investors about what firms are doing. This is particularly 
important when evaluations are not public or transparent. The media 
can play an important role and relay information concerning different 
evaluations and activities so that, for example, consumers find out about 
firms that are not treating their workers well. However, as this relay pro-
cess is never neutral, I prefer to speak of renditions. However, at the 
end of day, it is the consumers who say “yes” or “no” to what the BGRs 
are doing.

The phenomenological approach to identity taken here also makes 
it possible to analyze material objects, such as clothes and events and 
fashion fairs. It is nonetheless important to recall that these non-human 
identities acquire meaning only as a result of their “interaction” with per-
sons. It is in direct or indirect contact with them—for example, physical 
contact or observation—that people attach meaning to them. 

In addition to its empirical contributions to the discussion of order, 
markets, and fashion, the book makes a number of concrete points. The 
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trend towards consumption, design, marketing, and branding started long 
ago, but it is only recently that sociologists of fashion and culture have 
begun to research it, realizing the potential this field offers for enhanc-
ing our understanding of society. Production has long been the central 
issue in economic sociology. One ambition of this book is to bridge the 
two literatures, especially by showing how consumption affects producer 
markets more than the other way around. Thus, the unique identities that 
BGRs acquire in the final consumer market cannot be separated from the 
production of fashion, just as this market too produces fashion; there is 
no “mirror” that “reflects” only fashion or any other phenomena. The 
branded garment retailers I have focused on are not trend leaders, nor 
is their status as high as that of haute couture fashion firms or the in-
creasingly important ready-to-wear firms. BGRs must therefore consider 
what happens in other markets, in which garment firms with more status 
operate. It is nonetheless accurate to view the BGRs as co-producers of 
fashion. They represent the largest market for garments in the Western 
world, and some of them operate in several markets. The logistical ad-
vantages—including, for example, the shortening of lead-times—enjoyed 
by the large BGRs are just one thing that puts them ahead in the struggle 
to define fashion.

Partial Orders in the Economy

Order is the central question of this study, and it is now time to expand 
the discussion of connected evaluations to partial orders, which is the 
unit of analysis. This will lead us to a discussion of markets and intercon-
nected markets. Our object is partial, not local orders because the latter 
notion is not appropriate, for example, for describing the global, but still 
partial order of the production market for fashion garments. Markets are 
examples of partial orders, and I have argued that the components that 
are central for the understanding of markets—identities, values, social 
structure, and culture—are co-constructed. 

A central condition of the existence of partial order is that people per-
ceive and act in such a way as to furnish evidence of such an order; in 
other words, it is characterized by some sort of predictability. Thus, actors 
in a partial order share not only a commitment to the value governing 
the market—for example, “affordable fashion”—and the market culture, 
they also perceive and act in similar ways. This means that perception and 
practice reinforce each other and social constructions become entrenched 
and part of the meaning structure (Berger and Luckmann [1966] 1991). 
The existence of order is conditional on people orienting themselves to 
the same social construction and having similar expectations (cf. Luh-
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mann [1984] 1995). In other words, actors’ expectations of other actors 
and the “environment” are largely realized.

Addressing the issue of partial orders is one way of contributing to the 
discussion of so-called “clearly demarcated units of study” (Emirbayer 
1997: 303), instead of referring to “society.” Both the idea of “fields,” as 
Bourdieu calls his units, and “social molecules,” which is the Whitean 
notion, point to smaller units of analysis. Though the discussion of social 
units that simultaneously address several components is inspired mainly 
by Bourdieu and White, Simmel ([1922] 1955) was probably the first 
social scientist to address simultaneously the issue of social structure and 
values at the level of actors.1 

There have been other attempts to identify smaller units of analysis. 
Zelizer has suggested that we should study the economy using what she 
calls “circuits of commerce,” which refer to “interchange, intercourse, 
and mutual shaping” of ties between actors who are linked together and 
shape each other in networks (2005: 293). I think her approach, which is 
clearly aimed at bridging the cultural and structural approaches in eco-
nomic sociology (Zelizer 2005: 292–93), is a move in the right direction, 
but the idea needs to be made more concrete.

I have tried to study partial—though also interdependent—orders, 
mainly in the realm of “the economy.” Of course, many have taken this 
approach before, and I shall briefly discuss some of them before return-
ing to the idea I am proposing, partial orders. Here I shall concentrate 
on some alternatives to make my point clear. I begin by discussing Luh-
mann’s (1982: 191–225, [1984] 1995: xli) systems theory approach to 
the economy. His approach does not address many of the core issues in 
economic sociology, such as how markets operate and how consumers 
make decisions. However, it is Luhmann’s ambition to see how the dif-
ferent—and increasingly differentiated—social parts hang together, with-
out being parts of a clearly identifiable “whole.” The economic whole is 
for Luhmann an autopoetic (self-reproducing, as well as closed) system 
that communicates by means of money. His idea, if we “develop” it and 
talk of “subsystems,” means that actors in, say, one market, cannot really 
comprehend what goes on in other markets. I have shown how actors 
in one market—for example, the consumer market—take on what hap-
pens in other partial orders, of which some are markets. It is cognitively 
impossible to take in “everything” and, as Hayek (1945) and others have 
argued, actors act on the basis of their cognitively limited knowledge.

Weber (1946: 323–31, 333–57) divides society into spheres, each of 
which displays a certain amount of “autonomy” (Eigengesetzlichkeit). 
Each sphere has a logic, a meaning, and an end (or value—cf. Zetterberg 
1997: 94). This idea of the modern society, however, does not account for 
variation on a smaller scale—for example, variation within the economy. 
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In addition to these approaches there are discussions of, for example, 
knowledge society (Bell 1973), postmodern society (Kumar 1995), con-
sumer society (Slater 1997), risk society (Beck 1999), and network soci-
ety (Castells 1996). These labels are misleading because different kinds of 
societies, such as “peasant society” and “industrial society,” can exist in 
parallel. Other kinds of economies exist, such as the aesthetic economy 
(Entwistle 2002; cf. Negus 2002), the cultural economy (du Gay and 
Pryke 2002), the knowledge economy (Powell and Snellman 2004), and 
the technological economy (Barry and Slater 2005). These notions refer 
to broad tendencies and often to the “substance” of the economy. Some 
approaches do not focus on the substance of the economy, but on its 
institutions, and these argue that the institutional setup, sometimes at 
the level of nations, explains the differences we observe. The “varieties 
of capitalism” literature, ultimately drawing on Weber (Swedberg 1998), 
operates with countries, or national regimes, as units with different insti-
tutional settings. The varieties of capitalism tradition focus on “variation 
among national political economies” (Hall and Soskice 2001: 4; Hall 
and Gingerich 2004; Deeg and Jackson 2007). This approach assumes 
that markets within a nation are more similar than, for example, markets 
in the same industry that encompass many nations. However, observa-
tion of stock markets, many financial markets, and the global market for 
production of fashion garment indicates that markets, in contrast to na-
tions, may very well be the most relevant unit of analysis.2 The varieties 
of capitalism approach, and the other attempts to capture the economy 
within the framework of a single notion, are in need of smaller, clearly de-
marcated units that can handle the observable variation in the economy. 

I argue that the more sweeping notions, which we often use out of 
habit, such as “the economy” or “capitalism,” may largely be replaced 
by more phenomenologically real, and scientifically more fruitful, social 
units: partial orders, often in the form of markets. My point reflects what 
anthropologists have argued, namely that one should see the economy as 
“multicentric” and made up of “different transactional spheres,” which 
means there is no “one piece—homogenous sector or sphere” (Dalton 
and Bohannan [1962] 1971: 164), that can be called “the economy.” I 
take the anthropological idea further, and make my observations, not as 
they do from the perspective of tribal and peasant economies, but from 
within contemporary Western society. I elaborate on this in the next sec-
tion, arguing that the economy—and the same kind of question that, 
in particular, the varieties of capitalism that literature addresses, namely 
observed differences of various kinds (profit, labor contracts, and so 
on)—can, and should, be analyzed and understood at the level of mar-
kets rather than nations. The production market for garments is a good 
example of a market not bound by nations. 
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Markets and Other Partial Orders

I will now look more closely at markets as differentiated units within the 
economy. I have argued that identities emerge out of evaluations within 
the framework of market and non-market processes. This book focuses 
its analysis on identities, but they are co-constructed by means of value, 
culture, and social structure. One strategy I have used is to analyze (or 
take apart) markets and their components. A related strategy is to study 
these parts in relation to each other (a relational analysis). It is not pos-
sible to analyze each component—value, structure, identity, or culture—
in itself; each must always be related to other social phenomena. The 
approach I suggest is to view social phenomena as gradually evolving in a 
reinforcing process of entrenchment of the meanings of their participants; 
in other words, the entrenchment of social constructions is social reality. 

Which of these components that makes markets different is the most 
entrenched, and in this sense is the one that brings about order more 
than the others? It is important to note that though all components bring 
about order, one is usually the most entrenched. I have shown that in 
some markets (so-called status markets) the social structure—that is, the 
rank orders of identities (firms and consumers)—are more entrenched 
social constructions than the prevailing value. In standard markets, by 
contrast, the value (the “good”) is the most entrenched. These two ideal-
types, status and standard, are mutually exclusive, and there is a “tip-
ping point” so that one of them is always the most entrenched social 
construction. This means that order is entrenched in different forms of 
social constructions, but it is not given a priori, which would be the most 
entrenched form. Culture (cf. Geertz 1963, 1973) is important in all mar-
kets, and I have argued that partial orders, such as markets, that have the 
same form of social structure can have different cultures. In other words, 
culture, including what we call a market, may be what separates mar-
kets from each other. However, the culture of a specific market is often 
made up of the general “market culture,” which is shared by all markets 
and today has become common knowledge and an integral part of most 
peoples’ lifeworld. Markets, generally, can be seen as partial orders that 
are included in the economy. This book has shown that markets need not 
only a cultural foundation, including institutions, but also other markets 
to be ordered. Not only do markets order each other, but non-economic 
partial orders are also essential for creating order. They may be ordered 
by markets. The analysis of order in the fashion industry or in any other 
industry cannot be restricted to a study of what happens in what is called 
the economy.
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Empirical Material and Methods

The approach I employ in this study draws on previous works (Aspers 
2004, 2006a), and may be termed “empirical phenomenological.” The 
idea is to connect theoretical constructions, second order constructs, with 
the meanings of actors in the field under study, first order constructs. Sec-
ond order constructions are built on first order constructions. A scientific 
explanation is obtained if the evidence based on first order constructs 
supports the theory that is expressed as second order constructs. This 
is not Grounded theory, because the role of theory is central from the 
start. The explanation presented by the researcher must generate under-
standing, but to do this it has to relate to the understanding of the ac-
tors in their field. The key notion is, thus, meaning. It is people who are 
involved in activities and who think about things, who “hold” meanings, 
and the empirical phenomenologist starts with the “subjective” side of 
the actors, which is to study how individuals constitute meaning. Social 
constructions are entrenched meanings—that is, the result of actors who 
through interaction have created a social world, with various degrees of 
entrenchment, and these meanings are supra-individual or, as it were, 
supra-actorial. 

Though I have mentioned the focus of the study in the main text, I 
have not presented how I have worked. This is the main purpose of this 
Appendix. I begin by discussing the empirical methods and the materi-
als, and then I discuss the analysis of the materials and the principles for 
presenting evidence.

The Work Process

This project was launched on the basis of an ethnographic approach and 
based on a traditional design. I draw on the large existing body of re-
search that deals with consumption and on the less extensive literature 
of sociology of finance, to cover the financial markets. I have to a limited 
extent used the marketing literature, to the extent that it is oriented to 
practical marketing. Its research is often done using a kind of naïve be-
haviorist approach, drawing on experiments with a limited connection to 
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real-life situations; there are many studies based on students’ responses 
that look at a very narrowly defined question. This means it is difficult to 
generalize and understand what is actually going on in the field. 

The Empirical Material

Due to the scope of the garment industry, it is not possible to generate 
empirical material that is both “thick” and still covers all the different 
types of actors. There is, however, a large literature on this field, including 
textbooks for students, that are useful for getting an overview and practi-
cal insights into the different dimensions of this industry (for example, 
Brannon 2005; Dickerson and Jarnow 2003; Frings 2004). A substantial 
body of research is available on the apparel industry, especially on U.S. 
firms. In addition, a large number of organizations, both international, 
such as the International Apparel Federation (IAF), and national, are 
both export- and import-oriented. These, as well as the individual firms, 
have good Internet sites, which I have also used as a source. In addition, 
I have gathered written materials from the garment industry field, as well 
as business magazines and Internet sites covering various organizations, 
firms, and marketplaces. I have studied this material closely in order to 
understand the industry.

The empirical material underlying the results of this study is also based 
on several hundred pictures I have taken, public relations material from 
garment sellers, annual reports, my own observations in the field, twenty-
seven interviews, and participant observation conducted from 2002 to 
2006. The database Lexis Nexis has also been used, especially for identi-
fication of background material. I have also used some interview material 
from an earlier study (Aspers 2006a). I have left a substantial amount 
of the empirical material I gathered out of the book. It merely provides 
the background for interpretation of the concrete empirical material in 
the text. I did fieldwork for two months in India (two trips) and for one 
month in Turkey (two trips), and much more time was spent in Sweden 
and in the UK, which are the two countries on which I have based my 
analysis of the consumer market. The UK is of course a larger and more 
advanced consumer country and most of the systematic observations 
have been made there. 

The empirical work in Sweden and the UK, and to some extent in Ger-
many, was carried out in order to understand the buying side of garment 
chains, as well as the consumer markets. I chose India and Turkey because 
many garment producers are located in these two countries, of which 
Turkey is the most developed. Moreover, the study of several countries 
provides a better understanding of the industry. Thus, the “sampling” is 
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primarily oriented to firms, not to countries. The theoretical question of 
order and markets does not call for analyses of countries (an assumption 
confirmed by my research).

My own fieldwork into the production side of the industry was car-
ried out at factories and buying offices, as well as stores, shopping malls, 
industry recruitment fairs, wholesale districts, and garment fairs. I have 
spent a substantial amount of time observing and photographing gar-
ment stores. The pictures reproduced in this book give the reader some 
idea of the field, but their main benefit is as empirical material for analyz-
ing differences in the visual presentation and locations of stores.

I have interviewed people on the buying side (that is, purchasers at re-
tailers, importers, and others), as well as CEOs (who often were also the 
owners of the firms) of garment manufacturers. My questions focused on 
the industry, and their experiences as incumbents of roles (for example, 
buyers). Most of the interviews I organized as informal talks (cf. Aspers 
2004: 10). The average interview lasted for about an hour. Most of those 
I talked to had more senior positions and long experience (usually more 
than five years) in this industry. I used a turn-taking strategy. That is, I 
asked one side, buyers, a number of questions and then let the manu-
facturers address questions that were partly raised in my conversations 
with buyers. The theoretical framework gave focus to the empirical work, 
which means I made sure I covered the research issues in interviews and 
observations. 

I employed several strategies for selecting interviewees and study loca-
tions. I mostly talked to representatives of buyers who work in produc-
tion countries and representatives of manufacturers. Most of the people 
working for garment producers in Turkey and India with whom I talked 
are oriented towards Europe, but a few of them also have customers in 
North America. Some respondents were network-sampled. This means I 
traced the chain from a retailer, through a buying office, to its manufac-
turers. I also chose producers because they were small, large, or because 
they engage in certain activities, such as garment fairs, and in some cases 
because they were suppliers to a BGR that I was studying. This strategy 
allows actors to define who is taking part in the market and who is not, 
thereby safeguarding actors’ perspectives (Aspers 2004). 

I occasionally used the following strategy to find firms in India. I asked 
my rickshaw driver to knock on factory doors to see if we were outside 
a garment factory or not. This was also useful because the front men sel-
dom spoke English. Neither he nor I could have known merely from out-
side observation whether a particular factory was producing garments 
or not. In the factories I visited, only the heads and merchandisers could 
speak English, and they did not always talk English with each other. This 
made it less meaningful to spend a long time in the factories. I did not 
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talk, for example, to suppliers of fabrics or to subcontractors—meaning, 
those located upstream of the garment manufacturers (cf. Jacobson and 
Smith 2001) in figure I.1. 

The Analysis

The ethnographic empirical material is composed of several levels. The 
most basic is the researcher’s knowledge founded on participation in the 
lifeworld. The empirical field is at some levels also part of the lifeworld 
of the researcher. There is a danger in viewing one’s own everyday experi-
ences as evidence. These experiences, however, are an indispensable foun-
dation, a starting point, as well as the last resource of analysis available 
to researchers if they want to generate explanations based upon under-
standing (Gadamer [1960] 1990). Added to this is theoretical knowledge, 
and finally the empirical material of the field studied. The “evidence” 
is then not just the answers obtained in a series of interviews, but the 
evidence validated by researchers’ general knowledge grounded in their 
lifeworld, theory, and the field of research.

In my case, I have tried to get an overview of the field by conducting 
fieldwork and reading magazines; I let the first couple of interviews be 
broad in scope, and relatively shallow in depth. Gradually, and in light 
of a general knowledge of the field, I was able to deepen the questions 
during my fieldwork. The analysis also developed the theoretical ques-
tions. The empirical material was generated in a theory-guided process. 
However, the theory has also changed in light of the progress made by 
the fieldwork. 

Theoretical codes were initially generated building on the much 
modified Whitean framework, but codes (and corresponding theoretical 
notions) were also generated by the empirical work (cf. Aspers 2004, 
2006a). Throughout the study I used the N-Vivo computer program. I 
also employed this program to organize and help analyze the large quan-
tity of material. Only in the coding process of my analysis did problems 
with the existing approach emerge in detail, especially in regards to how 
it handled issues of value in markets. Thus, coding and detailed analysis 
were not only for the purpose of controlling evidence. They were also 
used to generate theoretical ideas. 

Presentation 

The different forms of material I have used are reflected in the evidence 
included in the book. The value of the evidence is essentially to be deter-
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mined by the depth and scope of the empirical research presented in this 
Appendix, naturally in combination with how it is presented in the text. 
I have decided to include pictures, quotations from interviews, and field 
notes, as well as documents. A substantial form of evidence is built into 
the text in narrative form. This essentially means I make claims without 
necessarily using quotations or other direct references to the empirical 
material. The descriptive sections, as well as direct quotations, are part of 
the evidence for the theoretical arguments; they also give a flavor of the 
field. I have tried to present the material by including people’s voices, my 
observations, and excerpts from texts. In most cases, it is possible to see 
what kind of evidence I am drawing on, but in other cases I have left this 
out and instead have focused on the big picture to, among other reasons, 
make the text easier to read.
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Appendix II 

Garment Trade Statistics

The table AII.1 shows the fifteen leading exporters and importers in 
2007 (USD billion) and their market share (World Trade Organization, 
Table II.69). Trade statistics show an increased market share for China 
as a producer country from 1980 until 2007, but the rate of change has 
remained the same over the last five years (a period in which China has 
increased its share). Some countries have appeared as exporters over the 
last twenty years, such as Vietnam. Also within Europe (Romania, which 
is not included in Table AII.1) and the vicinity of Europe (Turkey), it is 
possible to observe dramatic increases in exports. These increased ex-
ports must be seen in light of the diminished production of garments 
within developed countries, such as in Northern Europe, and the corre-
sponding need for imports. Also, many countries in Western Europe are 
major garment exporters, though this is often re-export, which is to say 
that the clothes may at most be labeled in Europe before they are shipped. 
The total volume of the garment trade has also increased over time.
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TABLE AII.1.
Leading exporters and importers of clothing, 2007

Billion U.S. Dollars (and percentage) 
(World Trade Organization)

Value Share in world exports/imports Annual percentage change

2007 1980 1990 2000 2007 2000–07 2005 2006 2007

Exporters

China a 11.0  4.0  8.9 18.2 33.4 18  20  29  21

European Union (27) 103.4 — — 28.4 29.9  9   3   7  13

 extra-EU (27) exports  24.8 — —  6.5  7.2 10   5  10  19

Hong Kong, China  28.8 12.3 14.2 12.2  8.3  2   9   4   1

 Domestic exports   5.0 11.5  8.6  5.0  1.4 −9 −11  −7 −26

 re-exports  23.8  0.8  5.7  7.2  6.9  8  18   8  10

Turkey b  14.0  0.3  3.1  3.3  4.1 12   6   2  16

Bangladesh b  10.1  0.0  0.6  2.6  2.9 10  19  28   4

India   9.7  1.7  2.3  3.0  2.8  7  26  10   2

Vietnam b   7.2 ... ...  0.9  2.1 22  10  19  29

Indonesia   5.9  0.2  1.5  2.4  1.7  3  16  16   2

Mexico a   5.1  0.0  0.5  4.4  1.5 −7  −2 −13 −19

United States   4.3  3.1  2.4  4.4  1.2 −9  −1  −2 −12

Thailand   4.1  0.7  2.6  1.9  1.2  1   3   4  −4

Pakistan   3.8  0.3  0.9  1.1  1.1  9  19   8  −3

Morocco a   3.6  0.3  0.7  1.2  1.0  6  −6  14  11

Tunisia   3.6  0.8  1.0  1.1  1.0  7  −5  −3  18

Sri Lanka b   3.3  0.3  0.6  1.4  1.0  2   4   6   8

Above 15 298.1 — — 79.2 86.3 — — — —
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Importers

European Union (27) 162.8 — — 39.7 45.5 10   5  10  13

 extra-EU (27) imports  84.2 — — 19.2 23.5 11   9  13  13

United States  84.9 16.4 24.0 32.1 23.7  3   6   4   2

Japan  24.0  3.6  7.8  9.4  6.7  3   4   6   1

Hong Kong, China  19.1  1.6  6.2  7.6  5.4  3   8   2   2

 retained imports ... ... ... ... ... ... ... ... ...

Russian Federation b, c  14.5 — —  1.3  4.1 27  23   2  79

Canada c   7.6  1.7  2.1  1.8  2.1 11  14  14  12

Switzerland   5.2  3.4  3.1  1.5  1.4  7   2   5  11

United Arab Emirates b   5.0  0.6  0.5  0.4  1.4 29   7  72  64

Korea, Republic of   4.3  0.0  0.1  0.6  1.2 19   6  29  15

Australia c   3.7  0.8  0.6  0.9  1.0 10  17   5  13

Mexico a, c   2.5  0.3  0.5  1.7  0.7 −5  −2   0  −2

Singapore   2.4  0.3  0.8  0.9  0.7  4  −5  17  −3

 retained imports   0.9  0.2  0.3  0.3  0.2  7   7  12  16

Norway   2.3  1.7  1.1  0.6  0.6  9  11   7  16

China a   2.0  0.1  0.0  0.6  0.6  7   6   6  15

Saudi Arabia   1.9  1.6  0.7  0.4  0.5 13  25  13  18

Above 15 d 323.1 — — 91.8 90.3 — — — —

 a Includes significant shipments through processing zones
 b Includes Secretariat estimates
 c Imports are valued f.o.b.  (free on board)
 d Excludes retained imports of Hong Kong, China
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Appendix III 

The Garment Industry

In order to provide the reader with more details about this industry, 
its history, and development, I shall discuss three important issues. It is 
of course possible to say much more on each of these points, but to-
gether they give further insight into the industry, as well as its relations to 
markets.

Production and Consumption Have Become 
 Separated over Time

At the dawn of history, clothes were produced locally, but over time, 
when people met due to war, barter, and trade, this diffused ideas, materi-
als, and techniques. The garment industry was also one of the first to be 
industrialized in the eighteenth century (Farnie and Jeremy 2004), and it 
has been global ever since. 

The separation of production and consumption is a condition of the 
making of this market. In 1790, 80 percent of all clothes worn in the 
United States were made in the home, whereas by 1890, 90 percent were 
made outside the home (Swedberg 2003: 149). Another development 
came when fabric was cut in one place, but put together into garments 
by workers in their own houses (Weil et al. 1995: 181), commissioned 
by an entrepreneur. The next analytical step was when manufacturers 
concentrated production, including labor, first in workshops and later in 
factories. Weber ([1923] 1981: 162–77) says that the emergence of the 
textile industry in Britain was the first time labor was gathered in one 
place with equipment owned by one individual, for what we call a work-
shop (see also Weber [1904–1905] 1968: 66–68). In a workshop, several 
people worked together, though the tasks were specialized. Eventually, 
a mass market came about (Howe 2003: 156). These steps represent a 
gradual separation of production from consumption. The spread of mass 
markets, which made it easier to calculate production, was due to the 
more or less standardized taste patterns in Europe, reflecting the stan-
dard of living. This increased the demand for identical or almost identical 
clothes, which made it easier to organize production according to ratio-
nal capitalist methods. Later, the separation took on global proportions, 
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with production in developing countries and consumption in developed 
countries (and of course in developing countries, too). Though the routes 
have been slightly different for individual European nations, it is clear 
that the change is essentially cost-driven. The industry is labor-intensive 
and so far, in contrast to the textile industry that experienced rational-
ization in the 1960s (Lindner 2002), it has not been rationalized, in the 
sense of replacing labor with machines. The separation has been acceler-
ated, however, because of the deregulation of international trade—for ex-
ample, by the World Trade Agreement on Textiles and Clothing of 1995 
(Taplin and Winterton 2004), and of course the more recent abolition of 
trade tariffs on imports into Europe in this sector since January 2005. 
Other minor changes have occurred, all of which have led to more liber-
alization of international trade. States have played a major role by sup-
porting and facilitating production in many developing countries (Taplin 
and Winterton 2004: 256).

Today, few European retailers have their factories close to their market 
(see the thematic issue of Journal of Fashion Marketing and Manage-
ment, 8 (3), 2004 for articles discussing the industry in different Euro-
pean countries). I asked several representatives of BGRs whether they 
had considered having their own factories. The answer of one BGR repre-
sentative is clear: “I think it’s going in the opposite direction.” She argued 
that the “retail business will be getting tougher and tougher.” She also 
made the point that price will be more important. Some BGRs still have 
their own “assembly lines”—in other words, the capacity to put things 
together. This enables firms to make minor changes late in the production 
process, and thus adapt quickly to changing fashions in consumer mar-
kets. Other firms (like those in the UK) have invested money in factories 
abroad. Having these “factories,” especially under a quota system, also 
provides flexibility, so the firm can put the label “Made in Italy” on the 
garment, even though only a small portion of the production work actu-
ally takes place at the final production step. 

Some production still exists in the West, both of expensive (cf. Ge-
reffi 1999; cf. Arpan, De La Torre, and Toyne 1981) and less expensive 
clothing. This production often relies on advanced technology (Weil et al. 
1995: 177), and it is design-driven (Taplin and Winterton 2004: 259–60). 
The kind of production that predominates is either related to national 
needs (for example, military uniforms), special products (new materials 
or newly invented products), or high fashion. In addition, immigrants 
from certain countries have started up garment production in both Eu-
rope (Morokvasic 1993) and the United States (Bonacich and Applebaum 
2000). This is a form of production that competes on the basis of speed 
and relatively low cost. 
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Garment Production Is Hard Labor 

Based on my own field trips, the accounts of other eyewitnesses, and lit-
erature on fashion, it is clear that working conditions are hard for many 
in this industry. Historically, this has always been the case, and Marx’s 
descriptions of working conditions in garment production are still fairly 
accurate even today (Cawthorne 1995: 47). The production of many gar-
ments is still labor-intensive (cf. Bonacich and Applebaum 2000). More-
over, the principles of so-called “scientific management” are very much 
alive (cf. Braverman 1974). 

Of course, the working conditions facing most workers in developing 
countries are hard, regardless of the industry. As a result, there has been a 
vibrant discussion of so-called “sweatshops” (Bonacich and Applebaum 
2000; Cawthorne 1995: 54). There are also indications that the garment 
industry in particular has a large “reserve army” of labor to be employed, 
partly in factories (cf. Cawthorne 1995: 49) and partly in more home-
based production (Knorringa 1995), reminiscent of the early phases of 
work organization (Weber [1923] 1981). Several studies of working con-
ditions are available, as well as their affects on the labor force and their 
families (for example, Dobbs 1927).

Working conditions in the garment industry have been discussed in-
tensively (cf. Hale and Wills 2005). The worst cases do not exist in the 
production chains of larger BGRs, however. Regardless of how sincere 
they are in wishing to improve the living conditions of these workers, 
BGRs have a number of reasons to make sure their suppliers maintain at 
least minimum working standards. They do not wish to be “named and 
shamed,” for example, as this is likely to mean fewer consumers in their 
stores. Moreover, better working conditions are likely to attract workers 
who are more skilled. 

The following excerpt from a magazine interview indicates how im-
portant it can be for manufacturers to implement the demands made 
on them by global buyers. “Mr. X’s [name of the factory owner] spa-
cious, well-ventilated and well-lit factories are designed to appeal to mul-
tinationals concerned about protecting their image from criticisms that 
they are exploiting workers in poor countries.” Nonetheless, the effects 
of these demands and their implementation by manufacturers may have 
real and beneficial consequences for the workers. 

There is thus no doubt that working conditions in the garment in-
dustry in emerging economies are harder than working conditions in 
Western countries, wages are low, and social benefits are of course much 
worse. The workers in this industry do not make much money—some 
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reports indicate as little as 20 U.S. dollars a month. However, though 
the money they earn is not much compared to workers in any kind of 
factory in a Western country, it is still more than that earned by many 
others in the same country. Thus, from the standpoint of the large group 
of impoverished persons in India, a job in the garment industry may be 
preferable to trying to make a living as a farmer. One should see these 
working conditions in light of the transition from an agrarian society 
to an industrial society as described by Marx and others. The garment 
industry has also been targeted in the public debate because its produc-
tion process is sometimes hazardous to the environment, as well as to the 
workers. The production of fabrics, not least the dying, is often a major 
cause of concern. 

Markets Can Be Engines of Development

The problems and the sheer toil that characterize work in the garment 
industry are plain to see. Still, one cannot deny that some upgrading has 
taken place (Tokatli, and Eldener 2004; Tokatli, Wrigley, and Kizilgün 
2008) and that workers have benefited, in contrast to people in other 
developing countries who have not been affected by the globalization of 
the garment industry (cf. Amsden 2001). 

It is interesting in this context to examine the literature on the lead-
ing role played by the textile and apparel industries in industrialization 
throughout history in most countries—for instance in Sweden and Japan 
(for example, Heckscher 1948: 22; Kemp [1983] 1986: 35). Furthermore, 
modern industrialization began in Great Britain, spearheaded by the tex-
tile and apparel industries (Farnie and Jeremy 2004). In the early phases, 
low-paid workers are almost a necessity if a country is to develop into 
an industrial society. Naturally, other conditions must exist, such as basic 
transportation and a reasonably stable political and legal situation. Thus, 
history teaches us clear lessons concerning industrial development, and it 
is therefore easy to see that essentially the same process can be observed 
today in many developing countries. 

The relocation of the textile and apparel industries from Northern 
Europe and the USA to southern Europe, and then to Asia and Latin 
America is correlated with industrialization. Once a country has gone 
through the phase of industrialization—which seems to be a regular part 
of development—a “deindustrialization” phase follows, in which services, 
design, and high technology become more important. It is therefore not 
inaccurate to talk of a (much simplified) technological–economic cycle: 
farming, industrialization, high technology, and services (all of which also 
exist simultaneously). This process is occurring in India, for example, 
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and the conditions in an industry must be understood in relation to these 
larger societal changes. The process can be understood only in a global 
light. In Southeast Asia, for example, some segments of textile and ap-
parel production are being relocated to less developed countries, where it 
is possible to produce at even lower costs. One way of grasping this mul-
tifaceted situation, in which apparel production is declining in the West-
ern world, is to see it as a “natural” stage of development, as described 
by Bell (1973). This, however, is a simplification that leaves open as many 
questions as it answers. It does not explain, for example, why some gar-
ments are still designed, produced, and sold in the developed world. 

The prediction among social scientists seems to be that the apparel 
industry in developed countries will employ even fewer people in the 
future. This is part of the larger picture, in which low-skill jobs are di-
minishing in the developed world across industries because of their less 
competitive wages (Hirst and Thompson 1999: 109). However, one can 
observe an increased usage of high technology in the industry, such as 
CAD (computer-aided design) and CAM (computer-aided manufactur-
ing) (Weil et al. 1995). Having said this, it is still clear that technology is 
not the driving force in this industry. Rather, the logic of the market, with 
trade based on property rights embedded in trust and long-term relations, 
is a better candidate for explaining the relative success of manufacturers 
in some developing countries (cf. Collins 1990). To explain why some 
countries—for example, those in Africa—have done worse than Asian 
countries would require examination of the cultural and political dimen-
sions. To pursue this analysis is beyond the scope of this study, however. 
It is clear that neither technology nor labor costs can explain the superior 
development of Asian countries in comparison with African countries. 
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Appendix IV 

Economic Sociology

There is no doubt that the new economic sociology has helped revi-
talize sociology as a whole, paving the way for sociological analyses of 
the economy (for example, Swedberg 1990, 1997, 2004a; Granovetter 
and Swedberg 1992; Smelser and Swedberg 2005; Beckert and Zafirovski 
2005). This general tendency is a marvelous development. Here, however, 
I would like to raise five critical points—or shortcomings—within this 
field. My study tries to deal with them.

The reasonable reaction among leading U.S. sociologists to Parsons’s 
value-based analysis—as a result of which social structure became a 
key element in the new economic sociology—had the unfortunate con-
sequence that values were to a large extent excluded from sociological 
analyses.1 Economic sociology by definition excludes the question of 
value (cf. Fevre 2003; Fligstein 2001), and this value deficit is the first 
problem with economic sociology. As Swedberg (2003: 220) notes, the 
value paradigm has been criticized in sociology, among others by Swidler 
and DiMaggio. But values were of central importance in classical eco-
nomic sociology—such as in Weber ([1904] 1949; Swedberg 2003: 26–
227), though he never defined values. 

New economic sociologists share the idea of the economy as a social 
construction (Swedberg 1997: 165). However, examination of how this 
idea is used makes it clear that much of, say, U.S. network research is 
bound up with a naturalistic idea of associated units, and is underpinned 
by a naïve “ontological” realism. The nodes of the network are defined 
objectively—that is, from the researcher’s perspective—as a consequence 
of which the social construction of actors is downplayed or even omit-
ted. Network sociology is in practice often objectivistic, and at its worst 
the network is depicted as “traces in the snow”: One can observe that 
people have walked there, but one does not know for what reasons. It 
is not the idea of networks that I find problematic—quite the contrary, 
since it plays a central role in the present study—but rather the reasoning 
of many network theorists, and their epistemological and “ontological” 
assumptions with regard to networks, in contrast to their phenomenolo-
gies (see Krippner 2001: 791–98, for a critical discussion of U.S. network 
theory). The naturalist assumption is the second problem with the new 
economic sociology.
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U.S.-driven economic sociology has partly been formed contrary to 
the dominant theory of the economy: neoclassical economics. In many 
cases, economic sociology provides an “add on” to the insights, findings, 
or theories of economists. Mark Granovetter’s important manifesto of 
economic sociology, “Economic Action and Social Structure: The Prob-
lem of Embeddedness” (1985), addresses the issue of actors’ degrees of 
embeddedness in the contemporary economy. As a result, some have seen 
the text as supporting the idea that sociology merely supplements the 
existing economic explanation. For example, my reading of the contri-
butions in the theme issue (2005) on economic sociology of the Jour-
nal of Economic Perspectives is that economic sociology is neither seen 
nor proposed as a true alternative to economic analysis, in the eyes of 
economists. In order to develop alternatives, I argue that we must move 
beyond what some see as “the highly protected market of American soci-
ology” (Bourdieu 2005: 2, 232n2; cf. Krippner 2001). Krippner, as I read 
her, is critical of the sociologically naïve approach taken by some first- 
generation economic sociologists. For example, she refers critically to 
Fred Block who tends to see markets as “pure,” but embedded in wider 
social networks (Krippner 2001: 784–85). I believe she is correct to assert 
that we must not be caught in the spell of economics if we want to further 
economic sociology.

It is, in my view, unlikely that economic sociology will provide a more 
systematic alternative to neoclassical economics if it continues tacitly to 
“adore” economics, often taking essentially non-sociological foundations 
as the starting point of analysis and argumentation.2 This means that 
questions of identity, status, and money must be approached from a gen-
eral sociological platform, and this calls for a rethink. The fact that the 
theoretical and empirical points made by economic sociology have pre-
dominantly been tailored to economics is the third problem. 

We should view neoclassical economics in relation to the moderniza-
tion processes that took place in Europe where the theories were devel-
oped. It is clear that there is a Western bias in many economic theories.3 
The same can also be said about economic sociology, old as well as new 
(cf. Swedberg 1997). A consequence of this is the relative lack of studies 
that seriously address the processes of globalization, though of course 
some attempts have been made to address this issue (for example, Flig-
stein 2001; Knorr-Cetina and Bruegger 2002; Biggart and Guillen 1999; 
Stark 1996).

There is a substantial body of sociological literature dealing with glo-
balization and the global economy (for example, Kellner 2002; Sklair 
2002; Kim and Shin 2002; Van der Land et al. 2000; Hirst and Thomp-
son 1999; Bauman 1998), but these studies are not closely connected 
with contemporary economic sociology. Moreover, studies also exist on 
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the globalization of culture, food consumption, tourism (Uddhammar 
2006), financial markets (for example, Knorr-Cetina and Bruegger 2002), 
producer markets (for example, Bair and Gereffi 2001; Gereffi 1999), 
and other topics.

The so-called global commodity (or value) chain approach (GCC) (for 
example, Hopkins and Wallerstein 1994; Gereffi 1994, 1999; Gereffi, 
Humphrey, and Sturgeon 2005) addresses the economic link between 
producers in developing countries and consumers in developed coun-
tries. This literature, though it has gradually acknowledged the role of 
non-material dimensions and markets (Gereffi, Humphrey, and Sturgeon 
2005), rests on a materialistic perception of the world, due to its Marx-
ist heritage. This is why, in my opinion, it does not pay enough attention 
to the commodity as a social construction. I draw on three important 
insights from the GCC literature. The first is the global dimension of in-
terconnected markets. The second is that consumer activities reverberate 
upstream in the chains that lead to the garment producers. Finally, the 
cultural, economic, and social contexts in which production and con-
sumption take place are important. This issue is discussed also by Flig-
stein (2001: 94–97, 191–222). Both advocates of the GCC approach and 
Fligstein speak about global markets and control, but Fligstein puts more 
emphasis on the state and less on firms. 

Moreover, Fligstein (2001: 191) seems to conclude that there is scant 
evidence of a global economy. This should come as no surprise, as his 
conditions for the existence of global markets are hard to meet. A mar-
ket is global, according to Fligstein, only “if there are a small number of 
participants who know one another and operate across countries with a 
common conception of control” (Fligstein 1996: 663). This means Flig-
stein simply takes White’s idea of the market as a definition of all mar-
kets. White himself would probably not agree with Fligstein, and I argue 
in this book that there are different kinds of markets. I also show that the 
standard market for production of garments is global, which is at odds 
with Fligstein’s definition.

Phenomena such as “glocal” production (adaptation of products to 
local conditions by producers who sell globally) indicate that some mar-
kets are neither local nor global. Advertising campaigns are often exam-
ples of glocalization (cf. Slater and Tonkiss 2001: 190). It is obvious that 
today we live in a more global world than our predecessors. This does not 
mean that the arguments presented here give a complete picture, or even 
an accurate one. A great many authors argue that there is no clear picture 
of a global world, or even tendencies in that direction (for example, Hirst 
and Thompson 1999). It is also argued by some that even the sphere 
usually seen as the most “global,” the economy, is not really global at all. 
Alan Rugman (2000), for example, argues that though there are multina-
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tional enterprises, their activities are essentially organized regionally or 
locally. The limited attention paid to the global dimension is the fourth 
problem with the current economic sociology literature.

Most economic sociological studies, old as well as new, tend to focus 
on the production of commodities, but few seem to realize that consump-
tion, at least today, is at least as important. This book tries to bring con-
sumption to the fore, and takes the consumer market for garments as its 
point of departure. The fifth problem with the new economic sociology 
literature, then, is that it does not pay enough attention to consumption 
(cf. Zukin and Smith Maguire 2004: 173).
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Appendix V 

Fashion Theory and Research

I devote this final appendix to the large literature on fashion, discuss-
ing its strengths and weaknesses. This is not a complete review of the field 
of fashion studies, but it does consider some of the more important works 
and discusses some of the problems in this field.

For good introductions, overviews, and accounts of the field of fashion, 
see Entwistle (2000), Wilson (2003), Kawamura (2005), Crane and Bo-
vone (2006), and Welters and Lillethun (2007), as well as Entwistle and 
Wilson (2001) for an overview and a discussion of the origins of research 
in this field. See also Steel (1997) for a modern history of fashion, and the 
Encyclopedia of Clothing and Fashion (Steel 2004) and Fashion: Critical 
and Primary Sources (McNeil 2008a) as general sources. Though fashion 
appears to be identical to garment fashion, I prefer to see clothes as one 
example of the more general social process (cf. Lieberson 2000; Gerhards 
2005). Students of fashion have seen it as elitist or irrational, but also as 
close to human needs, and they have often assigned particular functions 
to it. It is generally accepted that fashion matters to people because it 
is a way of enacting, expressing, playing with, and drawing on social 
roles and identities, thereby creating and sustaining, among other things, 
gender, group affiliations, and distance. The notion of identity, though 
often undertheorized, has been important in this literature (for example, 
Davis 1992). 

Fashion became a force in society only with the emergence of capital-
ism around 1700 (Braudel 1981). König (1973: 139), however, argues 
that the history of fashion goes back earlier and says that the first spread 
of “fashion-oriented behavior” can be observed “within the upper ranks 
of the feudal system” at the end of the Middle Ages. Craik argues that we 
should see it as a general phenomenon, and not linked to the historical 
development of European societies (1993: 4). Researchers from many 
disciplines have discussed fashion but some look down on this field and 
on the relevant research. Nonetheless, the following quote is still essen-
tially a correct summary: “The ‘mystery’ of fashion changes has fasci-
nated not only economists and sociologists, social historians and cultural 
anthropologists, but also philosophers and moralists, poets, playwrights, 
and novelists” (Gregory 1947: 71). The “irrationality” of fashion is not 
only a theme of older economists; contemporary “thinkers” too cannot 
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avoid imagining conditions under which consumers would be better off 
“by banning the use of fashion” (Pesendorfer 1995: 771). One should, 
however, remember that the history of fashion is essentially a history of 
women’s fashion, which means that there is an important gender dimen-
sion in this field of research.

Fashion has also been of interest to historians, and more recently to 
feminists (Wilson 2003: 47–66), besides sociologists and economists. 
A central question in many studies has been the diffusion of fashion. 
Though focusing on the UK, Entwistle and Wilson (2001) argue that 
the field of fashion grew out of art history, and that it concentrated on 
haute couture. 

In the main text, I explain how I see the field of fashion. Though my 
central idea—to relate production and consumption—is not new (cf. 
Aspers and Skov 2006: 807–8), few researchers have tried to analyze this 
relationship empirically. This study deviates from large parts of the exist-
ing fashion literature because it takes an economic sociological outlook 
on the field of fashion. The lack of a discussion of contemporary fash-
ion is an obvious weakness of my study, from one perspective. However, 
any scholarly treatment of contemporary fashion becomes a history of 
fashion long before it gets into print. It has not been possible to include 
an account of the internal references and the internal narrative of fash-
ion—made up of actors’ references to past fashions when new fashions 
develop. The virtue of leaving out this “aesthetic” dimension is that it 
allows me to focus on the social structure of the industry in which these 
internal narratives are constructed. 

In a sense, journalists who write on fashion and the fashion industry 
can be bracketed in sociological analyses. This literature (Agins 2000) 
is often very rich in detail and offers a good insight into the business 
from people who have access to arenas that are usually inaccessible to re-
searchers. What this kind of work is unable to give us is accounts that are 
not just stories, but built on theory, thereby enabling them also to provide 
explanations. A first step in this direction is to draw a distinction between 
the phenomena of fashion and clothes (cf. Kawamura 2005), and to talk 
of fashion systems (Godart 2009). It is possible also to analyze fashions 
in art or cars, as well as in the sciences.

The second approach I want to mention is the humanistic–historical, 
which has provided many interesting studies and above all has shown the 
role of fashion in different historical and cultural settings (for example, 
Wilson 2003; Evans 2000; Rouse 1989; McNeil 2008b). This literature 
often overlaps with studies in dress history. It is very important that we 
have a knowledge of history, as we always draw on it in our interpre-
tations (Gadamer [1960] 1990). This means that historical accounts of 
fashion play an important role (for example, Breward 1995).
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The semiotic literature is the third body of work I shall mention. Ide-
ally, visual studies can be used as a bridge between art history and social 
science (Schroeder 2003), to study, for example, fashion advertisements 
(Schroeder 2004). Used in this way, we can learn about the internal nar-
rative of fashion advertisements, which can then be combined with the 
experiences of customers. This semiotic approach is often fused with cul-
tural studies. I agree with those who criticize this approach (Entwistle 
and Wilson 2001: 2–3), but I would like to specify its weaknesses care-
fully. Briefly, it is misleading to think of fashion as a language or a code 
(cf. Barthes [1967] 1990; Corrigan 1997: 172–74; Davis 1992; Barnard 
1996), and one sometimes speaks of uncovering the “hidden meaning” 
(van Leeuwe and Jevitt 2001: 91). The linguistic analogy becomes even 
more problematic given that the entities that carry meaning in fashion are 
replaced at a much faster rate than linguistic entities.

Malcolm Barnard’s (1996) work relies on the semiotic approach, and I 
take it as a point of departure for a critical discussion. Barnard sees fash-
ion and clothing as “communication,” but it is a form of communication 
that is driven by “power and ideology” (1996: 4). Like many others, he 
stresses how clothes are part and parcel of class and gender distinctions, 
and few would deny this. The most fundamental difference between the 
perspective I propose and the semiotic approach is my argument that we 
have to start with the meaning of the actors studied, rather than with the 
“objective meaning” constructed by the researcher.

One idea of semiotics is that the signifier—a word or an item, such as 
a garment—is given meaning by the signified. A signifier stands for some-
thing, and only those who know the “code”—that is, “a set of shared 
rules”—can understand this meaning (cf. Barnard 1996: 78–79). The ob-
ject, Barnard says, denotates and connotates. Denotation means that the 
characteristics of the garment are pinned down, such as its fabric. Con-
notation refers to the meaning of the garment in terms of, for example, 
its regular users. Only the connotative meaning is “an intersubjective and 
hermeneutic affair,” according to Barnard (1996: 83). Barnard (1996: 
84) uses this distinction to create different types of meanings. It is com-
plicated if we have different kinds of meanings, especially since they are 
“understood at the same time” (Barnard 1996: 84). These meanings, ac-
cording to Barnard (1996: 91), seem to correspond to the same categories 
as Barthes suggested: “class, sex, age and so on.” The semiotic approach 
uses a mechanical theory of society, but this cuts off the most central di-
mension of meaning with reference to actors, namely the interpretations 
of the actors who form fashion. Actors, if one uses this kind of semiotic 
approach, become essentially meaningless. 

It is above all non-ethnographic work that has perpetuated the idea 
of semiotics in the field of fashion. Semiotically influenced researchers 
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hardly ever do ethnography. Instead, they ascribe meaning to reality, so 
to speak, over the heads of the people whose meanings construct real-
ity to a much larger extent than the researchers’ interpretations allow. 
The meaning-oriented perspective I advocate implies that actors, at the 
reflexive level, can combine clothes in ways that are interpreted by them 
and their fellow humans in a great number of ways, depending on their 
origin, history, and context, which we have to understand by accounting 
for actual meanings. This means that it is not the researcher’s task to act 
as a judge to determine the meaning of clothes (or texts and pictures), es-
pecially without calling any witnesses. The project that I share with many 
others is to see how fashion is co-determined in social interaction at the 
same time as it co-determines its wearers—it is a social affair through-
out. To speak of fashion systems that could be analyzed as language is 
sociologically naïve—merely a metaphor, not an explanation. The semi-
otic approach is largely unable to transform its findings into explanatory 
theory. What we get instead is “accounts” of the field “covered,” but no 
indications of their generality. As the semiotic approach relies on soci-
ology—age, sex, and class issues—to explain why people have certain 
meanings, I see few reasons why one should enter the field of semiotics 
in the first place. 

Fashion, moreover, must always account for the bodies of the users 
of fashion (cf. Entwistle 2000; Entwistle and Wilson 2001: 4; Entwistle 
2001). The body is often the material peg of the narratives that create 
peoples’ discrete as well as unique identities. One should by no means see 
the body as given; it is an effect of social interaction, too. Body styles and 
shapes are not only literally formed by garments, but fashion also con-
structs values related to how bodies should look. The appearance of real 
people is normally the combined effect of the body—including hairstyle, 
tattoos, makeup, perfume, skin color (whether it is tanned or not), fitness 
and what the body gives off, such as smell—and the clothes and accesso-
ries used. Clothes are of course also an integral part of the understanding 
of sexuality. This means that one can analyze body fashions as an integral 
part of clothing fashions (Craik 1993: 4–5). 

The body carries garments. The physical histories of different trades, 
such as carpenter or clerk, are also “inscribed on” the body, and these 
bodily postures, so to speak, are correspondingly part of what constitutes 
these trades. What people wore in the past, and to some extent still wear, 
to signal membership of collective identities—such as ice hockey players, 
fire fighters, or nurses—is usually not seen as the object of fashion stud-
ies, though one can study fashion within each group (cf. Craik 1993). 
Dress codes are part of what constructs order, and also a way of signaling 
status groups (Weber [1921–22] 1978). Religious groups, the military, 
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royalty, and others have used clothes to separate themselves from other 
groups, and they have done this partly through consumption. 

Finally, I would like to broach an area of research that is of great im-
portance—and that I have already touched upon—which could be used 
to improve both the methods of fashion studies and theoretical develop-
ment, namely visual sociology (for example, Pink 2001; Banks 2001). 
Sociology, in contrast to art history and anthropology, has only recently 
realized the importance of the visual. Fashion is visual and this is evident 
from looking at magazines, but also by observing dressed bodies, on the 
catwalk and in the streets, at parties, and on other occasions. These are 
just a few examples of our observation of others as wearers of garments. 
Studies of fashion must recognize this and use suitable theories and meth-
ods in empirical studies. Visual methods—for example, photo-elicitation 
(Gold 1991)—will most likely increase the quality of the evidence. 

All these aspects are important, but I do not see any of them as the 
central starting point of the sociology of fashion. I argue that the central 
task of the sociology of fashion, in contrast to the history of fashion, 
dress history, and other disciplinary approaches, is to develop a theory 
that can be used to analyze the highly complex logic of fashion. Such a 
theory must be general enough to account for the constant changes of 
fashion, and also be able to handle more than fashions in clothes, though 
clothes are likely to continue to be the central empirical field of study. It 
must also be applicable to historical settings. In this book, I have not used 
it to study concrete instances of fashion, and the diffusion of fashion. 
However, there is great potential in the modern sociological approaches 
to diffusion (for example, Liljeros 2004; Camitz and Liljeros 2006).

Aspers-book.indb   199 3/1/2010   4:54:15 PM



This page intentionally left blank



Notes 

Introduction

1. Quota systems are international trade agreements on the export and import 
of different kinds of garments. A quota restriction means that a country is al-
lowed to export only a certain quantity of garments to another country or an eco-
nomic union. In some production countries, there is an official exchange market 
for quotas, organized by the state, and sometimes unofficial markets exist. The 
international quota system was abolished on January 1, 2005, but was in force 
when I carried out most of my study. 

2. Hobbes ([1651] 1968), who saw order as essentially a problem of “law and 
order,” identified the state as the solution, but the question goes deeper. The “con-
tract” that Hobbes sets up as an idea presupposes trust. There is no “rational” 
solution to the issue of trust; faith is essential (Möllering 2006), as Durkheim 
([1893] 1984), following Rousseau (Wrong 1994: 9), stressed. It may be taken 
for granted that the state is the final guarantor of law and order in society, main-
tained ultimately by Gewaltherrschaft [control based on force]. It keeps track of 
and taxes all economic actors, but it does not govern how each market is con-
structed in detail. Markets can also be self-regulatory, and though “politics” in 
broad terms has not disappeared, it is taking new forms (Sörbom 2002). Today, 
political activism is also present in markets (Micheletti et al. 2004).

3. His later writings also include a discussion of cooperation (Beckert 2006). 
This means that order in Parsons’s sociology essentially comes down to social-
ization (cf. Luhmann [1984] 1995: 104) of society’s members to the existing 
consensus.

4. The problem with Fligstein’s approach is a result of his interpretation of 
White’s market model. Fligstein’s (1996, 2001: 22, 30–31, 94) market definition 
assumes that all markets are like White’s (1981) producer market model. How-
ever, White’s theory does not deal with the neoclassical market model, which as-
sumes standardized goods and actors who can switch between the roles of buyers 
and sellers.

5. All definitions in this book are in italics. My definition of order embraces 
the ontic level—the objects of study (cf. Heidegger [1927] 2001) discussed by 
sociologists—but I only touch upon the question of ontology. In sociology, the 
“question of order … concerns the ultimate source of social patterns; it does not 
concern the ontological question of whether these patterns or the individuals 
who may or may not support them are real” (Alexander et al. 1987: 13). Philoso-
phers, in contrast, have mainly debated the ontological—“ways of being”—level 
of order, though there have been some minor inroads into “sociology” (Hack-
ing 2002). It is hence problematic that “ontology” in sociology—and we should 
therefore refer only to the “ontic”—is often tied, and sometimes also reduced, to 
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the epistemological question (Reed 2008)—that is, the question of how one can 
know what there is and the justification of such claims.

6. The notion of order or Ordnung can be traced to ancient Greece, in which 
armies were said to be “ordered.” More generally, it refers to the relationship be-
tween the parts and the whole (Meinhardt 1984, 6: 1250). Xenophon stresses the 
importance of order in the dialogue Oeconomicus, in which Socrates takes part 
(Xenophon: 37–40). This means there is a clear connection with ontology as well 
as social order, but also to the order, in terms of categories, of nature. Later on, for 
example in the work of Aquinas, order was strongly linked to theology; the world 
order was more or less a product of God and connected to something good.

During the Enlightenment, order referred to both natural and social order, with 
the latter essentially mirroring the former. There is also a discussion of order in 
mathematics and logic (Erzog 1984). The use in this work of the notion of order 
carries no normative ideas.

7. Obviously, also people’s identities are “social components” that have to be 
ordered, while at the same time one can talk of social construction only on the 
assumption that many people have similar references. Man, in other words, holds 
a special role, as part of the world, but as the “part” that can reflect upon itself 
(cf. Heidegger [1927] 2001). Consequently, the identities of human beings are 
also ordered, but they are, at the same time, the condition for talking about order. 
It is therefore incorrect to speak of order “as such,” as Parsons and most soci-
ologists do, unless one acknowledges and discusses the special role of man as 
constituting order.

8. Although meaning is a basic notion, it does not appear in the works of many 
prominent researchers. Many sociologists, especially in the U.S.—such as Par-
sons, Homans, and Coleman—have not taken up the issue of meaning. Among 
European sociologists, the importance of meaning in sociological analysis is more 
common, as evident in the works of Habermas, Giddens, Bourdieu, Luhmann, 
and others.

9. This means that order and the regional ontology (cf. Husserl [1952] 1980: 
22; [1913a] 1962: 57) of the social sciences are connected (cf. Luhmann 1997: 
896). These regional ontologies, that are of an ontic character, to follow Hei-
degger ([1927] 2001), are ultimately connected to the lifeworld (Husserl [1954] 
1970). Thus, for practical reasons, to study all the social constructions that are 
preconditions for these markets would be impossible.

Chapter 1. Garment Sellers in Consumer Markets

1. The “material side” of the peg, is “material” only because it is social. This 
follows from the phenomenological-ontological approach of the book drawing 
on Martin Heidegger. It implies this, and means it is non-productive to divide the 
world into a ready-made material part and a social or cultural part, of which the 
latter attach meaning to the former.

2. Relational sociology can be traced back to the symbolic interactionists, who 
argued that social interaction is central to understanding social life. The relational 
approach (cf. Swidler 1986: 276–77; Emirbayer 1997) involves rejecting both 
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traditional structural analyses (see, for example, Burt 1992), or individualistic ap-
proaches, such as rational choice theory (for example, Coleman 1990). These ap-
proaches, like many others, simply take many of the questions—such as those of 
being, order, and identity, which I consider of central sociological importance—
for granted. From a relational sociological perspective, one has to analyze how 
being, order, and other social phenomena are co-constructed. 

The approach proposed here rejects the naïve sociology that treats actors and 
actions as the only units of social analyses. Pragmatic thinkers such as George 
Herbert Mead, and more sociological followers of the Chicago school, as well 
as phenomenologists, such as Martin Heidegger, realized that thinking is socially 
structured and that the relations between people and contexts are of great im-
portance. But neither pragmatism nor phenomenology have built up general and 
systematic theoretical blocks.

3. See Aspers (2006a) for an introduction to White’s market theory.
4. Values are thus tools for evaluation, both of things and people (see also 

Spates 1983; Hitlin and Piliavin 2004). Luhmann proposes the following defi-
nition: “any point of view specifying which consequences of action are to be 
preferred to others” (Luhmann 1982: 97). There are of course other definitions; 
for example, following Clyde Kluckhorn, “conceptions of the desirable” (Parsons 
and White [1961] 1970: 194).

 Values have traditionally been seen as growing out of culture and specifying 
ultimate ends (cf. Swidler 1986: 273–76). They are important in all sociological 
analysis to explain order (cf. Devereux 1961: 23; Joas 1997: 32–34; Boltanski 
and Thèvenot [1991] 2006: 10), and sociologists usually assume that individuals 
have goals and orient their actions to values (cf. Heidegger [1940] 1986: 24–26). 

 Many sociologists connect values with structure. Radcliffe-Brown, who 
speaks of interest (1952: 199), and Weber ([1921–22] 1978), who speaks of 
meaning and interest, connect structure with values, as does Parsons (Lidz 1991: 
31). Values should be separated from norms, which regulate what one ought 
to do or not do in certain situations, and attitudes, which are directed towards 
concrete states of affairs (Spates 1983: 30 n1, 32). Moreover, a value comes in 
degrees; it is not a matter of either/or.

5. A shopping center or a shopping district also tries to create an identity. This 
can be done by allowing certain brands and retailers to have stores in an area 
and denying others, to create the right mixture and profile. This strategy is used 
in shopping malls in Turkey, as well as in areas of London and elsewhere. This 
process may be more or less regulated. Carnaby Street in London, which is in 
fact more than just one street, hosts smaller shops with brands with a medium 
to high-fashion profile, such as Replay, Lee, Diesel, and Miss Sixty. This “street” 
has its own homepage [http://www.carnaby.co.uk/] (accessed October 5, 2006). 
The retail units that are available are, for example, always mentioned in relation 
to the neighboring stores. Oxford Street is the area of the large BGRs, such as 
Topshop, Zara, H&M, Benetton, and French Connection UK. 

6. http://www.vogue.co.uk/Shows/Reports/Default.aspx?stID=34050 (accessed 
March 29, 2006).

7. http://www.vogue.co.uk/Shows/Reports/Default.aspx?stID=32597 (accessed 
March 29, 2006).
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8. http://www.euratex.org/content/mission.html (accessed March 16, 2006).
9. http://www.fta-eu.org/ftatheftaen.cdb (accessed March 16, 2006).
10. http://www.fta-eu.org/ftamembersen.cdb (accessed March 16, 2006).
11. http://www.eureporter.co.uk/showarticle.php?newsid=1969 (accessed March 

16, 2006).
12. http://www.eureporter.co.uk/showarticle.php?newsid=1957 (accessed March 

16, 2006).

Chapter 2. Affordable Fashion

1. If a “consumer” starts to trade—that is, both sell and buy commodities—he 
or she becomes a trader, which sets him or her apart from consumers in the eyes 
of both producers and consumers.

2. Giddens talks about self-identity, which he defines as “the self as reflexively 
understood by the person in terms of her or his biography” (1991: 53). Reflexive 
identity represents the “existential baseline” for humans, and it is also in relation 
to reflexive identity that it is possible to talk of constitution. Actors’ behavior can 
be understood in relation to what they want to achieve. Other actors, however, 
will orient to their egos according to how they perceive them, which resembles 
Mead’s discussion of others’ attitudes towards “me” (cf. Beckert 2003: 777). The 
approach suggested here opens up the possibility of analyzing how being (the re-
flexive identity of humans) is affected by what they do, as seen by others. In other 
words, it connects the existential-psychological level with the social, as well as 
levels of analysis represented by structurally determined identities (cf. Granovet-
ter 1992: 5–6). 

This kind of freedom is of course not the sociologically naïve freedom that one 
finds in the works of Sartre or Nozick. A reflexive identity is conditioned in terms 
of differentiation from other identities, but it has the peculiar characteristic that 
it is constituted by the ego. This means that the ego must come to grips with what 
and who it is—its being. I stress the interpretative role of being, without address-
ing the ontological level that is its precondition, discussed in different ways by 
Husserl and Heidegger. 

In light of Husserl and, most of all, Heidegger, it is in the strictest sense only 
reflexive identity that is able to constitute meaning. It is this form of identity that 
bears the strongest resemblance to Heidegger’s Dasein (“there-being” or just “ex-
istence”) which, so to speak, is the baseline of the constitution of “everything.” 
This idea is here given a more sociological twist. Dasein cannot be explained or 
proved, since it is the very precondition for “explanations” and “proofs” (Hei-
degger [1927] 2001: 205). 

It is in this process of identity formation that Dasein recognizes itself among 
others, as well as a human being among things (cf. Werkmeister 1941: 86). 
This notion should also be related to Mead’s “self” and Giddens’s (1991) dis-
cussion of “self-identity.” We have no room here to expand on this existential- 
phenomenological aspect. I also see this as a way of connecting the question of being 
with sociological questions that I regard as an essential component in under-
standing being.
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Reflexive identity also touches on psychology (cf. Husserl [1954] 1970). This 
psychological level, of course, can be understood only in relation to the socio-
logical level. Some “psychological problems” can be traced to people who fail 
to become what they wish or what society wants them to be. Such problems 
may have individual histories, but they are rooted in social conditions. Conse-
quently, mentally ill actors may have a much-skewed perception of who they 
are, and this is in terms of their “reflexive” identity. Fashion is one way of trying 
to become what one wants to be. The conclusion, however, is that actors can 
think and reflect about their being without being completely controlled by social
conditions.

3. Also, Lash and Urry stress the importance of consumption for “the constitu-
tion of individual and collective identity” (1987: 288–92). One aspect of this idea 
is expressed by Clammer: “shopping is not merely the acquisition of things: it is 
the buying of identity” (1992: 195). The relation between commodities and iden-
tity has also been discussed within the so-called “cultural economy” literature 
(cf. Slater and Tonkiss 2001: 176–81; Du Gay 1993: 579–80; Corrigan 1997; 
Miller, Jackson, Thrift, Holbrook and Rowlands 1998). It follows, on a more 
general level, that “without consumer goods, certain acts of self-definition and 
collective definition in this culture would be impossible” (McCracken 1988: x). 
Also, Bourdieu ([1979] 1984) stresses the role of consumption in differentiation 
and social order.

4. Economists have “invented” a number of different kinds of goods: Giffen 
goods, Veblen goods, positional goods, non-positional goods, inferior goods, ri-
valrous goods, public goods, normal goods, and so on. 

The use of status, and also standards, cannot be understood in terms of the eco-
nomic notion of positional goods, whose “value depends relatively strongly on 
how they compare with things owned by others” (Frank 1985: 101). The reason 
is that the focus of the distinction between positional and non-positional goods is 
on the goods as evaluated by actors in terms of whether they have a utility func-
tion. The assumption is that there is a way of evaluating the commodity as such. 
In status markets, actors have identities and their actions must be understood 
based on who they are. 

5. It is important to realize that this argument does not fall back on the “qual-
ity” of the products. In reality there may of course be differences also in qual-
ity (for example, how many washes a blouse can go through without losing its 
shape). It is likely that the blouse will be discarded because it is out of fashion 
long before its “quality” reveals itself. 

6. The value of diamonds cannot be explained by their functionality, and it 
cannot be understood in the tautological way as economists have explained it—
namely in terms of marginal utility theory. It is the reason for the willingness to 
pay large sums for diamonds, “on the margin,” which holds the key to the expla-
nation. The explanation is thus sociological, and refers to their symbolic value 
(conditioned by scarcity, but not determined by scarcity).

7. Wilson (2003) devotes an entire chapter to “The Fashion Industry,” but re-
stricts the discussion almost exclusively to the history of working conditions. 
There are exceptions (White and Griffiths 2000) that at least combine discussion 
of the design and other dimensions of the fashion industry with clothes. 
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8. Uncertainty is turned into risk only when it is possible to assign probabili-
ties to outcomes. To achieve probabilities, three conditions for means–ends rela-
tions must be met: “(1) similarity across cases; (2) similarity over time; and (3) 
sufficiently large numbers of past observations” (Guseva and Rona-Tas 2001: 
626). Though the difference between the two is in some sense semantic, calcula-
bility, needless to say, is a precondition of prediction. However, it may be able to 
predict without making a calculation, which here is viewed as a task performed 
to establish means–ends relations. 

9. Some, such as Simmel ([1907] 1978: 446) and Max Weber, relate culture 
to both meaning structure and values (Swedberg 2003: 226; Parsons and White 
[1961] 1970: 194).

10. See also DiMaggio and Cohen (2005) on the diffusion of goods. One may, 
in their language, characterize fashion garments as a commodity associated with 
prestige and negative externalities—that is, their value decreases the greater their 
number of buyers. Moreover, in some cases a network can be thought of in terms 
of “borders” for the diffusion of a fashion. Moreover, things go out of fashion at 
different times; people seem to have different thresholds (Granovetter 1978) in 
this respect. 

11. See Simmel’s ([1907] 1978: 452–56) discussion of subjective (personal) 
and objective culture, and Berger and Luckmann ([1966] 1991), who followed 
Schütz and speak of objective and subjective reality.

Chapter 3. Entrenching Identities

1. The UK-based company French Connection has even succeeded in using its 
own logo, spelled “FCUK,” as a visual component of its garments.

2. Firms often have pictures that accepted and registered users, such as fashion 
journalists, can download and use free of charge. These pictures may be the same 
as those used in public advertising campaigns. In this way, BGRs can both control 
the visual output and get free “advertisement” space.

3. Compare Luhmann’s description, “[I]t is precisely in the relationship of econ-
omy and advertising that we therefore find good arguments for an increasing dif-
ferentiation of systems with a decrease in structural coupling” ([1996] 2000: 49). 

4. It is thus not only the interest in being flexible that explains why many 
functions are outsourced (cf. Hirsch [1977] 1992). The insecurity that BGRs face 
when it comes to evaluating as well as judging advertisements can at least rhe-
torically be discussed by members of the marketing department at a BGR, who 
can say that they have hired a highly prestigious advertising agency to develop 
their campaign. This indirect way of securing and justifying decisions is also an 
indication of the values produced in the evaluation process in which advertising 
agencies determine what is good and what is not, and in which they are ranked. 

5. Ben Crewe (2003) describes how the launch of a magazine is the result 
of gut feeling and instinct (2003: 67) rather than market research. The point is 
that there is no way one can ask people beforehand what they would like to see 
(Crewe 2003: 76). It is, moreover, very difficult to know in advance how a maga-
zine will be received and who its readers will be (Crewe 2003: 76–77). In some 

206 N O T E S  T O  C H A P T E R  3

Aspers-book.indb   206 3/1/2010   4:54:16 PM



corners of the industry there is also a marked skepticism concerning market re-
search, partly due to the belief that market research is a threat to the competence 
of journalists and others whose task is to know what is in vogue before it is in 
vogue (Crewe 2003: 78).

6. This visual dimension cannot be reduced to pure signaling of information 
(as White’s [2002: 16] adoption of Spence’s work implies). It is not informa-
tion unless the actors are capable of perceiving it, and it is therefore a form of 
knowledge.

7. Many organizations focus on the environment. The German Otto group, for 
example—named after its owner, Dr. Michael Otto—is a large firm that stresses 
the importance of the environment. This is tied to the major debate on corporate 
responsibility (cf. Hiß 2006).

8. The notion of standard is not identical with standardized commodities. In 
my use of standard, I allow a “bliss point,” which follows the Oxford English 
Dictionary usage, in which a standard is the authoritative scale by which other 
items are measured. This deviates somewhat from the economic and technologi-
cal discussion of standards and standardized products. Standards in this latter 
sense (see Wilson 2000: 57) facilitate communication and trade, and make it 
possible to calculate and predict the environment of the firm (Brunsson and 
Jacobsson 2000; Schmidt and Werle 1998: 81; Boltanski and Thèvenot [1991] 
2006: 8; Barzel 2004), as, not least, members of the French convention-economist 
school have stressed (cf. Favereau, Biencourt, and Eymard-Duvernay 2002; Big-
gart and Beamish 2003). Though standards refer to more than products, the fol-
lowing is an informative definition of a standardized product. Such a product is 
“made with a known, widely diffused production technology in which quality is 
so widely attainable that competition comes to be inevitably centered on price” 
(Storper 1997: 109).

9. From http://www.ifat.org/whatisft.html (accessed October 10, 2003). Many 
organizations like this can be found, focusing on different product categories. 
Fruit is one example: see http://www.fairtrade.net (accessed October 10, 2003). 
Specific standards exist for each type of fruit, such as bananas.

10. In 2000/2001, almost half of all retailers, from different industries, lacked 
a code of conduct (Young and Welford 2003: 67–78).

11. NGOs are often united in a critical view of globalization. One Dutch orga-
nization, the Centre for Research on Multinational Corporations (SOMO), estab-
lished in 1973, is a research and advisory bureau that “investigates the negative 
consequences of Multinational Enterprises’ (MNEs’) policies and the consequen-
ces of the internationalization of business, particularly for developing countries” 
(http://www.somo.nl/index_eng.php, accessed October 25, 2005). 

Chapter 4. Branded Garment Retailers in the Production Market

1. As a result, I bracket (in the phenomenological sense) the role of agents or 
others who can operate as intermediaries in a market like this. Moreover, when I 
talk of buyers in this chapter, I refer also to firms. It is of course real people who 
operate as actual buyers on the behalf of firms. 
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2. I became aware of this in a number of ways. When I was waiting to inter-
view a buyer I sat in a reception area together with another person who also 
seemed to be waiting for someone. Both of us were led into a small meeting booth 
that served as an interface between the interior of the BGR and its visitors. I asked 
why they had these booths and was told they wanted to keep their “secrets.” 

In one contact I had with a large BGR, I was asked to hand in a detailed de-
scription of my project so they could decide whether I would be allowed to study 
their firm. I got the following reply in an e-mail:

Dear Patrik!
I have read your research proposal and your wish for interviews and a visit. 

Acceptance on our part, regardless of whatever confidentiality we might im-
pose, would result in a study of the heart of [name of the BGR]’s business ideas, 
know-how, business relations, methods and organization, and I therefore have 
to say no to your request. 

[Signature]

They denied my request early in the research process, but this served only to 
indicate that I was on the right track.

3. The magazine Fashion Forecast, and different Colleziones, as well as many 
other magazines, feature pictures from catwalks. The Internet is the largest source 
of information, and sites such as [http://www.style.com] (accessed November 7, 
2006) make it easy to find out what is being presented on the catwalk, regardless 
of where one is based. 

In India, many manufacturers subscribe to the industry journal Apparel Fort-
nightly, which has articles on upcoming trends. I subscribed to this journal for 
a year. Many websites, of course, provide information on trends in color and 
fabrics, for example: http://www.apparelindia.com (accessed April 4, 2006). This 
site explains the fashion trends in terms of colors, style, and fabrics. It also distin-
guishes between babies (0–3), kids (3–8), preteens (8–12), and ladies. The follow-
ing is an excerpt from this site, commenting on style: 

This summer [2006] almost all the styles will be based on comfort and basic 
cuts. Comfort means a simple straight cut in comfortable fabrics with stretch-
ing effect and tangibility. For a teenage girl, comfort means a tight fitted shirt 
in a stretchable fabric with any kind of tangibility and maybe baggy pants or 
an ankle length skirt with detachable pockets. A revival of the eighties is un-
derway, and a lust for decoration and logo-mania. 

4. Many actors are involved in the collective determination of a fashion line. 
Gronow’s (1997: 110) finding, based on a study of Finnish fashion designers, sup-
ports Blumer’s ideas on the collective selection of fashion. While there are other 
versions of this process, Gronow traces how the actors who are directly involved 
in the process make such decisions.

5. Though there is a general culture of competition, this can be mitigated by 
friendship. I asked a representative of a buying office if he had any kind of con-
tact with other buying offices of a friendly nature? “Some kind of cooperation, 
for example?” He responded in a way that implied competition, but with excep-
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tions: “It is an entirely different matter if [name of a firm] has a colleague of 
mine [working for it], whom I have worked with at [the name of another firm 
is mentioned]”.

Q: So it is more like a network?
A: Yes ... If I have a colleague working [at another company], I pick up the 

phone and say “I need a good vendor—suggest me a name—I need help, I 
need a merchandiser or I need a good guy. Have you seen anyone in a fac-
tory, maybe I can take one from a factory?” I can certainly take one from 
my factories, or I can take someone from his factories . . . so it is basically 
a network.

6. See, for example, www.style.com (accessed October 6, 2006).
7. This is not to say that there is an underlying realist ontology. It is not im-

plied that the social constructions made up of practice, pictures, and text are 
reflections of an underlying ontology that essentially could be revealed by a neu-
tral language. That meanings overlap and make it possible to posit perspectives 
is merely a reflection of the fact that people live in the same world and that no 
interpretation can be made outside of the communal base of the lifeworld. This 
is one insight of continental thinkers inspired by Husserl, such as Heidegger and 
Gadamer, but it is also found among analytic philosophers drawing on pragma-
tism, such as Donald Davidson (Wachthauser 1994). 

Chapter 5. Manufacturing Garments in the Global Market

1. The way they use the Internet is also instructive. See Internet sites that have 
links to manufacturers, such as:

http://www.iigf.trade-india.com (accessed August 24, 2006) 
http://www.apparelindia.com (accessed August 24, 2006) 
2. Culture can also mean that, for example, in India, people in the industry 

mix English with local languages—for example, Hindi—also in conversations in 
which only Indians take part.

Chapter 6. Branded Garment Retailers in the Investment Market

1. Obviously, an ethnography that also includes the activities of traders 
would probably show many more details, but this kind of research is beyond 
the scope of this study. See the site of the London Stock Exchange, which is 
full of general information for investors (of different kinds and sizes), as well as 
many other categories. This chapter draws only on experience of trading stocks 
using intermediaries: http://www.londonstockexchange.com/en-gb (accessed 
July 12, 2006).

2. The discussion of performativity (Callon 1998, 1999, 2005) is also contin-
gent upon the neoclassical market model developed by Walras. Donald MacKen-
zie has shown that the price mechanism and the clearing function of “markets” 
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are “performed” in this sense (MacKenzie 2004, 2006; MacKenzie and Millo 
2003; MacKenzie, Muniesa, and Siu 2007).

3. Clifford Geertz makes a point about the traders in the Modjokuto Pasar 
(“bazaar”) market in Indonesia. He says, “there is little if any differentiation be-
tween the buying role and selling role as long as one remains within the pasar; the 
trader is either or both indifferently.” Geertz also states that the market in which 
they operate shows cohesion also because “the characteristics of a ‘good’ buyer 
and a ‘good’ seller are thus identical” (Geertz 1963: 33). 

4. For a more detailed description of how one advanced stock exchange operates, 
see http://www.stockholmsborsen.se/handelsinfo/index.asp?lank=1&lang=eng 
(accessed December 14, 2005).

5. Principles, strategies, tools, rules of thumbs, and ideas abound concerning 
how to evaluate stocks (cf. Smith 1981; MacKenzie 2006). The literature devoted 
to these issues is huge, and the idea of industries still reflects the fact that subject 
matter matters, despite how rules of thumb may differ between industries (cf. 
Hessling and Pahl 2006).

6. The reason is that the patterns that technical analysts react to, if they are to 
be useful, must be repeated. If not, there would be no historical data to form the 
bedrock for establishing these “rules of thumb” concerning when to buy and sell 
stocks. In sum, this form of knowledge is based on classic behaviorism.

7. It is obviously possible to question the centrality of profit, which I have not 
done here. Some firms may be founded for purposes entirely other than making 
a profit, but if they are seen as profitable by investors, they are included in the 
market. This is just another way of saying that the decision that makes a firm a 
member is not made by the firm alone. A firm that seeks investors, but that fails, 
cannot get off the ground. This firm will not become a member of the market. 
Moreover, firms that do not comply with the rules of the game may be expelled 
from the stock exchange, if they violate its rules or go bankrupt. There is cur-
rently much turmoil in stock exchanges, and acquisitions have taken place, indi-
cating that several markets may become one.

8. The materials are from 2005–2006, and the study of their websites was 
mostly carried out in spring 2006. Quotations are in this case not connected 
to specific websites. BGRs present themselves in the written materials that they 
issue as information to the stock exchange. Representatives also make statements 
on their market strategies in interviews and through other channels of commu-
nication. This information is directed to investors and “the market,” but not to 
the final consumers. This supports my general claim that they are two different 
audiences. The Internet site of a BGR is usually organized so that the consumers’ 
interests and the interests of the investors (“investor relations”) are catered to in 
different places.

Chapter 7. Markets as Partial Orders

1. Simmel draws on both Kant and Nietzsche. The notion of form comes from 
the Kantian idea of a-priori categories, though it is possible to concoct a more so-
cial constructivist interpretation of Simmel, his ideas are expressed in a language 
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that refers to a-priori categories. Simmel’s idea is that certain values, interests, 
and needs are mediated through such forms, an idea that comes from Nietzsche 
(among others). Nonetheless, Simmel’s subjectivism, his analyses at the level of 
interaction, and the attempt to combine social structure with values should be 
acknowledged as a step in the direction of combining several key components.

2. The varieties of capitalism approach has the advantage that it identifies 
commonalities of markets at the national level, though this does not mean that 
this level is important in itself. I think that the ambition “to bring firms back into 
the center of comparative capitalism” (Hall and Soskice 2001: 4) is less fruitful if 
one simultaneously sees variation as located at the national level.

Appendix IV. Economic Sociology

1. New economic sociology has its deepest roots in the Department of Sociol-
ogy at Harvard University. The reaction against Parsonian sociology was partic-
ularly strong here, especially among Harrison White and his students (personal 
conversation with Mark Granovetter, September 11, 2004).

2. The sociology of the market literature is full of studies of individual mar-
kets, but they have not analyzed the social conditions of markets to the same 
degree. The literature on social conditions, in contrast, seldom addresses the issue 
of markets (Beckert 2002).

3. Some have argued that social science theories are not universal (Gudeman 
2001: 4). As a corollary, the development of theories must be understood in rela-
tion to the societies in which they emerge.
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