
  i 

    
	
	

	

	

	

Fantasy	in	Public	

	

Llewellyn	Millhouse	

Queensland	College	of	Art	
Griffith	University	

	

	

	

	

	

Submitted	in	fulfilment	of	the	requirements	of	the	degree	of		
Doctor	of	Philosophy	

February	2018	

 

 

 

 

 

 



  ii 

Synopsis	

This	thesis	consists	of	artworks	and	an	exegesis	in	response	to	the	question:		

How	can	the	appeal	of	advertising	narratives	aimed	at	contemporary	Australian	

youth	culture	be	scrutinised	through	restaging	narrative	content?		

The	exegesis	will	be	structured	around	a	chronological	reflection	on	studio	

outcomes,	interspersing	evaluation	of	exhibited	works	with	relevant	theoretical	

frameworks	and	significant	practices	within	this	field	of	research.	In	response	to	the	dense	

implicit	ideological	content	of	narrative	in	advertising	and	the	historical	field	of	cultural	

texts	responding	to	consumer	capitalism,	the	central	argument	of	this	exegesis	will	

formulate	a	practical	research	methodology	that	enacts	sustained	scrutiny	of	an	

advertisement’s	narrative	appeal.		

In	working	towards	a	research	methodology,	this	exegesis	will	assess	the	potential	

of	appropriative	art	production	to	critically	respond	to	contemporary	youth-oriented	

advertising.	Taking	into	account	the	pervasiveness	of	oppositional	and	ironically	complicit	

narratives	within	contemporary	advertising	culture,	this	research	will	use	a	method	of	

appropriation	as	over-identification	to	restage	advertising	narratives	that	relate	to	my	

personal	experience,	my	identity	and	the	values	of	my	community.			
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Fantasy	in	Public	

This	exegesis	contextualises	my	practice-based	research	project	in	response	to	the	

question:	

How	can	the	appeal	of	advertising	narratives	aimed	at	contemporary	Australian	

youth	culture	be	scrutinised	through	restaging	narrative	content?	

This	project	responds	to	contemporary	(2010-2016)	examples	of	narrative	

advertising	aimed	at	young	Australians,	with	a	particular	focus	on	Internet-based	advertising	

mediums.	As	opposed	to	those	forms	of	commercial	discourse	listing	a	product’s	price,	

location,	or	physical	properties,	this	research	is	interested	in	advertising	that	prioritises	

constructing	a	narrative	around	its	product.	The	central	argument	of	this	exegesis	will	

develop	and	outline	a	research	methodology	that	provokes	scrutiny	of	an	advertisement’s	

narrative	appeal	through	appropriation.	

Whilst	this	project	engages	with	advertising	material	produced	for	a	particular	

audience	at	a	particular	time,	it	has	no	interest	in	representing	the	breadth	of	advertising	

material	associated	with	contemporary	Australian	youth	culture.	Instead,	this	research	

involves	critical	responses	to	specific	products	and	advertisements	that	are	particularly	

relevant	to	my	cultural	demographic	(white	Australian,	urban,	heterosexual	male).	As	this	

project	has	developed,	its	scope	has	refined	towards	facilitating	sustained	scrutiny	of	

advertising	narratives	that	relate	to	my	socio-economic	status	as	an	underemployed	

artist.	 

As	a	young	person	I	often	relied	on	the	values	demonstrated	in	advertising	in	order	

to	belong	and	have	power	within	my	community.	By	collating	information	from	these	public	

narratives	I	became	aware	of	what	was	desirable	in	my	culture	and	how	to	appear	and	

perform	as	a	social	subject.			

For	example,	around	the	year	2000	my	elder	brother	and	I	felt	ashamed	about	being	

on	welfare	at	our	inner-city	primary	school.	Before	we	were	old	enough	to	have	body	odour,	

we	insisted	that	our	mother	buy	us	Lynx	spray	deodorant.	Deodorant	and	the	concept	of	

body	odour	didn’t	exist	in	our	house	until	we	saw	and	heard	about	it	in	public	advertising	

campaigns.	After	engaging	with	the	advertisements	and	seeing	what	Lynx	signified	socially,	

we	had	to	have	it.	When	our	mother	brought	home	the	cheaper	roll-on	deodorants	we	were	

devastated,	we	knew	that	this	was	worse	than	not	having	deodorant	at	all.		
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My	brother	and	I	had	learnt	that	sweat	and	body	odour	was	associated	with	a	

slovenly	poverty,	that	spray	deodorant	signified	the	opposite	of	that	shame,	and	that	the	

gesture	of	consuming	and	displaying	Lynx	might	resolve	this	perceived	inadequacy.	The	ideal	

teenage	masculinity	represented	by	Lynx	was	not	just	dictated	to	us	by	a	series	of	

advertisements,	but	had	been	integrated	into	the	social	expectations	and	aesthetic	values	of	

my	primary	school	community.	Neither	my	brother	nor	I	could	explain	exactly	why	we	

needed	Lynx,	but	it	was	sub-consciously	understood.		

Of	course	the	symbolic	power	of	Lynx	spray	was	short-lived.	The	desperateness	of	

covering	up	inadequacy	with	a	product	that	tries	to	signify	its	opposite	soon	backfired.	Due	

to	the	overuse	of	the	Lynx	product	by	working	and	welfare	class	Queenslanders,	spray	

deodorant	became	a	signifier	of	“bogan”	vulgarity	and	tastelessness.	In	the	mid-2000’s,	

middle	class	urban	culture	turned	up	its	nose	at	individuals	who	flaunted	the	product,	the	

over-use	of	spray	deodorant	signifying	an	uncultured	or	low	socio-economic	class	identity.		

Through	an	accumulation	of	personal	experiences	with	products	and	advertisements	

like	that	of	circa	2000	Lynx	I	have	developed	an	interest	in	the	appeal	of	advertising	

narratives.	Rather	than	simply	boycotting	advertising,	my	practice	has	often	sought	to	

respond	to	the	significance	of	advertising	discourse	within	my	cultural	community.	Prior	to	

commencing	this	research	project	these	works	lacked	a	consistent	focus,	using	a	wide	variety	

of	media	and	methodologies	to	articulate	a	general	feeling	of	alienation	from	and	opposition	

to	the	narratives	and	aesthetics	represented	in	much	of	contemporary	advertising.	This	

research	strives	to	address	my	previous	lack	of	focus	by	explicitly	examining	what	generates	

desire	in	specific	advertising	narratives,	bringing	fantasy	and	ideology	out	from	beneath	the	

surface	of	the	advertisement	in	order	to	examine	and	critique	it.		

Accordingly,	the	primary	aim	of	this	research	is	to	provoke	scrutiny	of	the	appeal	of	

advertising	narratives	as	they	relate	to	my	personal	experience	and	cultural	community.	

Expanding	on	the	concept	of	scrutiny,	this	research	aims	to	provoke	audiences	to	confront	

their	own	complicity	with	or	disjunction	from	the	values	represented	in	particular	

advertisements.	In	order	to	achieve	a	sustained	and	rigorous	self-reflective	scrutiny,	this	

research	aims	to	restage	the	appeal	of	advertising	narratives	so	that	they	appear	

problematic,	melancholic	or	uncomfortable	to	their	audience.	In	restaging	and	reconfiguring	

an	advertisement’s	appeal,	this	research	aims	to	strike	a	delicate	balance	between	

intervention	and	accuracy,	humour	and	poignancy,	introspective	specificity	and	public	

political	resonance.		
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In	order	to	undertake	this	project,	some	preliminary	theoretical	research	into	

advertising	and	its	relationship	to	public	culture	was	necessary.	Chapter	1:	Ideal	Ego	and	

Narrative	in	Early	Research	begins	by	outlining	my	initial	approach	to	defining,	reading	and	

appropriating	narrative	advertising.	Due	to	the	interdependence	of	economic,	socio-cultural	

and	psychological	factors	within	advertising,	a	Marxist-psychoanalytic	analysis	of	advertising	

is	used	to	establish	a	basic	understanding	of	this	research	topic.	Through	a	reflection	on	early	

research	experiments,	the	screen	theory	of	Feminist	cinema	theorist	Laura	Mulvey	will	be	

used	to	discuss	the	basic	psychological	processes	involved	in	reading	image-based	

advertising.	Building	on	Mulvey’s	foundational	analysis,	Chapter	1	will	move	on	to	examine	

the	form	and	conventions	of	20th	century	televisual	advertising,	using	a	case	study	of	1980s	

Australian	beer	advertisements	to	explore	the	latent	ideological	content	within	narrative	

advertising	as	it	relates	to	my	demographic	standpoint	as	a	heterosexual	male.	This	case	

study	provides	a	springboard	into	subsequent	studio	research	concerning	the	representation	

of	ideal	masculinity	and	class	identity	in	contemporary	advertisements	targeting	white	

Australian	youth	culture.		

By	appropriating	pre-existing	material	from	public	advertising	campaigns	this	

research	enters	into	discourse	with	the	canon	of	appropriation	art	in	the	20th	century.	In	light	

of	the	shortcomings	of	early	experiments	in	this	project,	Chapter	2:	Critical	Appropriation	in	

the	20th	Century	looks	to	recent	history	to	examine	the	capacity	of	appropriation	to	enact	

socio-cultural	critique.	In	reflecting	on	early	studio	outcomes	within	the	context	of	this	

historical	field,	the	need	for	a	categorical	system	in	which	to	evaluate	and	compare	

appropriative	methodologies	became	apparent.	While	an	extensive	amount	of	literature	on	

appropriative	art	practice	already	exists,	Chapter	2	revisits	the	critical	capacity	of	the	canon	

of	appropriative	art	underneath	its	own	evaluative	structure.		

Referencing	philosopher	Michel	Foucault’s	definition	of	criticality	and	art	theorist	

Boris	Groy’s	theory	of	metanoia	as	entry	points	into	the	concept	of	critical	appropriation,	

Chapter	2	evaluates	various	historical	methodologies	of	appropriation	according	to	how	they	

position	the	artist	and	viewer	in	relation	to	the	appropriated	referent.	Through	the	

construction	of	a	categorical	matrix	of	appropriation	as	identification,	this	research	aims	to	

contribute	to	the	theoretical	discourse	surrounding	the	history	of	appropriation	art.	

Moreover,	by	considering	the	historical	canon	of	appropriative	practice	through	my	own	

evaluative	structure,	Chapter	2	will	reflect	on	how	various	methodologies	have	aligned	and	

misaligned	with	the	aims	and	outcomes	of	this	research.		
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Leading	on	from	Chapter	2’s	systematic	evaluative	structure,	Chapter	3:	21st	Century	

Advertising	and	the	Post-Critical	Subject	will	turn	its	attention	to	the	field	of	narrative	

advertising.	Charting	recent	key	trends	in	narrative	advertising,	this	brief	historical	overview	

will	provide	a	foundation	for	the	formation	of	a	practical	research	methodology	that	

effectively	responds	to	the	state	of	contemporary	advertising.	Chapter	3:	Contemporary	

Advertising	and	the	Post-Critical	Subject	will	begin	by	addressing	what	social	historian	

Michael	Schudson	refers	to	as	the	genre	of	capitalist	realist	advertising.	Characterised	by	the	

consumer	culture	of	post-World	War	II	America,	this	quintessential	form	of	narrative	will	be	

used	to	examine	subsequent	divergent	and	oppositional	responses	to	the	conventions	of	

capitalist	realism	from	within	advertising	culture.	In	striving	to	distinguish	late	20th	century	

products	from	those	of	the	post-war	period,	youth-oriented	advertising	of	the	1980s	and	

1990s	looked	to	recuperate	alternative	cultural	aesthetics	and	narratives	into	advertising.	In	

particular,	Chapter	3	will	examine	how	surrealist,	anti-advertising	and	ironically	complicit	

narrative	methods	were	used	to	address	the	cultural	landscape	of	the	late	20th	century,	

taking	advantage	of	widespread	cynicism	towards	the	conventions	of	capitalist	realism	in	

order	to	appeal	to	a	new	postmodern	target	market.		

From	this	point,	Chapter	3	will	take	a	more	theoretical	approach	to	contemporary	

advertising,	assessing	the	role	of	irony,	pastiche	and	self-reflexivity	in	advertising’s	

proliferation	of	a	contemporary	post-critical	public	sphere.	Drawing	on	Marxist	literary	

theorist	Fredric	Jameson’s	description	of	postmodern	pastiche,	Marxist	philosopher	Mark	

Fisher’s	analysis	of	21st	century	capitalist	culture	and	psychoanalytic	political	philosopher	

Jodi	Dean’s	concept	of	communicative	capitalism,	an	argument	outlining	contemporary	

culture’s	post-critical	subject	will	be	put	forward.	After	establishing	a	broad	overview	of	the	

historical	and	theoretical	coordinates	that	define	contemporary	advertising,	Chapter	3	will	

conclude	by	redefining	this	research’s	scope	and	methodological	approach.	In	revisiting	a	

series	of	works	made	prior	to	commencing	this	research	project,	this	research	was	inspired	

to	drastically	reduce	its	scope	of	enquiry.	By	limiting	this	research	to	a	critical	appropriation	

of	the	narrative	advertisements	produced	by	the	Australian	online	employment	marketplace	

company	SEEK	Limited,	this	research	aims	to	speak	with	clarity	on	how	a	specific	series	of	

advertisements	relates	to	my	experience	and	identity	as	an	underemployed	artist.		

Having	established	a	concise	scope	and	methodological	approach,	Chapter	4:	SEEK	

Limited	and	Inbound	Marketing	will	go	on	to	outline	the	major	body	of	work	produced	for	

this	research.	Briefly	summarising	SEEK	Limited’s	online	marketing	material	and	social	media	

presence	since	late	2012,	Chapter	4	will	begin	by	documenting	the	initial	intentions	and	
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results	of	the	Labour	Market	project	(2014-2018).	Reflecting	on	the	limitations	of	these	early	

Labour	Market	works,	Chapter	4	will	revisit	the	theoretical	discourse	of	Debordian	Spectacle,	

examining	the	relevance	of	Debordian	critical	theory	to	21st	century	marketing.	As	

advertising	moves	away	from	the	conventions	of	mass-broadcast	communication	and	into	a	

new	wave	of	highly	targeted,	participatory	and	relational	narratives,	this	research	must	

examine	dichotomies	of	passivity	and	participation	as	they	relate	to	critical	theory	on	

Spectacle.	In	light	of	a	transition	within	21st	century	advertising	culture	from	outbound	to	

inbound	marketing	strategies,	and	from	broadcast	to	Internet-based	modes	of	production,	

Chapter	4	will	consider	how	an	appropriative	art	practice	can	best	scrutinise	relevant	and	

functional	contemporary	advertisements.		

In	searching	for	ways	to	critically	address	SEEK	Limited’s	inbound	marketing	

strategies	Chapter	4	looks	to	the	confrontational	over-identification	of	German	performance	

artist	Christoph	Schlingensief’s	Bitte	liebt	Österreich!	(2000).	Evaluating	Bitte	liebt	Österreich!	

through	art	historian	Claire	Bishops’	analysis	of	relational	aesthetics	in	Antagonism	and	

Relational	Aesthetics	(2004),	this	research	will	consider	how	a	restaging	of	SEEK’s	inbound	

advertising	narratives	could	embarrass	and	undermine	their	functional	capacity	and	

narrative	appeal.	By	over-identifying	with	the	values	and	narratives	of	SEEK’s	inbound	

marketing,	subsequent	iterations	of	the	Labour	Market	project	aim	to	undermine	the	

authenticity	and	intimacy	associated	with	post-critical	and	participatory	advertising.	Chapter	

4	will	conclude	by	documenting	the	outcome	of	these	works,	considering	how	the	social	

context	of	the	art	exhibition	opening	aligns	with	the	values	of	event-based	marketing.		

This	exegesis	will	conclude	with	a	reflection	on	the	Labour	Market	project	as	a	

whole,	evaluating	the	extent	to	which	the	project	fulfilled	the	aims	of	this	research.	As	a	part	

of	this	overview,	the	development	and	intentions	surrounding	the	assessment	work	Video	

Resume	Application	(2016-2018)	will	be	introduced.		
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Chapter	1:	Ideal-Ego	and	Narrative	in	Early	Research	 	 	

This	exegesis	will	begin	by	defining	advertising	through	the	concepts	of	narrative	and	

fantasy.	Referencing	advertising	theorist	Iain	MacRury,	the	basic	psychoanalytic	principles	of	

Sigmund	Freud,	and	Marxist	theorist	Louis	Althusser’s	concept	of	interpellation,	this	research	

will	put	forward	an	argument	for	the	cultural	and	political	value	of	scrutinising	the	appeal	of	

advertisements.	Having	determined	a	basic	theoretical	approach	to	reading	advertisements,	

Chapter	1	will	describe	the	initial	research	undertaken	for	this	project	through	the	work	

Fantasy	Space	(2013).	As	a	part	of	this	initial	research,	psychoanalyst	Jacques	Lacan’s	

concept	of	the	ideal-ego	and	Laura	Mulvey’s	seminal	text	Visual	Pleasure	and	Narrative	

Cinema	(1975)	will	be	used	to	develop	this	research’s	understanding	of	the	psychological	

appeal	of	advertisements.		

Reflecting	on	the	intentions	and	outcomes	of	the	initial	research	experiment	Fantasy	

Space,	Chapter	1	will	go	on	to	address	how	representations	of	an	ideal-ego	relate	to	an	

imagined	public	gaze,	considering	how	an	idea	of	society	and	inter-subjective	relations	are	

modelled	by	narrative.	In	order	to	explore	these	ideas	in	depth,	a	comparative	case	study	of	

1980s	Australian	beer	advertisements	will	be	used	to	reflect	on	the	latent	ideological	

content	underlying	the	narrative	appeal	of	advertisements.	In	surveying	various	historical	

advertisements	made	publicly	available	on	YouTube	this	research	looked	to	a	critical	analysis	

of	representations	of	masculinity	in	the	context	of	Queensland	youth	culture.	Chapter	1	will	

conclude	by	outlining	an	initial	research	methodology,	leading	to	an	evaluation	of	the	

outcomes	of	this	methodology	in	subsequent	artworks	Darren	No	Speak	(2013)	and	James	

Squire,	Darren	and	Leather	Strips	(2013).		

	This	research	defines	advertising	as	a	narrative	whose	function	is	to	attribute	an	

appearance	of	value	to	commodities.	Although	a	significant	amount	of	diversity	in	content	

and	form	is	apparent	across	the	history	of	advertising,	the	emergence	of	“modern”	

advertising	in	the	early	20th	century	provides	a	basic	historical	and	functional	continuity	to	

advertising	as	a	definitive	category.	MacRury	summarises	this	transition	from	pre-modern	to	

modern	advertising	as	a	shift	in	stylistic	emphasis	from	‘providing	information	and	circulating	

trademarks,	towards	more	deliberative	and	culturally-attuned	copy	and	images’	(2009,	

p.172).	In	the	early	20th	century,	advertisements	begun	to		‘appeal	to	their	consumers	by	

depicting	people	in	advertisements	like	those	consumers,	or	resembling	the	ideals	that	

consumers	aspired	towards’	(MacRury	2009,	p.173).		
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Marxist	academic	Raymond	Williams	argues	that	advertising’s	development	from	a	

pre-modernist	focus	on	listings	of	the	price,	use-value	and	location	of	products	towards	the	

modern	system	of	entertainment,	narrative	and	desire	reveals	a	fundamental	shift	in	our	

relationship	to	commodities	(Williams	in	During	1999,	p.412,	417).	Through	simple	

combinations	of	images,	audio	or	textual	narratives,	the	modern	advertisement	imbued	the	

commodity	with	social	value	and	meaning,	‘overcoming	the	dissatisfying	and	non-descript	

qualities	of	commodified	mass-produced	goods’	by	representing	a	‘relationship	between	

consumer	and	producer,	person	and	product’	(MacRury	2009,	p.112,	116).	As	opposed	to	

earlier	forms	of	commercial	discourse,	modern	advertising	is	characterised	as	‘selling	ideas	

about	things,	or	even	in	selling	things	as	ideas‘	(MacRury	2009	p.44).		

In	that	modern	advertising	functions	to	generate	appeal	for	the	value	of	a	product	as	

idea,	the	value	that	the	narrative	advertisement	represents	is	always	already	partially	

abstracted	from	its	practical	use	as	an	object.	As	Marxist	philosopher	Wolfgang	Huag	

suggests,	‘until	the	sale.	.	.	use-value	tends	to	play	a	role	only	as	semblance.	The	aesthetic	in	

the	broadest	sense.	.	.	the	sense	of	the	use-value	–	here	detaches	itself	from	the	thing’	

(1987,	p.106).	What	motivates	desire	for	the	product	is	a	detached	conception	of	its	value,	a	

fictionalised	scenario	depicting	what	the	product	could	possibly	achieve	in	the	consumer’s	

prospective	future	(Haug	1987).	Narrative	in	advertising	contextualises	this	internalised	

future,	situating	the	product	in	an	imagined	social	and	cultural	context.	By	modelling	the	

fulfilment	of	desire	through	a	product,	or	associating	pleasure	with	a	product,	the	idea	of	a	

product	is	attributed	value	by	the	narrative	advertisement.		

In	coming	to	terms	with	the	psychological	appeal	of	advertising	this	project	

considers	narrative	through	Sigmund	Freud’s	psychoanalytic	research	on	the	functional	basis	

of	fantasy	and	desire.	Freud	defines	narrative	as	an	externalisation	of	fantasy,	a	public	text	

that	facilitates	an	imaginary	scene	of	fulfilment	in	which	the	subject	is	a	protagonist	(Freud	

2003,	pp.26-32).	This	conception	of	narrative	as	representing	or	facilitating	fantasy	aligns	

with	the	common	sense	notion	of	advertising	and	its	function.	It	has	been	a	cliché	since	the	

mid-20th	century	that	image-based	advertising	depicts	a	daydream	world	of	decadent	

libidinal	gratification.		

However,	both	advertising	and	fantasy	are	more	dynamic	and	complex	than	a	simple	

lure	to	repressed	desires.	Moving	beyond	the	cliché	notion	of	fantasy	as	a	interior	vision	of	

uninhibited	indulgence,	even	the	most	casual	psychoanalytic	reading	of	the	contemporary	

narrative	advertisement	reveals	dependence	on	all	three	aspects	of	the	Freudian	psyche.	As	

MacRury	observes,		
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ads	combine	appeals	to	appetite	and	rule	breaking	(id)	with	prudent	calculation	(ego)	
and	evocations	of	tradition	(superego).	.	.	The	three	principles	operate	in	concert	and	it	
is	the	function	of	the	ego	to	manage	the	tensions	emerging	from	discrepant	urges	
(2009,	p.258-259).	

As	MacRury	suggests,	the	fantasies	of	advertising	do	not	discard	all	restraint,	inter-

subjectivity	or	social	context.	On	the	contrary,	advertising	narratives	consistently	provoke	

conflict	between	psychological	imperatives,	‘with	the	aim	of	providing	(in	the	sign	of	the	

product	or	brand)	the	symbolic	means	to	a	plausible,	stabilising	and	momentary	resolution	

or	settlement	in	such	conflict’	(MacRury	2009,	p.264).	It	is	the	grounding	of	desire	in	these	

imagined	social	relationships	and	societal	contexts	that	links	the	frivolous	fantasies	of	

advertising	to	the	political	realities	of	its	correspondent	audience.		

	 						This	socio-historical	aspect	of	narrative	is	crucial	to	understanding	advertising	and	its	

relationship	to	ideology.	In	calling	upon	the	inter-subjective	and	social	basis	of	fantasy,	

narrative	advertising	must	engage	with	the	cultural	and	historical	conditions	of	an	audience.	

Narratives	are	not	atemporal	or	universal	representations	of	desire,	but	are	embedded	in	

the	social	context	and	material	realities	of	their	target	audience.	The	advertising	industry	

describes	this	process	as	a	binding	of	goods	and	services	to	potential	customers	existing	

ideas,	their	needs	and	their	desires	in	an	attempt	to	‘tie	products	to	shared	meanings	and	

“living”	value	systems’	(MacRury	2009,	p.51,	154).		

Whilst	there	is	no	doubt	that	advertisers	cater	to	the	existing	culture	of	their	

targeted	demographic,	like	all	cultural	narratives,	advertising	also	works	to	influence	the	

psychosocial	makeup	of	communities.	Rather	than	just	appealing	to	or	satisfying	“natural”	

desire,	the	fantasy	scenarios	of	narrative	generate	and	map	out	the	content	and	form	of	

desire.	As	psychoanalytic	theorist	Slavoj	Žižek	explains,		

fantasy	does	not	simply	realise	a	desire	in	a	hallucinatory	way.	.	.	a	fantasy	constitutes	
our	desire,	provides	its	co-ordinates;	that	is,	it	literally	“teaches	us	how	to	desire”.	.	.	
fantasy	mediates	between	the	formal	symbolic	structure	and	the	positivity	of	the	
objects	we	encounter	in	reality	–	that	is	to	say,	it	provides	a	“schema”	according	to	
which	certain	positive	objects	in	reality	can	function	as	objects	of	desire,	filling	in	the	
empty	places	opened	up	by	the	formal	symbolic	structure.	.	.	fantasy	does	not	mean	
that	when	I	desire	a	strawberry	cake	and	cannot	get	it	in	reality	,	I	fantasise	about	
eating	it;	the	problem	is,	rather:	how	do	I	know	that	I	desire	a	strawberry	cake	in	the	
first	place?	This	is	what	fantasy	tells	me	(2008,	p.7).	

Advertising	caters	to	the	desires	and	anxieties	of	an	audience	by	acting	as	an	agent	of	

socialisation,	directing	meanings	and	values	in	relation	to	brands,	products	and	social	

processes.	The	appeal	of	narrative	advertising	helps	to	define	desire	for	the	consumer,	

grounding	desire	and	its	correspondent	values	in	socio-historical	public	space.		
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By	both	reflecting	and	influencing	the	coordinates	of	desire	narrative	provides	a	

tangible	reference	point	for	the	dominant	values	of	a	cultural	demographic.	In	this	way	the	

appeal	of	advertising	narratives	can	act	as	a	sharp	and	insightful	representative	of	the	

communities	in	which	they	successfully	operate.	My	practice	takes	this	relationship	between	

the	content	of	advertising	and	the	socio-political	realities	of	my	community	as	a	starting	

point	for	the	production	of	artworks.	Moving	the	narrative	content	of	advertising	into	the	

context	of	art,	this	research	places	scrutiny	on	the	systems	of	value	and	social	relationships	

represented	within	advertisements.		

The	analysis	of	advertising	as	an	indexical	resource	of	dominant	ideology	is	well	

established	in	Marxist	cultural	theory	of	the	mid-to-late	20th	century	(Barthes	1972,	Goldman	

1992,	Schudson	1993,	p.210,	Williamson	1995,	pp.12-14).	Goldman	neatly	summarises	the	

rationale	of	this	methodological	approach,	

ads	offer	a	unique	window	for	observing	how	commodity	interests	conceptualize	social	
relations.	By	peeling	back	the	layers	of	linguistic	and	social	assumptions	made	in	
advertisements	we	can	specify	the	conditions	for	taking	meaning	from	ads.	.	.	grasping	
the	deeper	ideological	significance	of	ads	in	our	cultural	and	political	lives	(Goldman	
1992,	p.2)	

This	research	extends	sociological	and	semiotic	approaches	to	analysing	advertisements	into	

the	sphere	of	art	practice,	using	appropriation	to	provoke	scrutiny	of	the	narrative	appeal	of	

advertising	texts.		

As	a	critical	approach	to	reading	advertising,	this	methodology	is	heavily	influenced	

by	theoretician	Louis	Althusser’s	writing	on	ideology	and	interpellation.	Althusser	challenges	

Marx’s	non-material	categorisation	of	ideology,	suggesting	that	ideology	is	embodied	in	

material	practices,	in	rituals,	representations	and	narratives.	According	to	Althusser,	

ideology	does	not	exist	outside	of	the	subject	and	the	material	world,	super-imposed	onto	

society	and	culture,	but	comes	to	being	through	the	subject	and	through	processes	of	

subjectification	(Althusser	1984,	pp.40-45).	Through	the	theory	of	interpellation,	Althusser	

describes	the	inherently	ideological	process	of	recognising	oneself	as	a	subject	when	reading	

and	identifying	with	cultural	texts.	In	order	to	comprehend	a	text,	an	audience	must	

participate	in	and	adopt	(if	only	momentarily)	the	text’s	ideological	code,	taking	on	its	set	of	

oppositions	and	equivalences.	By	recognising	that	the	text	addresses	you,	the	reader	has	

already	adopted	a	significant	measure	of	its	system	of	value	and	reference	(Althusser	1984,	

pp.47-48).	
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In	the	case	of	advertising,	Althusserian	theory	refocuses	on	the	significance	of	

narrative	content	and	cultural	meaning	as	a	definitive	schema	for	material	and	social	

relations.	Whilst	audiences	may	consistently	hold	cynicism	towards	the	manifest	

promotional	message	of	advertising	(only	this	product	will	make	you	attractive),	the	latent	

and	implicit	content	(what	it	means	and	how	it	looks	to	be	attractive)	has	proven	more	

difficult	to	isolate,	critically	process	and	refute.	Philosopher	and	cultural	theorist	Jean	

Baudrillard	expresses	the	significance	of	the	socio-cultural	content	of	advertising	

accordingly,		

consumers,	though	not	entirely	immune,	appear	to	exercise	a	good	deal	of	discretion	
when	it	comes	to	the	advertising	message.	Having	said	this,	let	us	not	be	misled	by	the	
avowed	aim	of	that	message;	while	advertising	may	well	fail	to	sell	the	consumer	on	a	
particular	brand	–	Omo,	Simca	or	Frigidaire	–	it	does	sell	him	on	something	else.	.	.	Even	
though	we	may	be	getting	better	at	resisting	advertising	in	the	imperative,	we	are	at	the	
same	time	becoming	ever	more	susceptible	to	advertising	in	the	indicative	–	that	is,	to	
its	actual	existence	as	a	product	to	be	consumed	at	a	secondary	level,	and	as	the	clear	
expression	of	a	culture	(2005,	pp.179-180).	

Although	we	may	not	“believe”	the	explicit	claims	or	imperatives	of	an	advertisement,	in	the	

process	of	reading	advertising	we	participate	in	the	ritual	of	belief	in	the	advertisement’s	

narrative	representations.		

	 				Accordingly,	the	function	of	this	research	is	to	direct	critical	public	attention	to	the	

implicit	narrative	appeal	of	advertising	texts	rather	than	simply	contradicting	their	

imperative	message.	This	research	hypothesises	that	scrutiny	of	advertising	narratives	and	

the	values	they	represent	is	a	necessary	component	of	public	cultural	discourse.	Throughout	

this	research	project	the	importance	of	self-reflection	on	one’s	own	specific	relationship	to	

products	and	advertisements	has	become	increasingly	evident.	Beginning	with	the	initial	

works	produced	from	the	commencement	of	this	project,	this	exegesis	uses	evaluation	on	

studio	outcomes	and	the	field	of	related	arts	practice	to	continuously	refine	a	research	

methodology	that	effectively	provokes	self-reflexive	critical	scrutiny.		
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Fantasy	Space	

	 					The	initial	research	undertaken	through	this	project	grew	out	of	an	experience	

visiting	the	United	Kingdom	fast-fashion	retailer	Primark	in	January	2013.	Mounted	above	

racks	of	clothing	products	within	this	retail	interior	were	light	boxes	and	multi-channel	video	

installations	advertising	the	products	on	display.	On	digital	screens,	models	strutted	to	chart	

hits	against	a	white,	horizon-less	background.	The	proximity	between	the	products	sold	by	

Primark	and	their	glamorous	representation	via	in-store	advertising	made	a	significant	

impression	on	me.	This	simple	model	scenario	seemed	to	represent	the	very	basic	signifying	

structure	of	the	advertisement,	the	projection	of	an	image	of	self	into	an	imagined	non-

place.	The	model	on	screen	did	not	appear	as	a	subjective	other	in	real	space	and	time,	but	

as	an	imagined	mirror	reflection	of	the	reader,	an	ideal	self-image	possessing	perfect	

coherence,	power	and	sexual	appeal.	

The	technologically	advanced	retail	fit-out	of	a	London	Primark	stood	in	contrast	

to	my	memory	of	the	comparatively	bland	fit-outs	of	Brisbane	department	stores	and	

fashion	boutiques.	However,	after	comparing	the	marketing	and	branding	strategies	of	

Primark	to	its	equivalents	in	Australia	it	became	clear	that	very	similar	advertising	

scenarios	were	occurring	in	Australia.	As	opposed	to	Primark’s	abundant	in-store	

televisual	screens,	Australian	equivalents	like	the	fast-fashion	women’s	wear	chain	Supré	

were	investing	money	in	the	online	shopping	experience,	representing	their	products	in	

similar	ways	via	sophisticated	online	product	previews.	

The	work	Fantasy	Space	(2013)	responded	to	these	online	video	advertising	

strategies,	appropriating	runway	product	previews	from	the	Supré	website	(Fig.	1).	Much	

like	Primark’s	in-store	video	installations,	the	appropriated	advertising	material	features	a	

single	model	character	displaying	clothing	products	in	horizon-less	white	space,	

accompanied	by	current	and	retro	Dance-Pop	chorus	lines.	To	create	the	visual	

impression	of	an	infinitely	white	space,	a	single	still	camera	records	the	model	walking	up	

and	down	a	runway	cyclorama.		

Through	this	advertising	scenario	the	reader	identifies	with	the	character	on	the	

screen,	imagining	the	possibility	that	they	might	appear	like	the	idyllic	female	model	

through	purchase	of	the	product.	The	appeal	created	by	the	model’s	stage-performance	

invites	admiration	for	her	as	a	desirable	object,	manifesting	as	self-admiration	through	a	

projected	identification.	The	ability	of	the	model	to	appear	as	a	desirable	object	is		
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Figure	1	 								Supré,	Untitled	(2013),	Internet	video	screenshots	
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attributed	to	the	clothing	products,	transferring	the	value	of	the	performance	to	the	

product.	This	process	of	projection	of	self,	identification	with	an	image,	and	the	transfer	

of	value	constitute	the	pleasurable	appeal	of	the	advertisement.		

The	artwork	Fantasy	Space	restages	the	space	depicted	in	this	screen	

advertisement	within	the	gallery	by	building	a	replica	runway	cyclorama	(Fig.	2).	A	

television	monitor	at	one	end	of	the	room	plays	the	appropriated	advertisement	whilst	

facing	a	reflection	of	the	advertisement’s	infinite	white	space.	By	stepping	on	to	the	

runway	to	view	the	video,	the	viewer	can	recognise	the	similarity	between	the	scene	on	

the	monitor	and	their	spatial	surrounding,	giving	the	impression	that	the	model	on	the	

screen	is	like	the	viewer.	The	viewer’s	discomfort	at	recognising	this	similarity	and	

becoming	physically	on-show	triggers	a	consideration	of	how	the	advertisement	works	

psychologically,	and	how	value	is	attributed	to	the	product.		

By	translating	the	non-place	of	the	advertisement	into	a	physical	set,	this	work	

attempts	to	disrupt	the	pleasure	of	identification	driving	the	advertisement’s	appeal.	As	

many	viewers	stepped	up	on	the	platform	and	interacted	with	the	work	they	became	

uncomfortably	conscious	of	the	process	of	reading	the	advertisement	and	identifying	with	

the	model.	Some	viewers	responded	to	this	embarrassment	by	sarcastically	mimicking	the	

actions	on	screen	or	over-acting	a	parodic	dance	to	the	pop	music	playing	on	the	monitor.	

With	its	emphasis	on	the	psychological	process	involved	in	reading	a	simple	advertising	

scenario,	Fantasy	Space	directed	this	research	towards	further	investigation	into	the	

psychoanalytic	concepts	of	projection	and	identification.	The	relationship	between	the	

advertising	scenario	explored	within	Fantasy	Space	and	psychoanalyst	Jacques	Lacan’s	

theory	of	the	mirror	stage	and	the	ideal-ego	formed	a	critical	part	of	this	initial	conceptual	

framework.				
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Figure	2	 						Llewellyn	Millhouse,	Fantasy	Space	(2013),	Installation	photographs		
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Self-Image	and	The	Screen	

Lacan’s	psychoanalytic	theorisation	of	the	ideal-ego	significantly	influenced	the	

approach	this	research	takes	to	the	psychological	appeal	of	advertisements.	For	Lacan,	

the	individual’s	understanding	of	self	is	significantly	linked	to	their	initial	discovery	of	a	

visual	representation	of	the	self,	exemplified	by	the	infant	who	first	recognises	their	

image	in	the	mirror.	In	Lacan’s	prototypical	example,	the	infant	misrecognises	the	unified,	

coherent	and	invulnerable	image	reflected	in	the	mirror	as	an	ideal	self	or	ideal-ego.	

Identifying	with	this	idealised	self-image	provides	a	gratification	that	the	infant	cannot	

experience	in	its	own	body.	The	imagised	ideal-ego	is	impervious	to	attack;	the	infant	may	

hit	the	image	without	any	damage	being	inflicted	on	this	perfect	self.	Similarly,	the	

imagised-self	exhibits	a	mastery	over	its	once	incongruous	and	multifaceted	body,	

everything	within	the	mirror’s	ideal	image	is	unified	and	controllable;	a	pure	and	

immediate	visual	response	occurs	with	each	gesture	of	the	infant’s	physical	self.	

In	this	way,	the	mirror-reflected	ideal-ego	acts	as	an	illusory	space	of	self-imaging,	

wherein	a	mastery	over	the	body	and	its	desires	are	made	possible;	a	fantasy	space	in	

‘which	he	desires	to	gratify	himself	in	himself'	(Lacan	1994,	p.257).	While	Lacan	uses	the	

developmental	example	of	the	infant	and	the	mirror,	the	concept	of	the	ideal-ego	is	

theorised	as	underpinning	the	adult’s	libidinal	relationship	to	their	self-image.	Operating	

alongside	sensory	gratification	in	the	Real	through	external	objects	and	physical	

sensations,	the	pleasure	of	the	ideal-ego	utilises	an	interior	space	of	dream-like	self-

observation	to	imagine	and	map	out	desire	and	gratification.		

Responding	to	Lacan,	feminist	and	cinematic	theorist	Laura	Mulvey	proposed	that	

the	ideal-ego’s	mirror	stage	underpins	the	subsequent	experience	of	the	cinematic	

spectator,	whose	sense	of	pleasure	in	watching	film	derives	from	identification	with	the	

voyeuristic	gaze	of	the	camera.	In	her	canonical	essay	Visual	Pleasure	and	Narrative	

Cinema	(1975),	Laura	Mulvey	asserts	the	inherently	sexual	and	gendered	basis	of	the	

camera	view	and	narrative	conventions	of	traditional	Hollywood	cinema.		

For	Mulvey,	the	spectator	reads	filmic	narrative	through	identifying	with	the	

commanding	gaze	of	the	camera,	a	gendered	gaze	that	derives	‘pleasure	in	using	another	

person	as	an	object	of	sexual	stimulation	through	sight’	(Mulvey	p.18).	This	mode	is	

compared	to	the	phenomenon	of	the	male	sexual	voyeur,	who	watches	an	object	of	

desire	anonymously	through	a	window	or	peephole.	Like	the	pleasure	aroused	by	the	

gaze	of	the	voyeur,	the	fantasy	space	of	the	camera’s	gaze	enacts	an	imagined	mastery	
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and	possession	over	the	objects	that	perform	for	the	camera	(Mulvey	p.18).	In	the	

example	of	the	traditional	Hollywood	narrative,	a	primary	object	of	the	camera’s	interest	

is	the	female	body,	captured	and	objectified	in	accordance	with	the	heterosexual	male’s	

desire.		

Mulvey	builds	on	this	theoretical	analysis	by	splitting	the	fantasy	space	of	the	

cinematic	gaze	into	two	stages	of	identification.	In	addition	to	the	voyeuristic	camera’s	

male	gaze,	the	spectator	is	compelled	to	identify	with	the	male	protagonist’s	image	as	a	

representation	of	their	ideal-ego	(Mulvey	pp.18-19).	As	Mulvey	observes,		

The	spectator	identifies	with…his	screen	surrogate,	so	that	the	power	of	the	male	
protagonist	as	he	controls	events	coincides	with	the	active	power	of	the	erotic	look,	
both	giving	a	satisfying	sense	of	omnipotence.	A	male	movie	star's	glamorous	
characteristics	are…those	of	the	more	perfect,	more	complete,	more	powerful	ideal	
ego…The	character	in	the	story	can	make	things	happen	and	control	events	better	
than	the	subject/spectator,	just	as	the	image	in	the	mirror	was	more	in	control	of	
motor	coordination	(Mulvey	p.20).	

In	identifying	with	the	protagonist’s	image	as	an	ideal-ego,	the	spectator	experiences	a	

reassurance	of	their	own	subjectivity	as	a	more	powerful,	complete	and	affecting	male.		

Mulvey’s	psychoanalytic	screen	theory	describes	how	narrative	cinema	of	the	

mid-twentieth	century	compels	both	male	and	female	spectators	to	identify	with	the	

gendered	gaze	of	the	camera.	In	Mulvey’s	exemplars,	the	theoretical	gaze	of	the	camera	

results	in	both	patriarchal	objectification	of	the	female	body	and	subject	formation	of	the	

male	ideal-ego.	Despite	Mulvey’s	analysis	referring	specifically	to	the	male	gaze	and	

identification	with	male	protagonists,	Mulvey’s	description	of	the	psychological	process	

involved	in	reading	cinema	strongly	aligns	with	the	advertising	scenario	explored	within	

Fantasy	Space.	Although	the	Supré	advertisement	aims	for	its	viewers	to	identify	with	a	

female	ideal-ego	protagonist,	an	artefact	of	the	male	gaze	remains	present	in	this	

narrative	scenario.	The	desirability	of	the	female	protagonist	relies	on	an	unseen	and	

abstract	male	gaze,	the	female	protagonist	performing	her	desirability	for	this	abstract	

gaze	in	order	to	demonstrate	her	value	and	power.		

Through	re-asserting	the	physicality	of	the	reader,	Fantasy	Space	undermines	

these	processes	of	projection.	Drawn	to	the	similarity	between	their	spatial	surrounding	

and	the	screen	image,	the	audience	is	encouraged	to	scrutinise	how	they	read	and	relate	

to	the	advertisement’s	idyllic	female	model.	However,	as	a	part	of	rejecting	identification	

with	the	advertisement	many	viewers	expressed	a	flippant	hostility	towards	the	model	on	

screen,	mimicking	and	ridiculing	the	model’s	dignity	and	power.		
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Responding	to	being	physically	“on	show”	themselves,	this	series	of	performative	

reactions	from	audience	members	defined	the	interactive	social	scenario	of	the	artwork	

as	an	installation.	Occurring	predominantly	between	males	watching	other	males	interact	

with	the	artwork,	these	facetious	parodies	relied	on	the	simplicity	and	familiarity	of	

Supre’s	advertising	premise.	In	its	ubiquity	as	a	narrative	device,	the	female	model	

catwalk	scenario	was	easily	recognised	and	dismissed	as	cliché,	allowing	the	audience	to	

revert	to	a	misogynistic	devaluation	of	the	Supré	model	as	superficial	and	inauthentic.	

This	mockery	of	an	anonymous	female	model	as	an	inferior	object	undermined	the	

melancholic	tension	necessary	for	the	work	to	remain	effective.		

The	aim	of	this	research	is	to	provoke	scrutiny	of	the	appeal	of	advertisements	as	

they	relate	to	my	own	experience.	The	outcome	of	exhibiting	Fantasy	Space	and	the	

didactic	attack	it	proved	to	make	on	the	Supré	model	did	not	resonate	with	my	own	

experience	as	a	consumer.	In	its	facilitation	of	performative	mockery	Fantasy	Space	fell	

too	heavily	on	the	side	of	humour	and	parody,	failing	to	stimulate	a	process	of	self-

reflective	critique.	While	the	audience	clearly	understood	that	appropriated	marketing	

material	was	being	shown	in	a	pejorative	manner,	the	work	did	not	confront	its	audience	

with	their	own	potentially	complicit	relationship	to	an	advertisement’s	appeal.			

Reflecting	on	the	relative	success	of	the	work	Fantasy	Space,	it	became	clear	that	

subsequent	research	must	respond	to	more	relevant	and	targeted	advertising	material.		

The	relational	outcome	of	the	installation	Fantasy	Space	demonstrated	that	this	research	

must	address	products	and	advertisements	that	include	my	gender	and	sexual	orientation	

within	their	target	audience.	In	addition,	focusing	on	the	psychological	process	of	

projection	and	identification	failed	to	address	the	density	of	narrative	content	within	the	

majority	of	contemporary	advertisements.	In	order	to	move	past	these	limitations,	this	

research	must	shift	its	focus	to	narrative	advertising	that	relates	to	the	specificities	of	my	

identity	and	cultural	demographic	as	a	consumer.		
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Narrative	Pleasure:	Masculinity	and	Class	in	Australian	Beer	Advertising	

Considering	the	shortcomings	of	Fantasy	Space,	this	research	sought	to	refine	its	

scope	to	narrative-based	advertising	targeting	my	own	demographic	as	a	white	Australian	

heterosexual	male.	As	a	first	step	towards	approaching	these	more	relevant	advertising	

narratives	I	applied	the	knowledge	gained	from	the	work	Fantasy	Space	to	a	survey	of	

archetypal	Australian	beer	advertisements	from	the	mid-to-late	1980s.	Although	these	

advertisements	significantly	predate	my	experience	as	a	consumer,	the	hindsight	of	

historical	perspective	is	used	here	as	a	lever	to	assist	in	critical	analysis.	By	looking	to	the	

outdated	aesthetics	and	“cheesy”	narrative	content	of	advertising	material	representing	

idyllic	1980s	Australian	masculinity,	a	contextual	background	to	the	mythological	

coordinates	of	my	demographic	will	be	established.		

The	following	survey	of	historical	Australian	beer	advertising	made	for	broadcast	

television	proved	to	influence	the	direction	of	this	research	significantly.	What	set	these	

televisual	narratives	apart	from	the	more	basic	advertising	scenario	of	Fantasy	Space	is	

their	foregrounding	of	a	conception	of	society	and	inter-subjectivity	within	narrative.	By	

working	through	the	narrative	content	of	various	beer	advertisements	made	publicly	

available	on	YouTube,	this	research	shifted	its	interest	towards	contemporary	advertising	

that	relies	on	a	construction	of	masculinity	and	working-class	identity	in	the	context	of	

contemporary	Queensland	youth	culture.		

In	the	first	example	of	this	case	study,	an	advertisement	for	the	now	defunct	beer	

product	Brisbane	Bitter	(c.1985	Fig.	3),	the	camera	follows	an	all-female	bicycle	race	

through	iconic	landmarks	of	mid-1980s	Brisbane.1	The	bulk	of	the	advertisement	is	

structured	around	the	viewer	identifying	with	the	power	of	the	camera	to	zoom	in	on	the	

exposed	buttocks	and	breasts	of	the	female	riders.	After	symbolically	possessing	the	

object	or	desire	through	a	series	of	sexually	suggestive	scenarios,	the	narrative	ends	with	

a	young	man	drinking	as	a	female	hand	rests	on	his	shoulder,	followed	by	the	idyllic	

female	race-winner	drinking	from	an	oversized	trophy	cup	and	winking	at	the	viewer.	

In	this	final	sequence	the	viewer’s	voyeuristic	gaze	switches	to	identification	with	

the	power	and	success	of	the	young	male	protagonist.	Through	a	transition	from	

voyeurism	to	protagonist	identification,	the	advertisement	combines	the	libidinal	

excitement	of	the	camera’s	erotic	capture	of	a	sexual	object	with	the	more	reasoned	

compromise	of	the	narrative	message.	If	the	viewer	becomes	like	the	protagonist,	winning		
                                            

1	YouTube,	viewed	2/9/2013	at	http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=KoGOhvPkSo4	
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Figure	3	 Carlton	&	United	Beverages,	Brisbane	Bitter	(c.1985),	Internet	video	screenshots	

	



  Fantasy	in	Public	

  20	

the	symbolic	competition	and	buying	Brisbane	Bitter,	he	can	enjoy	the	sexual	excitement	

of	the	advertisement	in	the	Real.		

Employing	a	less	overtly	sexual	strategy,	a	1989	advertisement	for	Victoria	Bitter2	

presents	a	series	of	hard-working	men	drinking	Victoria	Bitter	(VB)	(Fig.	4).	Although	the	

scenes	of	men	working	in	the	heat	and	then	drinking	enthusiastically	are	exciting,	it	is	the	

overall	world-picture	created	by	the	narrative	that	provides	its	pleasurable	appeal.	The	

narrated	advertisement	jingle	and	visual	montage	comparison	suggest	that	every	“Aussie”	

man	works	equally	hard,	and	thus	must	be	equally	rewarded	with	a	VB,	no	matter	what	

he	does	for	a	living.	

In	describing	a	set	of	laws	and	values	that	provide	pleasure	-all	Australian	

workplaces	are	equal;	all	men	are	equal;	all	men	deserve	beer-	the	Victoria	Bitter	

narrative	conjures	an	idyllic	world-view	for	its	target	audience,	tying	that	utopian	fantasy	

to	its	product.	In	the	world	of	VB,	the	fraternal	masculinity	of	beer	drinking	manifests	in	

perfect	equality	and	camaraderie	between	fellow	Australians;	all	men	are	equal	because	

all	men	are	equally	deserving	of	a	“big	cold	Vic”.	The	advertisement	invites	its	working-

class	target	audience	to	belong	to	a	public	fantasy	without	socio-economic	hierarchy	or	

cultural	difference.		

This	ideological	dimension	to	VB’s	representation	of	Australian	culture	is	

reaffirmed	by	the	comments	made	to	the	YouTube	page	on	which	the	advertisement	is	

made	publicly	available.	The	first	of	these	comments	calls	innocently	upon	the	nostalgic	

value	of	VB’s	narrative	world	as	‘Classic	Aussie	advertising’	(stormweava	via	Youtube,	

2013).	This	sentiment	of	patriotic	nostalgia	is	explicated	by	the	two	subsequent	

comments,	adding	that	they	‘need	to	bring	this	stuff	back.	We've	been	loosing	our	

identity	ever	since	[Sic]’	(JR	B	via	YouTube,	2013)	and	asking	‘is	this	what	australia	looked	

like	before	all	the	asians	and	lebanese	came	in?	[Sic]’	(The1CamBo	via	YouTube,	2013).	By	

expressing	nostalgia	for	the	period	in	which	the	advertisement	was	produced	these	

comments	reveal	the	cyclical	continuity	of	VB’s	narrative	appeal	today.	The	pleasure	of	

the	advertisement	was	always	predicated	on	referring	nostalgically	to	an	Australian	

identity	that	has	never	existed,	a	mythical	Australia	without	racial,	cultural	or	class	

conflict.		

	

                                            
2	YouTube,	viewed	2/9/2013	at	http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=EIK6DXnW_oM	
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Figure	4		 Carlton	&	United	Beverages,	Victoria	Bitter	(c.1989),	Internet	video	screenshots	
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Together,	the	Brisbane	Bitter	and	Victoria	Bitter	narratives	provide	a	brief	

demonstration	of	the	dynamic	appeal	of	narrative	in	advertising.	The	appeal	of	these	

scenarios	relies	on	ordering	the	desires	of	a	target	audience	into	a	coherent	worldview	

that	offers	a	moment	of	pleasure,	clarity	and	resolution.	It	is	through	the	resolution	of	

narrative	conflict	that	the	advertisement	grounds	desire	in	reality,	consolidating	the	

fragmented	and	multiplicitous	self	within	an	imagined	social	context.		

For	Brisbane	Bitter,	this	narrative	conflict	occurs	between	the	short-term	

voyeuristic	excitement	of	the	sexualised	camera	and	the	protagonist’s	long-term	desire	to	

possess	the	sexual	object	in	social	reality.	For	the	bulk	of	the	advertisement	the	hyper-

sexualised	objectification	of	the	female	body	repeatedly	borders	on	the	taboo.	This	

potentially	indecent	sexualisation	is	eventually	resolved	and	absorbed	by	the	more	

socially	acceptable	patriarchal	fantasy	of	long-term	socialised	possession.	After	the	race	

has	ended	the	female	object	is	safely	returned	to	a	concrete	protagonist	and	the	rational	

context	of	a	patriarchal	social	scenario.	Capturing	the	desire	of	the	female	is	

demonstrated	as	contingent	to	the	ideal-ego’s	success	and	prosperity,	demonstrated	by	

the	female	hand	resting	comfortably	on	the	male	protagonist’s	shoulder.	

In	the	case	of	Victoria	Bitter,	a	vision	of	a	nationalistic	utopia	is	shown	to	

transcend	the	assumed	incompatibility,	inequality	and	self-interest	of	disparate	class	

groups.	The	scenes	of	rural,	white-collar	and	blue-collar	workers	co-operating	and	then	

drinking	VB	resolves	the	unspoken	tension	of	class,	cultural	and	geographical	difference,	

uniting	white	Australia	under	the	banner	of	a	shared	masculine	identity.	It	is	what	is	

excluded	from	this	montage	of	the	Australian	labour	force	that	provides	the	key	to	

understanding	the	pleasure	of	the	VB	product	narrative.	VB’s	fantasy	of	a	monocultural	

working-man’s	utopia	proved	to	stand	the	test	of	time,	with	a	series	of	slight	variations	on	

this	narrative	theme	continuing	well	into	the	1990’s.		

Although	20th	century	advertisements	are	not	the	subject	of	this	project,	a	survey	

of	historical	Australian	beer	advertising	influenced	this	research	significantly.	Emerging	

out	of	this	case	study	is	a	renewed	focus	on	the	relationship	between	representations	of	

class	and	masculinity	in	Australian	alcohol	advertising	and	drinking	culture.	Reflecting	on	

my	initial	research,	it	became	clear	that	the	effectiveness	of	the	work	Fantasy	Space	was	

limited	by	the	distance	of	its	appropriated	referent’s	narrative	appeal	from	my	identity	

and	experience.	Considering	the	appeal	of	advertisements	for	a	product	that	I	regularly	

consume	and	whose	advertising	directly	targets	my	demographic	allowed	this	research	to	

become	more	focused,	specific	and	self-reflexive.			



  Fantasy	in	Public	

  23	

Disassembly	and	Personalisation	

As	a	part	of	this	refined	direction,	the	methodology	at	the	basis	of	this	research	

became	clearer	and	more	succinct.	From	the	outset	of	this	project	I	was	interested	in	

using	appropriation	to	restage	the	appeal	of	advertisements	in	a	way	that	encourages	

scrutiny	of	their	implicit	value	systems.	However,	in	their	whole	form	and	original	context	

advertising	narratives	can	be	very	closed	texts,	leaving	little	room	for	critical	perspectives.		

In	order	to	break	the	diegetic	flow	of	an	advertisement	this	research	subtracts	

from	the	sheer	completeness	and	self-contained	logic	of	its	advertising	referent.	As	in	the	

case	of	the	work	Fantasy	Space,	the	simplest	method	of	subtraction	is	the	removal	of	the	

referent	from	its	functional	context.	While	recontextualisation	is	an	almost	unavoidable	

by-product	of	appropriation,	further	subtraction	can	be	employed	through	processes	of	

disassembly.	By	breaking	down	the	slick	unity	of	an	advertisement	into	discrete	and	more	

manageable	pieces,	the	appeal	at	the	basis	of	its	narrative	becomes	easier	to	identify	and	

critically	process.		

Through	processes	of	disassembly,	external	considerations	outside	of	the	

advertisement’s	strict	narrative	universe	also	enter	into	the	reading	of	the	appropriated	

text.	It	is	the	addition	of	these	external	reference	points	that	propels	critical	scrutiny	of	

advertising	content.	What	necessarily	follows	disassembly	is	that	the	narrative	content	of	

an	advertisement	is	interpreted	as	having	cultural	and	ideological	significance	to	a	specific	

social	and	historical	context.	Without	interpreting,	personalising,	and	adding	to	

appropriation,	critique	must	rely	only	on	inconsistencies	within	the	appropriated	text’s	

contained	narrative	world.	Insisting	on	the	incongruity	of	the	advertisement’s	narrative	to	

specific	social	knowledge,	personal	memory	or	direct	sensory	experience	acts	to	

undermine	the	advertisement,	opening	its	narrative	content	up	to	critical	analysis.		

The	process	of	interpreting	and	adding	to	advertising	content	is	described	within	

this	research	as	personalisation.	Drawing	on	my	catalogue	of	social	and	sensory	

experiences	to	contrast	with	or	augment	the	narrative	advertisement,	the	audience’s	

attention	is	directed	towards	disparities	between	the	values	of	the	appropriated	content	

and	the	aesthetic	and	affective	experience	of	the	artwork.	By	relating	the	significance,	

affect	or	meaning	of	narrative	content	to	everyday	objects	and	scenarios	from	my	culture	

and	experience,	personalisation	allows	for	experiential	and	sensory	knowledge	to	be	

demonstrated	as	discontinuous	with	an	advertisement’s	narrative.	The	combination	of	

strategies	of	disassembly	and	personalisation	are	referred	to	in	this	research	as	a	
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restaging	of	an	advertisement’s	narrative	appeal.	By	restaging	the	appeal	of	advertising	

narratives,	familiar	advertising	processes	are	made	unfamiliar;	the	spectacular	and	

desirable	being	tarnished	by	the	dysfunctional,	mundane	and	absurd.		

This	refined	methodological	approach	emerged	through	the	late	2013	works	

Darren	No	Speak	and	James	Squire,	Darren	and	Leather	Strips.	The	first	of	these	works,	

Darren	No	Speak	(Fig.	5	&	6),	responds	to	a	series	of	public-relations-infomercials	

regarding	the	environmental	sustainability	of	coal	seam	gas	(CSG)	mining	in	Queensland.	

The	infomercial	series	was	published	on	YouTube	and	promoted	online	through	social	

media.	The	campaign	follows	Queensland	football	star	Darren	Lockyer	speaking	to	

farmers,	scientists	and	representatives	of	the	coal	seam	gas	industry	to	promote	the	

concept	of	CSG	mining	as	a	product.		

Darren	No	Speak	appropriates	this	three	part	audio-visual	narrative	by	editing	out	

all	of	the	segments	containing	dialogue	and	narration3.	The	removal	of	all	spoken	words	in	

the	advertisement	reduces	the	duration	of	the	video	from	around	15	minutes	to	around	

1.5	minutes.	Jumping	uncomfortably	between	scenes	and	backing	tracks,	the	remaining	

disassembled	audio-visual	material	represents	that	which	exists	in	between	the	narrated	

argument	of	the	text.	The	removal	of	the	linguistic	surface	of	the	infomercial	disrupts	the	

text’s	diegesis,	extracting	the	explicit	argument	of	the	product	almost	completely.	

Without	this	explicit	argument	the	audience	must	evaluate	the	excess	narrative	content	

that	surrounds	the	argument,	critically	processing	this	implicit	information	and	its	socio-

cultural	connotations.	

In	conjunction	with	the	single	channel	video,	Darren	No	Speak	presents	a	fountain	

sculpture	pumping	6	litres	of	Jim	Beam	Bourbon	and	Cola	in	a	cyclically	continuous	

stream.	Activated	by	an	infra-red	sensor	upon	entering	the	room,	the	fountain	disperses	

the	alcoholic	drink	in	a	decorative	fan	typical	of	water	features	found	in	the	suburban	

home	or	in	public	parks	and	monuments.	Combining	a	suburban	Australian	backyard	D-I-Y	

aesthetic	with	a	crude	modelling	of	the	process	of	extracting	coal	seam	gas,	the	fountain	

sculpture	acts	as	a	physical	counterpoint	to	the	screen	narrative.	The	dispersion	created	

by	the	fountain	produces	an	immediately	noticeable	scent	of	Bourbon	and	Cola	within	the	

gallery	space,	the	sensation	of	the	scent	becoming	increasingly	over-bearing	the	longer	

one	stays	with	the	work.	The	size	and	form	of	the	decorative	liquid,	the	sound	of	the		

                                            
3	See	http://llewellynmillhouse.tumblr.com/post/56592043521/		
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Figure	5			 Llewellyn	Millhouse,	Darren	No	Speak	(2013),	DVD	video	stills	
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Figure	6			 Llewellyn	Millhouse,	Darren	No	Speak	(2013),	Installation	photograph	
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pump	motor	and	the	smell	of	the	alcohol	and	soft	drink	produce	a	sensory	impression	

that	is	both	mildly	spectacular	and	pathetically	melancholic.	

Produced	to	sway	urban	and	suburban	public	opinion	as	much	as	to	influence	the	

rural	culture	it	represents,	the	appropriated	coal	seam	gas	infomercials	rely	upon	a	

mythical	self-image	of	Australia	as	a	rural	paradise.	Central	to	this	idea	of	rural	Australian	

identity	is	the	stoic	and	reasoned	masculinity	of	the	archetypal	Aussie	farmer	and	the	

“average	bloke”	celebrity	footballer.	In	combining	the	edited	video	with	the	fountain	

sculpture,	Darren	No	Speak	utilises	a	perceived	disparity	between	the	advertisements’	

representation	of	an	idyllic	country	life	and	my	personal	experiences	of	the	Australian	

masculinity	celebrated	within	mining	and	Rugby	League	culture	in	Queensland.	Through	a	

disjunction	between	the	infomercial	narrative	and	the	sensation	of	this	personal	

experience,	Darren	No	Speak	attempts	to	undermine	the	appeal	of	the	CSG	

advertisement,	encouraging	critical	analysis	of	its	narrative	content.	

The	exhibition	of	Darren	No	Speak	in	late	2013	seems	to	have	met	the	basic	aims	

outlined	at	the	start	of	this	research	project.	Importantly,	the	critique	that	Darren	No	

Speak	directed	towards	the	appeal	of	its	appropriated	referents	relates	more	closely	to	

my	personal	experience	and	cultural	identity	than	in	the	earlier	work	Fantasy	Space.	In	its	

appropriation	of	alcohol	products	and	ideal	masculine	archetypes	Darren	No	Speak	

resembles	a	more	self-reflective	critical	process,	relying	on	a	melancholic	empathy	with	

my	identity	and	experience	to	provoke	scrutiny.	Through	this	process	of	shared	self-

reflection,	viewers	are	gently	encouraged	to	scrutinise	their	own	complicity	with	the	value	

system	represented	in	the	CSG	advertisements.		
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Limitations	of	Early	Research	

Following	the	exhibition	of	Darren	No	Speak	I	continued	working	with	the	

mythology	surrounding	Darren	Lockyer	and	his	idyllic	Queensland	masculinity.	Moving	

forward,	I	wanted	to	address	how	ideal	masculine	archetypes	relate	to	class	and	the	self-

image	of	class	in	Queensland	youth	culture.	In	representing	both	the	everyday	working-

class	“Aussie	bloke”	and	the	successful	and	distinguished	gentleman,	the	masculinity	of	

Darren	Lockyer	was	approached	as	a	cultural	site	at	which	class	conflict	is	dissolved	and	

recuperated.	The	installation	James	Squire,	Darren	and	Leather	Strips	(2013)	attempted	to	

respond	to	this	amalgamation	of	class	identity	associated	the	widespread	admiration	of	

Darren	Lockyer.		

James	Squire,	Darren	and	Leather	Strips	(2013)	took	up	these	issues	by	drawing	a	

parallel	between	the	inter-class	masculinity	of	Darren	Lockyer	and	the	advertising	

campaigns	and	brand	narrative	of	the	beer	product	James	Squire.	Following	a	major	re-

branding	in	2011,	the	international	beverage	conglomerate	Lion	Nathan	updated	its	

James	Squire	range	to	be	explicitly	flavour-themed	after	the	life	of	the	first	fleet	

Australian	convict.	As	a	part	of	the	boom	in	consumer	interest	for	“craft	beer”,	the	James	

Squire	brand	aligned	itself	with	a	mythological	vision	of	a	pre-industrialised	Australia,	one	

in	which	beer	was	“handmade”	with	care,	quality	and	craftsmanship.	Each	beer	in	the	

James	Squire	range	elaborated	on	the	mythology	that	Lion	Nathan	wove	around	their	up-

market	products.		

At	the	centre	of	this	campaign	is	the	depiction	of	the	convict	James	Squire	as	a	

“larrikin”	entrepreneur,	‘a	chicken-stealing,	highway-robbing,	convict	lothario’	who	proves	

his	value	by	‘quickly	building	a	fortune	from	his	brewery	and	tavern’	(Lion	Nathan	2011,	

p.9,	6).	James	Squire’s	A	Man	Of	Many	Tastes	campaign	(Fig.	7)	tied	romanticised	

elements	of	colonial	history	to	the	mythological	success	of	James	Squire’s	brewing	

business	to	create	a	narrative	of	nostalgic	Australian	entrepreneurialism.	In	this	public	

fantasy	Squire	functions	as	the	perfect	inter-class	hero.	An	“everyman”	convict	who	rises	

through	the	socio-economic	hierarchy	of	early	colonial	history,	Squire	represents	both	a	

victim	of	class	oppression	and	a	salient	capitalist	businessman.		

James	Squire’s	A	Man	Of	Many	Tastes	campaign	builds	this	mythology	by	

representing	a	single	model	protagonist	posing	in	an	array	of	outfits	to	represent	each	

different	product	in	the	James	Squire	range.	In	these	scenarios,	a	global	trend	for	vintage	

Americana-styled	fashion	is	seamlessly	integrated	into	Squire’s	convict	identity.	This	slick		
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Figure	7	 	 Lion	Nathan,	A	Man	Of	Many	Tastes	(2012),	Screenshots	of	website	
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and	sophisticated	ideal-ego	protagonist	becomes	an	amalgamation	of	both	the	“bad-boy	

convict”	and	the	hip	new-age	“young	professional”;	a	distinguished	and	discerning	“Ned	

Kelly”	who	prefers	the	up-market	craft	beer	to	the	conventional	and	pedestrian	working-

class	lagers.		

The	installation	James	Squire,	Darren	and	Leather	Strips	(2013,	Fig.	8)	attempted	

to	link	the	product	narrative	of	James	Squire	to	the	inter-class	mythology	of	Darren	

Lockyer.	Extending	the	methodology	of	Darren	No	Speak	a	step	further,	James	Squire,	

Darren	and	Leather	Strips	took	a	reductive	approach	to	referencing	the	James	Squire	

brand	narrative.	Rather	than	appropriating	elements	of	the	outdoor	advertising	campaign,	

its	narrative	content	was	replaced	with	a	crude	reconstruction	of	an	empty	light-box	

billboard,	covered	by	the	thin	translucent	plastic	used	to	wrap	large-scale	alcohol	

deliveries.	This	empty	structure	was	presented	alongside	a	life-size	photographic	portrait	

of	Darren	Lockyer	in	the	foyer	of	mining	company	Santos’	Brisbane	headquarters.	

Installed	facing	the	gaze	of	Lockyer’s	portrait	was	a	sculpture	suspending	faux-leather	

strips	cut	from	the	vinyl	covering	of	a	worn	and	sweat-stained	couch	I	used	throughout	

my	childhood.	

By	assembling	these	objects	in	a	dialogue	with	each	other,	James	Squire,	Darren	

and	Leather	Strips	intended	to	contrast	idyllic	representations	of	Australian	masculinity	

against	materials	and	sensations	that	typify	my	personal	experience	of	Queensland	

welfare-class	culture.	The	morbid	sweat	marks	and	discolouration	on	the	faux-leather	

strips	stood,	to	me,	as	indicative	of	experiences	and	sensations	that	are	excluded	from	

and	which	undermine	the	mythology	of	both	Darren	Lockyer	and	James	Squire.	In	

positioning	the	soiled	leather	strips	as	an	abject	and	vulnerable	counterpoint	to	the	clean	

and	stoic	figure	of	Lockyer,	this	work	intended	to	disrupt	the	logic	and	consistency	of	the	

James	Squire	brand	narrative.		

Despite	these	clear	intentions,	the	feedback	that	I	received	from	this	show	was	

consistently	one	of	confusion	and	indifference.	Through	its	overly	reductive	approach,	

James	Squire,	Darren	and	Leather	Strips	subtracted	too	much	content	from	its	references	

in	advertising	and	popular	culture.	In	attempting	to	ground	appropriated	material	in	

personal	and	sensory	experience	the	installation	lost	its	referential	relationship	to	the	

public	world	of	advertising.	Although	a	reductive	disassembly	had	been	an	effective	

aspect	of	prior	works,	references	to	a	brand	or	advertising	narrative	must	be	substantial,	

clear	and	engaging	enough	to	capture	an	audience’s	interest.	Due	to	the	lack	of	an	explicit		
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Figure	8	 Llewellyn	Millhouse,	James	Squire,	Darren	and	Leather	Strips	(2013),	Installation	
photographs	
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relationship	between	the	appropriated	photograph,	the	empty	billboard	and	the	abject	

sculpture,	the	work	failed	to	provoke	scrutiny	towards	any	specific	advertising	narrative.		

The	inadequacies	of	the	installation	James	Squire,	Darren	and	Leather	Strips	stem	

foremost	from	the	inaccessibility	and	ambiguous	status	of	the	products,	advertising	

campaigns	and	media	identities	referenced.	By	over-indulging	in	my	particular	readings	of	

the	James	Squire	and	Darren	Lockyer	narratives	this	work	was	not	able	to	communicate	

with	and	stimulate	the	interest	of	its	audience.	In	addition,	the	process	of	personalising	

the	appropriated	references	through	juxtaposition	against	the	sweat-stained	leather	

strips	did	not	sufficiently	relate	to	the	audience	and	their	experience	of	Queensland	

culture.	While	this	research	methodology	needs	the	sincerity	of	personalisation,	it	also	

requires	a	thorough	engagement	with	the	shared	language	of	public	culture.	References	

to	personal	history	and	restaged	sensory	experiences	must	retain	some	general	resonance	

with	the	experience	of	audiences	if	they	are	to	effectively	demonstrate	discontinuity	with	

an	advertisement’s	narrative.		

In	emptying	the	installation	of	obvious	and	specific	advertising	content	this	work	

lost	its	critical	potential,	reducing	the	work	to	the	blunt	assertion	that	billboards	and	

celebrities	are	a	vapid	spectacle.	Whilst	James	Squire,	Darren	and	Leather	Strips	was	

successful	in	transforming	the	appealing	and	spectacular	into	the	banal	and	superficial,	it	

added	little	to	this	cliché,	common-sense	appraisal	of	advertising.	Through	the	lack	of	a	

clear	and	particular	referential	context,	and	through	its	distance	from	an	easily	relatable	

personal	experience,	this	work	made	critical	engagement	with	the	socio-cultural	

significance	of	the	appropriated	material	difficult	to	access	for	many	viewers.	

By	comparing	the	early	outcomes	of	this	research	project	my	practice	refined	its	

methodological	direction.	While	the	initial	work	Fantasy	Space	helped	to	define	my	research	

topic,	its	ability	to	meet	the	aims	of	this	research	was	limited	in	the	lack	of	connection	it	

made	to	my	own	identity	and	experience.	Fantasy	Space	disrupted	the	appeal	of	an	

advertising	narrative	through	recontextualisation,	yet	its	use	of	appropriation	did	not	

stimulate	a	sufficiently	self-reflective	scrutiny.	The	subsequent	work	Darren	No	Speak	looked	

to	address	this	problem	by	working	with	products	that	I	consume	and	which	relate	directly	

to	my	demographic.	Although	this	shift	in	focus	towards	alcohol	advertising	and	

representations	of	masculinity	worked	well	in	Darren	No	Speak,	the	subsequent	work	James	

Squire,	Darren	and	Leather	Strips	failed	to	meet	the	aims	of	this	research.		



  Fantasy	in	Public	

  33	

Coming	into	this	research	project	I	consciously	wanted	to	avoid	producing	didactic	

anti-advertising,	anti-consumer	capitalist	artworks.	Experiences	of	the	ineffectiveness	of	

explicit	anti-consumer	capitalist	statements	in	contemporary	public	discourse	have	led	me	

to	produce	artwork	that	involves	a	slower,	more	implicit	and	introspective	critical	process.	

However,	the	overly	abstracted	and	reductive	appropriation	of	James	Squire,	Darren	and	

Leather	Strips	also	reinforces	clichés	about	advertising	and	contemporary	art	by	side-

stepping	the	complex	socio-political	content	of	its	referents.	Rather	than	provoking	

scrutiny	and	self-reflection,	James	Squire,	Darren	and	Leather	Strips	posited	a	vague	

argument	against	the	superficiality	of	advertising.	

As	a	result	of	the	feedback	I	received	from	James	Squire,	Darren	and	Leather	

Strips	it	became	evident	that	this	research	must	reconsider	how	appropriation	can	best	

encourage	rigorous	scrutiny	of	the	appeal	of	narrative	advertisements.	By	inserting	pre-

existing	imagery,	objects	and	narratives	from	public	advertising	campaigns	into	the	

context	of	art	this	research	enters	into	discourse	with	the	extensive	history	of	

appropriation	art	in	the	20th	century.	While	this	historical	context	exists	as	an	assumed	

background	for	much	of	contemporary	art	production,	this	research	project	must	carefully	

address	how	my	practice	relates	to	the	dynamic	and	variable	field	of	historical	

appropriative	practices.	

The	problems	posed	by	these	early	research	outcomes	can	be	directly	related	to	the	

canon	of	cultural	texts	utilising	appropriation	of	readymade	products	and	advertising	

material	in	the	20th	century.	In	order	to	move	away	from	perpetuating	clichés,	this	research	

must	be	acutely	aware	of	and	actively	define	itself	against	the	history	of	critical	

appropriation.	A	reflection	on	the	conceptual	foundation	of	critical	appropriation	and	the	

various	methodological	approaches	it	has	taken	in	the	20th	century	will	provide	this	research	

with	a	clear	vantage	point	from	which	to	discuss	appropriative	practices	in	both	art	and	

contemporary	advertising.	As	a	part	of	this	historical	reflection,	an	evaluation	of	the	extent	

to	which	canonical	appropriative	methodologies	align	or	misalign	with	the	aims	of	this	

research	will	allow	further	refinement	of	my	own	research	methodology.		

	

	

	

	



  Fantasy	in	Public	

  34	

Chapter	2:	Critical	Appropriation	in	the	20th	Century	

The	outcomes	of	early	experiments	in	this	project	have	brought	the	concept	of	

criticality	in	appropriation	to	the	forefront	of	this	research.	Although	these	initial	works	cast	

some	conventions	of	advertising	in	a	pejorative	light	(the	ideal	model,	the	celebrity	

endorsement,	the	spectacularly	lit	billboard	etc.),	they	were	not	all	equally	effective	in	

meeting	the	aims	of	this	research.	In	order	to	progress	past	these	initial	studio	outcomes	this	

research	must	address	the	historical	context	of	appropriation	as	a	method	used	to	critique	

advertising	and	similar	commercially	mass-produced	public	cultural	narratives.		

For	this	contextual	survey	to	be	productive,	a	clear	definition	of	critique	and	its	

theoretical	relationship	to	appropriation	will	be	established.	Beginning	with	the	concept	of	

critique	as	defined	by	Michel	Foucault,	Chapter	2	will	introduce	the	idea	of	critical	

appropriation	through	the	iconic	readymades	of	Marcel	Duchamp.	Duchamp’s	readymades	

will	be	discussed	in	terms	of	a	conceptual	split	in	appropriation	from	homage	towards	a	

critical	defunctionalisation	of	pre-existing	cultural	objects.	Using	Boris	Groys’	analysis	of	

aestheticisation	as	metanoia,	a	theoretical	framework	for	considering	the	critical	capacity	of	

appropriation	practices	will	be	put	forward.	Chapter	2	will	then	consider	the	exponential	

growth	of	appropriative	practices	in	the	late	1970s	and	early	1980s,	comparing	the	

arguments	of	art	theorists	Douglas	Crimp	and	Isabelle	Graw	on	the	critical	capacity	of	

appropriation.		

Having	established	a	conceptual	and	historical	backdrop	to	the	field	of	critical	

appropriation	art,	Chapter	2	will	move	on	to	conduct	a	brief	survey	of	appropriation	within	

the	canon	of	20th	century	art	practice.	Rather	than	giving	a	straight	chronological	account	of	

the	history	of	appropriation,	this	survey	will	differentiate,	categorise	and	evaluate	

appropriative	practices	based	on	their	methodological	approach.	Chapter	2	will	approach	

these	methodological	exemplars	in	relation	to	the	artwork’s	mode	of	identification	with	its	

appropriated	referent.	Looking	in	detail	at	how	an	incidence	of	appropriation	identifies	with	

or	positions	itself	in	relation	to	the	original	it	references,	Chapter	2	will	define	historically	

significant	appropriative	methodologies	as	operating	primarily	via	either	non-identification,	

dis-identification	or	over-identification	with	their	referent.		

To	help	clarify	the	concept	of	appropriation	as	identification	this	research	will	

refer	to	the	canon	of	appropriation	art	in	the	20th	century.	Underneath	the	category	of	

appropriation	as	non-identification	this	survey	will	consider	Situationist	détournement,	

the	arts	activism	of	Martha	Rosler	and	Victor	Burgin,	and	the	iconic	counter-
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advertisements	of	Barbara	Kruger.	The	category	of	dis-identification	will	look	in	depth	at	

Cindy	Sherman’s	Untitled	Film	Still	Series	(1977-1980),	linking	the	sociological	concept	of	

excorporation	with	queer	theorist	Jose	Estaban	Munoz’s	concept	of	dis-identification.	

Appropriation	as	over-identification	will	then	draw	a	lineage	between	Andy	Warhol’s	

Campbell’s	Soup	Cans	(1962),	Jeff	Koons’	art	advertisement	series,	and	the	installation-

based	commodity	art	of	Guillame	Bijl.	By	looking	in	detail	at	these	methodological	

categories	within	the	canon	of	critical	appropriation	art	this	research	will	work	towards	

refining	its	own	methodology.	Constructing	and	applying	this	categorical	matrix	to	the	

canon	of	critical	appropriation	art,	Chapter	2	will	provide	a	toolset	for	evaluating	the	

strengths	and	limitations	of	appropriative	methodologies	in	relation	to	the	aims	of	this	

research.		
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Critique,	the	Readymade	and	Critical	Appropriation	

In	his	seminar	What	is	Critique?	(1978),	Michel	Foucault	examines	the	historical	

significance	of	critique	in	the	modern	Western	philosophical	tradition,	suggesting	that	

critique	constitutes	‘the	movement	by	which	the	subject	gives	himself	the	right	to	question	

truth	on	its	effects	of	power	and	question	power	on	its	discourse	of	truth’	(Foucault	1997,	

p.47).	Rather	than	accepting	an	ideological	discourse	produced	by	a	governing	body,	the	

critical	process	involves	a	suspension	of	judgment	and	certainty,	allowing	the	critic	to	

scrutinise	assertions	of	truth	and	their	correspondent	value	systems.	

To	reach	this	suspension	of	judgment	the	critic	severs	their	existing	relationship	to	

the	governing	body,	an	act	of	‘voluntary	insubordination’	that	provokes	‘the	desubjugation	

of	the	subject	in	the	context	of	what	we	could	call,	in	a	word,	the	politics	of	truth’	(Foucault	

1997,	p.47).	Although	critique	requires	a	degree	of	refusal	and	insubordination,	what	defines	

critique	is	not	the	contradiction	of	a	governing	discourse	of	truth,	but	a	consideration	of	why	

an	assertion	appears	as	true	to	its	constituent	audience.	As	Foucault	explains,	critique	is		

not	attempting	to	find	out	what	is	true	or	false.	.	.What	we	are	trying	to	find	out	is	what	
are	the	links,	what	are	the	connections	that	can	be	identified	between	mechanisms	of	
coercion	and	elements	of	knowledge,	what	is	the	interplay	of	relay	and	support	
developed	between	them,	such	that	a	given	element	of	knowledge	takes	on	the	effects	
of	power	in	a	given	system.	.	.	such	that	a	procedure	of	coercion	acquires	the	very	form	
and	justifications	of	a	rational,	calculated,	technically	efficient	element	(Foucault	1997,	
p.59).	

According	to	Foucault’s	model,	critique	acts	as	an	enquiry	into	the	appeal	of	a	text’s	

assertion	of	truth,	asking	how	a	procedure	of	coercion	becomes	naturalized,	how	it	takes	on	

the	appearance	of	desirability,	rationality	and	efficiency.		

Foucault’s	definition	of	critique	provides	this	research	with	a	theoretical	model	of	

critique	and	the	critical	process.	As	opposed	to	the	more	general	usage	of	the	term,	

Foucault’s	model	of	criticality	prioritises	scrutiny	over	judgement,	specificity	over	

generalisation,	and	rigorous	contemplation	over	dictating	objective	certainty.	For	the	

purpose	of	this	research,	critique	will	generally	be	discussed	in	these	terms	rather	than	

through	Foucault’s	philosophical	terminology.	More	specifically,	this	research	defines	

critique	via	Foucault	as	an	analytic	engagement	with	the	appeal	of	a	text	in	relation	to	a	

particular	audience.	Using	Foucault’s	model,	the	extent	to	which	an	artwork	is	critical	of	a	

public	cultural	narrative	in	certain	socio-historical	contexts	can	be	evaluated.		
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Turning	to	the	specifics	of	this	field	of	research,	the	emergence	of	a	critical	mode	of	

appropriation	within	art	practice	is	often	attributed	to	the	readymades	of	Marcel	Duchamp	

(Buchloch	2000,	p.349,	Graw	2004	p.	46).	In	his	infamous	1917	work	Fountain	(fig.10),	the	

selection,	framing	and	contextualisation	of	the	utilitarian	object	as	art	critically	refuted	the	

value	of	the	formal	artistic	gesture.	By	appropriating	the	industrially	manufactured	object	

from	its	functional	context	as	a	commodity	and	framing	it	as	fine	art,	Duchamp’s	

readymades	directly	undermined	the	bourgeois	conventions	of	early	20th	century	aesthetic	

valuation	(Elger	2004,	p.80).	

As	art	theorist	Sven	Lütticken	argues,	‘Duchamp’s	designation	of	an	object	as	a	

readymade	implied	withdrawing	it	from	the	normal	“market”	without	immediately	giving	it	a	

new	function	as	a	commodity	on	the	art	market’	(2005,	p.145-146).	In	the	context	of	its	

initial	exhibition,	Duchamp’s	Fountain	was	neither	a	functional	urinal	nor	a	beautiful	and	

commercially	viable	artwork.	This	act	of	radical	expenditure	against	both	the	use-value	of	

the	commodity	and	the	fetishistic	exchange	value	of	the	“high”	art	product	undermined	the	

modern	industrial	economy’s	frame	of	reference	for	cultural	valuation	of	objects	(Lütticken	

2005,	pp.139-140).	By	pointing	to	the	fetishism	associated	with	the	ecstatic	appraisal	of	high	

art,	the	readymade	represented	‘a	total	capitulation	of	art	to	reification.	.	.	an	acceptance	of	

the	complete	equivalence	of	the	work	of	art	with	normal	commodities’	(Lütticken	2005,	

p.147).		

In	Foucauldian	terms,	Duchamp’s	readymades	refused	the	discourse	of	truth	

attached	to	conventional	appraisals	of	the	art	object.	While	bourgeois	aesthetic	convention	

assigned	value	to	the	transformation	of	raw	materials	through	artistic	gesture,	Duchamp	

explicitly	foregrounded	the	qualities	of	the	appropriated	object.	Demonstrating	how	surplus	

exchange	value	was	attributed	to	the	art	object	through	the	frame	of	the	gallery	and	the	

aura	of	the	artist’s	signature,	Duchamp’s	Fountain	provoked	scrutiny	of	the	appeal	of	art	as	a	

consumer	product	in	early	20th	century	New	York.		

As	a	prototypical	example	of	critique,	the	Duchampian	readymade	has	become	

emblematic	of	a	shift	in	the	ontology	of	Western	art.	At	the	time	of	and	prior	to	the	

readymade,	the	conventions	of	art	practice	identified	appropriation	as	a	preparatory	step	

towards	the	principal	artistic	goal	of	original	creation	and	expression.	By	appropriating	the	

canonical	work	of	the	“masters”	the	aspiring	artist	goes	down	a	linear	path	of	progress	

towards	their	eventual	breakthrough	as	an	original	creator	(Graw	2004,	p.45).	According	to	

this	logic,	appropriation	of	a	pre-existing	object	necessitated	the	“magic”	of	original	

expression	and	formal	transformation	to	gain	artistic	value.			
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Figure	9	 	 Marcel	Duchamp,	Fountain	(1917),	Glazed	ceramic		
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Duchamp’s	readymades	represent	a	significant	break	with	this	value	system	(Graw	

2004,	p.46).	By	making	a	farce	of	the	artistic	process	as	a	creative	transformation	of	pre-

existing	objects,	Duchamp	initiated	a	significant	split	away	from	the	conventions	of	

appropriation	as	homage.	Following	Duchamp,	appropriation	need	not	service	its	referent	by	

re-injecting	it	with	originality,	but	aimed	to	subvert	the	functionality	and	valuation	of	public	

cultural	objects	through	recontextualisation.	Emerging	as	a	counterpoint	to	the	progress	

oriented	appropriation	of	the	classical	artistic	apprenticeship,	Duchampian	appropriation		

looks	back	upon	the	contemporary	public	text	as	a	historical	artefact	worthy	of	critical	

contemplation.		

Boris	Groys	describes	this	conceptual	split	within	appropriation	in	terms	of	a	

dichotomy	between	the	disciplines	of	design	and	art	in	the	modern	history	of	Western	

culture.	For	Groys,	all	of	pre-modern	art	can	be	thought	of	as	design,	in	that	it	appropriates	

objects	in	order	to	reinvent	them	through	original	creation,	to	improve	their	functional	

efficiency,	‘to	make	them	more	attractive,	seductive,	and	appealing	to	the	user’	(Groys	2014,	

p.4).	This	positive	and	forward-looking	aesthetic	of	design	is	contrasted	against	modern	and	

contemporary	artistic	aestheticisation,	which	strives	for	‘the	violent	annulation’	of	the	

appropriated	object’s	‘practical	applicability	and	efficiency’	(Groys	2014,	p.6).	In	

contemporary	art	practice,	‘to	aestheticise	the	things	of	the	present	means	to	discover	their	

dysfunctional,	absurd,	unworkable	character.	.	.	to	aestheticise	the	present	means	to	turn	it	

into	the	dead	past’	(Groys	2014,	p.6).		

As	opposed	to	the	progress	oriented,	functional	aestheticisation	of	design,	Groys	

identifies	the	critical	importation	of	public	objects	into	the	context	of	art	as	an	act	of	

philosophical	metanoia,	a	‘reversal	of	the	gaze’	allowing	us	to	‘look	at	the	historical	period	in	

which	we	live	from	the	perspective	of	its	end’	(Groys	2014,	p.11).	While	appropriation	was	

traditionally	seen	as	a	movement	towards	perfection,	eventuating	in	the	creation	of	

something	both	new	and	better,	appropriation	as	metanoia	strives	‘to	make	dysfunctional	

things	out	of	functional	things,	to	betray	expectations,	to	reveal	the	invisible	presence	of	

death	where	we	tend	to	see	only	life’	(Groys	2014,	p.12).	Through	the	framework	of	

metanoia,	appropriation	imports	contemporary	public	objects	into	the	context	of	art	in	order	

to	see	them	as	a	corpse,	‘as	already	dead,	already	abolished’	(Groys	2014,	p.13).		

Appropriation	as	metanoia	is	exemplified	by	the	Duchampian	readymade	and	its	

challenge	to	the	New	York	art	world	of	the	early	20th	century.	To	critically	appropriate	is	to	

sever	the	relationship	that	the	public	object	demands	of	its	constituent	audience,	to	suspend	

the	valuation	and	comprehension	of	a	text’s	assertion	of	truth.	Although	Duchamp’s	
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appropriative	critique	of	the	art	product	relates	specifically	to	the	context	of	the	New	York	

art	world	in	the	early	20th	century,	the	Duchampian	approach	to	appropriating	pre-existing	

public	objects	laid	the	groundwork	for	critical	appropriation	in	20th	century	art	practice.	

Beginning	most	distinctly	with	Duchamp,	appropriation	shifted	throughout	the	20th	century	

towards	facilitating	a	critical	reconsideration	of	the	material,	cultural	and	social	significance	

of	public	artefacts	through	their	importation	into	the	context	of	art.		

Although	the	theoretical	framework	of	metanoia	as	critique	appears	straightforward,	

its	blanket	application	to	the	history	of	appropriation	art	in	the	20th	century	proves	to	be	a	

problematic	simplification.	As	the	popularity	and	influence	of	appropriative	arts	practices	

increased	during	the	latter	half	of	the	20th	century,	the	act	of	appropriation	itself	came	to	

stand	in	as	testimony	to	the	critical	integrity	of	a	cultural	text.	This	is	particularly	true	of	the	

trend	towards	appropriation	in	American	art	of	the	late	1970s	and	1980s,	with	some	of	the	

most	well	known	of	these	art	works	referenced	below.	In	her	essay	Dedication	Replacing	

Appropriation	(2004),	Isabelle	Graw	argued	that	by	the	late	1970s	artistic	appropriation	had	

become	popularly	heralded	as	subversively	critical	a-priori.		

In	celebrating	appropriation’s	supposedly	unilateral	political	agenda,	the	diverse	

methodological	strategies	developed	throughout	the	20th	century	tend	to	be	flattened	

underneath	the	singular	category	of	critical	appropriation.	As	a	part	of	this	flattening	effect,	

Graw	suggests	that	proponents	of	critical	appropriation	fail	to	acknowledge	its	variable	and	

often	flawed	critical	potential.	For	Graw,	in	laudatory	appraisals	of	the	trend	towards	

appropriation	in	the	late	70s	and	early	80s	‘neither	the	appropriated	material	and	its	specific	

character,	nor	the	process	of	appropriation	itself	was	examined	in	detail’	(Graw	2004,	p.52).	

Instead,	the	simple	act	of	importing	public	objects	into	the	context	of	art	was	seen	as	

inherently	critical	of	dominant	ideology.		

Issues	with	appropriation’s	universal	claim	on	critique	were	also	expressed	at	the	

time	these	works	were	being	made	and	exhibited.	In	his	1982	essay	Appropriating	

Appropriation,	leading	curator	of	appropriative	practices	Douglas	Crimp	suggested	that	

‘appropriation	no	longer	attests	to	a	particular	stance	towards	the	conditions	of	

contemporary	culture’	(Crimp	1995,	p.126).	For	Crimp	

Appropriation,	pastiche,	quotation	–	these	methods	extend	to	virtually	every	aspect	of	
our	culture,	from	the	most	cynically	calculated	products	of	the	fashion	and	
entertainment	industries	to	the	most	committed	critical	activities	of	artists.	.	.	If	all	
aspects	of	the	culture	use	this	new	operation,	then	the	operation	itself	cannot	indicate	
a	specific	reflection	upon	the	culture	(Crimp	1995,	p.126).	
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Despite	its	initial	exaltation	as	a	preeminent	critical	methodology,	appropriation’s	claim	

on	criticality	has	been	debunked,	defended	and	debated	since	its	widespread	propagation	

in	the	late	1970s.		

A	significant	aspect	of	this	debate	can	be	summarised	in	the	arguments	put	

forward	by	Douglas	Crimp	and	Isabelle	Graw	concerning	what	constitutes	critical	

appropriation.	For	Crimp,	appropriation	is	critical	when	it	highlights	the	historical	

specificity	of	its	referent,	maintaining	a	clear	link	to	the	appeal	and	value	system	of	a	

public	object.	A	truly	critical	appropriation	does	not	reduce,	essentialise	or	reconfigure	its	

referent,	but	demonstrates	a	precise	analytic	argument	against	a	public	text’s	socio-

political	structure	of	relations	(Crimp	1995,	pp.128-130).	Accordingly,	appropriation	fails	

when	it	loses	this	objective	specificity,	an	ineffective	appropriation	consisting	of	abstract	

or	generalised	“stylistic”	references	flattened	into	ahistorical	pastiche.		

In	her	revisionist	analysis	Isabelle	Graw	rejects	Crimp’s	criteria	for	an	effective	

critical	appropriation.	Graw	argues	that	by	Crimp’s	definition	appropriation	must	‘always	

be	strategic,	implying	goal-oriented	behaviour	and	a	confident	subject	in	control’	(Graw	

2004,	p.55).	Graw	suggests	that	rather	than	a	gesture	of	pure	intentionality,	appropriation	

should	be	thought	of	as	a	symptom	of	a	cultural	situation	at	a	particular	historical	

moment.	For	Graw,	the	appropriated	object	speaks	for	itself,	infecting	the	artist	whose	

interest	in	and	dedication	to	the	appropriated	object	in	turn	re-infects	and	transforms	the	

public	object.	Accordingly,	an	effectively	critical	methodology	relies	on	the	sincerity	of	

appropriation	as	an	unstable,	unconscious	reflex;	the	subjective	experience	of	the	artist	

merging	with	the	public	significance	of	the	appropriated	object	to	generate	new	and	

unexpected	outcomes.		

In	conducting	a	survey	of	critical	appropriation	through	the	conceptual	framework	

of	identification	this	research	manages	to	side-step	the	problematic	deadlock	of	

intentionality	at	the	heart	of	the	Crimp	–	Graw	debate.	Evaluating	appropriation	as	

operating	primarily	via	either	non-identification,	dis-identification	or	over-identification	

with	a	public	referent	embraces	both	Crimp’s	intentional	analytic	specificity	and	Graw’s	

symptomatic	unconscious	reflex.	Moreover,	by	investigating	the	process	of	reading	and	

identifying	with	an	appropriative	artwork	this	evaluative	structure	allows	further	

clarification	into	how	audience	responses	are	structured	into	the	process	of	

appropriation.	As	art	theorist	Sven	Lütticken	suggests,	in	order	to	come	to	terms	with	the	

critical	capacity	of	appropriation	in	the	21st	century,		
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‘What	is	needed	is	a	differentiation	between	different	forms	of	appropriation,	and	
a	renewed	reflection	on	the	history	or	histories	of	appropriation	as	an	artistic	
strategy’	(Lütticken	2005,	p.83).		

By	revisiting	the	canon	of	appropriation	through	this	synthesis	of	perspectives,	this	

research	will	construct	a	set	of	criteria	for	an	effective	critical	appropriation	as	it	relates	to	

this	research’s	aims.		

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	



  Fantasy	in	Public	

  43	

Appropriation	as	Non-Identification		

The	most	direct	approach	to	articulating	critique	through	appropriation	is	that	of	

non-identification.	Appropriation	as	non-identification	prioritises	the	defamation	of	an	

appropriated	referent	through	the	voice	or	standpoint	of	the	artist	or	artwork.	By	

appropriating	an	object	as	a	pejorative	example	of	a	particular	value	system	or	culture,	non-

identification	defunctionalises	the	public	text,	positioning	the	audience	in	clear	opposition	to	

a	referent	and	its	connotative	associations.		

Within	20th	century	arts	practice	appropriation	as	non-identification	is	strongly	linked	

to	the	methodology	of	détournement	popularised	by	the	arts-activist	group	the	Situationist	

Internationale.	Unlike	the	allusion	or	partial	quotation	associated	with	the	conventions	of	

satire	and	parody,	détournement	insists	on	the	direct	appropriation	and	contradiction	of	

public	material,	significantly	undermining	the	original	function	of	the	appropriated	text	

through	disruptions,	additions	or	alterations	to	its	content.		

	The	Situationist	critical	philosophy	proposed	that	the	art	world,	popular	

entertainment,	advertising	and	mass	media	were	all	underpinned	by	a	singular	logic	of	

spectacle.	In	a	modern	“society	of	the	spectacle”	tangible	commodities	had	been	superseded	

by	the	consumption	of	images	(Debord	1994,	p.29).	For	the	Situationists,		

What	an	advertisement	with	a	photo	of	sophisticated	bourgeois	figures	raising	their	
glasses	of	cider	really	represents	is	not	the	ostensibly	convivial,	enviable	situation	but	
the	social	reality	behind	it:	a	reality	in	which	people	sell	their	labour	power	and	sacrifice	
control	over	their	lives,	only	to	buy	back	an	illusion	of	freedom	and	a	fulfilled	life	in	the	
form	of	spectacular	cider.	Consumers	of	the	spectacle	see	only	the	fetishist	
representation	of	cider	as	a	desirable	commodity	that	enables	a	good	life.	.	.	this	is	what	
the	détournement	aims	to	bring	to	light,	for	example	by	adding	a	didactic	caption	to	the	
cider	advertisement	(Lütticken	2005,	p.52).		

By	reclaiming	readymade	public	images	through	appropriation,	Situationist	détournement	

aimed	to	stimulate	critical	perspectives	on	the	passivity	and	alienation	of	media	

consumption	in	late	capitalism.		

In	an	extract	from	the	11th	edition	of	the	flagship	Situationist	publication	

Internationale	Situationniste,	a	French	advertisement	for	a	8mm	video	camera	is	détourned	

through	its	recontextualisation	and	captioning	(1967,	Fig.	10).	The	didactic	caption	addresses	

the	narrative	constructed	around	the	video	camera	as	a	consumer	product,	the	product	

facilitating	spectacle	culture	by	transforming	time	and	its	life	events	into	image	

commodities.	Upon	viewing	this	work	the	reader	is	immediately	struck	by	the	conflict		
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Figure	10	 Guy	Debord	(Ed.),	Extract	from	Internationale	Situationniste	11	(1967),	Extract	
from	periodical		

	

English	translation:		

“I	love	my	camera	because	I	love	to	live.	I	record	the	best	moments	of	life	and	revive	them	at	will	

in	all	their	richness.	

	 	 	THE	DOMINATION	OF	LIFE	BY	THE	SPECTACLE	

This	advertisement	for	Eumig	cameras	(summer	1967)	evokes	very	well	the	petrification	of	

individual	life	that	has	reversed	itself	into	a	spectacular	economy:	the	present	can	now	be	lived	

immediately	as	memory.	Time	is	submitted	to	the	illusory	order	of	a	permanently	available	

present	and,	through	this	spatialisation	of	time,	both	time	and	life	have	been	lost	together.”	
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between	the	original	advertisement	and	its	détourned	message.	While	the	original	text	

represents	the	video	camera	as	a	beloved	object	facilitating	a	good	life,	the	détourned	text	

acts	to	defunctionalise	the	appeal	of	its	narrative.	The	commodity	transforms	from	a	

desirable	bohemian	accessory	to	a	sign	of	ignorance	and	subservience.	Through	the	negation	

of	an	advertising	message	the	value	of	its	product	is	put	into	question.		

In	addition	to	this	explicit	negation	of	a	text’s	imperative	message,	a	methodology	of	

détournement	can	also	involve	scrutiny	of	an	advertisement’s	implicit	narrative	content,	

highlighting	how	the	product	and	its	fantasy	narrative	relate	to	an	ideological	framework.	

More	than	a	simple	contradiction	of	a	product’s	value,	Situationist	détournement	allowed	

the	viewer	to	consider	how	the	product	is	attributed	value	by	its	narrative	content,	

evaluating	the	indicative	cultural	values	of	the	appropriated	text.		

Commenting	on	the	untitled	extract	reproduced	in	Figure	10,	Situationist	historian	

Kelly	Baum	details	how	the	commodification	of	sexuality	in	visual	culture	is	implicitly	

addressed	by	détournement.		

With	slightly	parted	lips	and	bare	shoulders,	the	woman	gazes	in	rapt	fascination	at	the	
camera	cradled	in	her	right	hand.	Its	proximity	to	her	mouth	(one	end	of	the	camera	
disappears	just	behind	her	lips)	suggests	the	act	of	fellatio.	.	.	When	the	Situationists	
speak	in	the	caption	about	the	“Domination	of	Life	by	the	Spectacle,”	they	are	likely	
referring	as	much	to	film	as	they	are	to	the	staging	of	this	sexually-charged	union	
between	camera	and	woman	(Baum	2008,	p.32).		

Along	with	the	transformation	of	time,	life	and	memory	into	spectacle,	the	détourned	

advertisement	indirectly	describes	how	sexual	desire	is	made	alien	through	its	reification	

into	image-commodities.	In	so	far	as	the	advertisement	‘furnishes	the	illusion	of	pleasure,	

affection	and	companionship	via	images	with	sexually	explicit	content’,	the	détournement	

reveals	how	its	fantasy	‘simultaneously	mitigates	and	conceals	an	all	too	real	unhappiness:	

the	estrangement	of	individuals	from	one	another’	through	the	sublimation	of	desire	

towards	image-commodities	(Baum	2008,	p.42).	

Unlike	the	Duchampian	readymade,	Situationist	détournement	is	predicated	on	a	

significant	analytic	engagement	with	the	original	meaning	and	function	of	the	appropriated	

text.	Whereas	for	Duchamp,	the	function	and	meaning	of	the	urinal	is	of	superficial	

importance	to	its	defunctionalisation	as	an	art	object,	for	the	Situationists,	the	narrative	

content	and	connotations	of	the	appropriated	text	are	central	to	its	détourned	meaning.	The	

détournement	asks	that	the	audience	refuse	to	identify	with	the	appropriated	original,	

interpellating	the	audience	as	an	oppositional	subject,	one	who	is	defined	by	their	
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opposition	to	the	appropriated	text.	To	recognise	her	or	himself	as	a	non-identifying	subject,	

some	concept	of	the	identity	and	value	system	represented	by	the	referent	is	necessary.		

However,	the	extent	to	which	an	audience	engages	in	scrutiny	of	the	appropriated	

referent’s	value	system	is	not	ensured	by	the	process	of	non-identification.	Once	familiar	

with	the	procedures	and	aesthetics	of	détournement,	interpellation	as	an	oppositional	

subject	becomes	as	automated	and	naturalised	as	a	positive	identification	with	the	original.	

In	order	to	encourage	a	considered,	rigorous	and	self-reflexive	engagement	with	the	

appropriated	referent’s	value	system,	Situationist	non-identification	relies	on	the	

supplementary	literature	published	alongside	or	referenced	by	the	détourned	imagery.	It	is	

in	the	consolidation	of	détournement	with	these	theoretical	analyses	that	the	Situationist	

critical	praxis	takes	place.	Accordingly,	a	significant	aspect	of	the	Situationist	methodology	

lies	in	the	textual	analysis	of	appropriated	material	that	both	precedes	and	surrounds	

détournement.		

In	their	theoretical	analysis	of	public	culture	as	an	artefact	of	hegemony	the	

Situationists	are	indebted	to	the	semiotic	theory	of	Roland	Barthes,	particularly	his	seminal	

publication	Mythologies	(1957).	Barthes’	Mythologies	consists	of	a	series	of	essays	examining	

the	narrative	appeal	and	ideological	significance	of	public	texts,	images,	events	and	

products.	Approaching	each	cultural	object	as	a	collection	of	signs	with	both	explicit	and	

implicit	meaning,	Barthes	places	scrutiny	on	everyday	cultural	artefacts	for	their	reliance	on	

and	proliferation	of	myth.	Introducing	a	meticulous	and	cross-disciplinary	analytic	

methodology	to	the	study	of	one’s	own	current	public	culture,	Barthes	redirected	the	

insights	of	anthropology,	linguistics,	psychoanalysis	and	Marxist	historical	materialism	back	

on	to	the	products	of	contemporary	Western	Europe.	

Published	in	Paris	during	the	formation	of	the	Situationist	International,	the	

theoretical	assertions	and	analytical	process	developed	within	Mythologies	represent	an	

assumed	knowledge	behind	the	production	and	reception	of	Situationist	détournement.	

Running	parallel	to	the	Situationist	critical	methodology,	Barthes’	semiotic	analyses	use	the	

frame	of	academic	journalism	to	remove	a	public	text	from	its	functional	context	so	as	to	

interpret	and	critique	its	mythological	value	system.	By	taking	on	the	role	of	an	external	

analyst,	Barthes’	semiotic	process	disrupts	the	diegesis	of	its	referent.	In	this	regard	

Barthesian	analysis	of	advertisements,	products	and	public	entertainment	can	be	seen	as	

operating	under	the	conceptual	principles	of	defunctionalisation	and	metanoia	described	

above	by	Boris	Groys.		
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The	case	studies	contained	within	Barthes’	Mythologies	have	been	crucial	to	defining	

the	aims	of	this	research.	In	particular,	the	relationship	between	Situationist	détournement,	

its	supplementary	literature,	and	the	theoretical	backdrop	of	Barthesian	semiotics	provides	a	

foundational	precedent	for	this	research.	Critically	addressing	the	ideological	ramifications	of	

entertainment	and	consumption,	Barthesian	analysis	and	Situationist	détournement	allow	

the	consumer	to	contest	how	objects	and	social	processes	are	represented.	By	disrupting	the	

functional	appeal	of	a	text	with	the	demand	that	an	audience	scrutinise	its	values,	these	

pioneers	of	appropriative	non-identification	demonstrate	the	political	potential	of	restaging	

public	culture.		

The	analytically	engaged	arts	activism	coming	out	of	1960s	Paris	roughly	corresponds	

to	a	similar	counter-culture	movement	emerging	within	Britain	and	the	United	States	in	the	

same	period.	Amongst	the	artworks	associated	with	this	movement,	Martha	Rosler’s	series	

of	photomontages	House	Beautiful:	Bringing	the	War	Home	(c.1967-72)	represent	a	

significant	exemplar	of	appropriation	as	non-identification.	Responding	to	the	media	

coverage	of	the	Vietnam	War	(1955-1975)	in	the	United	States	and	its	seamless	coexistence	

amongst	commercial	homemaking	and	entertainment	narratives,	Rosler	combines	

photojournalist	images	from	the	Vietnam	war	with	advertising	imagery	from	Life	Magazine.	

Collapsing	the	antagonisms	and	inconsistencies	of	American	consumer	capitalism,	these	

works	‘reconnected	experiences	in	life	that	had	been	falsely	separated’,	exposing	the	

‘powerful	relations	between	media	representation	and	public	opinion,	advertising	and	

politics,	sexism	and	violence’	(Stoops	in	Evans	2009,	p.59).		

In	First	Lady	(Pat	Nixon)	(c.1967-1972,	Fig.	11),	an	image	of	a	bullet	ridden	

Vietnamese	woman	is	superimposed	onto	a	picture	frame	in	the	decadent	sitting	room	of	

the	Presidential	Whitehouse.	Standing	proudly	in	front	of	her	fireplace,	Pat	Nixon	smiles	with	

contentment	at	an	unseen	audience	of	admirers.	By	uniting	the	sheltered	luxury	of	the	

upper	class	American	dream	with	its	obscene	counterpart	in	the	Vietnam	War,	Rosler	utilises	

appropriation	to	expose	a	material	connection	buried,	denied,	and	mystified	by	the	mass	

media	(Cottingham	1991).	In	disrupting	the	narrative	appeal	of	her	appropriated	texts,	

Rosler	explores	how	entertainment	and	ideology	are	bound	together	through	the	separation	

and	organisation	of	information	in	public	culture.		
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	 Figure	11	 Martha	Rosler,	First	Lady	(Pat	Nixon)	from	the	series	House	Beautiful:	Bringing	the	
War	Home	(c.1967-1972),	Photomontage		
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					As	curator	and	art	historian	Susan	Stoops	suggests,		

entertainment	representing	American	luxury	and	advertising	for	consumer	goods	
already	coexisted	with	documentary	imagery	of	the	Vietnam	War,	but	Rosler	
appropriates	this	coexistence	by	accentuating	it,	insisting	on	their	symbiotic	
ideological	relationship	(Stoops	in	Evans	2009,	p.60).	

Rather	than	address	the	audience	directly	with	a	didactic	caption	or	through	a	

supplementary	analysis,	Rosler	defunctionalises	the	narrative	appeal	of	her	references	

through	a	disruptive	collage.	Although	Rosler	makes	no	explicit	demand	for	the	audience	to	

refuse	to	identify	with	the	appropriated	material,	the	explicit	contradictions	within	her	

collages	make	a	positive	identification	with	the	reference	material	highly	unlikely.		

The	connection	of	contradictory	public	narratives	in	Rosler’s	First	Lady	(Pat	Nixon)	

relates	strongly	to	the	methodology	of	early	works	in	this	research.	In	both	Darren	No	Speak	

(2013,	Fig.	5	&	6)	and	James	Squire,	Darren	and	Leather	Strips	(2013,	Fig.	8)	appropriation	is	

used	to	combine	disparate	public	products	and	narratives	in	potentially	jarring	and	

uncomfortable	combinations.	Unlike	Situationist	détournement,	this	appropriative	

methodology	does	not	rely	on	an	explicit	authorial	voice	denouncing	the	referent,	but	

requires	that	the	audience	reach	a	critical	position	through	analytic	reading	of	the	

appropriated	content.		

However,	as	was	the	case	in	James	Squire,	Darren	and	Leather	Strips	(2013),	the	shift	

from	dictating	an	explicit	and	highly	accessible	message	to	relying	on	the	audience’s	own	

self-directed	analytical	interest	can	fail.	What	makes	Rosler’s	non-identification	so	

compelling	is	the	link	she	maintains	to	how	she	encountered	and	consumed	the	original	

appeal	of	the	text.	By	processing	the	violence	of	imperialist	capitalism	through	her	

interpellated	identity	as	a	“housewife”	consumer,	Rosler	succeeds	in	problematising	the	

values	of	the	public	text	with	a	minimal	intervention	on	the	referent’s	functional	history	and	

narrative	content.	As	a	result,	the	audience	is	drawn	into	sustained	reflection	on	the	

significance	of	the	referent’s	value	system	as	it	operated	for	its	target	demographic	prior	to	

its	appropriation.		

While	Rosler’s	photomontage	undermines	dominant	narratives	through	the	

particularities	of	her	experience	as	a	consumer,	British	artist	Victor	Burgin	uses	appropriation	

to	articulate	a	more	generalised	and	didactic	political	message.	In	Burgin’s	What	Does	

Possession	Mean	to	You?	7%	of	our	Population	owns	84%	of	our	Wealth	(1976,	Fig.	12),	an	

image	of	romantic	fulfilment	and	sexual	promise	from	an	anonymous	magazine	

advertisement	has	been	appropriated	and	re-captioned	with	the	work’s	title.	Installed	on	the	
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streets	of	Newcastle	upon	Tyne,	Burgin’s	series	of	500	posters	turn	the	typical	advertising	

premise	of	sexual	“possession”	on	its	head,	confronting	the	viewer	with	their	lack	of	

possession	in	the	unequal	distribution	of	wealth	under	capitalism.	Like	the	Situationist	

détournement	of	the	1960s,	the	sexually	stimulating	image	is	appropriated	in	order	to	create	

the	dramatic	effect	of	loss	in	its	explicit	inversion.	Provoking	a	crisis-of-possession	for	its	

viewer,	Burgin’s	reference	to	the	sexualisation	of	consumer	products	attempts	to	mobilise	a	

general	anti-advertising,	anti-consumer-capitalist	sentiment.		

				Reintroducing	the	authoritative	voice	of	détournement,	Burgin	aims	to	provoke	non-

identification	through	factual	intervention,	complete	with	a	respectable	source	quoted	in	the	

poster’s	bottom	left	hand	corner.	Where	Burgin’s	methodology	diverges	from	the	

Situationists’	is	in	the	efficiency	and	polished	finish	of	its	oppositional	message.	While	

détournement	relies	on	the	Situationist	context	and	its	supplementary	literature,	Burgin’s	

agitprop	appears	and	functions	just	like	an	advertisement,	communicating	its	oppositionality	

from	within	the	register	of	modern	image	advertising.		

Although	Burgin	denounces	the	image	advertising	process,	his	appropriation	of	the	

semiotic	conventions	of	advertising	are	not	brought	under	scrutiny.	Burgin	challenges	how	

desire	and	possession	are	constructed	via	advertising’s	use	of	sexualised	imagery,	but	

employs	an	equivalent	narrative	of	loss	to	interpellate	his	audience	as	oppositional	subjects.	

The	audience	is	asked	to	question	the	integrity	of	the	sexualised	image,	but	not	the	

authoritative	voice	or	narrative	structure	of	the	counter-advertisement.		In	producing	the	

counter-advertising	campaign,	Burgin’s	methodology	emphasises	accessibility	and	

immediacy	over	specificity	and	analysis,	‘delivering	short	incisive	messages	in	the	manner	of	

advertising	or	propaganda’	(Gibbons	2005,	p.35).		

The	appropriative	methodologies	of	Martha	Rosler	and	Victor	Burgin	represent	

differing	priorities	and	approaches.	In	Rosler’s	détournement,	there	is	no	explicit	negation	of	

a	referent.	Instead	of	offering	an	instructional	didactic	voice,	Rosler	initiates	non-

identification	through	the	contradictions	inherent	in	the	mythology	of	a	specific	socio-

historical	consumer	position.	In	contrast,	Burgin	uses	the	defunctionalisation	of	an	

advertising	image	to	reveal	an	“objective	truth”	about	advertising	in	general.	Shifting	from	

Rosler’s	slower,	more	interrogative	approach,	Burgin’s	appropriation	is	less	an	analytic	

recontextualisation	and	more	a	general	illustrative	supplement	to	his	sharp	political	

catchphrase.		
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	Figure	12	 Victor	Burgin,	What	Does	Posession	Mean	to	You?	7%	of	our	Population	owns	84%	of	
our	Wealth	(1976),	Poster	
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Despite	the	efficiency	of	Burgin’s	non-identification,	the	audience	is	not	drawn	into	

sustained	reflection	on	the	narrative	appeal	of	the	appropriated	referent	to	its	targeted	

demographic.	The	sexual	appeal	of	the	image	is	not	given	substantial	critical	attention,	but	

inverted	primarily	for	dramatic	effect.	Rather	than	bringing	his	own	identity,	personal	

experience	and	social	standpoint	to	the	foreground,	the	advertising	image	is	presented	as	a	

general	proof	of	the	fallacy	of	desire	in	consumer	capitalism.	As	a	result,	the	audience	is	not	

compelled	to	recognise	their	own	complicity	with	the	narrative	appeal	of	the	referent.	

Although	the	appropriated	image	has	been	defunctionalised	in	this	scenario,	the	values	

behind	its	appeal	have	largely	escaped	critical	scrutiny.		

Whereas	Burgin’s	street	posters	function	primarily	as	political	propaganda,	American	

artist	Barbara	Kruger’s	canonical	black,	white	and	red	“paste	ups”	rework	the	agitprop	

counter-advertising	methodology	into	the	context	of	postmodern	art	practice.	Rather	than	

subverting	a	recognisable	or	typical	advertisement,	Kruger’s	appropriation	creates	her	own	

signature	brand	of	counter-advertisements.	Through	a	wry	use	of	pronouns,	Kruger’s	bold	

and	pithy	statements	emblazoned	on	generic	and	antiquated	commercial	photography	

contaminate	the	authorial	voice	of	advertising	with	provocative	statements.		

In	one	of	Kruger’s	most	iconic	images,	I	Shop	Therefore	I	Am	(1987,	Fig.	13),	the	title	

of	the	work	is	superimposed	onto	a	photograph	of	a	hand	displaying	a	petite	product.	

Mirroring	a	fundamental	convention	of	advertising	(exemplified	in	the	détourned	

advertisement	of	Figure	10),	Kruger	asks	the	audience	to	recognise	themselves	as	the	“I”	

subject	of	the	advertisement’s	narrative	premise.	This	positive	identification	is	clearly	set	up	

to	fail	from	the	outset.	Referencing	the	iconic	Cartesian	maxim	“I	think	therefore	I	am”,	

Kruger’s	I	Shop	Therefore	I	Am	positions	the	consumer	as	regressing	from	the	agency	and	

free	will	of	thought	to	its	apparent	opposite,	a	subjectivity	of	passivity	and	domination	under	

consumer	capitalism.	Through	the	clear	otherness	of	the	“I”	consumer	subject,	Kruger	

initiates	an	immediate	rejection	of	the	appropriated	narrative.	By	comprehending	Kruger’s	

statement	the	audience	has	already	enacted	the	process	of	non-identification,	interpellated	

as	an	exceptional	Cartesian	“thinking”	subject	and	hence	defined	in	opposition	to	the	“I”	(or	

“they”)	of	the	“brainwashed”	consumer.	

Unlike	earlier	methodologies	of	non-identification,	Kruger’s	appropriation	does	not	

reference	a	functional	text	from	the	centre	of	her	public	culture,	but	the	general	stylistic	

appearance	of	the	“golden	age”	of	American	advertising.	Recreating	an	essentialised	look	of	

consumer	capitalism	and	patriarchy	through	1950s-style	graphic	design	and	commercial	
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	Figure	13	 Barbara	Kruger,	I	Shop	Therefore	I	Am	(1987),	Photographic	silkscreen	on	vinyl																																																																										
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photography,	Kruger	uses	the	cheesiness,	naivety	and	conservatism	associated	with	this	

period	to	denounce	the	appropriated	text’s	value	system	a	priori.		

According	to	Kruger,	appropriation	is	always	in	danger	of	falling	back	on	the	‘proven	

marketability’	of	a	successful	public	text	in	order	to	demonstrate	its	own	value	(Kruger	1982,	

p.90).		Although	critical	appropriation	may	‘suggest	a	consideration	of	“original”	use	and	

exchange	values	.	.	.the	implicit	critique	within	the	work	might	easily	be	subsumed	by	the	

power	granted	its	“original”’(Kruger	1982,	p.90).	Even	when	it	attempts	to	defunctionalise	an	

appropriated	referent,	Kruger	suggests	that	appropriation	cannot	escape	ennobling	the	

content	it	references.	For	this	reason,	Kruger	avoids	directly	referencing	functional	public	

narratives.	For	Kruger,	a	critical	methodology	of	appropriation	must	transform	its	referent	

‘not	only	“from	primary	to	secondary”,	but	from	implicit	to	explicit,	from	inference	to	

declaration’	(Kruger	1982,	p.90).		

In	declaring	the	demystified	truth	of	advertising	culture	Kruger	attempts	to	reveal	

the	ideological	reality	behind	all	advertisements.	Although	Kruger’s	work	demonstrates	how	

an	advertisement	interpellates	its	audience	as	a	consumer,	warping	the	audience’s	

subjectivity	to	be	predicated	on	consumption,	it	ignores	the	specific	narrative	content	that	

makes	this	process	of	interpellation	desirable.	In	their	lack	of	specificity,	Kruger’s	

essentialised	representations	of	an	ageing	and	faded	1950s	suburban	America	avoid	

substantial	engagement	with	a	publicly	significant	referent.	Kruger	relies	instead	on	the	

appropriation	of	imagery	whose	narrative	appeal	has	already	been	defunctionalised	by	the	

rationale	of	aesthetic	progress,	positioning	patriarchy	and	consumer	capitalism	as	an	archaic	

and	tyrannical	other.		

Whereas	Situationist	détournement,	the	photomontages	of	Martha	Rosler,	and	to	a	

lesser	extent	the	agitprop	of	Victor	Burgin	implicate	the	audience	in	the	original	appeal	of	an	

appropriated	referent,	maintaining	a	link	to	how	the	public	text	was	originally	consumed,	

Kruger’s	counter-advertisements	are	assembled	with	broken	pieces	from	the	waste	bin	of	

popular	culture.	By	rallying	its	audience	as	an	exception	to	the	false	consciousness	of	the	

“brainwashed”	other,	this	strategy	fails	to	acknowledge	how	its	audience	may	remain	

complicit	with	the	narrative	appeal	of	contemporary	advertising	narratives.	In	utilising	

appropriation	it	is	important	to	acknowledge	that	defunctionalisation	and	non-identification	

do	not	ensure	a	rigorous	analytical	engagement	with	the	appropriated	referent.	The	

vilification	of	a	generalised	idea	of	capitalism,	advertising	or	consumer	culture	does	not	

necessarily	constitute	critique.	
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Reflecting	on	Kruger’s	work,	the	problematic	of	essentialising	and	othering	the	

appeal	of	advertising	narratives	seems	highly	relevant	to	early	outcomes	within	this	

research.	When	non-identification	skips	scrutiny	of	an	appropriated	referent	in	favour	of	

provoking	a	generalised	us-versus-them	standpoint	it	no	longer	aligns	with	the	aims	of	this	

research.	Looking	back	on	the	work	Fantasy	Space	(2013,	Fig.	2),	sexist	audience	responses	

to	images	of	a	female	model	may	stem	from	my	own	essentialisation	and	othering	of	female	

ideal-ego	narratives.	Although	Fantasy	Space	defunctionalises	the	Supré	advertisement	by	

making	a	positive	identification	highly	uncomfortable,	the	contemporary	art	audience	

(particularly	those	identifying	as	males)	are	not	sufficiently	implicated	in	its	narrative	appeal.	

Viewers	are	likely	to	express	a	flippant	hostility	towards	the	archetypal	“dumb	blonde	

model”	as	superficial	and	inauthentic	only	because	they	see	a	positive	identification	with	the	

appropriated	narrative	as	belonging	entirely	to	the	other.	Like	Kruger’s	I	Shop	Therefore	I	

Am,	the	foregrounding	of	a	cliché	ideal-ego	identification	in	Fantasy	Space	diverts	the	reader	

from	the	specific	socio-political	contexts	in	which	their	values	may	correspond	with	or	be	

informed	by	a	narrative	advertisement.		

In	this	regard,	it	is	not	just	Kruger’s	I	Shop	Therefore	I	Am	or	the	work	Fantasy	Space	

that	becomes	problematic,	but	the	tendency	for	non-identification	as	a	ritualised	process	to	

fall	back	on	cliché	declarations	of	advertising’s	“true”	nature.	By	downplaying	the	specific	

functionality	of	narrative	content,	appropriation	as	non-identification	can	sustain	normative	

relationships	to	advertising.	Transfixing	on	the	idea	of	a	gullible	average	consumer	passively	

consuming	superficial	fantasies,	non-identification	can	overlook	the	complex	network	of	

values	and	meanings	that	link	narrative	to	socio-political	discourse.		

Revisiting	Foucault’s	definition	of	critique,	feminist	theorist	Judith	Butler	suggests	

the	most	vital	aspect	of	critique	is	its	reassessment	of	the	ritual	of	judgement	(Butler	2001).	

Rather	than	affirming	a	subject’s	position	in	relation	to	a	discourse	of	truth,	critique	asks	the	

subject	‘not	only	to	recognize	the	ways	in	which	the	coercive	effects	of	knowledge	are	at	

work	in	subject-formation	itself,	but	to	risk	one’s	very	formation	as	a	subject’	(Butler	2001,	

pp.13-14).	For	Butler,	critique	challenges	the	subject’s	own	relationship	to	truth	by	

provoking	a	‘perspective	on	established	and	ordering	ways	of	knowing	which	is	not	

immediately	assimilated	into	that	ordering	function’	(Butler	2001,	p.4).	Instead	of	

denouncing,	contradicting,	or	rallying	oppositionality,	critique	is	‘the	practice	by	which	the	

self	forms	itself	in	desubjugation	.	.	.	a	moment	of	ethical	questioning	which	requires	that	we	

break	the	habits	of	judgment’	(Butler	2001,	p.15).		
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The	emphasis	that	Butler	places	on	destabilising	subject-formation	is	particularly	

relevant	to	the	limitations	of	appropriation	as	non-identification.	In	its	focus	on	

insubordination	and	resistance,	non-identification	can	sacrifice	rigorous	engagement	with	

the	original	functional	appeal	of	an	appropriated	text.	Although	a	degree	of	refusal	is	

necessary	for	critique	to	sever	and	reimagine	ritualised	relationships	to	a	governing	

discourse	of	truth,	critique	should	challenge	established	subject	relations	to	the	public	object	

rather	than	affirm	basic	oppositional	standpoints.	If	audiences	are	encouraged	to	associate	

the	appeal	of	a	text	as	belonging	entirely	to	the	values	of	a	generalised	other,	appropriation	

as	non-identification	fails	to	provoke	scrutiny.	Although	non-identification	is	an	effective	and	

accessible	avenue	for	articulating	and	rallying	dissent,	when	it	fixates	on	resistance	as	an	us-

versus-them	equation	its	critical	potential	is	reduced.			

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	



  Fantasy	in	Public	

  57	

Appropriation	as	Dis-Identification		

Considered	together,	the	artworks	examined	underneath	the	category	of	

appropriation	as	non-identification	perpetuate	an	assumption	that	public	culture	is	

uniformly	consumed	by	a	singular	group	of	passive	spectators.	In	line	with	the	theoretical	

principles	of	détournement,	the	act	of	non-identification	is	understood	as	occurring	outside	

of	the	compromised	position	of	the	consumer	masses,	often	with	the	pretence	of	a	superior	

objective	analytic	distance.	In	response	to	the	apparent	homogeneity	of	spectacle,	the	non-

identifying	artist	strives	to	attack	the	public	text	by	contradicting	its	appeal,	dictating	an	

alternative	message	of	“truth”	back	to	the	single	homogenous	group	of	passive	spectators.		

Since	the	late	20th	century	the	field	of	sociology	and	cultural	studies	has	challenged	

the	assumed	passivity	and	singularity	of	mass	cultural	consumption.	Social	science	research	

regarding	attitudes	and	responses	to	advertising	in	particular	has	repeatedly	disproven	the	

characterisation	of	audiences	as	a	‘uniformly	stupefied	“mass”	readership’	(O’Donohoe	

1995,	Harker	et	al.	2005,	Waller	1999,	Brace	and	Bond	1997	in	MacRury	pp.29-35).	Putting	

aside	the	more	obvious	examples	of	explicit	resistance	through	non-identification,	the	

process	of	reading,	identifying	with	and	incorporating	popular	culture	into	life	processes	

results	in	a	variety	of	cultural	outcomes	both	within	and	across	demographics.	Public	texts	

are	not	always	passively	read	with	strict	uniformity,	but	are	also	actively	misread,	

misinterpreted	or	misused.		

This	process	of	public	miscommunication	is	theorised	in	terms	of	the	distance	

between	the	actual	viewership	of	a	text	and	the	abstract	reference	point	of	its	imagined	

ideal	viewer.	As	cinematic	theorist	Judith	Mayne	explains,		

If	spectators	can	and	do	respond	to	films	in	ways	that	contradict,	reject,	or	otherwise	
problematise	the	presumably	“ideal”	spectator	structured	into	the	text,	then	the	value	
of	textual	analysis	-	arguably	the	most	significant	methodological	direction	undertaken	
by	1970s	film	theory	-	needs	to	be	seriously	rethought	or	re-evaluated	(Mayne	1993,	
p.79).		

Due	to	the	variance	and	deviation	of	audience	responses	from	within	supposedly	singular	

groups	of	spectators,	methodologies	of	textual	analysis	must	take	into	account	the	agency	of	

audiences	and	the	potentialities	of	reading	and	re-performing	the	narratives	of	popular	

culture.	While	analysis	of	a	text’s	constructed	ideal	viewer	remains	relevant,	this	analysis	

must	also	consider	the	way	an	audience	has	or	could	depart	from	the	standpoint	of	the	

text’s	ideal	viewer.	
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Key	to	the	theorisation	of	spectatorial	deviance	and	the	agency	of	audiences	is	

cultural	theorist	Stuart	Halls’	research	paper	Encoding/Decoding	(1980).	In	

Encoding/Decoding,	Hall	demonstrates	how	the	meaning	of	a	televisual	text	must	develop	

throughout	the	process	of	production,	broadcast,	reception,	and	re-enactment.	If	the	

meaning	of	a	text	is	encoded	in	its	production	it	must	also	be	decoded	as	it	is	interpreted,	

this	process	allowing	for	a	deviation	from	the	intended	use	of	a	cultural	narrative.	As	a	

result,	the	meaning	of	a	public	text	cannot	be	wholly	attributed	to	either	the	author’s	intent	

or	the	audience’s	context.	Rather,	as	stated	by	Hall,	the	level	of		

“Understanding”	and	“misunderstanding”	in	the	communicative	exchange	depends	
on	the	degrees	of	symmetry/asymmetry	(relations	of	equivalence)	established	
between	the	positions	of	the	“personifications”,	encoder-producer	and	decoder-
receiver	(Hall	in	Durham	and	Kellner	2006,	p.166).		

While	public	texts	like	advertisements	are	often	read,	understood	and	re-enacted	in	a	

relatively	singular	manner	consistent	with	the	intentions	of	their	encoder-producers,	this	

homogeneity	demonstrates	‘the	degree	of	habituation	produced	when	there	is	a	

fundamental	alignment	and	reciprocity	–	an	achieved	equivalence	-	between	the	encoding	

and	decoding	sides	of	an	exchange	of	meanings’	(Hall	in	Durham	and	Kellner	2006,	p.167).		

Accordingly,	instances	of	miscommunication	and	deviation	should	be	understood	as	

an	inherent	aspect	of	reading	and	living	through	mass-produced	culture	outside	of	its	ideal	

subject	position.	This	inherent	potential	for	deviation	increases	exponentially	in	the	process	

of	appropriating	the	public	cultural	object.	As	Hall	explains,	in	addition	to	the	reading	

process,	once	the	text	is	interpreted	it	‘must	then	be	translated	–	transformed,	again	–	into	

social	practices	if	the	circuit	is	to	be	both	completed	and	effective’	(Hall	in	Durham	and	

Kellner	2006,	p.164).	It	is	in	the	process	of	translation	from	public	object	into	social	practice	

that	the	public	cultural	text	is	most	vulnerable	to	distortion	and	reconfiguration.		

Media	theorist	John	Fiske	describes	this	reconfiguration	of	cultural	commodities	as	

excorporation:	‘the	process	by	which	the	subordinate	make	their	own	culture	out	of	the	

resources	and	commodities	provided	by	the	dominant	system’	(Fiske	1989	p.13).	Central	to	

Fiske’s	theory	of	excorporation	is	its	theoretical	inverse	-	the	process	of	incorporation	-	

whereby	subversive	or	incongruous	aesthetics	and	cultural	movements	are	absorbed	back	in	

to	the	value	system	of	a	dominant	culture.	In	Understanding	Popular	Culture	(1989),	Fiske	

details	this	cyclical	process	through	the	example	of	American	blue	jeans,	demonstrating	how	

commodities	are	subversively	misused	only	to	be	re-incorporated	back	into	the	central	

fashion	market	and	cultural	hegemony.	For	Fiske,	the	re-incorporation	of	counter-culture	
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aesthetics	does	not	result	in	a	complete	nullification	of	political	dissent,	but	represents	the	

perpetual	re-alignment	of	the	centre	of	public	culture.		

For	the	purpose	of	this	research,	a	more	useful	example	of	the	subversive	potential	

of	excorporation	can	be	seen	in	Richard	Dyer’s	analysis	of	queer	identifications	with	the	

Hollywood	actress	Judy	Garland.	As	Fiske	explains,	in	the	1960s		

The	gay	community	made	a	heroine	out	of	Judy	Garland	by	“tearing”	or	disfiguring	her	
image	of	the	all-American,	all-gingham	girl-next-door,	and	reworked	her	as	a	sign	of	the	
masquerade	necessary	to	fit	this	image,	a	masquerade	equivalent	to	that	which,	in	the	
days	before	sexual	liberation,	permeated	the	whole	of	the	social	experience	of	gays	
(Dyer	in	Fiske	1989	p.13)	

In	the	example	of	the	cinematic	image	of	Judy	Garland,	a	cultural	commodity	is	transformed	

through	positive	identification,	audiences	“tearing”	a	space	for	their	own	identity	in	an	

aggressively	heteronormative	and	homophobic	cultural	field.	As	a	result	of	queer	

communities	claiming	and	appropriating	Judy	Garland’s	branded	image,	identification	with	

and	reproduction	of	Garland’s	image	took	on	a	transformed	and	subversive	set	of	cultural	

meanings	within	public	discourse.		

The	power	of	misuse	and	excorporation	to	critique	public	culture	provides	an	

alternative	model	to	appropriation	as	non-identification.	As	opposed	to	non-identification,	

queer	appropriation	of	Judy	Garland’s	image	does	not	contradict	the	original	appeal	of	her	

characters,	but	points	to	the	conditions	and	limitations	of	their	appeal	by	reimagining	the	

texts’	ideal	viewer.	Through	representing	an	audience’s	own	failed	or	inappropriate	

identification	with	the	demands	of	the	public	object,	a	dedicated	and	seemingly	positive	

identification	can	provide	space	for	scrutiny	of	the	referent	and	its	cultural	context.		

In	the	field	of	arts	practice	the	process	of	excorporation	corresponds	to	what	art	

theorist	José	Estaban	Munõz	refers	to	as	dis-identification.	In	his	publication	

Disidentifications:	Queers	of	Color	and	the	Performance	of	Politics	(1999),	Munõz	develops	

the	concept	of	dis-identification	in	relation	to	post-colonial	and	queer	performative	practices	

in	late	twentieth	century	America.	Munõz	describes	dis-identification	as	a	‘decoding	of	mass,	

high,	or	any	other	cultural	field	from	the	perspective	of	a	minority	subject	who	is	

disempowered	in	such	a	representational	hierarchy’	(Munõz	1999	p.26).	Rather	than	

explicitly	opposing	the	public	cultural	object,	Munõz’	dis-identification	occurs	when	the	artist	

transforms	an	appropriated	code	through	dedication,	aligning	themselves	inappropriately	to	

a	mythology	that	dismisses	or	misrepresents	their	culture,	identity	or	experience.		
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The	distinction	between	non-identification	and	dis-identification	lies	in	the	

relationship	of	the	appropriator	to	the	cultural	object	they	appropriate.	As	opposed	to	

identifying	oneself	against	and	outside	of	the	discourse	of	public	culture,	appropriation	as	

dis-identification	emerges	from	a	failed	identification	within	the	dominant	narratives	of	a	

public	sphere	(Munõz	1999	p.7).	The	dis-identifying	artwork	approaches	failure	

enthusiastically,	recycling	the	codes	and	narratives	of	the	majority	‘as	raw	material	for	

representing	a	disempowered	politics’	(Munõz	1999	p.31).	Dis-identification	does	not	dictate	

an	argument	against	the	public	object,	but	instead,	‘like	a	melancholic	subject	holding	on	to	

a	lost	object,	a	disidentifying	subject	works	to	hold	on	to	this	object	and	invest	it	with	new	

life’	(Munõz	1999	p.12).	

Munõz’	theory	of	dis-identification	is	used	to	describe	specific	performance	practices	

of	queer	and	transsexual	people	of	colour	in	the	1980s	and	1990s.	However,	a	methodology	

of	appropriation	as	dis-identification	is	also	recognisable	in	Cindy	Sherman’s	canonical	

photographic	series	Untitled	Film	Stills	(1977–1980).	These	69	black	and	white	photographs	

document	a	series	of	performed	scenarios	in	which	Sherman	appears	as	advertising	model,	

B-movie,	and	film	noir	style	actresses.	Like	Barbara	Kruger,	Sherman	appropriates	the	

general	appearance	of	the	bygone	era	of	1950’s	spectacle,	restaging	non-specific	imagery	of	

female	archetypes	from	the	golden	age	of	Hollywood	cinema.		

Unlike	Kruger,	Sherman	shows	an	unmistakeable	dedication	to	the	culture	that	she	

appropriates.	Predating	Kruger’s	explicitly	pejorative	references	by	several	years,	Sherman’s	

identification	with	the	1950s	appears	at	first	like	the	homage	of	pre-modern	appropriation.	

In	meticulously	reconstructed	situations,	Sherman	materialises	female	self-imaging	as	‘a	

remembered	fantasy	.	.	.	a	character	woven	from	the	tissue	of	all	the	romances	she	has	ever	

consumed’	(Krauss	in	Burton	2006,	p.98).	Re-enacting	the	glamour,	sexuality	and	drama	of	

classic	1950s	feminine	idols,	Sherman’s	dedicated	appropriation	comes	to	problematise	the	

system	of	values	and	aesthetics	she	has	absorbed	as	a	fanatic	consumer	of	spectacle.		

In	Untitled	Film	Still	#6	(1977,	Fig.	14)	Sherman	restages	a	typical	image	of	sexualised	

feminine	passivity.	Poised	dramatically	across	unfurled	bedding	in	her	underclothes,	

Sherman	performs	a	precise	mixture	of	sexual	availability	and	coy	passivity.	Taken	from	high	

above	‘the	woman	seems	pinned	down	by	the	camera	lens’,	her	right	leg	pressed	over	her	

body	as	if	in	a	futile	attempt	to	shield	her	genitalia	(Eklund	2009,	p.136).	With	a	limply	held	

mirror	in	her	hand	and	an	innocently	vacant	expression	on	her	face,	Sherman’s	performance	

consciously	reaches	for	the	desirability	of	a	vulnerable,	“dumb	blonde”	self-image	(Eklund	

2009,	p.136).	The	document	of	this	performance	creates	an	unmistakable	reference	to	the		
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	Figure	14	 					Cindy	Sherman,	Untitled	Film	Still	#6	(1977),	Gelatin	silver	print																																																																																																			
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voyeuristic	camera	view,	demonstrating	how	a	process	of	private	self-imaging	may	

correspond	to	the	cinematic	conventions	of	the	passive	feminine	object	in	advertising	and	

Hollywood	narratives.		

In	contrast	to	this	homely	“good	girl”	character,	Untitled	Film	Still	#7	(1978,							

Fig.	15)	appropriates	the	inverse	stereotype	of	the	“floozy”	film	star	of	tabloid	celebrity	

magazines.	Caught	in	the	act	and	momentarily	off	guard,	Sherman’s	re-enactment	of	the	

debauched	“Monroe-holiday-fling”	proves	the	interdependence	of	dichotomous	

representations	of	female	sexuality	in	public	culture.	Together,	Untitled	Film	Still	#6	and	

#7	show	how	archetypes	of	the	“good	girl”	and	the	“good	time	girl”	operate	as	two	sides	

of	the	same	coin,	two	equivalent	and	interchangeable	images	for	the	female	subject	to	

consume	and	re-perform.	By	working	at	this	intersection	between	personal	and	collective	

memory	as	consumer,	Sherman	demonstrates	how	female	identity	is	stratified	and	

constricted	as	it	bounces	in-between	archetypal	image	commodities.		

The	Untitled	Film	Still	series	relies	on	Sherman’s	exhaustive	investment	in	the	

mythology	of	mass-cultural	representations	of	femininity.	But	despite	her	dedication	to	

these	narratives,	Sherman’s	subjectivity	inadvertently	emerges	to	undermine	their	“natural”	

appearance.	As	dis-identification,	Sherman’s	documented	performances	draw	attention	to	

‘the	gap	between	imagined	and	actual	body-images	.	.	.	the	gap	of	mis-recognition	that	we	

attempt	to	fill	with	fashion	models	and	entertainment	images’	(Foster	in	Burton	2006,	

p.175).	Restaging	the	fantasy	space	that	exists	between	cinema,	advertising	and	self-image,	

Sherman	emphasises	the	unavoidable	dissonance	between	the	image	commodity	as	

‘prepackaged	identity	and	the	actual	figure	which	is	the	support	of	the	image’	(Krauss	in	

Eklund	2009,	p.139).	

Mulvey	describes	this	subversive	potential	of	the	Untitled	Film	Stills	series	as	a	

disintegration	of	the	pleasure	of	the	male	gaze	(Mulvey	in	Evans	2009).	For	Mulvey,	

Sherman’s	performance	of	vulnerability	and	instability	‘flows	over	on	to	the	construction	and	

credibility	of	the	wider,	social	masquerade’,	her	fantastical	dedication	to	1950s	feminine	

archetypes	hinting	‘at	a	world	ingesting	the	seeds	of	its	own	decay’	(Mulvey	in	Evans	2009,	

p.121).	Tension	and	discomfort	arise	in	the	absence	of	an	explicitly	positive	or	negative	

relationship	to	the	appropriated	reference.	Responding	to	these	awkwardly	enigmatic	

performances,	the	viewer	is	‘forced	to	supply	the	femininity	“behind”	the	photos	through	

recognition’,	Sherman’s	appropriation	demonstrating	‘how	an	ideology	works-	not	by	

undoing	it,	but	by	doing	it’	(Williamson	in	Burton	2006,	p.42).		
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	Figure	15	 		Cindy	Sherman,	Untitled	Film	Still	#7	(1977),	Gelatin	silver	print																																																																																																			
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As	an	aesthetic	regression	into	the	past,	Sherman’s	black	and	white	photographs	

appear	uncomfortably	alien	to	the	bright,	colourful	and	comparatively	dynamic	culture	of	

late	1970s	America.	The	tension	of	this	inappropriately	backward	dedication	to	1950s	clichés	

serves	to	taint	the	psychological	process	of	self-imaging,	rendering	it	obscenely	visible.	

Viewed	as	a	series,	Sherman’s	fanatic	identification	with	classic	Hollywood	archetypes	

problematise	the	viewer’s	own	relationship	to	their	current	public	culture.	Documenting	the	

compulsion	to	re-perform	what	we	consume	in	a	mass-media	culture,	Sherman’s	Untitled	

Film	Stills	reveal	a	cyclical	failure	and	emotional	instability	that	is	necessarily	obscured	by	

functional	fantasies	of	the	ideal-ego.		

Reflecting	on	the	early	outcomes	of	this	research,	aspects	of	Cindy	Sherman’s	

appropriative	dis-identification	relate	to	my	own	methodology	of	personalisation	discussed	

in	Chapter	1.	In	these	early	works,	personalisation	explores	disparities	between	my	

experience	and	its	equivalent	representation	in	the	public	space	of	advertising.	By	adding	to	

and	augmenting	an	appropriated	narrative,	personalisation	aims	to	explicitly	foreground	

these	disparities,	using	personal	experience	to	challenge	the	natural	appearance	of	

appropriated	content.	Similarly,	it	is	Sherman’s	obscure	and	fanatic	personal	investment	in	

the	content	she	appropriates	that	slowly	emerges	to	transform	a	positive	identification	with	

public	culture	into	a	critical	dis-identification.		

Despite	this	similarity,	my	own	methodology	of	personalisation	has	not	been	as	

successful	as	Sherman’s	dis-identification.	As	a	white	heterosexual	male	I	have	found	the	

need	to	explicitly	articulate	my	deviation	from	the	constructed	ideal	viewer	of	the	

advertising	narratives	I	appropriate.	From	a	subjective	position	of	clear	privilege,	my	own	

sense	of	failure	to	assimilate	into	normative	masculinity	lacks	the	awkward	poignancy	of	

Sherman’s	fanatic	re-enactments.	Early	research	experiments	demonstrate	that	the	

presence	of	my	personal	history	or	body	as	a	potential	site	of	dis-identification	often	fails	to	

problematise	the	contemporary	public	narratives	that	I	wish	to	appropriate.		

The	relative	compatibility	of	my	identity	and	experience	with	advertising	narratives	

aimed	at	my	cultural	demographic	is	particularly	evident	in	the	work	James	Squire,	Darren	

and	Leather	Strips	(2013,	fig.9).	While	producing	this	work	I	thought	that	artefacts	of	my	

personal	history	would	significantly	undermine	the	functional	consistency	and	appeal	of	the	

James	Squire	brand	narrative.	I	saw	the	installation	that	I	constructed	as	subversively	

incongruent	with	idyllic	representations	of	the	stoic	“bogan”	football	celebrity	and	James	

Squire’s	slick	“hipster”	fashion	model.	In	addition	to	the	more	obvious	shortcomings	of	this	

work	discussed	in	Chapter	1,	it	is	now	evident	that	the	aesthetic	and	conceptual	dissonance	



  Fantasy	in	Public	

  65	

that	I	attempted	to	restage	was	not	substantial	enough	to	undermine	the	material	I	was	

appropriating.	

Although	the	elements	of	James	Squire,	Darren	and	Leather	Strips	struck	me	as	

incongruous,	combining	these	vague	narratives	together	under	the	frame	of	installation	art	

flattened	their	relative	incompatibility.	Whereas	I	saw	a	critical	dissonance	between	the	

shiny	plastic	surface	of	the	faux	billboard,	the	footballer	image	and	the	soiled	leather	strips,	

audiences	read	the	installation	as	an	abstract	formalist	exercise.	For	a	dis-identification	to	be	

effectively	critical	a	significant	tension	must	arise	between	the	artist	or	audience	subject	and	

the	public	text	that	they	strive	to	identify	with.	For	Sherman,	tension	emerges	not	from	an	

explicit	articulation	of	difference	and	dissent,	but	from	the	exhaustive	sincerity	of	her	failed	

attempts	to	assimilate	into	the	appropriated	text.	Due	to	the	relative	compatibility	of	my	

identity	with	the	advertising	narratives	I	appropriate	this	research	cannot	rely	solely	on	

elements	of	my	personal	history	or	identity	as	a	method	of	articulating	a	dis-identification.		

However,	a	thorough	consideration	of	how	dis-identification	responds	to	the	

limitations	of	non-identifying	strategies	has	pointed	this	research	in	the	right	direction.	

Whereas	Kruger’s	pejorative	references	to	the	1950s	rely	on	generalities	and	assumptions	

regarding	a	distant	other,	Sherman’s	dis-identification	represents	a	more	nuanced	and	self-

reflexive	approach	to	critiquing	the	public	object.	Unlike	non-identification,	dis-identification	

highlights	the	artist’s	own	subjective	relationship	to	the	public	text,	recognising	the	inherent	

potential	for	deviation	from	the	text’s	ideal	viewer.	Instead	of	affirming	cliché	oppositional	

standpoints,	Sherman’s	dis-identification	offers	a	critique	that	suspends	certainty	and	

judgment	by	destabilising	normative	subject-relations	to	the	public	object.	Despite	its	lack	of	

a	didactic	or	explicitly	oppositional	message,	Sherman’s	methodology	of	dis-identification	

manages	to	incite	rigorous	and	sustained	scrutiny	of	the	narrative	appeal	of	her	referents.		
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Appropriation	as	Over-Identification		

Reflecting	further	on	the	historical	precedents	of	appropriation	as	dis-identification	

inevitably	leads	to	the	iconic	work	of	Andy	Warhol.	As	a	prototype	for	dis-identification,	

Warhol’s	pop	art	represented	both	a	symptomatic	reflection	of	consumer	capitalism	and	a	

coded	articulation	of	dissent.	Equal	parts	critique	and	homage,	Warhol’s	work	submerged	its	

transgressive	and	confrontational	aspects	underneath	an	infatuation	with	the	homogeneity	

of	branded	commodities.		

In	Warhol’s	infamous	Campbell’s	Soup	Cans	(1962,	Fig.	16),	the	most	banal	of	

consumer	products	is	elevated	to	the	status	of	high	art	through	an	excessive	and	

inappropriate	homage.	Like	Duchamp’s	readymades,	Warhol’s	meticulously	reproduced	

canned	soup	flavours	made	a	purposeful	affront	to	the	conventions,	values	and	commercial	

processes	of	the	New	York	art	world	and	its	prevailing	trend	of	Abstract	Expressionism.	

Installed	as	a	selection	of	product	images	neatly	arranged	on	a	shelf,	Warhol’s	shrine	to	the	

Campbell’s	brand	pushes	the	fetish	of	commodity	past	the	usual	comfort	zone	of	its	

supermarket	display	to	reveal	an	exhilarating	void	of	pure	surface	(Lütticken	2005,	p.97).		

In	the	place	of	tinned	soup,	the	Warholian	readymade	appears	instead	as	abstract	

appearance-value,	a	celebration	of	singular	branded	image	over	variable	material	substance.	

Art	theorist	Benjamin	Buchloch	draws	a	relationship	between	this	wholehearted	

identification	with	the	uniformity	of	image	commodities	and	the	experience	of	subjectivity	in	

a	consumer	capitalist	society.	As	Buchloch	notes,	in	Warhol’s	universe	consumers	are	

erased	as	subjects.	Regulated	as	they	are	by	the	eternally	repetitive	gestures	of	
alienated	production	and	consumption,	they	are	barred-as	are	Warhol’s	paintings-from	
access	to	a	dimension	of	critical	resistance	(Buchloch	2000,	p.514).	

In	embracing	and	exacerbating	this	lack	of	access	to	resistance,	Warhol	represented	‘both	

the	victors	and	the	victims	of	the	late	twentieth	century’,	at	once	celebrating	and	mourning	

the	‘conditions	of	enforced	consumption’	necessitated	by	modern	capitalism	(Buchloch	

2000,	p.514).		

Seen	through	the	lens	of	dis-identification,	Warhol’s	obsession	with	the	flat,	bright,	

and	mechanically	produced	imagery	of	advertising	and	mass	consumption	allowed	a	coded	

expression	of	his	queer	otherness.	Like	the	subversive	“queering”	of	Judy	Garland’s	image	

theorised	by	sociologist	Richard	Dyer,	Warhol’s	hyper-conformist	tribute	to	the	Campbell’s	

brand	functioned	to	tear	a	space	within	commodity	culture	for	Warhol’s	defiantly	kitsch	

aesthetic.	Injecting	the	most	mundane	commercial	transaction	with	the	glamour	of	excess,		
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Figure	16	 		Andy	Warhol,	Campbell’s	Soup	Cans	(1962),	Installation	photograph		
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Warhol	transformed	a	lowly	and	ubiquitous	commodity	into	a	series	of	exuberant	self-

portraits.	Here	Warhol’s	identity	is	articulated	by	assimilating	into	the	culture	of	mass	

consumption,	a	dis-identification	warping	and	re-imagining	the	appropriated	text	to	

accommodate	his	queer	identity.		

However,	these	coded	self-representations	do	not	serve	to	disfigure	the	

appropriated	referent,	but	reaffirm	its	values	in	abundant	excess.	After	being	

recontextualised	by	the	Warhol	artwork	the	Campbell’s	brand	remains	intact,	Warhol’s	

appropriation	bolstering	the	original	functional	appeal	of	its	referent.	In	this	way,	Warhol’s	

methodology	seems	to	belong	to	a	separate	category.	Unlike	dis-identification,	

appropriation	in	Campbell’s	Soup	Cans	is	not	so	reliant	on	failure	or	an	emergent	subjective	

resistance.	For	Warhol,	the	insertion	of	his	identity	into	the	appropriated	image-commodity	

need	not	contradict	its	meaning	or	desirability.	Rather	than	a	dis-identification,	Warhol’s	

methodology	would	be	better	described	as	an	over-identification	with	its	appropriated	

referent.		

Although	it	serves	as	a	useful	tool	for	reading	Warhol’s	early	works,	the	concept	of	

appropriation	as	over-identification	was	first	theorised	by	Slavoj	Žižek	in	his	1993	essay	Why	

are	Laibach	and	the	NSK	not	Fascists?	Here	Žižek	uses	the	concept	of	over-identification	to	

commend	the	practice	of	Slovenian	pop	music	group	Laibach,	describing	Laibach’s	

appropriation	of	Titoist,	Nazi	and	Stalinist	aesthetics	as	critically	subversive	to	the	public	

culture	of	post-Titoist	Slovenia.	For	Žižek,	Laibach’s	identification	with	militaristic	

totalitarianism	(Fig.	17)	was	neither	regressive	propaganda	nor	ironic	mockery.	Instead,	

Laibach’s	obscene	militaristic	nationalism	served	to	frustrate	the	co-ordinates	of	public	

culture	by	over-identifying	with	a	history	it	refused	to	adequately	recognise.		

Žižek’s	argument	stems	from	a	psychoanalytic	approach	to	acts	of	political	

transgression	in	the	public	sphere.	While	popular	culture	in	Slovenia	had	been	trending	

towards	a	globalised	consumerist	Westernisation	for	some	time,	cultural	gestures	towards	

Westernisation	continued	to	be	naively	received	as	transgressive	critical	progress	against	the	

status	quo.	In	this	socio-political	scenario	Laibach’s	severely	backward	aesthetic	was	entirely	

out	of	place,	undermining	and	embarrassing	the	narrative	arguments	of	both	the	

conservative	nationalists	and	the	advocates	for	a	globalised	free-market	capitalism.	

According	to	Žižek,	this	embarrassment	provoked	a	process	of	significant	ideological	

introspection	in	public	culture.	As	Žižek	explains	
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	 Figure	17	 				Laibach,	Laibach	Press	Photo	(1983),	Gelatin	silver	print																																																																																																			
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By	means	of	the	elusive	character	of	their	desire,	of	the	indecidability	as	to	"where	
they	actually	stand,"	Laibach	compels	us	to	take	up	our	position	and	decide	upon	our	
desire	(Žižek	in	Hoptman	&	Pospiszyl	2002,	p.287).		

In	denying	the	safe	distance	of	irony,	Laibach’s	appropriation	forced	the	unspoken	nostalgia	

for	Slovenia’s	communist-state	mythology	into	public	discourse,	pitting	Slovenia’s	history	

against	its	cultural	trajectory.		

Similarly,	it	was	the	enigmatic	quality	of	Warhol’s	identification	with	mass	

consumption	that	sustained	the	critical	power	of	his	appropriation.	As	Buchloch	suggests,	

Warhol’s	early	paintings	represent	a	total	commodification	of	life,	flattening	the	possibility	of	

any	expression	of	aesthetic	difference	from	the	dominance	of	spectacle	culture.	This	

seemingly	complete	surrender	to	kitsch	consumer	culture	represented	an	act	of	treason	to	

the	Greenbergian	art	establishment	(Buchloch	200,	p.468).	Campbell’s	Soup	Cans	proudly	

announced	the	triumph	of	the	proletarian	commodity,	fully	embracing	the	over-bearing	

banality	of	the	Campbell’s	Soup	flavours	through	the	gallery-as-convenience	store.		

In	this	way,	Warhol’s	obscene	conformity	undermined	and	embarrassed	the	

normative	discourse	surrounding	the	art	product.	Unable	to	fully	accept	or	reject	the	

ambiguous	political	stance	of	Warhol’s	early	works,	the	conformity	of	pop	art	acted	as	a	

critical	over-identification	for	its	art	audience,	pushing	the	concept	of	commodity	fetishism	

and	the	ubiquity	of	spectacle	culture	into	clear	view	of	the	art	market.	Unlike	Sherman’s	use	

of	a	failure	to	assimilate	into	the	referent	as	a	means	of	articulating	dis-identification,	

Warhol’s	over-identification	adopted	the	values	of	the	appropriated	text	too	accurately.	

Where	an	audience	expects	for	the	artist	or	artwork	to	have	some	manifest	articulation	of	

difference	or	dissent,	the	over-identifying	artwork	denies	this	expectation,	embracing	the	

values	of	the	appropriated	text	in	absurd	abundance.		

Viewed	in	the	context	of	the	1960s	art	world,	Warhol’s	pop	art	laid	the	groundwork	

for	appropriation	as	over-identification	well	before	Laibach’s	confrontational	nationalist	

aesthetic.	However,	it	was	Žižek’s	appraisal	of	Laibach	in	the	early	1990s	that	prompted	the	

Dutch	cultural	theory	collective	BAVO	to	develop	the	concept	of	over-identification	into	a	

distinct	theoretical	methodology.	Extending	on	Žižek’s	essay,	BAVO’s	2007	manifesto	

Cultural	Activism	Today:	The	Art	of	Over-Identification	examines	over-identification	in	the	

early	21st	century,	suggesting	that	cultural	texts	expressing	opposition	to	or	difference	from	

dominant	cultural	and	economic	normativities	can	no	longer	act	as	effectively	critical	or	

transgressive.	In	acknowledging	‘society’s	tendency	to	delegate	its	task	of	resistance	to	the	

safe	haven	of	art’,	BAVO	champion	over-identification	as	a	refusal	to	assume	the	expected	
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role	of	art	as	a	provider	of	symbolic	gestures	of	transgression	(BAVO	2007,	p.7).	BAVO	argue	

that	cultural	critique	must	cease	‘offering	artistic	relief’,	and	instead	turn	‘society	into	the	

worst	version	of	itself	in	order	to	confront	it	with	the	impossibility	of	its	desire’	(BAVO	2007,	

p.7).	Echoing	Boris	Groys’	theorisation	of	the	critical	potential	of	metanoia,	BAVO	propose	

that	artists	‘strategically	over-identify	with	the	ruling	norms	and	practices	instead	of	

contesting	them	or	inventing	an	alternative	for	them’	(2007,	p.6).		

While	BAVO’s	manifesto	for	over-identification	responds	to	the	cultural	situation	

of	the	early	21st	century,	their	argument	closely	resembles	the	discourse	surrounding	

commodity	art	in	the	late	1980s.	For	many	artists	of	this	period,	‘after	Pop,	it	was	

impossible	to	fantasise	a	space	of	resistance	outside	of	commodity	culture	from	which	to	

levy	critique’	(Burton	in	Evans	2009,	p.	208).	In	light	of	the	limitations	of	didactically	

oppositional	or	utopian	art	movements,	commodity	art	responded	by	fully	embracing	the	

importation	of	consumer	capitalism	into	the	art	gallery.	Although	used	to	describe	a	

number	of	disparate	practices,	commodity	art	has	become	synonymous	with	the	work	of	

Jeff	Koons.	Following	Warhol’s	model	of	abundant	conformity,	Koons’	practice	inverted	

the	cliché	normativities	of	cultural	critique,	employing	irony	to	demonstrate	a	

sophisticated	understanding	of	late-capitalist	systems	of	production	and	consumption.		

In	Koons’	early	Luxury	and	Degradation	series	(1986),	a	number	of	print	

advertisements	for	alcoholic	spirits	are	reproduced	in	oil	on	canvas.	While	the	finished	

works	appear	identical	to	their	original	source	material,	Koons	argues	that	their	

reconstruction	in	the	materials	and	context	of	gallery	art	‘recodifies	the	objects’,	allowing	

the	viewer	‘to	ask	why	and	how	consumer	objects	are	glorified’	(Koons	in	Gibbons	2005,	

p.69).	In	the	most	striking	work	of	this	series,	Hennesey:	The	Civilized	Way	to	Lay	Down	

the	Law	(1986,	Fig.	18),	an	image	of	an	upwardly	mobile	African	American	couple	is	used	

to	link	a	narrative	of	success,	luxury	and	extravagance	to	the	Hennessey	product.	Media	

theorist	Joan	Gibbons	describes	this	work	as	a	kind	of	documentary	list	of	the	most	

‘reprehensible	tropes	of	traditional	middle-class	advertising’,	Koons’	reproduction	of	this	

list	exposing	‘the	questionable	ideology	behind	such	convincingly	stated	(Capitalist)	

Realist	advertisements’	(2005,	p.150).		

Foremost	on	this	list	of	questionable	ideological	content	is	the	repeated	use	of	

the	word	“civilised”	in	an	advertisement	targeting	an	African	American	demographic.	The	

desirability	of	the	lifestyle	exhibited	by	the	lawyer	and	his	wife	is	represented	as	

contingent	on	civility,	a	heavily	loaded	term	with	strong	connotations	of	European	

colonial	superiority.	By	choosing	to	show	the	ideal	African	American	life	as	one	of		
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Figure	18	 Jeff	Koons,	Hennessy:	The	Civilized	Way	to	Lay	Down	the	Law	(1986),	Oil	on	
canvas	
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“civility”,	Hennessey’s	advertisement	evokes	an	‘imperialist	or	neo-colonialist	message’,	

the	civilised	way”	‘implying	doing	things	the	Euro-American	way’	(Gibbons	2005,	p.150).	

Here	Koons’	seemingly	innocuous	appropriation	sheds	light	on	how	desire	is	

manufactured	in	a	particular	advertisement.	As	a	text	whose	function	is	to	project	a	

façade	of	luxury	over	the	Hennessey	product,	Koons’	dedicated	reconstruction	of	the	

image	as	a	distinguished	“oil	on	canvas”	acts	as	a	confrontational	gesture	of	over-

identification	in	the	fine	art	gallery.	Through	over-identification,	Hennesey:	The	Civilized	

Way	to	Lay	Down	the	Law	problematises	the	concept	of	luxury,	linking	both	the	

Hennessey	product	and	the	highbrow	art	commodity	to	a	history	of	systemic	racism.		

In	subsequent	work	Koons’	appropriation	of	advertising	loses	this	critical	

specificity.	Exemplified	by	his	infamous	art	magazine	advertisement	series	(1988-1989			

Fig.	19),	Koons’	later	use	of	appropriative	over-identification	moves	towards	the	more	

general,	facetious	and	self-referential.	Published	in	the	leading	art	magazines	of	the	day,	

these	full-page	mock	advertisements	depict	Koons	as	an	arrogant	and	exploitative	

womaniser,	denigrating	art	with	his	vulgar	superficiality.	In	over-performing	this	

distasteful	celebrity	character	Koons	aimed	to	be	provocative,	parodying	art’s	illusionistic	

self-image	of	distinction	from	and	resistance	to	consumer	capitalism.		

However,	Koons’	attempt	at	provocation	resembles	a	straw-man	argument.	By	

the	late	1980’s	the	commercial	art	system	in	America	was	highly	self	aware	of	its	

complicity	with	capitalist	spectacle.	In	attempting	to	provoke	the	naivety	of	an	

exaggerated	caricature	of	the	non-conforming-activist-artist,	Koons	reaches	for	an	irony	

that	demonstrates	nothing	but	his	own	perceived	superiority.	A	section	of	the	art	public	

may	have	been	frustrated	by	these	works,	but	Koons’	over-identification	no	longer	uses	

obscenity	or	confrontation	to	reveal	some	significant	or	repressed	ideological	tension.			

Reflecting	on	the	art	magazine	advertisement	series,	Jack	Bankowsky	suggests	

that	Koons’	ironic	parody	of	narrative	advertising	aimed	to	‘fully	inhabit	the	charges	of	his	

critical	antagonists,	effectively	cutting	them	off	at	the	knees’	(2009,	p.	23).	Conscious	of	

attacks	on	his	work	as	lacking	in	substance	and	integrity,	Koons’	advertisements	

responded	by	occupying	the	position	of	both	critical	analyst	and	object	of	critique.	This	

ironic	encapsulation	of	the	criticisms	directed	against	his	practice	freed	Koons	from	the	

historical	weight	and	accountability	of	the	content	he	references.	In	demonstrating	his	

mastery	of	the	language	of	consumer	capitalism	with	his	tongue-in-cheek,	Koons	turns	the	

process	of	narrative	advertising	into	a	sarcastic	joke.	His	over-identification	no	longer		
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Figure	19	 		Jeff	Koons,	Art	Magazine	Ads,	(1988-1989),	Extracts	from	periodicals	
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facilitates	scrutiny	of	an	appropriated	referent,	but	propagates	an	openly	normalised	

position	of	ironic	complicity	with	consumer	capitalism	in	general.		

Returning	to	Žižek’s	analysis	of	Laibach,	Žižek	makes	clear	that	the	critical	

potential	of	over-identification	lies	in	its	refusal	to	occupy	a	position	of	cynical	parody.	

Addressing	criticism	of	Laibach’s	failure	to	communicate	irony,	Žižek	asks:	

What	if,	on	the	contrary,	the	dominant	attitude	of	the	contemporary	"post-
ideological"	universe	is	precisely	a	cynical	distance	toward	public	values?	What	if	this	
distance,	far	from	posing	any	threat	to	the	system,	designates	the	supreme	form	of	
conformism,	since	the	normal	function	of	the	system	requires	cynical	distance?	
(Žižek	in	Hoptman	&	Pospiszyl	2002,	p.287)	

For	Žižek,	the	precondition	for	a	harmonious	relationship	to	dominant	ideology	is	the	

fostering	of	a	sense	of	ironic	understanding	and	separation	from	it.	In	a	post-modern	

public	culture	that	claims	to	be	“ideology-free”,	the	status	quo	is	maintained	and	

proliferated	by	cultural	gestures	of	cynical	distance	and	sarcastic	neutrality.	Koons	may	

mock	the	art	industry	as	commercially	driven	by	embracing	consumer	capitalism,	yet	little	

arises	from	this	duplicitous	gesture.		

In	Koons’	advertisements	art	is	a	commodity,	the	artist	is	a	brand,	and	the	

promotion	of	art	is	no	different	from	the	most	vulgar	fantasies	of	narrative	advertising.	

While	this	over-identification	demonstrates	an	‘awareness	of	the	nature	of	advertising	in	

general’,	it	provides	little	insight	into	the	ideological	dynamics	of	a	specific	and	relevant	

public	text	(Gibbons	2005,	p.149).	As	curator	Kurt	Varnedoe	explains,	Koons’	

advertisements	‘didn’t	really	look	like	ads	at	all.	They	were	amateurish	tableaux	of	the	

artist	with	his	objects,	accompanied	by	models	in	bikinis.	.	.	a	thirteen-year-old’s	idea	of	

advertising;	me,	sexy	babes,	and	my	stuff’	(Varnedoe	&	Gopnik	in	Gibbons	2005,	p.149).	

By	essentialising	the	content	of	advertising	as	a	farcical	one-liner,	Koons	fails	to	implicate	

his	audience	in	the	functional	narrative	appeal	of	a	contemporary	text.		

It	is	this	discounting	of	historical	specificity	in	favour	of	insular	self-referentiality	

which	limits	the	critical	capacity	of	Koons’	over-identification.	Like	Barbara	Kruger’s	mock	

advertisements,	Koons’	art	advertisement	series	perpetuates	clichés	about	narrative	

advertising,	advertising’s	construction	of	desire,	and	its	relationship	to	ideology.	Limiting	

his	focus	to	his	own	branded	image,	Koons’	cyclical	superficiality	loses	its	critical	potential	

through	self-indulgent	generalisations	and	assumptions.	A	veneer	of	provocation	occupies	

the	space	where	conflict,	scrutiny	and	resistance	should	take	place,	dissolving	the	

potential	for	specific	public	critical	discourse	through	endless	ironic	self-reference.			
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While	Koons’	most	infamous	works	have	become	emblematic	of	commodity	art	as	

a	general	movement,	not	all	of	the	“commodity	artists”	share	his	methodology.	Although	

practising	at	the	same	time	as	Koons,	the	work	of	Belgian	installation	artist	Guillame	Bijl	

takes	a	more	specific,	rigorous	and	in-depth	approach	to	restaging	commodity	culture	in	

the	gallery.	Operating	through	the	same	basic	principles	of	appropriation	as	over-

identification,	Bijl	uses	the	gallery	to	house	painstakingly	complete	reconstructions	of	

retail	and	public	service	spaces.	Somewhat	like	Koons’	Luxury	and	Degradation	series,	

these	appropriated	scenarios	replace	the	conventional	art	object	with	a	perfectly	whole	

and	seemingly	fully	functional	replica	from	a	commercial	public	space.		

The	concept	of	functionality	and	its	relationship	to	art	is	crucial	for	Bijl.	To	

accompany	his	first	body	of	work	in	1979	Bijl	published	a	manifesto	calling	for	the	re-

functionalisation	of	art.	Speaking	on	behalf	of	an	imaginary	hyper-pragmatic	authoritarian	

state,	Bijl	demanded	that	all	art	spaces	be	closed	in	order	to	transform	them	‘into	“useful”	

societal	institutions’	(Bijl	1991,	p.1).	Rather	than	a	simple	parody	of	authoritarian	

pragmatism,	Bijl’s	practice	used	the	polarised	distinction	between	art	and	functionality	to	

direct	scrutiny	towards	the	content,	values	and	appeal	of	functional	public	objects	and	

narratives.	Bijl	articulates	this	process	as	a	staging	of	‘reality	in	non-reality’completely	

restaging	functional	commercial	scenarios	in	the	dysfunctionally	self-indulgent	bourgeois	

art	space.		

Transformations:	Oriental	Carpet	Store	(1985,	Fig.	20)	exemplifies	the	critical	

potential	of	this	methodology.	In	Oriental	Carpet	Store,	Bijl	responds	to	the	socio-cultural	

context	of	the	art	gallery	by	transforming	the	gallery	into	an	up-market	“Persian	rug”	

showroom.	Bijl’s	transformation	of	the	space	goes	beyond	a	formalist	assemblage	of	

readymades	or	a	vague	reference	to	its	real-world	equivalent.	Instead	of	isolating	the	

readymade	object	to	accentuate	its	form,	or	highlighting	the	banality	of	consumer	

capitalist	products	in	general,	Bijl	makes	a	humourless	attempt	at	changing	the	function	of	

the	gallery	into	a	retail	store.	The	entire	showroom	appears	as	an	absurdly	precise	and	

specific	readymade,	restaged	in	the	gallery	to	demonstrate	the	mythological	

purposefulness	of	each	aspect	in	its	aesthetic	makeup.		

The	visitor	to	Bijl’s	Oriental	Carpet	Store	is	met	with	a	scenario	that	is	at	once	

both	functionally	“real”	and	a	dysfunctional,	otherworldly	simulation.	Bijl	describes	this	

experience	as	encountering	a	‘three-dimensional	still	life	inside	an	art	space.	.	.	a	visual,	

critical,	archaeological	story	of	our	age,	as	it	were,	visualised	with	“distancing”	alienation’	

(Bijl	1991,	p.1).	Entering	into	this	alienating	reconstruction	the	viewer	becomes	aware	of		
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Figure	20	 Guillame	Bijl,	Transformations:	Oriental	Carpet	Store	(1985),	Installation	
photographs	
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how	they	are	addressed	by	and	assimilated	into	the	social	conditions	and	aesthetic	value	

system	of	the	carpet	showroom.	The	process	of	interpellation	is	made	materially	evident	

by	the	readymade	scenario,	the	viewer	observing	what	a	particular	public	space	demands	

of	them	as	a	consumer-subject.		

Unlike	the	historical	reconstructions	that	occur	in	archaeological	or	museological	

exhibitions,	Bijl’s	appropriation	responds	self-reflexively	to	the	sociological	site	of	the	

gallery	as	an	institution.	The	cultural	demographic	visiting	Bijl’s	works	are	the	ideal	

consumers	for	the	up-market	Persian	rug.	As	an	exemplary	bourgeois	product	with	a	

substantial	history	in	continental	Europe,	commercial	carpet	showrooms	like	the	one	

represented	function	to	attach	narratives	of	authenticity	and	exoticism	to	the	carpet	

commodity.	By	collapsing	the	functionality	of	the	carpet	showroom	into	the		

“functionless”	art	space,	Bijl	demonstrates	the	value	system	necessitated	by	a	particular	

commercial	public	space	with	acerbic	specificity.	Linking	the	carpet	showroom’s	function	

to	the	fetishisation	of	art	objects	in	the	gallery,	Bijl’s	commodity	art	confronts	its	audience	

with	a	direct,	precise	and	comprehensive	gesture	of	over-identification.		

In	its	explicit	attempt	at	problematising	the	function	of	a	public	object,	Bijl’s	Oriental	

Carpet	Store	aligns	with	Boris	Groys’	theory	of	aestheticisation	as	metanoia	discussed	earlier.	

In	Groys’	methodological	analysis,	to	aestheticise	an	appropriated	object	is	to	suspend	

ritualised	ways	of	seeing	the	object,	transforming	its	functionally	opaque	value	system	into	a	

transparently	dysfunctional	value	system.	By	viewing	the	aesthetic	and	social	conditions	of	

the	oriental	carpet	store	as	an	excessive	and	dysfunctional	fetishisation,	the	ideological	

structure	behind	the	carpet	store’s	“natural”	functionality	rises	to	the	surface.	In	Groys’	

words,	the	importation	of	a	public	object	into	the	context	of	art	enacts	‘the	violent	

annulation	of	its	practical	applicability	and	efficiency’,	unearthing	its	‘dysfunctional,	absurd,	

unworkable	character’	(Groys	2014,	p.6).	

However,	Groys’	broad	theorisation	of	appropriation	as	metanoia	would	also	

attribute	criticality	to	the	ironic	over-identification	of	Jeff	Koons.	Here	it	seems	important	to	

note	that	the	importation	of	a	public	object	into	the	context	of	art	does	not	necessarily	act	

to	defunctionalise	the	object’s	appeal.	Instead,	Koons’	ironic	advertisements	manage	to	

generate	the	very	function	that	they	purport	to	critically	mock,	successfully	advertising	

Koons	and	his	work	as	sexy,	sophisticated,	and	worthy	of	commercial	interest.	In	order	to	

better	distinguish	between	the	over-identification	of	Koons	and	Bijl	it	is	helpful	to	annotate	

Groys’	concept	of	metanoia	with	BAVO’s	more	rigorous	theoretical	treatise	on	over-

identification	as	cultural	activism.		
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For	BAVO,	over-identification	is	critical	when	it	appears	obscene	to	its	audience.	If	an	

act	of	identification	with	a	public	object	does	not	exceed	its	regular	functional	operation	

then	it	ceases	to	be	over-identification,	simply	reinforcing	the	prior	appeal	of	the	

appropriated	text.	As	stated	by	BAVO,	to	qualify	as	critical	

The	re-enactment	must	recreate	an	excess,	which	undermines	a	straightforward	
association	or	affinity	with	it.	It	must	produce	unease	or	discomfort,	which	prevents	us	
from	enjoying	it	(BAVO	2007,	p.77).	

It	is	not	enough	to	simply	demonstrate	an	awareness	of	a	critical	argument	or	position	

through	irony.	To	intervene	in	the	discourse	it	references,	an	effective	methodology	of	over-

identification	must	insist	on	the	obscenity	of	its	value	system.	An	audience	must	be	

sufficiently	provoked	so	as	to	refuse	the	ritualised	appeal	of	the	appropriated	referent,	

severing	their	pre-existing	relationship	to	the	public	text’s	discourse	of	truth.		

But	the	random	staging	of	obscene	narratives	in	the	gallery	does	not	direct	an	

audience	towards	introspective	scrutiny.	Crucially,	over-identification	must	implicate	its	

audience	in	the	obscenity	of	the	public	object	as	a	shared	responsibility,	demonstrating	

the	complicity	of	the	audience’s	own	behaviours,	identities	or	value	systems.	Referring	

again	to	Žižek’s	analysis	of	Laibach,	BAVO	suggest	that	the	critical	power	of	over-

identification	relies	on	causing	‘unease	by	uncovering	what	we	prefer	not	to	see	or	

acknowledge’	(Žižek	in	BAVO	2007,	p.75).	As	Žižek	explains:	

Instead	of	providing	us	with	an	unambiguous	indication	of	the	Other’s	desire,	over-
identification	functions,	instead,	as	a	confrontation,	a	question:	what	is	the	nature	of	
your	own	desire?	(Žižek	in	BAVO	2007,	p.75)	

Without	pressing	the	audience	on	the	co-ordinates	of	their	own	value	system	over-

identification	is	limited	to	sarcastic	pastiche,	a	self-indulgent	joke	made	at	the	expense	of	

an	abstract	and	generalised	other.	

In	the	case	of	Jeff	Koons’	art	advertisement	series,	over-identification	with	the	

vulgarity	and	superficiality	of	consumer	capitalism	struggles	to	move	beyond	the	cynically	

comedic.	Rather	than	materialising	the	obscene,	Koons’	appropriation	makes	the	

discomforting	and	problematic	consumable	again,	greasing	the	wheels	of	late	1980s	

commercial	art	with	his	facetious	hyper-conformity.	By	failing	to	implicate	the	audience	in	

his	ironic	embodiment	Koons	offers	a	sense	of	distinction	from	the	ubiquitous	ideological	

structures	of	consumer	capitalism.	This	vague	feeling	of	superiority	and	cynical	distance	from	

the	reach	of	ideology	discourages	audiences	from	acknowledging	their	own	relationship	to	

the	referent’s	appeal.		
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In	contrast,	Bijl’s	Oriental	Carpet	Store	immediately	implicates	its	audience,	asking	

that	they	recognise	themselves	as	consumer-subjects	within	a	specific	historical-material	

public	space.	Rather	than	a	vaguely	provocative	joke,	the	obscenity	of	Bijl’s	Oriental	Carpet	

Store	emerges	in	its	refusal	to	offer	any	escape	or	relief	from	the	functional	ubiquity	of	

commodity	culture.	Bijl’s	absurdly	complete	reconstruction	of	the	carpet	showroom	in	the	

art	gallery	exceeds	and	circumvents	any	formal	appreciation	for	the	commodities,	

simultaneously	denying	both	the	gallery	and	the	carpet	showroom	of	their	conventional	

function.	What	remains	is	the	embarrassing	dysfunctional	excess	of	commodity	culture,	Bijl	

tying	this	excess	to	the	cultural	identity	of	the	gallery	visitor	and	the	social	conditions	of	the	

art	institution.		

As	a	result	of	looking	in	to	Bijl’s	work	in	late	2014	this	research	project	shifted	its	

focus	and	methodological	direction.	While	I	had	already	been	working	towards	restaging	

more	complete	and	experiential	advertising	scenarios	in	a	gallery	context,	Bijl’s	

transformation	installation	series	provided	a	compelling	historical	precedent	for	this	

appropriative	methodology.	The	outcomes	of	this	refinement	in	focus	will	be	addressed	in	

detail	through	Chapter	4.	However,	what	is	important	to	note	here	is	that	a	historical	survey	

of	appropriative	methodologies	found	Bijl’s	use	of	over-identification	to	most	closely	align	

with	the	aims	of	this	research.		

To	summarise,	while	appropriation	as	non-identification	is	certainly	the	most	direct	

route	to	articulating	a	critical	position,	its	potential	to	encourage	scrutiny	of	a	public	text	is	

limited	by	the	generalisations	and	essentialisation	it	tends	to	make	in	regards	to	the	appeal	

of	advertisements.	According	to	the	aims	of	this	research,	an	effectively	critical	

appropriation	should	challenge	established	subject	relations	to	the	public	object	rather	than	

affirm	basic	oppositional	standpoints.	By	characterising	the	appeal	of	a	public	text	as	

belonging	to	the	values	of	the	“stupefied	masses”,	non-identification	downplays	the	specific	

functional	appeal	of	its	referent’s	narrative	content.	This	fixation	on	contradiction	and	

resistance	can	act	to	prevent	a	self-reflexive	engagement	with	the	appeal	of	an	appropriated	

text.		

In	working	directly	from	the	artist’s	own	identity	and	agency	as	a	consumer,	

appropriation	as	dis-identification	effectively	addresses	some	of	these	issues.	Using	the	

artist’s	physical	presence,	social	standing	or	personal	experience,	dis-identification	can	

destabilise	normative	subject-relations	to	a	public	object	by	embracing	a	dissonant	or	

inappropriate	form	of	identification.	However,	for	a	dis-identification	to	be	effectively	

critical	a	significant	tension	must	arise	between	the	artist	or	audience	subject	and	the	
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public	text	that	they	strive	to	identify	with.	From	my	subjective	position,	my	own	sense	of	

failure	to	assimilate	into	normative	discourses	of	Australian	heterosexual	masculinity	has	

often	failed	to	undermine	the	advertising	narratives	I	wish	to	appropriate.	This	research	

has	benefited	from	considering	how	dis-identification	acknowledges	the	agency	of	

consumers	and	the	potentialities	of	mis-reading	and	restaging	public	culture.	As	a	

methodology	of	appropriation,	dis-identification	has	also	reaffirmed	the	importance	of	

using	direct	personal	experience	to	contest	the	assertions	made	by	public	texts.	However,	

in	my	practice,	the	effectiveness	of	dis-identification	to	intervene	in	and	reconfigure	

advertising	narratives	has	been	limited.			

As	stated	in	the	analysis	of	Jeff	Koons’	work	above,	the	outcomes	of	appropriation	

as	over-identification	can	depart	significantly	from	the	aims	of	this	research.	By	

essentialising	the	content	of	advertising	Koons	fails	to	implicate	his	audience	in	the	

narrative	appeal	of	a	functional	contemporary	text.	Rather	than	provoking	a	rigorous	and	

specific	scrutiny,	Koons’	over-identification	facilitates	ironic	complicity	with	consumer	

capitalism.	In	contrast,	the	over-identification	of	Guillame	Bijl	acts	as	both	a	historically	

specific	analysis	and	an	obscene	intervention	into	the	appeal	of	a	public	text.	Balancing	

intervention	with	accuracy,	humour	with	the	banal	and	melancholic,	and	introspective	

self-reflection	with	public	political	resonance,	Bijl’s	Oriental	Carpet	Store	represents	a	

prototypical	methodology	for	this	research.		

This	survey	of	critical	appropriation	over	the	mid-to-late	20th	century	has	

demonstrated	the	importance	of	the	specific	historical	and	cultural	context	in	which	the	

artist	and	the	audience	re-interprets	the	appropriated	public	object.	Attempting	to	

consolidate	a	definition	of	critique	as	it	relates	to	the	canon	of	appropriation	art	in	the	

20th	century	has	been	of	great	benefit	to	this	research.	However,	the	criteria	I	have	

established	for	an	effective	appropriative	methodology	must	be	considered	in	relation	to	

my	own	specific	cultural	circumstance	in	the	contemporary	if	it	is	to	be	of	use	in	

generating	relevant	practical	research.		
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Chapter	3:	Contemporary	Advertising	and	the	Post-Critical	Subject	

In	the	same	way	that	an	appropriative	text’s	critical	potential	relies	on	the	historical	

coordinates	of	its	audience,	so	to	is	the	narrative	appeal	of	an	advertisement	dependent	on	

its	socio-cultural	context.	As	demonstrated	in	the	first	chapter’s	analysis	of	1980s	Australian	

beer	advertisements,	the	appeal	of	advertising	tends	to	be	particularly	fluid	and	tenuous	

across	generational	and	cultural	contexts.	What	might	have	originally	appeared	“cool”,	

natural	or	desirable	in	a	late	1980s	beer	advertisement	may	appear	dysfunctional	in	the	

contemporary.	By	the	same	token,	a	cross-cultural	reading	of	a	Japanese	advertisement	may	

read	as	absurd	or	alienating	to	a	white	Australian	audience.		

While	these	are	clearly	common	sense	observations	they	demonstrate	an	important	

point	for	the	direction	of	this	research.	As	argued	in	Chapter	1,	narrative	advertisements	are	

not	atemporal	or	universal	representations	of	desire,	but	rely	heavily	on	the	historical	

conditions	and	cultural	normativities	of	their	target	market.	It	is	this	relationship	between	

the	content	of	advertising	and	the	social	values	and	material	realities	of	a	community	-	both	

their	correlations	and	their	discontinuities	-	that	forms	the	basis	of	this	research.		

Accordingly,	critical	responses	to	advertising	narratives	should	demonstrate	a	

rigorous	understanding	of	the	historical	context	in	which	the	advertisement	was	produced,	

consumed	and	is	transformed	into	social	practices.	To	reach	an	adequate	understanding	of	

21st	century	advertising	this	research	must	refer	again	to	recent	history,	acknowledging	the	

significant	developments	that	have	occurred	in	advertising	over	the	latter-half	of	the	20th	

century.	While	a	comprehensive	history	of	this	period	is	obviously	unfeasible	in	this	exegesis,	

Chapter	3	will	chart	recent	key	trends	in	narrative	advertising	targeting	western	Anglo-Saxon	

youth	demographics.	This	brief	historical	overview	will	provide	the	foundation	for	the	

formation	of	a	practical	research	methodology	that	effectively	responds	to	the	state	of	

contemporary	advertising.	

Chapter	3:	Contemporary	Advertising	and	the	Post-Critical	Subject	will	begin	by	

addressing	what	social	historian	Michael	Schudson	refers	to	as	the	genre	of	capitalist	realist	

advertising.	Characterised	by	the	consumer	culture	of	post-World	War	II	America,	this	

quintessential	form	of	narrative	will	be	used	to	examine	subsequent	divergent	and	

oppositional	responses	to	the	conventions	of	capitalist	realism	from	within	advertising	

culture.	In	striving	to	distinguish	late	20th	century	products	from	those	of	the	post-war	

period,	youth-oriented	advertising	of	the	1980s	and	1990s	looked	to	recuperate	alternative	

cultural	aesthetics	and	narratives	into	advertising.	In	particular,	Chapter	3	will	examine	how	
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surrealist,	anti-advertising	and	ironically	complicit	narrative	methods	were	used	to	address	

the	cultural	landscape	of	the	late	20th	century,	taking	advantage	of	widespread	cynicism	

towards	the	conventions	of	capitalist	realism	in	order	to	appeal	to	a	new	postmodern	target	

market.		

From	this	point,	Chapter	3	will	take	a	more	theoretical	approach	to	assessing	the	

function	of	irony	in	contemporary	advertising	narratives,	analysing	the	role	of	pastiche,	

pluralism	and	self-reflexivity	in	the	proliferation	of	a	contemporary	post-critical	public	

sphere.		

Drawing	on	Marxist	literary	theorist	Fredric	Jameson’s	description	of	postmodern	

pastiche,	Marxist	philosopher	Mark	Fisher’s	analysis	of	21st	century	capitalist	culture	and	

psychoanalytic	political	philosopher	Jodi	Dean’s	concept	of	communicative	capitalism,	an	

argument	outlining	contemporary	culture’s	post-critical	subject	will	be	put	forward.		

After	establishing	a	broad	overview	of	the	historical	and	theoretical	coordinates	that	

define	contemporary	advertising,	Chapter	3	will	conclude	by	revisiting	a	series	of	works	

made	prior	to	commencing	this	research	project,	reflecting	on	the	intentions	and	outcomes	

of	this	body	of	work	in	order	to	refine	this	research’s	scope	and	methodological	approach.		
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Capitalist	Realism,	Capitalist	Surrealism	and	the	Anti-Advertisement	

As	stated	in	the	introduction	to	this	exegesis,	this	research	project	responds	to	

advertisements	that	prioritise	the	narrativisation	of	products	over	the	listing	of	informational	

content	regarding	price,	location	or	use-value.	Although	it	is	clear	that	advertisements	do	

not	easily	break	down	into	either	purely	narrative	or	informational	categories,	the	concept	of	

narrative-based	advertising	has	proven	very	useful	as	an	initial	limiter	to	the	scope	of	this	

research.	Recapping	on	the	idea	of	narrative-based	advertising,	this	research	defines	

narrative	advertising	as	the	facilitation	of	desire	through	the	representation	of	a	relationship	

between	a	consumer,	a	product,	and	a	public	gaze.		

The	basic	psychological	and	social	processes	involved	in	reading	narrative	advertising	

have	been	addressed	throughout	Chapter	1	and	Chapter	2	of	this	exegesis.	In	the	initial	work	

produced	for	this	research	I	was	particularly	interested	in	how	advertising	engages	audiences	

with	ideal	representations	of	the	self.	Subsequent	research	focused	on	how	ideal	selves	

relate	to	a	public	culture,	how	the	concept	of	self	relies	on	an	imagined	public	gaze,	and	the	

interdependence	of	self-image	and	ideology.	Considering	just	these	abstract	fundamental	

components	of	narrative	advertising,	the	history	of	advertising	since	the	mid-century	

appears	relatively	singular,	consistent	and	stable.	However,	a	more	thorough	historical	

analysis	of	advertising	discourse	reveals	significant	developmental	phases	and	variances	in	

the	content,	voice	and	appeal	of	its	narratives.		

In	Advertising,	the	Uneasy	Persuasion:	Its	Dubious	Impact	on	American	Society	

(1986),	sociologist	Michael	Schudson	describes	the	specific	narrative	characteristics	that	

emerged	in	advertising	during	the	consumer	capitalist	boom	of	post-war	America.	For	

Schudson,	North	America’s	prosperity	and	growth	throughout	the	1950s	and	1960s	was	

articulated	through	advertising’s	formation	of	a	common	symbolic	cultural	discourse.	

Through	a	strict	aesthetic	and	conceptual	formula,	post-war	advertising	broadcast	a	

consistent	vision	of	the	harmony,	pleasure	and	freedom	of	consumer	subjectivity.	Across	

drastically	expanded	markets	and	publishing	platforms,	nationally	broadcast	campaigns	

connected	a	vast	network	of	consumers	to	utopian	narratives	‘available	to	all	of	them	and	

tailored	to	no	one	of	them’	(Schudson	1986,	p.210).		

The	unprecedented	scale	of	these	campaigns	required	their	narratives	to	be	simple	

and	cogent,	to	generate	appeal	for	a	product	to	as	wide	a	demographic	as	possible	for	as	

long	as	possible.	Accordingly,	the	advertising	narratives	of	post	war	America	were	‘obliged	to	

be	relatively	placeless	and	relatively	timeless’	(Schudson	1986,	p.211).	Rather	than	
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documenting	reality,	or	building	a	fully	fictive	world,	early	narrative	advertising	constructed	

‘its	own	plane	of	reality’,	a	flattened,	abstract,	imaginary	world	Schudson	refers	to	as	

capitalist	realism	(Schudson	1986,	p.214).	In	his	description	of	America’s	post	war	advertising	

as	capitalist	realism	Schudson	makes	a	deliberate	reference	to	the	artistic	movement	of	

Socialist	Realism,	the	state-sanctioned	art	of	mid-century	USSR.	Here	the	word	realism	does	

not	refer	to	cultural	texts	that	accurately	resemble	the	experiences	they	represent.	Instead,	

just	like	the	Socialist	Realism	of	the	Soviet	Union,	the	advertising	narratives	of	post-war	

America	are	described	as	capitalist	realism	because	they	proliferate	‘a	set	of	aesthetic	

conventions’	inextricably	tied	to	a	‘political	economy	whose	values	they	celebrate	and	

promote’	(Schudson	1986,	p.214).	

Schudson	summarises	the	conventions	of	capitalist	realism	as	representing	the	

consumption	of	commodities	with	relentless	optimism	and	exaggerated	contentment.	

According	to	Schudson,	these	proudly	superficial	narratives	strove	above	all	to	simplify	and	

typify,	avoiding	complexity,	negativity	or	ambiguity	at	all	costs	(Schudson	1986	p.215).	

Schudson’s	comparison	of	American	advertising	with	Socialist	Realist	art	underlines	the	

disjunction	between	public	representations	of	capitalist	consumption	and	the	everyday	

experiences	of	its	respective	citizens.	Instead	of	documenting	relationships	between	

consumers	and	products,	capitalist	realism	imagined	‘reality	as	it	should	be’;	an	abstract	and	

idealised	heaven-on-earth,	swollen	with	the	pleasures	and	freedoms	of	private	indulgence,	

social	success	and	material	ambition	(Schudson	1986	pp.215-218).		

Although	Schudson	stops	short	of	claiming	a	causal	relationship	between	capitalist	

realist	advertising	and	post-war	consumer	demand,	the	exponential	growth	in	the	

advertising	industry	and	the	consistency	of	its	narratives	during	this	period	demonstrate	the	

significance	of	capitalist	realism	as	a	cultural	phenomenon.	From	the	1950s	onwards,	the	

influence	of	the	capitalist	realist	model	was	felt	throughout	the	Western	world.	While	there	

is	an	abundance	of	examples	of	capitalist	realism	in	20th	century	Australian	advertising,	the	

conventions	of	capitalist	realism	are	clearly	evident	in	Chapter	1’s	case	study	of	1980s	

Brisbane	Bitter	and	Victoria	Bitter	beer	advertisements.		

In	the	example	of	the	Brisbane	Bitter	advertisement	(Fig.	3,	p.20),	a	beer	product	is	

earnestly	and	unambiguously	tied	to	the	normative	sexual	desire	of	a	straight	white	male	

target	audience.	As	described	in	Chapter	1,	the	bulk	of	the	advertisement	shows	the	beer	

product	alongside	the	exposed	buttocks	and	breasts	of	female	bicycle	riders.	At	the	end	of	

the	clip	the	viewer’s	voyeuristic	gaze	switches	to	identification	with	a	young	male	

protagonist,	resolving	the	lewd	titillation	of	the	narrative	with	the	compromise	of	a	long-
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term,	socially	sanctioned	sexual	possession.	In	this	transition	from	voyeurism	to	protagonist	

identification	the	Brisbane	Bitter	narrative	orients	heterosexual	male	desire	through	a	

powerfully	simple	formula;	“buy	the	product,	win	the	race,	keep	the	girl”.		

Similarly	naive	and	regressive,	the	Victoria	Bitter	(Fig.	4,	p.22)	narrative	presents	a	

fantasy	scenario	of	masculine	equality,	solidarity	and	cultural	homogeneity	contingent	on	

beer	drinking.	The	advertisement’s	jingle	and	visual	comparison	of	men	working	suggest	

that	every	“Aussie”	man	works	equally	hard,	and	so	must	be	equally	rewarded	with	a	

Victoria	Bitter.	Scenes	of	rural,	white-collar	and	blue-collar	workers	co-operating	in	the	

heat	and	then	drinking	beer	aim	to	resolve	repressed	tensions	of	class	and	cultural	

difference	for	its	working-class	target	audience.	Through	an	appeal	to	a	transcendental	

masculine	identity,	Victoria	Bitter’s	advertisement	invites	white	Australian	men	to	belong	

to	a	public	fantasy	without	socio-economic	hierarchy	or	class	conflict.		

Considered	together,	the	Brisbane	Bitter	and	Victoria	Bitter	beer	advertisements	

demonstrate	the	basic	narrative	conventions	of	capitalist	realism.	Avoiding	conflict,	

uncertainty	and	multiplicity,	capitalist	realism	aims	to	simplify	and	resolve,	consolidating	the	

fragmented	and	conflictual	self	within	an	imagined	context	of	perfect	social	harmony	and	

perfectly	fulfilled	desire.	In	the	fantasy	world	of	capitalist	realism	all	characters	are	

predictable	and	one-dimensional,	all	narrative	content	has	a	clear	and	accessible	function,	

and	the	value	of	the	product	is	illustrated	in	the	most	accessible	and	efficient	manner	

possible.	Romanticising	the	present	and	the	potentiality	of	the	near	future,	capitalist	realism	

strives	to	articulate	a	propagandistic	meta-narrative	of	utopian	capitalist	progress.		

In	Art	and	Advertising	(2005),	theorist	Joan	Gibbons	picks	up	on	Schudson’s	analysis,	

describing	capitalist	realism	as	‘revealing	and	endorsing	new	features	of	society	and	thus	

aiding	the	masses	in	assimilating	them’	(Gibbons	2005,	p.56).	Key	to	this	process	of	

assimilation	is	the	way	in	which	capitalist	realism	addresses	its	audience	as	a	singular	

homogenous	cultural	group.	While	capitalist	realism	relies	on	private	fantasies	of	future	

indulgence,	this	imagined	indulgence	is	heavily	mediated	by	normative	conceptions	of	what	

is	“natural”,	“right”	and	socially	expected.	In	its	appeal	to	the	desires	of	a	single	and	

narrowly	defined	consumer	subjectivity,	the	capitalist	realist	advertisement	propagates	a	

single	set	of	dominant	cultural	values,	negating	difference,	diversity	and	plurality	via	the	

imperative	of	Super-Ego	properness	(Schudson	in	Gibbons	2005,	p.60).		
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The	conventions	that	Schudson	ascribes	to	capitalist	realism	correspond	with	our	

common-sense,	largely	pejorative	understanding	of	advertising	as	a	cultural	genre.	In	this	

common	sense	appraisal	of	advertising	the	capitalist	realist	formula	is	criticised	for	its	

propagandistic	appeal	to	conformity,	its	superficial	homogeneity	and	the	inauthenticity	of	its	

fantasy	worlds	(MacRury	2009,	p.15).	Although	Schudson’s	sociological	analysis	refers	

specifically	to	narrative	advertising	made	between	the	1950s	and	mid-1980s,	the	

conventions	of	this	period	still	influence	the	way	we	think	about	advertising	in	general.	

While	there	are	certainly	many	contemporary	advertisements	that	fit	this	capitalist	realist	

model,	these	advertisements	often	appear	trite	and	archaic	in	the	21st	century.	Just	like	

Socialist	Realist	art,	the	sincere	aspiration,	unbridled	optimism	and	lack	of	self-awareness	

associated	with	capitalist	realist	advertising	no	longer	functions	as	it	did	in	the	mid-20th	

century.	Despite	our	essentialisation	of	advertising	as	capitalist	realism,	since	the	mid-1980s	

the	mythological	coordinates	of	advertising	discourse	have	shifted.		

In	Advertising	in	Modern	and	Postmodern	Times	(2007),	Marxist	cultural	theorist	

Pamela	Odih	summarises	this	shift	in	advertising	discourse	as	a	response	to	fundamental	

changes	in	the	material	relations	and	modes	of	production	associated	with	late	capitalism.	

As	Odih	explains,	

The	Fordist	separation	of	economy	and	culture	invited	consumers	to	constitute	their	
identities	through	the	purchase	of	products	whose	stories	and	images	echo	historically	
specific	grand	narratives.	By	contrast,	the	consumers	of	postmodernity	transcend	these	
narratives	of	self	and	subjectivity.	(Odih	2007,	p.5)	

As	a	part	of	the	transition	from	Fordist	to	post-Fordist	modes	of	production,	Odih	argues	

that	postmodern	neoliberalism	necessitated	a	more	nuanced,	self-reflexive	and	fluid	

representation	of	the	relationship	between	commodities	and	cultural	values	(Odih	2007,	

pp.5-6).	Leaving	behind	the	bright	utopian	optimism	of	the	1960s	and	1970s,	postmodern	

advertising	strove	to	diversify	in	order	to	accommodate	new	material	relations,	aesthetics	

and	cultural	identities.		

Expanding	on	the	sociological	coordinates	of	this	transition,	Gibbons	describes	

advertising’s	movement	away	from	capitalist	realism	as	a	recuperative	response	to	the	

American	counter-cultural	movements	of	the	late	1960s	and	early	1970s.	After	the	popular	

success	of	American	counter-culture,	advertising	discourse	was	compelled	to	‘differentiate	

between	and	address	an	increasing	number	of	new	consumer	groups’	(Gibbons	2005,	p.60).	

According	to	Gibbons,	
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In	what	was	by	then	a	noticeably	more	pluralistic	culture,	conventional	methods	of	
consumer	categorisation,	such	as	class	or	income,	were	seen	as	over-simplistic.	.	.	The	
result	was	the	development	of	new	methods	that	approached	potential	consumers	with	
more	subtlety	and	creativity,	abandoning	the	narratives	of	Capitalist	Realism.	(Gibbons	
2005,	pp.60-61)	

In	the	place	of	mid-century	capitalist	realism,	Gibbons	identifies	the	emergence	of	a	new	set	

of	narrative	conventions	she	refers	to	as	a	capitalist	surrealist	aesthetic.	Following	

Schudson’s	model	of	comparative	analysis	with	the	canon	of	art,	Gibbons	links	this	divergent	

advertising	methodology	to	the	historical	movement	of	Surrealism	in	early	20th	century	art	

and	literature.		

Rejecting	the	restrictive	meta-narrative	of	utopian	capitalist	progress,	Gibbons’	

capitalist	surrealist	advertising	embraces	a	wider	spectrum	of	narrative	affect,	integrating	

more	provocative,	uncomfortable	or	lurid	subject-matter.	Rather	than	using	narrative	to	

simplify	and	resolve	with	maximum	clarity,	efficiency	and	singularity,	capitalist	surrealist	

advertising	relies	on	sustained	narrative	conflict	and	ambiguity.	While	all	the	elements	

within	the	capitalist	realist	formula	have	a	clear,	predictable	and	functional	relationship	to	

their	product,	the	capitalist	surrealist	advertisement	utilises	images,	themes	and	characters	

that	seem	‘unrelated	to	the	product	in	any	functional	way’	(Gibbons	2005,	p.59).	Gibbons	

suggests	that	these	new	methods	act	as	a	form	of	defamiliarisation	for	their	target	audience,	

clearly	distinguishing	capitalist	surrealism	from	the	capitalist	realist	tradition	by	refusing	‘to	

treat	the	viewer	as	a	coherently	structured	subject	with	a	unified	world-view’	(Gibbons	2005,	

p.67).		

Gibbons	points	to	British	director	Tony	Kaye’s	1993	television	commercial	for	Dunlop	

Tyres	Tested	for	the	Unexpected	(Fig.	21)	as	the	high	water	mark	for	capitalist	surrealist	

advertising.4	In	Tested	for	the	Unexpected,	a	series	of	absurdist	scenarios	involving	dramatic	

tension	and	hazardous	materials	are	expertly	navigated	by	a	sleek	black	sports	car.	Looming	

over	this	innocuous	plot	is	the	distinctive	aesthetic	atmosphere	of	the	clip.	Characterised	by	

rough	and	rapid	montage,	disorienting	camera	movement,	optical	distortion	and	highly	

saturated	and	tinted	footage,	Tested	for	the	Unexpected	is	foremost	an	exercise	in	

confrontational	style	and	sensory	overload.	Pairing	erotically	charged	imagery	of	leather-

fetish	and	masquerade	costumes	with	painted	bodies	and	a	piano	falling	from	the	sky,	

Tested	for	the	Unexpected	is	‘not	afraid	to	disorientate	the	viewer	by	entering	strange,	

threatening,	even	uncanny	territory’	(Gibbons	2005,	p.99).		

                                            
4	YouTube,	viewed	14/9/2016	at	https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=NLWWtgqDG2M		
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Figure	21	 Tony	Kaye,	Dunlop	-	Tested	for	the	Unexpected	(1993),	Internet	video	
screenshot	
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The	explicit	message	of	Tested	for	the	Unexpected	is	that	Dunlop	tyres	are	safe,	that	

they	are	capable	of	navigating	difficult	and	diverse	driving	environments.	However,	this	

message	is	completely	overshadowed	by	the	advertisement’s	style	and	sensual	affect.	In	its	

use	of	threat,	absurdity	and	disorientation	Tested	for	the	Unexpected	challenges	audience	

expectations,	demonstrating	‘a	radical	departure	from	the	run-of-the-mill	conventions	of	

tyre	advertisements’	(Gibbons	2005,	p.99).	As	Gibbons	explains,		

Kaye	avoids	the	more	rudimentary	sensory	cravings	that	are	so	frequently	evoked	in	
conventional	advertising.	.	.	Rather	than	providing	some	sort	of	exposition	of	the	
efficacy	or	benefits	of	the	product,	Kaye	succeeds	in	transcending	functionality	
(Gibbons	2005,	p.101)	

Rejecting	the	naive	optimism	and	functional	accessibility	of	the	capitalist	realist	fantasy,	the	

aesthetic	experience	of	Tested	for	the	Unexpected	exudes	indulgence,	rebellion	and	artistic	

eccentricity.			

In	this	way,	Kaye’s	capitalist	surrealist	advertisement	acts	as	a	kind	of	oppositional	or	

anti-advertising	gesture.	Responding	dialectically	to	the	capitalist	realist	formula,	the	

capitalist	surrealist	aesthetic	calls	upon	the	social	capital	of	alternativity	and	non-conformity.	

Rather	than	reinforcing	what	is	commonly	understood	about	tyres,	capitalist	surrealism	

presents	itself	as	a	provocation	to	or	subversion	of	dominant	values	within	advertising.	By	

accepting	the	basic	functional	equivalence	of	commodities,	capitalist	surrealism	is	free	to	

shift	its	narrative	focus	towards	the	more	abstract	cultural	value	of	the	brand,	distinguishing	

its	brand’s	identity	from	the	passé	narratives	of	its	competitors.	Taking	on	the	appeal	

associated	with	challenging	the	status	quo,	capitalist	surrealist	advertising	marks	itself	as	

alternative,	as	resisting	and	transgressing	cultural	normativities.			

In	her	international	bestseller	No	Logo	(2000)	political	commentator	Naomi	Klein	

describes	American	consumer	culture	as	transitioning	away	from	the	conventions	of	

capitalist	realism	towards	a	focus	on	the	value	of	a	brand’s	style,	attitude	or	persona.	As	

Klein	explains,	the	products	that	flourished	during	the	late	1980s	and	early	1990s	were	‘the	

ones	presented	not	as	“commodities”	but	as	concepts:	the	brand	as	experience,	as	lifestyle’	

(Klein	2000,	p.23).	For	Klein,	at	the	heart	of	this	branding	revolution	was	the	concept	of	

“cool”	(Klein	2000,	pp.75-76).	Behind	the	popular	success	of	capitalist	surrealist	

advertisements	like	Kaye’s	Tested	for	the	Unexpected	was	a	swell	in	consumer’s	desire	to	

identify	as	alternative,	to	stand	out	of	the	crowd,	challenge	tradition,	be	progressive	and	

look	cool.		
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Written	in	response	to	No	Logo,	fellow	Canadian	philosophers	Joseph	Heath	and	

Andrew	Potter’s	The	Rebel	Sell	(2005)	expands	on	Klein’s	analysis	of	late	20th	century	

consumerism.	For	Heath	and	Potter,	in	contradiction	to	popular	sentiment	regarding	

advertising,	‘it	is	rebellion,	not	conformity,	that	has	for	decades	been	the	driving	force	of	the	

marketplace’	(Heath	&	Potter	2006,	p.102).	Rather	than	pointing	to	a	historical	split	between	

capitalist	realism	and	capitalist	surrealism,	Heath	and	Potter	stress	the	continuity	of	a	binary	

within	20th	century	advertising	between	ideas	of	tradition	versus	progress,	conformity	versus	

rebellion,	prudent	calculation	versus	spontaneous	indulgence.	In	this	binary	system	of	

identification	advertising	mythology	provides	a	toolset	for	self-representation	through	the	

purchase	of	products.	Consumers	identify	with	certain	brands	in	order	to	communicate	their	

desired	identity	and	socio-cultural	position,	endlessly	recalibrating	their	branded	social	

status	on	an	ever-changing	spectrum	of	cool.		

Echoing	Klein,	Heath	and	Potter	suggest	that	this	commodification	of	cool	represents	

the	definitive	attribute	of	turn-of-the-century	advertising	culture.	Largely	replacing	the	20th	

century	social	systems	of	class,	Heath	and	Potter	claim	that	the	power	of	cool	has	become	

‘the	central	status	hierarchy	in	contemporary	urban	society	(Heath	&	Potter	2006,	p.196).	

For	Heath	and	Potter,		

Unlike	traditional	status	hierarchies,	which	emphasise	continuity	across	time,	cool	is	
structured	by	a	restless	quest	for	nonconformity.	.	.	The	cool	person	is	the	one	who	
has	deliberately	set	himself	against	the	masses	of	society.	.	.	Just	as	not	everyone	can	
be	upper	class	and	not	everyone	can	have	good	taste,	not	everyone	can	be	cool	
(Heath	&	Potter	2006,	p.196).		

For	a	product	to	signify	coolness	it	must	simulate	distinction,	even	if	an	entire	community	

consumes	the	same	product.	To	simulate	distinction	an	advertising	narrative	sets	its	brand	

apart	from	an	idea	of	the	Other,	conferring	a	level	of	superiority	over	or	alternativity	to	the	

products	or	brand	identity	associated	with	an	Other.		

Heath	and	Potter	cite	an	early	example	of	the	commodification	of	cool	in	technology	

company	Apple	Inc.’s	1983	“superbowl”	commercial	1984	(1983,	Fig.	22).5	Directed	by	the	

acclaimed	Hollywood	director	Ridley	Scott,	the	1984	advertisement	was	conceived	as	a	

product	launch	for	Apple’s	flagship	Macintosh	personal	computer.	In	1984,	Apple	

appropriate	George	Orwell’s	seminal	1949	dystopian	science	fiction	novel	Nineteen	Eighty-

Four.	Orwell’s	novel	imagines	a	future	modelled	on	the	more	disturbingly	authoritarian	and	

inhumane	practices	of	mid-20th	century	Stalinist	Russia.	Central	to	the	novel’s	plot	is	an		

                                            
5	YouTube,	viewed	14/9/2016	at	https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=R706isyDrqI		
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Figure	22	 					Apple	Inc.	&	Ridley	Scott,	1984	(1983),	Internet	video	screenshots	
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omnipresent	form	of	government	surveillance	allowing	enforcement	of	state	rule	through	

the	threat	of	political	imprisonment.		

Broadcast	on	the	cusp	of	the	calendar	year	of	1984,	Apple’s	advertisement	draws	a	

parallel	between	Orwell’s	fictional	dystopia	and	the	recent	technological	advancements	of	

1980s	America.	In	the	commercial,	cuts	of	an	idyllic	female	athlete	running	towards	a	giant	

television	screen	puncture	a	gloomy	grey-washed	cityscape.	The	giant	television	screen	

broadcasts	an	image	of	a	male	face	dictating	the	following	monologue	to	a	sea	of	grey-clad	

and	remarkably	sullen	looking	young	men:	

Today,	we	celebrate	the	first	glorious	anniversary	of	the	Information	Purification	
Directives.	We	have	created,	for	the	first	time	in	all	history,	a	garden	of	pure	
ideology.	Where	each	worker	may	bloom	secure	from	the	pests	of	contradictory	and	
confusing	truths.	Our	Unification	of	Thoughts	is	more	powerful	a	weapon	than	any	
fleet	or	army	on	earth.	We	are	one	people,	with	one	will,	one	resolve,	one	cause.	
Our	enemies	shall	talk	themselves	to	death	and	we	will	bury	them	with	their	own	
confusion.	We	shall	prevail!	(Apple	Inc.	in	Heath	&	Potter	2006,	p.235)	

Pursued	by	a	group	of	police,	the	blonde	athlete	hurls	a	sledgehammer	at	the	screen	just	as	

the	monologue	ends,	the	screen	promptly	exploding	in	a	flash	of	white	light.	This	bright	light	

is	followed	by	a	friendly	voice-over	clarifying	the	meaning	of	the	narrative:	‘On	January	24th	

Apple	Computer	will	introduce	Macintosh.	And	you’ll	see	why	1984	won’t	be	like	“1984”’	

(Apple	Inc.	in	Heath	&	Potter	2006,	p.235).	

The	explicit	message	of	Apple	Inc.’s	1984	commercial	is	that	the	Macintosh	personal	

computer	provides	an	unparalleled	level	of	freedom	and	power	for	the	everyday	consumer,	

particularly	in	comparison	to	its	direct	competitor	the	IBM	PC.	Apple	present	their	product	as	

a	challenge	to	the	monopoly	of	IBM,	a	monopoly	they	characterise	as	an	oppressive	tyrant	

enforcing	stale	and	colourless	conformity.	Through	this	narrativised	comparison	Apple	attach	

the	appeal	of	revolutionary	rebellion	to	their	brand,	aligning	the	Macintosh	product	with	the	

perceived	emotional	authenticity	and	social	power	of	the	protagonist’s	actions.		

Acknowledging	the	media	attention	that	followed	Apple’s	broadcast	of	1984,	Heath	

and	Potter	suggest	that	a	more	perfect	instance	of	their	rebel	sell	argument	would	be	

difficult	to	find	(Heath	&	Potter	2006,	p.235).	In	line	with	Apple’s	intentions,	the	1984	

advertisement	was	widely	perceived	as	a	bold	and	highly	effective	provocation	against	the	

IBM	brand.	Combining	with	previous	and	subsequent	campaigns,	the	Apple	brand	mythology	

successfully	positioned	the	purchase	and	use	of	their	products	as	an	act	of	cool	defiance	

against	the	apparent	homogeneity	of	computer	technology.	As	was	suggested	in	the	

narrative	of	1984,	being	an	Apple	user	meant	standing	out	from	the	common,	everyday	
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computer	user;	pushing	back	against	dull	standardisation,	restrictive	conventions	and	

oppressive	conformity.		

The	success	of	Apple’s	1984	advertisement	serves	as	an	early	example	of	the	popular	

appeal	of	oppositional	or	anti-advertising	narratives	within	late	20th	century	advertising	

discourse.	Much	like	the	provocative	absurdity	and	irreverence	of	capitalist	surrealism,	anti-

advertising	narratives	appeal	to	the	cultural	capital	of	rebellion	against	the	status	quo.	

Crucially,	the	appeal	of	anti-advertising	often	relies	on	deriding	the	conventions	of	

advertising,	using	advertising	as	a	stand	in	for	the	undesirable	nature	of	conformist	

mainstream	culture.	Marking	its	brand	as	alternative,	the	anti-advertising	narrative	shows	

disdain	for	the	values	of	“mainstream”	consumer	capitalism	and	its	capitalist	realist	formula.	

As	advertising	theorist	Iain	MacRury	observes:	

Reclamation	of	the	self	from	the	relations	of	the	market	is	a	curious	but	familiar	
advertising	“message”:	for	what	advertising	often	does	(paradoxically)	is	to	propose	a	
world	to	us	celebrating	ideals	about	non-mercantile	relations	to	objects.	(MacRury	
2009,	p.165)	

In	response	to	consumer	demand	for	narratives	that	celebrate	non-mercantile	relations,	

Heath	and	Potter	recognise	that	consumer	capitalist	culture	‘does	an	extremely	good	job’	at	

providing	these	‘anti-consumerist	products’	(Heath	and	Potter	2005,	p.101).		

By	associating	a	product	with	an	anti-advertising,	anti-consumer	capitalist	

standpoint,	the	Apple	narrative	offers	its	prospective	consumers	a	fantasy	of	authenticity	

and	social	distinction.	The	fragility	of	this	paradoxical	advertising	premise	is	obvious.	In	its	

naive	sincerity,	the	1984	advertisement	opens	itself	up	to	hypocrisy.	As	the	Apple	Macintosh	

successfully	enters	the	market	it	loses	its	non-conformist	credibility,	Apple’s	claim	on	

alternativity	appearing	increasingly	superficial	and	inauthentic.	While	sincere	expressions	of	

rebellion	and	non-conformity	may	attract	consumer	interest	in	the	short-term,	large-scale	

commercial	success	makes	oppositional	advertising	narratives	difficult	to	maintain.			

Consequently,	by	the	late	1990s	a	more	refined	and	self-aware	form	of	anti-

advertising	narrative	began	to	influence	advertising	discourse.	Klein	describes	this	trend	in	

advertising	culture	as	ironic	consumption.	In	response	to	the	hypocrisy	of	non-conformist	

advertising	narratives,	brands	began	to	‘express	their	disdain	for	mass	culture	not	by	opting	

out	of	it	but	by	abandoning	themselves	to	it	entirely	–	but	with	a	sly	ironic	twist’	(Klein	2000,	

p.85).	Rather	than	sincerely	declaring	a	brand’s	non-conformist	status,	culturally	

sophisticated	advertisements	found	ways	to	self-mock,	to	‘talk	back	to	themselves	while	

they	are	talking’	(Klein	2000,	p.86).	As	Klein	suggests,	within	late	capitalist	consumer	culture	
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‘irony’s	cozy,	protected,	self-referential	niche	is	a	much	better	fit	than	attempts	to	earnestly	

pass	off	fruit	drinks	as	underground	rock	bands	or	sneakers	as	gangsta	rappers’	(Klein	2000,	

pp.86-87).	Appropriating	the	conventions	and	clichés	of	capitalist	realist	advertising	with	dry	

sarcasm,	this	new	form	of	anti-advertising	asks	its	audience	to	get	in	on	the	joke;	to	read,	

desire	and	consume	advertising	ironically.		

A	forerunner	in	this	trend	towards	ironic	anti-advertising	was	fast-fashion	retailer	

French	Connection	United	Kingdom’s	1997	FCUK	Advertising	billboard	campaign	(Fig.	23).	

Deceptively	simple	in	form	and	content,	the	FCUK	Advertising	campaign	was	the	first	in	a	

series	of	French	Connection	advertisements	to	utilise	an	acronym	of	their	brand	name	for	its	

visual	similarity	to	the	word	fuck.	On	the	billboard,	the	two	words	“f.c.u.k”	and	“advertising”	

are	broken	up	by	an	image	of	a	thin	young	model	in	elegant	office	attire	laughing	in	a	

crouched	position	on	the	floor.		

On	first	glance	the	advertisement	appears	as	a	simple	provocation,	referencing	an	

obscenity	to	attract	scandal	and	attention.	However,	it	is	the	use	of	the	word	fuck	to	express	

rejection	and	denouncement	of	the	advertising	process	that	substantiates	its	narrative	

appeal.	At	once	both	denouncing	advertising	and	acknowledging	itself	as	advertising,	the	

FCUK	Advertising	campaign	openly	admits	to	the	hypocrisy	of	non-conformist	consumer	

narratives,	positioning	this	hypocrisy	as	an	“in-joke”	for	the	critically	astute	postmodern	

consumer.	In	its	stripped-back	appearance	and	its	open	admission	of	hypocrisy,	French	

Connection	take	advantage	of	scepticism	towards	the	authenticity	of	anti-advertising	

narratives.	Appearing	to	remove	all	manipulative	narrative	content	and	concealed	subliminal	

imperatives,	FCUK	Advertising	presents	the	French	Connection	brand	as	authentically	cool,	

as	“getting	real”	and	“talking	straight”	with	its	audience.		

While	Apple	Inc.’s	1984	commercial	describes	its	product	as	distinct	through	a	

sincere	fantasy	of	non-conformity	and	oppositionality,	French	Connection’s	FCUK	Advertising	

never	takes	its	anti-advertising	premise	too	seriously.	Demonstrating	a	sophisticated	self-

awareness,	French	Connection’s	ironic	denouncement	of	capitalist	realist	advertising	

manages	to	articulate	distinction	and	superiority	over	a	conception	of	mainstream	consumer	

culture	without	committing	to	the	temporal	vulnerability	of	any	counter-cultural	position.	

The	protagonist	in	FCUK	Advertising	accepts	a	corporate	office	job	–	an	unmistakeable	

signifier	of	conformity–	but	as	an	effortlessly	cool	“Kate	Moss”	character,	laughing	with	

complicit	superiority	at	the	clichés	of	billboard	advertising.		
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Figure	23	 Trevor	Beattie,	FCUK	Advertising	(1997),	Digital	reproduction	of	billboard	design																																																																																																			
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The	ironic	complicity	of	French	Connection’s	1997	FCUK	Advertising	campaign	shares	

a	great	deal	in	common	with	Jeff	Koons’	late	1980s	art	advertisement	series	(Fig.	19).	In	

Chapter	2	of	this	exegesis,	this	research	argued	that	Koons’	art	advertisements	appropriated	

advertising	in	order	to	mock	the	self-image	of	art.	According	to	the	logic	of	Koons’	work,	the	

anti-capitalist	hegemony	of	art	refused	to	acknowledge	the	art	market’s	symbiotic	

relationship	with	consumer	capitalism.	In	response,	Koons’	work	attempts	to	frustrate	and	

embarrass	anti-capitalist	artistic	discourse	by	over-identifying	with	the	vulgar	commercialism	

of	advertising.	Openly	proclaiming	the	branding	of	his	identity	as	a	consumer	product,	

Koons’	advertisements	distinguish	his	work	as	more	provocative,	self-aware	and	critically	

astute	than	“mainstream”	anti-advertising	art.		

Like	French	Connection’s	use	of	the	word	fuck,	Koons’	vulgar	embrace	of	capitalist	

realist	advertising	appears	at	first	as	pure	provocation.	Just	as	with	the	FCUK	Advertising	

campaign,	behind	the	surface	of	this	provocation	is	a	cyclical	narrative	of	ironic	complicity.	

Koons	mocks	both	the	commercialism	of	the	art	market	and	the	naivety	of	oppositional	art	

practices	without	scrutinising	their	correspondent	value	systems.	Similarly,	French	

Connection	mock	narratives	of	rebellion	and	conformity	within	advertising	discourse,	

collapsing	alternativity	and	complicity	under	the	guise	of	a	superior	postmodern	self-

referentiality.	The	result	of	this	ironic	complicity	is	“cool”	brand	distinction	without	the	

critical	momentum	of	discomfort	or	intervention,	a	seemingly	analytic	gesture	devoid	of	any	

tangible	referent.	Channelling	a	general	feeling	of	public	scepticism	towards	the	authenticity	

of	advertising,	both	Koons	and	French	Connection	use	irony	to	obscure	the	specificities	of	

their	political	standpoint	and	its	historical	context.		

The	confluence	of	Jeff	Koons’	ironic	over-identification	and	French	Connection’s	

ironic	anti-advertising	narratives	demonstrate	a	crucial	point	for	this	research.	While	Chapter	

2	and	3	have	examined	the	history	of	a	polemic	dialogue	between	critical	appropriation	art	

and	advertising	discourse,	at	the	turn	of	the	century	this	polemic	relationship	appears	to	

have	buckled,	its	binaries	intertwined	and	disfigured	to	the	point	of	dissolution.	Reflecting	on	

the	similarities	between	Koons’	and	French	Connection’s	ironic	complicity,	it	is	clear	that	

critical	appropriation	art	and	advertising	discourse	have	bled	into	and	become	absorbed	by	

one	another.	As	eccentrically	artistic,	stridently	alternative	and	ironically	sophisticated	

narratives	become	conventional	tropes	within	advertising;	oppositional	and	ironic	methods	

of	artistic	appropriation	no	longer	disrupt	ritualised	ways	of	reading	and	consuming	

advertising.		
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Although	this	research	has	discussed	capitalist	realist,	capitalist	surrealist,	anti-

advertising	and	ironic	anti-advertising	narratives	as	if	they	supersede	each	other	in	linear	

progression,	each	of	these	genres	coexist,	talk	back	to	and	substantiate	one	another	within	

contemporary	advertising	culture.	Rather	than	one	narrative	style	replacing	another,	the	

divergent	strategies	of	late	20th	century	advertising	resemble	a	harmonious	ecology	of	

cultural	commodities.	By	charting	this	ecology	in	terms	of	rough	developmental	phases	from	

the	mid-20th	century	to	the	turn	of	the	century	this	research	has	refined	its	understanding	of	

contemporary	advertising.	Key	to	this	contemporary	moment	is	the	recuperative	and	self-

reflexive	potential	of	advertising.	By	absorbing	oppositional	and	alternative	standpoints	early	

21st	century	advertising	has	moved	beyond	the	critical-art-versus-conformist-advertising	

dialectic	of	the	mid-20th	century,	carving	out	a	post-critical	space	for	advertising	culture	in	

the	contemporary	public	sphere.		

Enquiring	into	the	future	of	capitalist	realism	in	1986,	Schudson	asked:	

What	does	it	do	to	human	experience	to	live	in	a	society	where	people	are	incessantly	
exposed	to	messages	ostensibly	addressed	to	them	that	they	cannot	take	as	truthful	
communications?	.	.	.	advertising	is	the	art	form	of	bad	faith:	it	features	messages	that	
both	its	creators	and	its	audience	know	to	be	false.	(Schudson	1986,	pp.10-11)	

For	Schudson	in	the	mid-1980s,	the	normalisation	of	public	cynicism	towards	mass	broadcast	

advertising	was	a	troubling	social	phenomenon.	Since	then,	as	advertising	has	diverged	from	

the	utopian	and	propagandistic	singularity	of	capitalist	realism,	postmodern	consumers	have	

openly	accepted	the	fallibility,	fluidity	and	relative	truth-value	of	a	wide	variety	of	

advertising	imperatives.	Accustomed	to	flitting	between	narratives	and	aesthetics	that	are	

entirely	contradictory	or	discontinuous,	any	fixed	critical	standpoint	against	a	specific	

campaign,	brand	or	aesthetic	appears	archaic	to	the	post-critical	21st	century	consumer.		

In	this	post-critical	public	sphere	the	ironically	complicit	advertisement	holds	a	

compelling	narrative	advantage.	Due	to	widespread	scepticism	towards	the	authenticity	of	

advertising,	it	pays	dividends	for	an	advertiser	to	anticipate	the	kind	of	critical	discourse	that	

may	discredit	their	brand	or	campaign,	acknowledging	and	integrating	this	critical	voice	

within	its	narrative.	Rather	than	feigning	a	sincere	fantasy	of	either	utopian	pleasure	or	cool	

rebellion,	the	self-reflexive	gaze	of	ironic	complicity	keeps	a	foot	in	both	camps,	with	the	

added	bonus	of	appearing	more	authentic	and	ideologically	neutral.	Occupying	the	space	of	

both	the	object	of	criticism	and	the	critical	intervention,	ironically	complicit	advertising	also	

functions	to	displace	the	role	of	the	critical	appropriator,	undermining	the	critical	potential	

of	conventional	appropriative	responses	to	advertising.		
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Irony	and	the	Post-Critical	Subject		

In	reflecting	on	the	historical	relationship	between	critical	appropriation	art	and	

narrative	advertising	this	research	has	identified	a	challenge	for	the	realisation	of	its	

research	aims.	This	research	aims	to	scrutinise	the	appeal	of	advertisements	by	restaging	

narrative	content	through	appropriation.	However,	ironically	complicit	advertising	muddies	

the	waters	of	critical	discourse,	undercutting	the	critical	potential	of	appropriation	by	

integrating	dissent	into	the	advertisement’s	narrative	appeal.	Anticipating	and	incorporating	

the	critical	gaze	of	its	audience,	ironic	advertising	fills	in	the	gap	left	by	the	naive	and	

superficial	fantasises	of	capitalist	realism	and	anti-advertising.	In	this	way,	ironic	advertising	

can	be	seen	as	already	having	been	appropriated,	pre-empting	critical	appropriation	so	as	to	

preclude	defamatory	critical	discourse.		

In	the	example	of	the	FCUK	Advertising	campaign,	ironic	complicity	is	used	to	

position	the	FCUK	brand	as	more	authentic	and	self-aware	than	its	competitors.	While	FCUK	

Advertising’s	audience	enjoys	denouncing	advertising	in	general	as	a	passing	gesture,	the	

advertisement’s	self-referential	irony	fails	to	stimulate	sustained	and	specific	critical	enquiry.	

This	research	describes	the	cumulative	effect	of	narratives	like	that	of	the	FCUK	Advertising	

campaign	as	contributing	to	a	post-critical	public	culture.	Ironically	complicit	advertising	may	

rely	on	the	history	of	semiotic	critique	of	advertising,	but	it	ultimately	acts	to	circumvent	

scrutiny	by	colonising	and	commoditising	the	voice	of	advertising’s	critical	audiences.			

To	achieve	its	stated	aims	this	research	has	refined	its	scope	to	consider	the	most	

effective	way	to	respond	to	ironically	complicit	advertising	narratives.	In	order	to	begin	this	

process,	some	understanding	of	the	theoretical	relationship	between	irony	and	post-

criticism	in	contemporary	culture	is	needed.	Drawing	on	Marxist	literary	theorist	Fredric	

Jameson’s	description	of	postmodern	pastiche,	Marxist	philosopher	Mark	Fisher’s	analysis	of	

21st	century	consumer	culture	and	psychoanalytic	political	philosopher	Jodi	Dean’s	concept	

of	communicative	capitalism,	this	research	will	now	outline	an	argument	regarding	

contemporary	culture’s	post-critical	subject.	

In	his	seminal	publication	Postmodernism,	or,	the	Cultural	Logic	of	Late	Capitalism	

(1991),	Fredric	Jameson	puts	forward	the	concept	of	postmodernism	as	a	general	theory	of	

culture	in	late	20th	century	capitalist	societies.	For	Jameson,	cultural	output	is	inextricably	

linked	to	material	conditions	and	socio-economic	structures.	Following	Marx’s	analytic	

model	of	historical	materialism,	Jameson	asserts	the	central	importance	of	considering	

culture	historically.	To	view	culture	historically	is	to	fully	recognise	the	relationship	between	
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the	cultural	products	of	a	community	and	the	modes	of	production	and	consumption	within	

that	community	at	a	particular	historical	moment.	For	Jameson,	analysis	of	this	big-picture	

understanding	of	the	systems,	values	and	desires	of	a	community	represents	a	kind	of	

necessary	communal	psychoanalytic	self-evaluation.	Without	reflecting	on	culture	

historically,	communities	are	unable	to	work	towards	more	just	and	equitable	models	of	

social	organisation.			

According	to	Jameson,	a	defining	aspect	of	postmodernist	culture	is	its	ability	to	

resist	this	crucial	process	of	historical	self-analysis.	In	Jameson’s	words,	postmodern	culture	

is	defined	by	‘a	new	kind	of	flatness	or	depthlessness’,	a	‘weakening	of	historicity,	both	in	

our	relationship	to	public	History	and	in	the	new	forms	of	our	private	temporality’	(1991,	p.8,	

6).	Integral	to	this	failure	in	historicity	is	the	way	postmodern	culture	references	or	

appropriates	pre-existing	cultural	texts.	Jameson	argues	that	the	transition	between	

modernism	and	post-modernism	involved	a	transition	away	from	a	critically	effective	model	

of	reference	as	parody	towards	a	post-critical	model	of	reference	as	pastiche.	In	the	process	

of	parody,	audiences	engage	with	a	critical	view	of	a	specific	referent	in	the	manner	of	a	

rigorous	historical	dialectic.	By	contrast,	postmodern	pastiche	appropriates	pre-existing	texts	

with	no	commitment	to	historicising	referents	in	relation	to	the	present	(Jameson	1991,	

p.16-18).	To	Jameson,	in	a	cultural	sphere	dominated	by	pastiche,	social	history	is	replaced	

by	‘the	history	of	aesthetic	“styles”’(Jameson	1991,	p.20).	This	frenetically	superficial	mode	

of	appropriation	acts	to	undermine	critical	reading	and	cultural	activism,	dislocating	tangible	

cultural	products	from	their	historical	conditions	and	political	contexts.		

In	formulating	the	concept	of	postmodern	pastiche	Jameson	gives	the	example	of	

narrative	cinema’s	use	of	typography	to	connote	various	modes	of	viewership	and	meaning.	

According	to	Jameson,	by	appropriating	an	art	deco	script	to	caption	some	introductory	

narrative	footage,	the	cinematic	audience	is	instructed	to	adopt	a	nostalgic	mode	of	

viewership,	to	imagine	the	narrative	as	belonging	to	some	abstract,	generalised	past.	In	this	

semiotic	scenario	there	is	a	reduced	incentive	to	engage	with	the	tangible	historical	context	

that	produced	the	specific	art	deco	font	or	its	relationship	to	the	historical	conditions	of	the	

present.	Instead,	the	appropriated	referent	is	flattened	into	an	ornamental	affect,	its	

existence	as	a	historically	contingent	product	progressively	erased	through	each	instance	of	

appropriation.	For	Jameson,	the	blurred	and	vague	referentiality	of	this	cultural	pastiche	

‘endows	present	reality	and	the	openness	of	present	history	with	the	spell	and	distance	of	a	

glossy	mirage’	(Jameson	1991,	pp.20-21).		



  Fantasy	in	Public	

  101	

As	a	method	of	cultural	production	pastiche	promotes	a	dramatically	accelerated	

cultural	discourse.	Freed	from	the	burden	of	their	historical	contingency,	references	to	pre-

existing	cultural	texts	may	circulate	at	greater	speeds	and	with	fewer	barriers	to	audience	

accessibility	and	enjoyment.	In	light	of	these	factors,	Jameson	describes	postmodern	

pastiche	as	‘a	cultural	form	of	image	addiction	which,	by	transforming	the	past	into	visual	

mirages	or	stereotypes,	effectively	abolishes	any	practical	sense	of	the	future’	(Jameson	

1991,	p.46).	Severed	from	the	specificity	of	historical	analysis,	appropriation	as	pastiche	

limits	the	capacity	of	audiences	to	ascertain	a	critical	overview	of	their	present	and	future	

conditions.		

Picking	up	on	Jameson’s	analysis,	Mark	Fisher’s	Capitalist	Realism:	Is	There	No	

Alternative?	(2009)	posits	the	long-term	socio-political	effect	of	Jameson’s	crisis	in	

historicity.	According	to	Fisher,	the	‘ironic	distance	proper	to	postmodern	capitalism’	has	

eroded	the	potential	for	critical	cultural	discourse,	leading	to	an	‘aggravated	and	chronic	

acceleration	of	Jameson’s	cultural	logic	of	late	capitalism’	(2009,	pp.5-7).	Borrowing	from	

Michael	Schudson’s	sociological	analysis	of	mid-20th	century	advertising,	Fisher	describes	

this	post-critical	public	culture	as	a	continuation	of	advertising’s	capitalist	realist	aesthetic.	

For	Schudson,	the	utopian	optimism	of	capitalist	realism	served	as	propaganda	for	the	

healthy	social	functioning	of	consumer	capitalism.	By	flooding	public	space	with	positive	

messages	about	the	benefits	of	capitalism,	communities	were	more	inclined	to	embrace	the	

encroachments	of	capitalism	on	non-capitalist	social	structures.	Turning	Schudson’s	analysis	

on	its	head,	Fisher	claims	that	in	the	21st	century	it	is	the	ubiquity	of	cultural	narratives	of	

alternativity	and	ironic	distance	from	vulgar	capitalist	values	that	sustains	capitalist	

hegemony.		

To	Fisher,	consumer	culture’s	recuperation	of	critical	appropriation,	counter-culture	

aesthetics	and	ironic	narrative	strategies	constitutes	a	crisis	for	cultural	resistance	against	

capitalism	in	the	21st	century.	According	to	Fisher,		

The	old	struggle	between	détournement	and	recuperation,	between	subversion	and	
incorporation,	seems	to	have	been	played	out.	What	we	are	dealing	with	now	is	not	the	
incorporation	of	materials	that	previously	seemed	to	possess	subversive	potentials,	but	
instead,	their	precorporation:	the	pre-emptive	formatting	and	shaping	of	desires,	
aspirations	and	hopes	by	capitalist	culture.	(Fisher	2009,	p.9)	

As	advertising	anticipates	and	subsumes	the	voice	of	its	critical	antagonists,	the	potential	to	

subvert	advertising	narratives	through	oppositional	aesthetic	intervention	is	diminished.	As	a	

result,	critical	intervention	in	advertising	culture	appears	passé	and	unnecessary	to	the	post-	
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critical	consumer,	as	post-critical	narratives	have	already	‘stripped	the	world	of	sentimental	

illusions	and	seen	it	for	“what	it	really	is”’	(Fisher	2009,	p.11).	By	simulating	the	

transcendence	of	ideological	imperatives	through	ironic	appropriation	and	self-reflexivity,	

much	of	contemporary	narrative	advertising	positions	itself	as	more	authentic	and	

sophisticated	than	its	naive	utopian	precedents.		

This	fetishisation	of	authenticity	as	reflexive	self-awareness	underlies	the	enduring	

appeal	of	ironic	narratives	in	contemporary	advertising	culture.	For	Fisher,	the	

precorporation	of	aesthetic	resistance	against	consumer	capitalism	relies	on	the	

misconception	that	contemporary	culture	is	too	fluid,	pluralistic	and	reflexive	to	be	

influenced	by	ideology.	Returning	to	Fisher’s	re-reading	of	capitalist	realism,	Fisher	suggests	

that	it	is	the	self-image	of	the	consumer	subject	as	immune	to	ideological	manipulation	that	

undermines	critique	of	21st	century	capitalism.	In	a	post-critical,	post-ideological	cultural	

sphere,	the	prevalence	of	ironically	oppositional	narratives	creates	a	mock	distinction	

between	consumer	subjectivities	and	dominant	ideology.	Consumers	of	ironically	complicit	

appropriation	see	themselves	as	outside	of	the	grips	of	ideological	discourse,	as	occupying	

an	entirely	neutral,	rational	and	objectively	pluralist	perspective.		

Substantiating	his	argument,	Fisher	quotes	Slajov	Žižek’s	analytical	summary	of	post-

critical	consumer	subjectivity.	For	Žižek,	

The	prevailing	ideology	is	that	of	cynicism;	people	no	longer	believe	in	ideological	truth;	
they	do	not	take	ideological	propositions	seriously.	The	fundamental	level	of	ideology,	
however,	is	not	of	an	illusion	masking	the	real	state	of	things	but	that	of	an	
(unconscious)	fantasy	structuring	our	social	reality	itself.	And	at	this	level,	we	are	of	
course	far	from	being	a	post-ideological	society.	Cynical	distance	is	just	one	way	to	blind	
ourselves	to	the	structural	power	of	ideological	fantasy:	even	if	we	do	not	take	things	
seriously,	even	if	we	keep	an	ironic	distance,	we	are	still	doing	them.	(Žižek	in	Fisher	
2009,	p.13)	

Following	Žižek,	Fisher	argues	that	it	is	the	manner	in	which	post-critical	narratives	allow	the	

consumer	to	perform	a	mock	distance	from	conforming	to	dominant	ideology	that	prevents	

critical	cultural	discourse.	Far	from	undermining	capitalism,	cultural	commodities	of	ironic	

dissent	and	superficial	alternativity	proliferate	the	neoliberal	mythology	surrounding	free	

markets	and	consumer	choice.	As	Fisher	argues,	‘this	gestural	anti-capitalism	actually	

reinforces	it	(capitalism).	.	.	this	kind	of	irony	feeds	rather	than	challenges	capitalist	realism’	

performing	‘our	anti-capitalism	for	us,	allowing	us	to	continue	to	consume	with	impunity’	

(Fisher	2009,	p.12).		

	



  Fantasy	in	Public	

  103	

Psychoanalytic	political	philosopher	Jodi	Dean’s	Blog	Theory:	Feedback	and	Capture	

in	the	Circuits	of	Drive	(2010)	echoes	Fisher’s	account	of	the	diminished	critical	potential	of	

ironic	methodologies	of	appropriation	in	a	post-critical	cultural	sphere.	In	Blog	Theory,	Dean	

focuses	on	analysing	the	forms	and	structures	of	the	Internet	as	the	dominant	mode	of	

production	and	consumption	in	the	21st	century	(Dean	2010,	p.5).	Through	the	concept	of	

communicative	capitalism,	Dean	describes	the	socio-political	implications	of	the	

amalgamation	of	news	media,	entertainment	culture	and	consumer	capitalism	over	Internet-

based	publishing	platforms.		

For	Dean,	the	media	sphere	of	communicative	capitalism	inhibits	sustained	and	

specific	critical	discourse	by	obscuring	collective	experience	behind	pluralist	equivalence,	

textual	reflexivity	and	ironic	distance.	In	the	public	space	of	communicative	capitalism,	

critical	activity	is	disarmed	by	a	permanent	state	of	indecision	and	postponement	(Dean	

2010,	p.73).	Clouded	by	‘ultimate	reflexivization’,	the	media	sphere	of	communicative	

capitalism	ensures	that	there	is	always	another	‘option,	link,	opinion,	nuance,	or	contingency	

that	we	haven’t	taken	into	account’	(Dean	2010,	p.6).	Summarising	the	political	effect	of	the	

colonisation	of	Internet	mediums	over	public	space,	Dean	suggests	that	

As	multiple-recombinant	ideas	and	images	circulate	and	stimulate,	they	distract	us	from	
the	antagonisms	constitutive	of	contemporary	society,	inviting	us	to	think	that	each	
opinion	is	equally	valid,	each	option	is	equally	likely,	and	each	click	is	a	significant	
political	intervention.	The	deluge	of	images	and	announcements,	enjoining	us	to	react,	
to	feel,	to	forward	them	to	our	friends,	erodes	critical-theoretical	capacities.	.	.	
Drowning	in	plurality,	we	lose	the	capacity	to	grasp	anything	like	a	system.	(Dean	2010,	
pp.2-3)	

	

Crucial	to	this	exhaustive	pluralism	is	the	dominance	of	ironic	appropriation	in	the	

referential	networks	of	communicative	capitalism.	Rather	than	subverting	dominant	

narratives,	the	act	of	remixing	multiple	pre-existing	texts	for	the	purpose	of	ironic	reflexivity	

feeds	the	inter-textual	networks	of	communicative	capitalism,	perpetuating	a	political	

discourse	‘released	from	burdens	of	coherence	and	consistency’	(Dean	2010,	p.104).	As	

intertextuality	and	reflexivity	become	the	end	goals	of	post-critical	cultural	production,	acts	

of	appropriation	need	‘neither	theme	nor	message	but	can	rely	on	questions	and	

repetitions’,	the	appeal	of	appropriative	communication	for	its	own	sake	displacing	

intention,	content,	and	meaning	(Dean	2010,	p.104,	116).	Post-critical	texts	may	rely	on	

referencing	critical	standpoints,	but	ironic	identifications	with	these	standpoints	are	fleeting	

and	inconsequential.	Like	Jameson’s	assessment	of	pastiche,	what	is	valued	most	in	the	
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networks	of	communicative	capitalism	is	the	act	of	referentiality,	not	the	historical	

contingency	of	any	specific	reference.		

Central	to	the	concept	of	communicative	capitalism	is	Dean’s	assertion	that	the	

practices	and	structures	of	Internet	culture	have	produced	a	new	mode	of	consumer	

subjectivity.	For	Dean,		

The	global	information	and	financial	networks	of	communicative	capitalism	offer	new	
ways	for	us	to	imagine	ourselves,	immense	varieties	of	lifestyles	with	which	we	can	
experiment.	.	.	These	unique	identities,	though,	are	extremely	vulnerable.	The	frames	
of	reference	that	give	them	meaning	and	value	are	constantly	shifting.	.	.	So	while	it	
may	seem	that	the	decline	of	symbolic	efficiency	ushers	in	a	new	era	of	freedom	
from	rigid	norms	and	expectations,	the	fluidity	and	adaptability	of	imaginary	
identities	are	accompanied	by	fragility	and	insecurity.	(Dean	2010,	p.57)	

Dean	suggests	that	in	order	to	minimise	the	risks	associated	with	this	fragility	and	insecurity,	

the	contemporary	subject	responds	to	the	cultural	demands	of	dominant	ideology	with	the	

statement	“whatever”	(Dean	2010,	p.67).		

According	to	Dean,	when	called	to	represent	oneself	in	relation	to	the	power	

structures	of	communicative	capitalism,	the	post-critical	subject	chooses	to	deny	their	own	

agency,	refusing	to	respond	to	the	imperatives	of	the	public	text	with	either	clear	

compliance	or	resistance.	Here	the	popular	vernacular	“whatever”	is	used	to	characterise	

the	post-critical	subject’s	relationship	to	ideology.	As	Dean	explains,		

By	acknowledging	communication	without	attending	to	the	content	of	the	message,	
“whatever”	denies	the	sender	the	sense	that	her	message	has	been	received	because	
its	content	remains	unaddressed.	.	.	It	refrains	from	establishing	the	subject	position	of	
the	one	who	responds	with	“whatever”	(Dean	2010,	p.69)	

Dean	argues	that	the	contemporary	consumer’s	preference	for	the	“whatever”	gesture	

corresponds	to	a	new	communicative	capitalist	subjectivity,	referred	to	by	Dean	as	the	

‘whatever	being’	(Dean	2010,	p.83).	By	replying	to,	participating	in	and	appropriating	public	

culture	with	a	“whatever”	attitude	the	post-critical	subject	acknowledges	critical	resistance	

as	a	prior	possibility.	“Whatever”	unmistakably	connotes	‘an	insolence	or	attitude	of	

provocation’,	acting	as	a	partial	or	prior	identification	with	some	degree	of	counter-cultural	

alternativity	(Dean	2010,	p.69).	Yet	“whatever”	ultimately	serves	to	deflect	responsibility	

away	from	the	consumer	subject,	avoiding	the	vulnerability	of	strict	complicity	or	resistance	

by	postponing	the	need	for	a	fixed	critical	standpoint.	
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In	this	way,	the	“whatever”	being	personifies	the	ironic	complicity	of	post-critical	

culture.	Straddling	both	a	positive	identification	with	an	ideological	discourse	and	a	self-

reflexive	critical	standpoint,	the	post-critical	text	allows	its	audience	to	opt	in	and	out	of	an	

oppositional	gesture	depending	on	what	generates	the	most	cultural	capital	at	a	particular	

moment	or	in	a	particular	context.	As	Dean	explains,	the	“whatever”	being’s	excessive	

investment	in	self-preservation	is	crucial	to	post-critical	culture’s	erosion	of	critical	

discourse.	By	turning	their	attention	‘from	the	content	of	language,	from	trying	to	

communicate	something,	back	to	themselves	as	speaking’,	the	“whatever”	being	shifts	‘from	

focusing	on	something	outside	or	beyond	themselves	to	turning	back	round	upon	

themselves’	(Dean	2010,	p.85).	This	closed	loop	of	cyclical	reflexivity	undermines	a	

collectivist	experience	of	politics,	refusing	to	meaningfully	intervene	in	a	specific	and	

functional	public	referent.	Through	the	appropriative	networks	of	communicative	capitalism,	

“whatever”	beings	

Co-belong	without	struggle	or	antagonism.	.	.	They	neither	attack	nor	resist;	they	are	
neither	inside	nor	outside.	Perhaps	it	makes	better	sense,	then,	to	think	of	the	politics	
of	whatever	beings	in	terms	of	their	setting.	They	are	moved	and	propelled;	they	circuit	
through	contemporary	networks.	(Dean	2010,	p.83)	

In	that	they	perpetuate	the	politics	of	their	setting,	Dean’s	“whatever”	beings	are	

instrumental	in	sustaining	the	values	and	power	structures	of	communicative	capitalism.	

Personifying	the	post-critical	standpoint,	the	“whatever”	being	embraces	the	malleability	of	

ironic	appropriation	for	the	appearance	of	light-hearted	mastery	it	gives	over	public	culture.	

Combined	with	Fredric	Jameson’s	analysis	of	pastiche	and	Mark	Fisher’s	theory	of	

21st	century	capitalist	realism,	Dean’s	description	of	a	post-critical	subjectivity	has	provided	

this	research	with	significant	insight	into	the	cultural	context	and	historical	mode	of	

production	that	underlies	ironically	complicit	narrative	advertising.	Using	these	theoretical	

arguments	as	an	analytical	framework,	this	research	has	looked	to	refine	its	methodological	

approach	in	order	to	address	the	narrative	appeal	of	ironically	complicit	advertising	more	

directly.	As	a	part	of	this	process	of	refinement,	this	research	revisited	a	series	of	

undergraduate	works	made	in	response	to	an	advertising	campaign	for	the	Australian	online	

employment	marketplace	company	SEEK	Limited.		

Although	launching	its	online	employment	listing	service	in	1998,	it	was	not	until	

after	SEEK	went	public	on	the	Australian	Securities	Exchange	in	2005	that	the	company	

gained	a	significant	market	share	advantage	over	its	competitors.	By	2008,	the	SEEK.com.au	

website	hosted	approximately	50%	of	all	internet	and	newspaper	job	advertisements	in	

Australia,	with	time	spent	browsing	SEEK	representing	77%	of	all	time	spent	on	Australian	



  Fantasy	in	Public	

  106	

employment	websites	(SEEK	Limited	2008,	p.8,	11).	This	upturn	in	SEEK’s	brand	awareness	

and	market	share	corresponded	with	the	age	at	which	I	began	looking	for	employment,	the	

SEEK	brand	becoming	synonymous	with	unemployment	and	the	employment	process	for	me	

in	my	late	teenage	years.		

Prior	to	undertaking	this	research	project,	towards	the	end	of	2011,	I	began	a	series	

of	works	that	responded	to	SEEK’s	long	running	If	it	exists,	you’ll	find	it	on	SEEK	advertising	

campaign	(2010,	Fig.	24).	The	If	it	exists	campaign	was	launched	over	the	period	of	late	2009	

to	mid-2010	with	a	series	of	three	“mockumentary”	television	and	billboard	advertisements	

each	focusing	on	an	individual	in	a	fictitious	profession;	Cannon	Safety	Inspector,	Shopping	

Trolley	Mechanic,	and	Animal	Relationship	Counsellor.	Balancing	plausibility	with	wry	

humour,	the	If	it	exists	narratives	grabbed	my	attention	by	leading	me	to	second-guess	the	

functional	appeal	of	its	mockumentary	style.		

In	the	example	of	the	Animal	Relationship	Counsellor	narrative	(Fig.	24),	the	

advertisement	begins	with	the	protagonist	stroking	a	dog	on	a	therapist’s	lounge,	explaining	

to	the	camera	that	this	pet	has	had	relationship	issues	for	“about	four	months”.6	The	

counsellor	then	clumsily	performs	a	series	of	cliché	psychotherapeutic	practices	on	the	pet	

dog	and	a	pet	cat	for	the	benefit	of	the	camera,	the	audience	directed	to	laugh	at	the	naive	

self-indulgence	of	the	protagonist’s	actions.	In	the	last	scene	the	counsellor	is	pictured	on	all	

fours	while	the	pets	lie	sleeping	together	on	the	couch.	Switching	to	a	male	narrator’s	voice	

and	SEEK’s	hot	pink	branding	colour	background,	the	advertisement	ends	by	explaining	that	

if	a	job	exists	you	can	find	and	apply	for	the	job	using	SEEK’s	online	employment	listing	

service.		

The	core	message	of	SEEK’s	campaign	is	that	all	potential	employment	opportunities	

can	be	found	through	SEEK.	In	order	to	narrativise	this	core	message,	the	If	it	exists	

advertisements	adopt	a	standpoint	of	self-reflexive	parody.	Subverting	the	audience’s	

expectation	that	a	SEEK	advertisement	should	show	a	protagonist	acquiring	their	“dream	

job”,	SEEK	choose	instead	to	represent	the	concept	of	a	“dream	job”	as	an	indulgent	fallacy.	

Going	against	the	capitalist	realist	model,	the	If	it	exists	campaign	uses	a	series	of	fictitious	

“dream	jobs”	to	demonstrate	the	laughable	dysfunctionality	of	excessively	self-directed	and	

personally	fulfilling	employment.		

	

	

                                            
6		YouTube,	viewed	3/11/2014	at	https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=mPs0PfkUCL8		
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	 Figure	24		 LeoBurnett	Melbourne,	If	it	exists,	you’ll	find	it	on	SEEK:	Animal	Relationship	
Counsellor	(2010),	Internet	video	screenshots	
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To	advertise	its	product	SEEK	must	claim	that	its	audience	will	find	a	job	that	they	

enjoy	if	they	look	for	a	job	on	SEEK’s	website.	However,	in	order	for	the	SEEK	brand	to	retain	

a	sense	of	authenticity	this	guarantee	must	also	be	acknowledged	as	unrealistic.	The	appeal	

of	SEEK’s	If	it	exists	campaign	lies	in	its	ability	to	use	failure,	humour	and	irony	to	bridge	this	

contradiction.	Through	SEEK’s	post-critical	narrative,	a	critical	parody	of	the	“dream	job”	

mythology	is	integrated	via	ironic	humour	into	an	advertisement	for	a	hyper-capitalist	

employment	marketplace	company.		

Advertising	theorist	Iain	MacRury	argues	that	this	kind	of	ironic	contradiction	is	

typical	of	contemporary	advertising	culture.	In	the	21st	century,	products	‘must	trade	in	signs	

attesting	to	and	resonant	with	audiences’	avowed	critical	sensibility	against	consumerism,	

commodities	and	market	relations’	(MacRury	2009,	p.221).	Instead	of	attempting	to	

sincerely	claim	that	SEEK	can	provide	every	individual	with	their	“dream	job”,	the	post-

critical	advertisement	openly	displays	its	contradictory	motivations	through	ironic	humour.	

Underlying	the	explicit	humour	of	SEEK’s	self-reflexive	parody	is	the	possibility	that	fulfilling	

employment	could	exist	for	the	audience,	as	the	audience	is	led	to	believe	that	they	aren’t	as	

naive,	eccentric	and	self-indulgent	as	the	protagonist.	In	this	way,	post-critical	humour	

becomes	an	entry	point	for	a	compromised	fantasy	narrative.	By	mocking	the	delusional	

incompetency	of	the	protagonist	and	the	utopian	fallacy	of	the	“dream	job”,	the	If	it	exists	

campaign	implies	that	realistic	and	hardworking	individuals	can	obtain	rewarding	

employment	if	they	are	clever	enough	to	use	SEEK’s	services.		

I	remember	being	aware	of	the	If	it	exists	television	and	billboard	advertisements	in	

late	2010.	However,	it	was	a	series	of	supplementary	campaigns	in	late	2011	and	early	2012	

that	cemented	my	artistic	interest	in	SEEK.	In	late	2011	SEEK	ran	a	series	of	outdoor	print	

advertisements	listing	three	new	fictitious	professions:	Fast	Food	Critic,	Broken	Heart	

Surgeon	and	Mexican	Wave	Starter.	Although	clearly	an	extension	of	the	initial	If	it	exists	

campaign,	these	billboard	and	public	transport	advertisements	were	timed	to	tie	in	with	the	

launch	of	an	online	participatory	competition	titled	wish	it	exists	(2012,	Fig.	25).	The	wish	it	

exists	campaign	used	SEEK’s	rapidly	growing	social	media	presence	to	direct	Facebook,	

Twitter	and	Google+	users	to	the	SEEK	webpage	via	a	user-generated	voting	contest.	

Through	the	wish	it	exists	campaign,	those	engaging	with	SEEK’s	employment	advice	or	

branded	motivational	content	on	social	media	were	encouraged	to	submit	their	own	

fictitious	profession	in	order	to	win	a	cash	prize.	In	addition	to	the	major	prize	of	$20	000	for	

the	most	popular	submission,	users	were	also	encouraged	to	browse	through	and	vote	for	

their	favourite	user	submissions	in	order	to	win	a	series	of	smaller	$500	prizes.		
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Figure	25	 	 SEEK	Limited,	wish	it	exists	Facebook	posts	(2012),	Screenshots	of	website		
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When	I	first	started	making	work	in	response	to	SEEK’s	advertising	narratives	I	did	

not	have	the	theoretical	or	practical	methodology	to	properly	articulate	my	interest	in	SEEK.	

I	found	the	content	generated	by	the	If	it	exists	and	wish	it	exists	campaigns	to	be	a	poignant	

representation	of	my	negative	feelings	towards	both	the	labour	market	and	contemporary	

advertising.	However,	I	struggled	to	translate	these	feelings	into	either	artworks	or	written	

arguments.	The	result	of	my	initial	interest	in	SEEK	was	an	incomplete	series	of	oil	paintings	

appropriating	the	If	it	exists	and	wish	it	exists	campaign’s	fictitious	job	titles	using	SEEK’s	

distinct	font	and	colour	scheme.		

The	outcome	of	this	project	was	immediately	disappointing	for	me.	After	showing	

Mexican	Wave	Starter	(2012,	Fig.	26)	to	my	peers	I	realised	that	its	appropriation	of	the	job	

title	text	failed	to	provoke	viewer	engagement	with	my	critical	interests	in	SEEK.	Despite	

carefully	reproducing	SEEK’s	font	and	branding	colours	none	of	my	peers	recognised	this	

painting	as	a	reference	to	SEEK	or	to	a	particular	advertising	campaign.	Viewers	were	able	to	

guess	that	the	text	had	been	appropriated	from	some	source,	but	a	supplementary	

explanation	of	SEEK’s	If	it	exists	and	wish	it	exists	campaigns	was	needed	in	order	to	

generate	interest	in	the	work.		

In	early	2012	I	decided	that	this	SEEK	series	had	reached	a	dead	end	and	that	I	

should	move	on.	However,	reflecting	back	on	this	failed	project	in	late	2014	proved	to	be	

incredibly	valuable	for	this	research.	Thinking	through	both	the	methodological	limitations	

of	my	initial	approach	and	the	theoretical	interests	that	lay	at	the	basis	of	the	work	

became	a	significant	source	of	motivation	for	this	research.	Through	hindsight,	it	was	

clear	that	a	partial	or	disassembled	method	of	appropriation	was	not	an	effective	way	of	

referencing	SEEK’s	If	it	exists	and	wish	it	exists	campaigns.	In	order	to	convince	an	

audience	that	SEEK’s	advertising	material	was	a	significant	public	text	worthy	of	critical	

scrutiny	my	appropriation	of	the	SEEK	brand	had	to	be	excessive	and	comprehensive.	

Rather	than	break	the	public	text	down	into	smaller	more	discrete	parts,	a	critical	

appropriation	of	SEEK’s	brand	mythology	had	to	document	every	element	of	the	SEEK	

brand	narrative	in	perfect	detail,	demonstrating	how	each	aspect	of	SEEK’s	campaign	

contributed	to	the	brand’s	functional	appeal.		

In	addition	to	these	practical	insights,	by	revisiting	the	SEEK	project	I	realised	that	

a	more	sustained	and	specific	enquiry	into	a	single	brand’s	advertising	mythology	strongly	

aligned	with	the	aims	of	this	research.	Throughout	2013	and	2014	this	research	had	very	

few	limitations	on	its	scope	of	interest.	While	this	open-ended	approach	was	useful	at	the	

beginning	of	this	project,	the	contextual	surveys	conducted	in	Chapter	2	and	3	helped	to		
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Figure	26		 										Llewellyn	Millhouse,	Mexican	Wave	Starter	(2012),	Oil	on	board	
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clarify	and	refine	this	research’s	aims.	As	a	result	of	this	process	of	refinement,	in	late	2014	I	

decided	to	re-focus	this	research	project	to	respond	only	to	SEEK’s	advertising	narratives	and	

brand	mythology.	By	focusing	entirely	on	SEEK’s	representation	of	the	labour	market	this	

research	consolidated	its	scope	in	order	to	speak	with	clarity	and	poignancy	on	how	a	

specific	series	of	advertisements	relates	to	my	experience	and	identity	as	an	underemployed	

artist.		

The	specific	narrative	form	and	ideological	coordinates	at	the	basis	of	SEEK’s	

online	advertising	material	resonates	strongly	with	the	value	system	and	structural	form	

of	communicative	capitalism.	As	a	series	of	internet-based	products	and	as	an	abstract	

branded	entity,	SEEK	Limited	relies	heavily	on	the	internet	as	a	mode	of	production	and	

framework	for	social	relations.	Evidenced	by	the	narrative	content	of	the	if	it	exists	and	

wish	it	exists	campaigns,	the	SEEK	brand	is	also	highly	dependent	on	post-criticality	as	a	

cultural	discourse.	In	narrowing	its	focus	down	to	SEEK	advertisements,	this	research	aims	

to	provide	sharp	critical	insight	into	the	functional	relationship	between	post-criticality	

and	communicative	capitalism.		
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Chapter	4:	SEEK	Limited	and	Inbound	Marketing		

After	reflecting	on	the	limitations	of	early	research	outcomes	in	Chapter	1,						

Chapter	2	and	Chapter	3	of	this	exegesis	addressed	the	historical	context	of	appropriative	art	

practice	and	narrative	advertising	respectively.	By	looking	carefully	at	these	histories	this	

research	gained	a	better	understanding	of	its	field,	its	aims,	and	the	correspondent	

methodology	best	suited	to	achieving	these	aims.	While	this	process	of	comparative	analysis	

and	historical	summary	has	been	beneficial,	this	project	requires	focused	and	sustained	

practical	experimentation	in	order	to	generate	effective	research	outcomes.	In	narrowing	its	

scope	down	to	restaging	the	advertising	narratives	of	the	online	job	listing	company	SEEK	

Limited,	this	research	directs	rigorous	scrutiny	towards	a	specific	set	of	contemporary	

advertisements	that	are	relevant	to	my	life	and	the	socio-political	realities	of	my	community.		

Building	on	the	historical	surveys	contained	within	Chapter	2	and	3,	Chapter	4	will	

begin	by	briefly	summarising	a	renewed	methodological	approach	to	restaging	SEEK	

advertising	narratives.	This	methodological	outline	will	recap	on	the	concept	of	

appropriation	as	over-identification,	the	influence	of	Guillame	Bijl’s	commodity	art	

installations,	and	the	theoretical	context	of	post-criticism	in	advertising.	Considering	the	

development	of	SEEK’s	online	marketing	material	and	social	media	presence	since	late	2012,	

Chapter	4	will	continue	by	documenting	the	intentions	and	results	of	the	project	Labour	

Market	Sawtooth	undertaken	through	a	solo	exhibition	at	Sawtooth	ARI	in	early	2015.	

In	addressing	the	limitations	of	this	solo	exhibition,	Chapter	4	will	revisit	the	

theoretical	discourse	of	Debordian	Spectacle,	examining	the	relevance	of	Debordian	critical	

theory	to	21st	century	marketing.	While	Debord’s	mid-20th	century	critique	of	consumer	

capitalism	posed	a	convincing	argument	against	the	passivity	and	homogeneity	of	mass	

broadcast	culture,	in	the	21st	century	this	critical	perspective	has	been	absorbed	by	

advertising	discourse.	Many	contemporary	advertising	narratives	demand	audience	

participation	and	are	tailored	to	increasingly	specific	and	variable	demographics.	In	light	of	a	

transition	within	21st	century	advertising	culture	from	outbound	to	inbound	marketing	

strategies,	and	from	broadcast	to	Internet-based	modes	of	production,	this	research	will	

consider	how	an	appropriative	art	practice	can	critically	intervene	in	relevant	and	functional	

contemporary	advertisements.	Central	to	this	process	is	an	acknowledgement	of	the	

inherently	participatory,	relational	and	user-generated	aspects	of	SEEK’s	inbound	marketing	

narratives.		
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In	searching	for	ways	to	critically	address	SEEK’s	inbound	marketing	strategies	this	

research	looks	to	the	confrontational	over-identification	of	German	performance	artist	

Christoph	Schlingensief’s	Bitte	liebt	Österreich!	(2000).	As	opposed	to	more	utopian	

relational	practices,	Schlingensief’s	Bitte	liebt	Österreich!	accentuated	the	antagonism,	

conflict	and	structural	violence	at	the	basis	of	participatory	and	relational	entertainment	

commodities.	By	evaluating	Bitte	liebt	Österreich!	through	art	historian	Claire	Bishops’	

analysis	of	relational	aesthetics,	this	research	will	consider	how	a	restaging	of	SEEK’s	

inbound	advertising	narratives	could	embarrass	and	undermine	their	functional	capacity	

and	narrative	appeal.		

Chapter	4	will	continue	by	documenting	the	influence	of	Schlingensief’s	Bitte	liebt	

Österreich!	on	the	Labour	Market	project.	Combining	a	game-based	participatory	activity	

with	the	generation	of	“likeable”	and	“shareable”	social	media	content,	Labour	Market	

Newfarm	looked	to	utilise	the	relational	scenario	of	the	art	opening	to	stage	its	own	SEEK-

branded	experiential	marketing	campaign.	Reflecting	on	the	relative	success	of	Labour	

Market	Newfarm,	Chapter	4	will	conclude	with	an	overview	of	the	fourth	iteration	of	the	

Labour	Market	Project	held	at	Moana	Project	Space	in	mid-2016.	As	a	part	of	this	overview,	

the	conceptual	basis	and	initial	development	of	the	work	Video	Resume	Application	(2017)	

will	be	introduced.		
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Labour	Market	

In	order	to	effectively	scrutinise	SEEK’s	post-critical	advertising	narratives	this	

research	should	be	acutely	aware	of	the	limitations	of	appropriative	methodologies	in	the	

21st	century.	The	most	obvious	of	these	limitations	is	the	pervasiveness	of	appropriation	

within	contemporary	public	culture.	Described	as	pastiche	in	the	mid-1980s	by	Fredric	

Jameson,	in	the	21st	century	appropriation	as	pastiche	floods	public	cultural	space.	The	

prevalence	of	this	reductive	form	of	appropriation	is	particularly	evident	over	social	media	

and	Internet-based	publishing	platforms.	Communicative	capitalism’s	hyperlinked	network	

relies	on	the	marketisation	of	intertextual	referentiality.	As	Jameson	anticipated,	this	trend	

towards	referentiality	tends	to	disregard	the	historical	contingency	of	its	appropriated	

referents.	Reduced	to	its	most	accessible	communicative	form,	appropriation	as	pastiche	

values	immediacy,	accessibility	and	“share-ability”	over	the	specificity	of	a	historical	

materialist	analysis.		

In	response	to	the	dominance	of	pastiche	within	contemporary	culture,	an	

effectively	critical	methodology	of	appropriation	should	prioritise	thorough	engagement	

with	a	specific	and	recognisable	text.	Returning	to	Douglas	Crimp’s	analysis	of	the	critical	

potential	of	appropriation,	any	reference	to	a	pre-existing	text	should	highlight	the	

functional	appeal	and	value	system	of	its	original	(Crimp	1995,	pp.128-130).	Rather	than	

remixing	a	series	of	essentialised	aesthetic	styles	to	create	a	“fresh”	new	product,	the	central	

focus	of	critical	appropriation	should	be	to	draw	the	referent’s	historical	structure	of	

relations	to	the	surface	of	the	artwork.	In	contrast	to	pastiche,	critical	appropriation	should	

be	purposeful,	sustained	and	comprehensive,	utilising	an	excessive	and	uncomfortable	level	

of	engagement	and	specificity	to	slow	down	the	referential	process.	

Running	alongside	the	problem	of	pastiche,	the	historical	surveys	of	Chapter	2	and	3	

have	shown	the	importance	of	working	against	post-critical	appropriation’s	tendency	

towards	neutralising	ideological	standpoints.	As	evidenced	in	the	light-hearted	ironic	

complicity	of	artworks	like	Jeff	Koons’	Art	Magazine	Ads	and	advertisements	like	French	

Connection’s	FCUK	Advertising	campaign,	appropriation	can	be	used	to	avoid	the	

responsibility	of	acknowledging	the	role	that	ideology	plays	in	cultural	discourse.	By	

trivialising	an	ideological	conflict,	the	post-critical	appropriator	uses	satirical	ambivalence	to	

claim	the	superiority	of	an	objectively	centrist	position.		

As	referenced	in	Chapter	3,	cultural	philosophers	Mark	Fisher	and	Jodi	Dean	argue	

that	it	is	precisely	this	self-image	of	the	consumer	subject	as	above	the	influence	of	ideology	
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that	undermines	critique	of	21st	century	capitalism.	The	appeal	of	post-critical	advertising	

relies	on	the	power	of	the	ironic	gesture	to	claim	political	neutrality.	Ironically	complicit	

narratives	position	their	value	system	as	outside	the	grips	of	ideology,	as	above	the	vulgar	

discourse	of	conformism	versus	oppositionality.	By	focusing	on	the	malleability	and	

reflexivity	of	the	self	at	the	expense	of	acknowledging	collective	experience	and	historical	

context,	the	“whatever”	consumer	postpones	the	need	for	taking	a	critical	standpoint	

against	a	public	text.	

Thinking	about	the	variable	methodologies	of	appropriation	this	research	has	

surveyed,	Guillame	Bijl’s	commodity	art	installations	offer	a	strong	point	of	difference	to	the	

critical	limitations	associated	with	pastiche	and	post-critical	irony.	In	Bijl’s	absurd	recreation	

of	functional	public	spaces	appropriation	becomes	a	kind	of	museological	critical	history.	As	

the	audience	reads	the	appropriated	text	they	acknowledge	how	the	scenario	interpellates	

them	as	a	consumer-subject,	confronting	the	socio-historical	conditions	and	value	systems	

embedded	within	a	specific	collection	of	products	and	aesthetics.	It	is	this	discomforting	

level	of	investment	in	the	functional	capacity	of	his	referents	that	sets	Bijl’s	appropriative	

practice	apart.	In	its	awkward	completeness,	Bijl’s	meticulous	restaging	of	retail	fit	outs	

demand	recognition	of	the	referent	as	a	historically	contingent	object	with	a	correspondent	

web	of	ideological	functions.		

To	effectively	scrutinise	post-critical	advertising	narratives	this	research	must	

actively	work	against	pastiche	and	ironic	neutrality.	Using	Bijl’s	practice	as	a	reference	point,	

this	research	aims	to	embarrass	and	undercut	the	post-critical	“whatever”	audience	position	

by	implicating	the	audience	in	an	excessive	and	discomforting	re-enactment	of	the	

appropriated	referent.	Surrounding	an	audience	with	a	complete	and	functional	narrative	

scenario,	this	research	aims	to	press	its	audience	on	their	complicity	with	the	referent’s	

narrative	appeal,	asking	viewers	to	acknowledge	how	the	appeal	of	an	appropriated	

narrative	relates	to	their	own	desires	and	behaviours.			

In	Chapter	1	this	research	outlined	an	initial	research	methodology	based	on	the	

processes	of	disassembly	and	personalisation.	Tied	to	the	2013	works	Darren	No	Speak	and	

James	Squire,	Darren	and	Leather	Strips,	this	working	methodology	strove	to	break	down	

advertising	referents	into	dysfunctional	aesthetic	and	narrative	components.	Re-interpreting	

and	adding	to	a	series	of	referents,	the	processes	of	disassembly	and	personalisation	

transformed	the	advertisement’s	content	and	experiential	affect.	By	recontextualising	

advertising	narratives	amongst	incongruous	objects,	materials	and	narratives	drawn	from	my	
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personal	history,	this	methodological	process	aimed	to	highlight	a	disjunction	between	the	

original	appeal	of	an	appropriated	referent	and	the	experience	of	the	artwork.	

While	some	of	this	initial	research	methodology	remains	relevant,	a	shift	has	

occurred	in	this	research’s	understanding	of	its	field	and	consequently,	its	aims	and	

methodology.	Rather	than	disassembling	a	public	text	to	transform	its	functional	effect,	this	

research	now	sees	the	value	in	exploring	the	appeal	of	a	single	and	specific	brand	mythology	

in	excessive	detail.	Following	the	theoretical	arguments	for	over-identification	as	cultural	

activism	outlined	in	Chapter	2,	this	research	is	interested	in	re-enacting	the	public	text	with	

such	clarity	and	precision	that	its	original	functional	appeal	produces	unease,	discomfort	and	

embarrassment,	‘uncovering	what	we	prefer	not	to	see	or	acknowledge’	(Žižek	in	BAVO	

2007,	p.75).		

With	the	contextual	surveys	of	Chapter	2	and	3	in	mind,	this	research	began	a	

thorough	review	of	the	marketing	and	social	media	presence	of	the	online	employment	

marketplace	company	SEEK.	Sifting	through	SEEK’s	Facebook,	Twitter	and	Google+	pages,	

SEEK’s	substantial	log	of	internet	videos	published	on	their	YouTube	account,	as	well	as	the	

narrative	content	hosted	on	SEEK’s	own	website,	a	rough	breakdown	between	three	

categories	of	SEEK	brand	narratives	emerged.		

The	first	of	these	narrative	categories	could	be	described	simply	as	job-seeker	

advice.	Blurring	the	line	between	industry	statistics,	professional	development	and	

infomercial	advertising,	these	longer-form	articles	and	instructional	videos	offer	job	

interview	tips,	outline	trends	in	growth	industries	and	provide	general	advice	for	those	

looking	to	gain	employment.	While	this	material	is	part	of	SEEK’s	product	rather	than	a	

supplementary	marketing	strategy,	the	central	role	it	plays	in	SEEK’s	social	media	identity	

demonstrates	the	importance	of	this	more	professionally	oriented	content	for	SEEK’s	brand	

mythology.		

The	second	narrative	category	this	research	identified	is	that	of	sincere	

motivationalism.	Championing	self-belief	and	resilience,	SEEK’s	sincere	motivational	

narratives	intend	to	comfort	and	reassure	those	searching	for	employment	via	SEEK’s	online	

job	listing	service.	In	their	narrative	form	these	texts	share	a	great	deal	in	common	with	the	

conventions	of	capitalist	realism.	Romanticising	the	potentiality	of	the	present	and	

exaggerating	the	agency	of	the	job-seeker,	SEEK’s	motivationalist	discourse	represents	the	

search	for	employment	with	inflated	and	relentless	optimism.	As	a	counterbalance	to	the	

more	serious	and	substantial	advice-based	infomercials,	these	narratives	offer	bright	and	
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bubbly	catchphrases	and	imagery	suitable	for	viewing	briefly	in	a	social	media	newsfeed.	As	

they	do	not	require	complex	consideration	or	click-through	engagement,	SEEK’s	

motivationalist	“memes”	attract	a	larger	tally	of		“likes”	and	“shares”	in	the	public	space	of	

social	media,	increasing	SEEK’s	visibility	across	users’	newsfeeds.		

The	third	category	of	SEEK	narrative	is	best	described	as	ironic	motivationalism.	The	

narrative	form	of	SEEK’s	ironic	motivationalism	is	well	exemplified	by	the	If	it	exists	and	wish	

it	exists	campaigns	outlined	in	the	later	half	of	Chapter	3.	Central	to	the	narrative	appeal	of	

these	campaigns	is	the	integration	of	a	critical	or	compromised	perspective	into	SEEK’s	

mythology	of	motivationalist	self-improvement.	Through	irony,	self-reflexivity	and	humour,	

the	SEEK	brand	offers	an	ambivalent	critique	of	its	own	capitalist	realist	fantasies,	using	

reflexivity	to	colour	the	brand	with	a	degree	of	authenticity,	integrity	and	cultural	

sophistication.	As	opposed	to	the	categories	of	job-seeker	advice	and	sincere	

motivationalism,	SEEK’s	ironic	motivational	narratives	require	a	higher	degree	of	

engagement	and	semiotic	literacy,	often	benefiting	from	multiple	viewings	or	relying	on	

multiple	texts	to	complete	their	narrative	appeal.	Accordingly,	these	ironic	motivational	

narratives	operate	predominantly	through	SEEK’s	major	long-run	advertising	campaigns	

rather	than	the	singular	“meme”	or	internet	article	format.	Analogous	to	the	split	between	

capitalist	realist	and	post-critical	advertising,	SEEK’s	publication	of	both	sincere	and	ironic	

motivational	narratives	provides	the	SEEK	brand	with	a	dynamic	and	highly	self-reflexive	

brand	identity.		

In	conducting	a	survey	of	SEEK’s	advertising	material	it	quickly	became	clear	that	

analysis	of	SEEK’s	ironic	motivational	narratives	were	the	most	relevant	to	this	research.	

However,	as	a	part	of	this	contextual	survey	I	also	became	interested	in	the	medium	of	

Facebook	as	a	marketing	tool.	In	particular,	I	was	struck	by	the	contrast	between	the	

narrative	advertising	material	published	by	SEEK	and	the	comments	made	on	these	posts	by	

individual	Facebook	users.	Facebook	users	who	followed	SEEK’s	Facebook	page	as	a	part	of	

their	search	for	employment	were	investing	time	in	engaging	with	and	responding	to	this	

marketing	material.	Frustrated	by	the	effects	of	unemployment,	the	process	of	searching	for	

employment,	and	perpetual	rejection	from	employers,	some	of	these	Facebook	users	were	

commenting	on	SEEK’s	posts	with	complaints,	inquiries	and	defamatory	remarks	directed	

towards	the	SEEK	service	and	the	SEEK	brand.	Each	of	these	comments	would	then	receive	a	

semi-personalised	response	from	an	administrator	of	the	SEEK	Facebook	page.	

This	awkward	dialogue	between	Facebook	users	and	the	SEEK	Facebook	

administrator	provided	this	research	with	a	starting	point	for	a	new	body	of	work.	The	
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desperate	comments	made	below	SEEK’s	job-seeker	advice,	motivational	memes	and	ironic	

motivational	narratives	appeared	to	me	as	a	poignant	representation	of	the	banal	violence	

of	neoliberal	economics	in	a	communicative	capitalist	society.	The	indifferent	pleasantries	

offered	by	the	SEEK	administrator	reminded	me	of	many	personal	experiences	waiting	and	

queuing	at	Centrelink	welfare	offices.	Reflecting	on	this	relationship	between	the	online	

public	space	of	the	SEEK	Facebook	page	and	the	physical	public	space	of	the	Centrelink	

waiting	room,	I	became	interested	in	restaging	the	content	published	on	SEEK’s	Facebook	

page	as	a	kind	of	Centrelink	retail-interior.	

The	result	of	this	initial	response	to	SEEK’s	online	narrative	advertising	can	be	seen	in	

the	work	Labour	Market	(2014,	Fig.	27).	Documented	in	a	university	gallery	space	as	an	

installation	experiment,	Labour	Market	consisted	of	8	X-Banner	retail	signs	and	a	2-channel	

video	installation.	The	X	Banner	signs	were	designed	by	recreating	SEEK’s	trademarks,	layout	

and	colour	scheme,	combining	imagery	and	advertising	copy	sourced	from	SEEK’s	social	

media	posts	and	major	SEEK	advertising	campaigns	over	the	period	of	2010-2014.	This	

printed	signage	display	formed	a	partial	ring	around	a	2	Channel	Video	installation	mounted	

on	office-furniture-style	monitor	stands.	Facing	each	other	as	if	in	conversation,	the	first	of	

these	monitors	played	a	ten-minute	loop	of	short	video	advertisements	published	by	SEEK	

on	their	YouTube	account,	while	the	second	monitor	displayed	a	scrolling	text	loop	of	replies	

made	to	negative	comments	on	the	SEEK	Facebook	page	by	the	page’s	administrator.7	

As	an	installation	experiment,	Labour	Market	provided	this	research	with	the	

motivation	to	push	the	work	further.	While	I	felt	that	the	sculptural	and	appropriative	

elements	within	the	installation	were	effective,	the	installation	as	a	whole	did	not	surround	

the	viewer	in	a	convincingly	“SEEK”	marketing	environment.	Instead,	Labour	Market	

appeared	as	an	assemblage	of	recontextualised	elements	sourced	from	a	more	

comprehensive	pre-existing	scenario,	as	objects	extracted	from	their	functional	context	and	

aestheticised	by	the	frame	of	the	white-box	gallery.	By	aestheticising	and	defunctionalising	

the	narrative	content	in	this	way,	the	appropriated	content	lost	its	ability	to	draw	the	viewer	

into	its	narrative	appeal.	Rather	than	prompting	the	viewer	to	recognise	themselves	as	the	

target	audience	of	SEEK’s	marketing	material,	this	assemblage	of	objects	and	images	

appeared	as	if	it	was	intended	for	a	more	naive	third-party	in	some	abstract	prior	context.		

                                            
7	See	http://llewellynmillhouse.tumblr.com/post/144379751652/		
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Figure	27		 Llewellyn	Millhouse,	Labour	Market	(2014),	Installation	photographs		
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In	response	to	the	limitations	of	Labour	Market	this	research	began	working	on	a	

subsequent	iteration	of	the	SEEK	project	for	a	solo	exhibition	at	Launceston’s	Sawtooth	ARI.	

The	result,	Labour	Market	Sawtooth	(2015,	Fig.	30,	31	&	32),	extended	and	adapted	the	

material	produced	for	the	original	Labour	Market	installation	in	order	to	restage	a	more	

comprehensive	retail	fit	out	within	the	Sawtooth	gallery	space.	Central	to	this	second	

iteration	of	Labour	Market	was	the	staging	of	a	SEEK-themed	waiting	room	within	the	

gallery.	By	framing	the	appropriated	content	as	interior	design	elements	decorating	a	

waiting	room,	Labour	Market	Sawtooth	attempted	to	ground	SEEK’s	narrative	advertising	

material	in	a	functional	context	that	addressed	the	audience	directly.	

Figure	30	shows	the	initial	sight	lines	and	audience	movement	through	the	Labour	

Market	Sawtooth	install.	As	the	viewer	entered	the	room	they	were	met	with	a	series	of	

crowd	control	queue	barriers,	leading	up	to	two	bays	of	temporary	seating	positioned	either	

side	of	a	glass	side	table	supporting	a	bowl	of	pink	candied	lollies.	Facing	this	waiting	room	

seating,	the	2-channel	video	from	the	original	Labour	Market	installation	played	in	loop	on	

monitors	positioned	high	on	the	wall,	acting	as	a	televisual	point-of-interest	for	viewers	who	

might	decide	to	use	the	waiting	room	seating.	On	either	side	of	the	chairs,	large	SEEK	feather	

flag	banners	flanked	the	seating	area.		

Beyond	this	seating	area,	a	series	of	15	X-banner	retail	signs	were	positioned	to	

obstruct	the	audience	from	passing	through	the	gallery	space.	The	layout,	copy	and	designs	

used	within	this	X-banner	maze	are	pictured	below	in	Figure	29.	Accompanying	these	major	

components	of	Labour	Market	Sawtooth,	Figure	30	documents	a	hand	sanitising	station	and	

employee	instructional	notice	installed	alongside	the	2-channel	video	work	and	a	large	

laminated	poster	hung	at	the	entrance	to	the	gallery.	The	sanitary	station	and	its	

accompanying	notice	were	a	commonplace	feature	in	Centrelink	waiting	rooms	at	the	time	

of	producing	the	work.		

Labour	Market	Sawtooth	invested	a	significant	amount	of	energy	into	staging	a	

convincing	waiting	room	retail	interior.	In	doing	so,	the	work	aimed	to	associate	the	online	

public	space	created	by	SEEK	with	the	unpleasant	and	discomforting	experiences	I	have	had	

performing	my	social	value	in	job	interviews,	employment	agencies	and	at	Centrelink.	By	

grounding	SEEK’s	promotional	material	in	this	Centrelink-waiting-room-environment,	Labour	

Market	Sawtooth	strove	to	exaggerate	and	over-identify	with	SEEK’s	subjectification	of	

individuals	as	post-critical	employment	consumers.	Rather	than	appearing	as	a	collection	of		
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Figure	28		 Llewellyn	Millhouse,	Labour	Market	Sawtooth	(2015),	Installation	photographs		
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Figure	29	 Llewellyn	Millhouse,	Labour	Market	Sawtooth	(2015),	Installation	photographs		
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Figure	30	 Llewellyn	Millhouse,	Labour	Market	Sawtooth	(2015),	Installation	photograph	
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aestheticised	objects,	the	Labour	Market	Sawtooth	installation	went	closer	to	producing	a	

convincingly	functional	SEEK	scenario.	This	waiting-room	environment	was	purposefully	

crass,	cold	and	alienating.	As	a	result,	many	viewers	expressed	a	negative	response	to	the	

work	on	the	opening	night.	These	negative	responses	were	largely	due	to	a	degree	of	

confusion	around	the	authorship	and	function	of	the	work.	Some	visitors	to	the	gallery	

mistook	the	installation	as	props	for	a	SEEK	marketing	event	rather	than	an	appropriative	

artwork.	

The	negative	audience	reaction	to	Labour	Market	Sawtooth	was	an	unexpected	and	

interesting	outcome	for	this	research.	Despite	my	initial	feelings	of	disappointment,	

reflecting	back	on	the	work	I	feel	that	the	believability	of	the	installation	as	a	series	of	props	

for	a	prior	SEEK	event	are	an	indicator	that	the	project	was	heading	in	the	right	direction.	All	

of	the	negative	comments	expressed	to	me	made	direct	reference	to	the	SEEK	brand,	its	

services,	and	the	narrative	content	that	the	work	appropriated.	Regardless	of	whether	the	

installation	was	perceived	as	appropriative	art	or	as	the	leftovers	of	a	SEEK	marketing	event,	

frustrated	and	confused	viewers	were	compelled	to	engage	with	and	respond	to	the	

appropriated	content	critically.		

	Coming	out	of	the	relative	success	of	the	Sawtooth	installation	this	research	was	

compelled	to	continue	refining	the	Labour	Market	project.	Although	the	Sawtooth	iteration	

made	progress	towards	the	aim	of	restaging	a	convincingly	functional	SEEK	scenario,	this	

scenario	still	failed	to	address	its	viewers	as	if	they	were	the	intended	audience	of	its	

narrative	appeal.	Despite	producing	a	convincing	waiting	room,	visitors	to	the	installation	

passed	by	the	images	and	objects	in	the	waiting	room	as	if	they	were	props	in	a	movie	set.	

The	spatial	and	social	environment	produced	by	Labour	Market	Sawtooth	facilitated	

detached	visual	contemplation,	allowing	its	audience	to	remain	on	the	outside	looking	in	at	

SEEK’s	narrative	discourse	rather	than	identifying	with	it	in	discomforting	excess.		

In	order	to	address	these	shortcomings	this	research	is	interested	in	reconfiguring	

the	Labour	Market	project	to	be	more	earnestly	functional.	If	SEEK	were	given	the	

opportunity	to	host	an	event	in	a	gallery	they	would	not	install	a	sparse	and	alienating	

waiting	room.	In	order	to	prompt	a	significant	over-identification	with	SEEK’s	narrative	

appeal	this	research	must	appropriate	SEEK	with	SEEK’s	values	in	mind	rather	than	those	of	

an	artist	appropriating	SEEK.	Instead	of	constructing	a	parodic	“set”	that	represents	a	

disrupted	or	transformed	equivalent	to	SEEK’s	online	marketing	discourse,	this	research	will	

use	the	gallery	and	the	social	context	of	the	exhibition	opening	as	a	as	a	marketing	platform	

for	SEEK.	
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Spectatorship,	Relational	Aesthetics	and	Inbound	Marketing	
	

Reflecting	on	the	aims	of	the	Labour	Market	project	and	the	desire	to	stimulate	

audience	participation,	I	was	reminded	of	Guy	Debord’s	analysis	of	spectatorship	in	his	

canonical	1967	manifesto	The	Society	of	the	Spectacle.	Mentioned	briefly	in	Chapter	2,	a	

central	tenet	of	Debord’s	text	is	the	assertion	that	the	passivity	of	visual	consumer	culture	

inhibits	society’s	critical	capacity	and	political	agency.	As	the	most	literal	example	of	

Spectacle,	Debord	describes	mid-20th	century	narrative	advertising	as	replacing	active	and	

authentic	inter-personal	discourse	with	passive	and	illusory	relationships	to	brands	and	

images.		

The	relevant	key	points	contained	within	Debord’s	treatise	against	consumer	

capitalism	have	been	touched	on	throughout	this	exegesis,	and	do	not	need	to	be	

reiterated	here.	As	evidenced	in	Chapter	2’s	survey	of	appropriative	methodologies,	many	

artists	and	cultural	theorists	have	responded	both	directly	and	indirectly	to	Debord’s	

critical	theory,	proposing	a	variety	of	methodologies	that	work	against	or	undermine	

Spectacle	and	its	passive	mode	of	consumption.	However,	a	significant	methodology	of	

contra-Spectacle	that	this	research	has	not	discussed	is	that	of	relational,	interactive	and	

participatory	art	practice.		

In	his	seminal	1998	publication	Relational	Aesthetics,	curator	and	cultural	theorist	

Nicolas	Bourriaud	puts	forward	participatory	art	practice	as	a	means	of	resisting	consumer	

capitalism’s	spectatorial	model.	Bourriard’s	Relational	Aesthetics	suggests	that	by	

engaging	the	viewer	in	interactive	social	relations	and	public	discourse,	participatory	art	

practice	undermines	the	logic	and	value	system	of	Spectacle.	Referencing	Debord,	

Bourriaud	positions	relational	aesthetics	against	the	Western	tradition	of	spectatorship	in	

art,	entertainment	and	other	consumer	capitalist	markets.	If	spectatorship	and	

commodity	fetishism	alienate	passive	consumers	from	one	another,	participatory	art	

repairs	this	social	bond	by	facilitating	interactive	cultural	production	and	modelling	

authentic	dialogue	between	individuals.		

Bourriard’s	publication	of	Relational	Aesthetics	and	his	curatorial	practice	in	the	

late	1990s	and	early	2000s	made	a	significant	impact	on	the	field	of	contemporary	art.	As	

the	artworks	and	ideas	championed	by	Bourriard	came	into	fashion,	a	general	acceptance	

of	the	Debordian	dichotomy	between	passive	visual	consumption	and	active	relational	

participation	developed.	In	this	dichotomy,	participation	is	associated	with	genuine	social	

relationships,	collective	agency	and	pluralist	discourse.	On	the	side	of	Spectacle,	mass	
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broadcast	visual	culture	is	associated	with	inauthenticity,	social	alienation,	political	

disempowerment,	and	a	singular,	depersonalised	false	consciousness.	If	Bourriard’s	

participatory	art	events	are	a	prototypical	model	for	cultural	activism	against	consumer	

capitalism,	their	antithesis	is	the	simulated	fantasy	of	the	capitalist	realist	narrative	

advertisement.		

Bourriard’s	revitalisation	of	Debordian	critical	theory	was	widely	received	in	the	

early	2000s	art	world	as	the	theoretical	model	for	a	new	critical	avant-garde.	However,	it	

should	be	noted	that	the	trend	towards	participation,	interactivity	and	user-generated	

culture	championed	by	Relational	Aesthetics	in	the	late	1990s	was	not	restricted	to	

contemporary	art.	As	discussed	at	length	in	Chapter	3,	a	vague	cynicism	towards	capitalist	

realist	advertising	and	its	correspondent	mass-broadcast	model	was	highly	influential	

throughout	visual	culture	in	the	latter-half	of	the	20th	century.	As	Will	Collin	acknowledges	

in	Advertising	Is	Dead,	Long	Live	Advertising	(2006),	technological	and	cultural	

developments	at	the	turn	of	the	millennium	forced	the	marketing	industry	into	significant	

change.	At	the	same	time	that	Bourriard	was	espousing	the	emancipatory	potential	of	

participatory	art,	the	marketing	industry	was	also	taking	significant	steps	towards	

‘engaging	with	consumers	more	actively’	(Collin	in	Himpe	2006,	p.7),	encouraging	

consumers	to	‘fill	in	the	gaps’	surrounding	broadcast	narratives	in	order	to	‘express	their	

own	vision’	(Himpe	2006,	p.175).	By	the	early	21st	century,	Debord’s	once	radical	critical	

perspective	on	the	passivity	and	inauthenticity	of	visual	spectatorship	had	been	fully	

absorbed	by	advertising	discourse.		

Contemporary	marketing	theory	looks	at	this	transition	from	passive	to	active	

media	consumption	in	terms	of	outbound	and	inbound	marketing.	Outbound	marketing	

describes	the	dissemination	of	a	single,	fixed,	one-way	message	dictated	by	a	brand	to	a	

consumer	via	a	mass-publishing	format.	Typified	by	the	mid-20th	century	narrative-based	

television	advertisement	or	public	billboard,	outbound	marketing	seeks	maximum	

exposure	and	wide	appeal	by	buying	space	in	high-visibility,	high-traffic	areas.		

While	outbound	methods	continue	to	represent	a	large	section	of	the	marketing	

industry,	Internet-based	publishing	platforms	allow	consumers	to	bypass	outbound	

marketing;	skipping,	blocking	and	scrolling	past	content	that	is	not	immediately	appealing.	

Diversification	of	media	channels	and	the	rise	of	Internet-based	social	media	further	

undermine	traditional	outbound	methods,	tightening	demographic	parameters	and	

displacing	advertisers	from	control	over	how	images	are	shared	and	accrue	meaning.	In	a	

public	sphere	where	consumers	skip	between	preferred	media	content,	outbound	
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marketing	that	fails	to	sufficiently	engage	consumers	appears	increasingly	shallow	and	

out-dated.	As	online	marketing	software	company	HubSpot	explains,		

It	is	clear	that	marketing	is	changing	on	a	fundamental	level,	as	the	Internet	
continues	to	revolutionise	how	we	find,	buy	and	interact	with	brands.	.	.The	days	
of	annoying	consumers	with	intrusive	advertising	and	marketing	tactics	are	
fading.	(Hubspot	2016)	

	

In	the	place	of	outbound	strategies,	companies	like	HubSpot	suggest	brands	

create	‘content	that	pulls	people	toward	their	company	and	product’	(Hubspot	2016).	

Building	off	of	marketing	conventions	like	promotional	giveaways	and	call-in	radio	

campaigns,	inbound	marketing	uses	interactivity	and	social	discourse	to	attract	active,	

recurring	and	invested	engagement	over	traditional	quantitative	measurements	of	

exposure.	To	achieve	profitable	engagement	with	an	advertising	message,	inbound	

marketing	asks	consumers	to	participate;	to	like,	vote,	share,	or	co-create	branded	

content.	Like	Bourriard’s	relational	aesthetics,	these	interactive	and	participatory	

advertising	campaigns	avoid	single,	one-way	messages	dictated	from	above.	Instead,	

inbound	marketing	strives	to	embed	narrative	advertising	in	a	social	discourse	between	

brand	and	target	audience,	consumers	personalising	their	own	product	narratives	across	

online	social	space.		

Returning	to	the	specific	scope	of	this	research,	it	is	clear	that	much	of	SEEK’s	

narrative	advertising	discourse	falls	into	the	category	of	inbound	marketing.	While	SEEK	

have	published	many	successful	outbound	campaigns,	their	product	relies	heavily	on	

directing	Internet	traffic	to	the	SEEK	web	address.	For	this	reason,	SEEK	has	prioritised	

adopting	the	trends	and	conventions	of	social	media,	online	publishing	platforms	and	

their	inbound	communicative	forms.	This	investment	in	inbound	marketing	is	exemplified	

by	SEEK’s	major	online	competitive	prize	campaign	wish	it	exists	(2012)	discussed	towards	

the	end	of	Chapter	3.	By	facilitating	interactivity	and	participation	through	the	generation	

and	sharing	of	humorous		“dream	jobs”	over	social	media,	SEEK’s	wish	it	exists	campaign	

strives	to	facilitate	meaningful	and	sustained	engagement	with	their	service	and	brand	

mythology.			

As	advertising	theorist	Iain	MacRury	explains,	these	online	inbound	marketing	

strategies	function	by	providing	a	‘media	environment	where	there	is	a	feeling	of	trust,	

relevance,	personalisation	and	intimacy’	(MacRury	2009,	p.85).	Reifying	social	discourse	

into	branded	communication	and	self-representation,	Internet-based	inbound	marketing	

dissolves	the	boundary	between	entertainment,	culture	and	marketing.	Browsing	through	
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a	brand’s	Facebook	page	as	a	leisure	activity,	branded	narratives	become	less	of	an	

appendix	to	the	body	of	culture,	and	more	of	a	legitimate	cultural	influence	and	

destination	(MacRury	2009,	p.227).		

Along	with	online	inbound	campaigns	like	wish	it	exists,	SEEK	also	invest	in	

relational	marketing	strategies	offline,	in	participatory,	face-to-face	marketing	events.	Just	

as	SEEK’s	social	media	presence	consolidates	job-seeker	advice,	motivationalist	memes	

and	ironic	post-critical	narratives,	these	participatory	marketing	events	integrate	practical	

employment	information,	branded	entertainment	and	a	pithy	marketing	message.	An	

example	of	SEEK’s	event-based	marketing	can	be	seen	in	their	sponsorship	of	the	2012	

Townsville	Triathlon	Festival	(Fig.	31).	By	setting	up	a	photo-booth	market	stall	at	the	

triathlon	finish	line,	SEEK	allowed	participants	and	spectators	at	the	festival	event	to	

document	themselves	in	costume	amongst	friends	and	family.	This	photo-documentation	

is	then	uploaded	to	social	media,	SEEK	encouraging	social	media	users	to	tag	and	share	

their	photographs	containing	SEEK’s	light-hearted	motivationalist	narrative.			

While	these	one-off	events	have	less	audience	reach	than	buying	advertising	

space	on	prime-time	television	or	on	a	major	inner-city	billboard,	they	benefit	significantly	

from	the	intimacy	and	authenticity	associated	with	tailored	locational	specificity	and	face-

to-face	interaction.	Particularly	in	the	case	of	events	like	the	Townsville	Triathlon	Festival,	

the	narrative	appeal	of	participatory	inbound	marketing	relies	on	a	semblance	of	

distinction	from	the	conventions	of	broadcast	capitalist	realist	narratives.	In	response	to	

the	inactivity,	homogeneity	and	estrangement	associated	with	outbound	marketing,	the	

inbound	marketing	event	appears	more	wholesome,	relevant	and	engaging.	Fetishising	a	

one-off	gesture	that	signifies	community	wellness	and	social	inclusion,	SEEK’s	Townsville	

photo	booth	capitalises	on	the	authenticity	and	integrity	of	a	“real-life”	scenario	to	colour	

its	brand	identity.		

In	Chapter	3’s	analysis	of	the	development	of	advertising	over	the	latter-half	of	

the	20th	century,	this	research	made	the	assertion	that	our	common-sense	ideas	about	

advertising	still	resemble	the	conventions	of	capitalist	realism.	Despite	the	cultural	shifts	

that	have	occurred	in	advertising	since	the	late	1970s,	advertising	as	a	genre	is	still	

strongly	associated	with	capitalist	realism’s	sincere	illusory	utopianism	and	propagandistic	

imperatives.	Attached	to	this	antiquated	view	is	the	misconception	that	21st	century	

advertising	still	demands	a	passive,	stagnant	and	socially	isolated	consumer.	In	light	of	the	

extent	to	which	SEEK’s	inbound	marketing	narratives	diverge	from	the	broadcast	capitalist		
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Figure	31		 									SEEK	Limited,	SEEK	Flickr	posts	(2012),	Screenshots	of	website	
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realist	formula,	it	is	clear	that	the	Debordian	dichotomy	of	passive	Spectacle	versus	

participatory	cultural	activism	cannot	accurately	describe	the	cultural	field	in	which	SEEK’s	

advertising	narratives	operate.		

Identifying	the	participatory	basis	of	both	social	media	and	event-based	

marketing,	Iain	MacRury	summarises	the	trend	towards	inbound	marketing	as	a	

privileging	of	‘relationships	and	interactive	responsiveness’	(MacRury	2009,	p.274).	Like	

earlier	divergent	narratives,	SEEK’s	inbound	marketing	attempts	to	recuperate	populist	

critical	discourse	in	order	to	distinguish	the	SEEK	brand	as	more	post-critical,	progressive	

and	self-reflexive.	Rather	than	representing	a	move	away	from	Spectacle,	art	theorist	

Sven	Lütticken	argues	that	the	participatory	trend	in	advertising	discourse	is	indicative	of	

a	new,	performative	spectacle.			

The	spectacle	of	the	Situationists,	which	involved	a	distinction	between	a	
dreamlike	theatre	of	commodities	and	the	passive	consumer,	has	been	succeeded	
by	a	participatory,	performative	spectacle.	(Lütticken	2005,	p.174)	

In	Lütticken’s	performative	spectacle,	‘everybody	is	a	potential	performer,	from	movie	

stars	to	next-door	neighbours’	(Lütticken	2005,	p.175).	Insisting	that	the	consumer	

participates	in	and	generates	their	own	branded	narrative	content,	inbound	marketing	

fervently	reimagines	consumer	subjectivity	as	emancipated	social	discourse.			
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Over-Identifying	with	Inbound	Marketing	
	

Returning	to	the	Labour	Market	project,	the	process	of	evaluating	SEEK’s	inbound	

marketing	narratives	as	they	relate	to	the	theoretical	discourse	of	Spectacle	has	prompted	

this	research	to	refine	its	scope	further.	In	order	to	accurately	represent	SEEK’s	advertising	

narratives	this	research	decided	to	respond	directly	to	the	structural	form	and	functional	

appeal	of	SEEK’s	social	media	and	event-based	campaigns.		

In	working	towards	a	third	iteration	of	the	Labour	Market	project	that	responds	

more	directly	to	the	functional	appeal	of	SEEK’s	inbound	marketing,	this	research	came	

across	the	work	Bitte	liebt	Österreich!	(2000,	Fig.	32	&	33)	by	German	theatre	maker	and	

performance	artist	Christoph	Schlingensief.	Bitte	liebt	Österreich!	(Please	Love	Austria!)	

consisted	of	a	live	public	event,	reality-television	program	and	webpage	set	up	to	document	

a	temporary	detainment	camp	for	immigrants	seeking	asylum	in	Austria.	Performed	as	part	

of	the	annual	Viennese	cultural	festival	over	the	period	of	the	9th	to	16th	of	June	2000,	

Schlingensief	and	a	team	of	collaborators	constructed	a	makeshift	detainment	compound	

out	of	a	series	of	shipping	containers	in	the	centre	of	Vienna’s	cultural	precinct,	adorned	

with	a	large	banner	reading	Ausländer	Raus!	(Foreigners	Out!).		

Referencing	the	conventions	of	the	popular	reality	television	series	Big	Brother,	

12	asylum	seekers	from	varying	backgrounds	were	detained	in	the	shipping	container	

compound,	with	two	individuals	voted	off	of	the	show	and	deported	from	the	country	

every	evening	until	a	winner	emerged.	Each	day	at	8am	the	captive	asylum	seekers	

attended	mandatory	German	lessons,	followed	by	a	mandatory	sporting	lesson	at	11am.	

Footage	from	the	detainment	camp	was	made	available	to	all	Austrian	Internet	users	

through	the	now	defunct	webcaster	Webfreetv,	with	voting	conducted	via	a	dedicated	

telephone	poll	and	Internet	site.	The	Bitte	liebt	Österreich!	website	also	hosted	short	

biographies	on	Schlingensief	and	each	of	the	asylum	seekers,	a	live	stream	of	the	6	

cameras	in	the	compound	and	a	dedicated	Internet	chat	room.8		

Media	coverage	of	Bitte	liebt	Österreich!	was	quick	to	characterise	the	project	as	

parodic	political	agitation	rather	than	government	sanctioned	Neo-Fascism	(Lilienthal	

2012).	This	view	of	the	work	was	informed	by	press	statements	made	by	Schlingensief,	

who	publicly	announced	the	project	as	a	protest	against	the	Freedom	Party	of	Austria’s	

(FPÖ)	victory	in	the	1999	Austrian	legislative	election	(Schlingensief	in	BAVO	2007,	p.32).		

	
                                            

8	See	http://www.schlingensief.com/backup/wienaktion/index.html		
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Figure	32	 									Christoph	Schlingensief,	Bitte	liebt	Österreich!	(2000),	Event	photographs	
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Figure	33	 									Christoph	Schlingensief,	Bitte	liebt	Österreich!	(2000),	Event	photograph	
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Presented	in	the	aftermath	of	the	election	results,	just	several	months	after	the	FPÖ	

formed	a	conservative	coalition	government,	the	Bitte	liebt	Österreich!	project	made	

reference	to	the	election	by	decorating	the	detainment	compound	with	the	FPÖ’s	

distinctive	blue	flag	emblem.	The	detainment	compound’s	controversial	banner	Ausländer	

Raus!	also	echoing	FPÖ’s	infamous	Österreich	Zuerst!	(Austria	First!)	campaign	slogan.	

Despite	being	framed	as	a	protest	against	the	FPÖ’s	severe	anti-immigration	

stance,	the	timing	and	visibility	of	Schlingensief’s	provocative	appropriation	led	to	

significant	public	uncertainty	and	debate	around	the	political	significance	of	the	work	

(Lilienthal	2012).	The	radical	obscenity	of	Bitte	liebt	Österreich!	cut	through	existing		

political	discourse	on	Austrian	immigration	policy.	Displacing	the	diluted	rhetoric	of	FPÖ	

government	officials,	Bitte	liebt	Österreich!	fully	realised	the	violent	narrative	mythology	

of	xenophobic	Austrian	Nationalism	that	had	fuelled	popular	support	for	the	FPÖ.	Once	

this	narrative	mythology	was	made	publicly	explicit,	distancing	its	populist	appeal	from	

official	right-wing	discourse	became	much	more	difficult	for	the	FPÖ	(Lilienthal	2012).		

Schlingensief’s	provocative	public	event	continued	to	gain	momentum	

throughout	its	week	long	run.	Over	the	course	of	the	week,	somewhere	between	thirty	

and	forty	thousand	Austrians	voted	to	deport	their	least	favourite	asylum	seekers	from	

the	country	(Lilienthal	2012).	In	this	sense,	Bitte	liebt	Österreich!	represented	a	functional	

apparatus	for	the	expression	of	Austrian	xenophobia,	enabling	Austrians	to	enact	their	

violently	racist	desires	in	an	embarrassingly	public	forum.	In	that	Bitte	liebt	Österreich!	

accurately	realised	this	populist	Neo-Fascist	fantasy,	the	question	of	whether	or	not	the	

project	was	intended	as	critical	appropriation	became	less	relevant	than	the	political	

discourse	it	generated.	By	bringing	Austria’s	taboo	fantasies	to	the	surface	of	public	

discourse,	Bitte	liebt	Österreich!	effectively	undermined	their	political	legitimacy	and	

narrative	appeal.		

In	its	overtly	functional	entertainment	value,	Schlingensief’s	over-identification	

prevented	the	comfortable	categorisation	of	conventional	human	rights	activism.	

Schlingensief’s	excessive	embrace	of	right-wing	populism	created	a	cultural	situation	that	

was	perpetually	discomforting.	Accordingly,	the	project	could	not	be	recontextualised	in	

public	discourse	as	a	joke,	a	self-indulgent	artwork,	or	as	leftist	propaganda.	In	order	to	

engage	with	the	work,	its	audience	had	to	process	the	meaning	and	relevance	of	this	

action	within	its	specific	political	context,	to	fully	acknowledge	the	functional	narrative	

appeal	of	White	Supremacist	mythology	in	Austrian	public	culture.	As	the	Dutch	cultural	

theory	collective	BAVO	argue,	Bitte	liebt	Österreich!’s	obscene	over-identification	
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managed	to	effectively	resist	recuperation	by	mass	media	coverage	and	official	political	

discourse,	‘allowing	neither	their	friends	nor	their	foes	to	sit	back	self-complacently	and	

relax’	(BAVO	2007,	p.35).	

In	her	influential	critique	of	the	trend	towards	relational	aesthetics	in	early	21st	

century	art,	Claire	Bishop’s	Antagonism	and	Relational	Aesthetics	(2004)	argued	that	the	

critical	value	of	relational	work	is	often	limited	by	its	focus	on	the	purely	utopian	

dimensions	of	relational	experience.	In	order	to	generate	an	effectively	critical	relational	

art	practice,	Bishop	suggests	that	relational	work	must	acknowledge	the	conflict	and	

structural	violence	at	the	basis	of	existing	social	discourses.	If	all	participants	of	a	

relational	cultural	text	identify	comfortably	with	each	other	and	the	premise	of	the	

project,	the	project	fails	to	accurately	represent	or	critically	engage	with	the	violence	of	

contemporary	public	culture.	Relational	work	requires	an	element	of	antagonism	or	

discomfort	in	order	to	function	as	effectively	critical.			

While	Bishop’s	analysis	of	relational	aesthetics	neglects	to	mention	the	work	of	

Christoph	Schlingensief,	this	research	sees	Bitte	liebt	Österreich!	as	a	clear	example	of	critical	

antagonism	in	relational	art.	Accentuating	the	violence	of	Austrian	xenophobia,	Bitte	liebt	

Österreich!	embarrasses	and	undermines	the	utopianism	of	participatory	entertainment	

commodities	and	their	democratic	social	processes	through	over-identification.	In	line	with	

Bishop’s	critique	of	the	relational	micro-utopia,	Bitte	liebt	Österreich!	facilitates	a	relational	

scenario	‘predicated	not	on	social	harmony,	but	on	exposing	that	which	is	repressed	in	

sustaining	the	semblance	of	this	harmony’	(Bishop	2004,	p.79).		

In	response	to	the	limitations	of	the	Labour	Market	Sawtooth	exhibition,	and	with	

Schlingensief’s	Bitte	liebt	Österreich!	in	mind,	I	produced	a	third	iteration	of	the	Labour	

Market	project	in	late	2015.	Labour	Market	Newfarm	(Fig.	34	&	35)	consisted	of	a	one-night	

participatory	SEEK	marketing	event	held	at	a	local	lawn	bowls	club.	Responding	to	the	site	of	

the	bowls	club	and	the	social	context	of	an	art	opening,	Labour	Market	Newfarm	was	

structured	around	a	SEEK-themed	competitive	lawn	bowls	game.	Visitors	to	the	exhibition	

were	encouraged	to	participate	in	the	game	by	attempting	to	bowl	a	pink	lawn	bowl	through	

a	small	opening	in	a	billboard	structure.	Lining	up	outside	of	the	bowls	club	bar,	each	

participant	was	allowed	two	attempts	at	the	game,	with	winners	receiving	their	own	SEEK	t-

shirt	prize.	As	a	part	of	participating,	visitors	were	asked	to	document	their	experience	on	

social	media,	uploading	images	of	themselves	under	the	hashtag	#AimForYourDreamJob.		
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Figure	34	 									Llewellyn	Millhouse,	Labour	Market	Newfarm	(2015),	Installation	photographs		
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Figure	35	 									Llewellyn	Millhouse,	Labour	Market	Newfarm	(2015),	Screenshots	of	website	
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In	an	attempt	to	accurately	represent	SEEK’s	narrative	advertising,	Labour	Market	

Newfarm	strove	to	produce	a	narrative	environment	that	reflected	SEEK’s	delicate	

balance	between	sincere	and	ironic	motivationalist	discourse.	This	narrative	balance	is	

well	articulated	in	the	Instagram	posts	of	Figure	35,	particularly	in	the	latter’s	caption	

“Feeling	like	a	#winner	in	my	new	#tshirt”.	While	the	hashtag	#AimForYourDreamJob	and	

the	accompanying	promotional	signage	could	be	read	without	irony,	applying	this	phrase	

to	a	trivial	carnival-sideshow-game	gave	the	event	and	the	process	of	competitive	

participation	an	atmosphere	of	self-conscious	humour.		

In	stimulating	this	kind	of	ironic	and	self-aware	humour,	SEEK’s	post-critical	

advertising	narratives	attempt	to	colour	the	SEEK	brand	with	authenticity,	integrity	and	

contemporaneity.	Positioning	the	brand	as	self-critical,	and	hence	above	critical	intervention	

or	oppositional	defamation,	SEEK	rely	on	the	power	of	irony	to	posture	as	ideologically	

neutral.	SEEK’s	participatory	and	user-generated	marketing	campaigns	reinforce	this	

narrative,	adding	a	semblance	of	individual	agency	and	social	empowerment	to	the	

consumer’s	investment	in	the	brand.	Together,	these	post-critical	and	participatory	

narratives	act	to	obscure	the	violence	of	competition	in	the	contemporary	labour	market.	As	

employment	consumers	jokingly	reference	the	competitive	and	exclusionary	basis	of	the	

labour	market	via	a	jovial	game	or	online	competition,	they	invest	in	the	foundational	

structure	of	neo-liberal	capitalism	with	ironic	complicity.		

In	this	way,	the	Labour	Market	Newfarm	event	accurately	reflected	SEEK’s	

narrative	representation	of	the	search	for	employment.	Framed	by	the	

#AimForYourDreamJob	hashtag,	participation	in	the	lawn	bowls	game	was	both	sincerely	

and	ironically	competitive.	Despite	the	relatively	insignificant	value	of	the	t-shirt	prize,	

participants	approached	the	game	with	a	great	deal	of	competitive	enthusiasm,	lining	up	

again	and	again	in	order	to	win	SEEK	merchandise.	After	winning	the	game	and	receiving	

their	prize,	many	participants	put	their	shirt	on	immediately.	As	a	consequence,	

participants	who	had	already	won	the	game	were	highly	visible	at	the	event,	encouraging	

a	level	of	competitive	divisiveness	between	winners	and	those	who	hadn’t	yet	won.	

A	surprisingly	important	factor	in	maintaining	this	atmosphere	and	narrative	

balance	was	the	performative	role	I	played	as	a	facilitator	of	the	game.	Greeting	visitors,	

encouraging	them	to	participate,	explaining	the	rules	and	prize	of	the	game,	as	well	as	

responding	to	questions	regarding	the	intention	and	meaning	of	the	event	as	an	artwork	

proved	to	be	a	vital	aspect	of	the	work.	Through	these	processes	I	attempted	to	stay	in-	
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character	as	a	SEEK	retail	employee,	using	the	informal,	upbeat	and	motivational	language	

I	associate	with	SEEK	from	my	survey	of	their	marketing	material	and	social	media	

presence.	It	is	this	excessive	and	uncomfortable	level	of	investment	in	the	act	of	

appropriation	that	results	in	an	effectively	critical	over-identification.	Highlighting	the	

functional	appeal	of	SEEK’s	advertising	narratives	too	accurately,	with	too	much	

investment	and	too	much	specificity,	Labour	Market	Newfarm	challenged	its	audience	to	

confront	their	own	complicity	with	SEEK’s	narrativisation	of	the	labour	market.	

Crucial	to	the	success	of	Christoph	Schlingensief’s	Bitte	liebt	Österreich!	project	was	

its	ability	to	turn	an	implicit	and	taboo	fantasy	into	a	fully	functional	public	entertainment	

commodity.	By	restaging	the	FPÖ’s	Neo-Fascist	fantasies	with	such	convincing	narrative	

appeal,	the	audience	was	cornered	into	recognising	their	own	complicity	with	the	racist	

mythology	of	populist	xenophobia.	Following	the	example	of	Bitte	liebt	Österreich!,	Labour	

Market	Newfarm	staged	the	violence	of	competition	within	the	labour	market	as	a	bright,	

bubbly	and	ironically	self-aware	marketing	activity.	As	opposed	to	the	purposefully	crass,	

cold	and	alienating	environment	produced	by	Labour	Market	Sawtooth,	Labour	Market	

Newfarm	aimed	to	retain	the	SEEK	brand’s	post-critical	narrative	appeal.		

Rather	than	the	appropriator	didactically	contradicting	their	referent,	Labour	Market	

Newfarm	asked	its	audience	to	scrutinise	the	SEEK	narrative	through	their	own	direct	

experience	of	its	functional	content.	By	retaining	the	functional	appeal	of	the	referent,	

responsibility	for	the	referent’s	value	system	is	passed	on	to	the	audience.	Unable	to	

categorise	the	act	of	appropriation	as	clearly	oppositional	or	wittily	ironic,	the	functional	

appeal	of	the	referent	slowly	produces	embarrassment,	unease	and	discomfort	for	its	

audience.	Instead	of	fostering	a	sense	of	social	harmony	and	individual	empowerment,	the	

relational	scenario	produced	by	Labour	Market	Newfarm	was	one	of	painful	pretension	and	

individuation.		

Building	on	the	relative	success	of	Labour	Market	Newfarm,	in	late	2016	this	

research	organised	a	fourth	iteration	of	the	Labour	Market	project	at	Moana	Project	

Space.	The	primary	goal	of	Labour	Market	Moana	(2016,	Fig.	38,	39	&	40)9	was	to	adapt	

the	game-based	participatory	marketing	event	to	the	context	of	a	white	cube	gallery	

space.	In	refining	the	basic	premise	of	the	lawn	bowls	game,	Labour	Market	Moana	

looked	to	stage	a	game	that	was	more	engaging,	easier	to	access,	and	easier	to	win.	A	

significant	limitation	of	the	Labour	Market	Newfarm	project	had	been	the	difficulty	and	

                                            
9	See	https://vimeo.com/173027005	for	video	documentation	
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Figure	36	 									Llewellyn	Millhouse,	Labour	Market	Moana	(2016),	Installation	Photographs	
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Figure	37	 									Llewellyn	Millhouse,	Labour	Market	Moana	(2016),	Event	Photographs	
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Figure	38	 									Llewellyn	Millhouse,	Labour	Market	Moana	(2016),	Screenshots	of	website		
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obscurity	of	lawn	bowls	as	a	skill-based	task.	Viewers	who	had	experience	playing	lawn	

bowls	were	much	more	likely	to	participate	and	succeed	in	the	competitive	game.	As	a	

playfully	ironic	metaphor	for	job-seeking,	the	sport	of	lawn	bowls	was	too	obviously	

prejudiced	towards	a	particular	demographic,	raising	distracting	questions	as	to	the	

specific	relationship	between	lawn	bowls	and	the	labour	market.		

Accordingly,	Labour	Market	Moana	redesigned	the	competitive	game	to	be	more	

accessible	and	appealing	to	a	wider	demographic.	Taking	inspiration	from	the	analogue	skill	

testers	at	gaming	arcades,	I	constructed	a	fast-paced,	kinetic	two-player	basketball	game.	

Activated	by	a	motion	sensor,	two	hoops	are	driven	up	and	down	along	a	track	(Fig.	36).	

Participants	are	required	to	time	their	shot	so	that	the	pink	plastic	ball	goes	through	the	

hoop	as	it	passes	over	a	trigger.	If	successful,	the	trigger	sounds	an	alarm,	signalling	a	winner	

who	is	then	granted	their	prize.	In	order	to	increase	the	visibility	of	winners,	Labour	Market	

Moana	opted	to	give	away	SEEK	branded	tote	bags	as	prizes	rather	than	the	SEEK	t-shirt.	To	

match	the	new	game,	a	new	aluminium	billboard	was	printed	with	the	hashtag	

#Shoot4theStars.	Participants	were	asked	to	document	their	participation	by	uploading	

images	to	social	media	underneath	this	dedicated	hashtag.	Along	with	this	new	hashtag,	a	

series	of	t-shirts	were	printed	for	a	group	of	volunteer	facilitators,	who	helped	greet	visitors,	

upload	photos	and	hand	out	prizes	to	participants.		

The	relational	scenario	produced	by	Labour	Market	Moana	differed	significantly	

from	the	earlier	work	Labour	Market	Newfarm.	Although	elements	of	the	installation	at	

Moana	Project	Space	felt	very	similar	to	the	prior	Brisbane	installation,	these	events	require	

a	large	number	of	enthusiastic	participants	in	order	to	appear	convincingly	functional.	

Combined	with	a	smaller	turnout	on	opening	night,	by	conducting	the	game-event	in	the	

context	of	a	white	cube	gallery	Labour	Market	Moana	drastically	decreased	the	level	of	

competitive	participation.	The	group	of	volunteer	facilitators	pictured	in	Figure	38	started	

out	the	night	by	playfully	greeting	and	encouraging	viewers	to	try	the	game,	effectively	

creating	a	jovial	SEEK	atmosphere.	However,	as	less	and	less	people	interacted	with	the	work	

this	atmosphere	dissipated.		

As	a	part	of	the	Labour	Market	Moana	installation	I	decided	to	include	an	early	

version	of	a	work-in-progress	titled	Video	Resume	Application	(2016-2018,	Fig.	39	&	40).	

Tucked	in	to	the	corner	of	the	gallery,	Video	Resume	Application	was	constructed	around	a	

tablet-based	Internet	application	that	prompted	users	to	record	their	own	customised	online	

video	resume.	The	application	works	by	providing	a	selection	of	template	scripts	tailored	
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Figure	39	 									Llewellyn	Millhouse,	Video	Resume	Application	(2016),	Event	Photographs	
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Figure	40	 Llewellyn	Millhouse,	Video	Resume	Application	(2016),	Screenshot	of	Internet	
video	
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for	various	job-seeker	demographics.	The	templates	are	made	editable	through	a	series	of	

drop-down	boxes	and	data	entry	placeholders.	Resembling	a	simple	online	form,	

participants	are	asked	to	fill	out	basic	details	in	their	chosen	template	script	before	

reading	it	aloud	karaoke-style,	while	a	tablet	records	and	uploads	video	of	the	participant.		

The	motivation	to	produce	my	own	video	resume	software	came	early	on	in	the	

Labour	Market	project.	In	2015,	while	I	was	conducting	a	survey	of	SEEK’s	narrative	

advertising,	I	was	also	looking	into	the	services	and	marketing	material	of	other	employment	

agencies	and	job	listing	services.	As	a	part	of	this	process	I	came	across	a	growing	trend	

towards	encouraging	job	seekers	to	produce	video	resumes.	I	was	particularly	struck	by	the	

now	defunct	start-up	company	EmployMe,	an	online	video	resume	hosting	site.10	What	

interested	me	most	about	the	EmployMe	video	resume	database	was	the	stark	contrast	

between	the	content	uploaded	by	participants	and	the	narrative	discourse	surrounding	the	

EmployMe	brand.	It	seemed	that	no	matter	how	much	effort	participants	put	in	to	producing	

an	appealing	and	upbeat	video	resume,	the	format	and	requirements	of	the	video	resume	

could	not	avoid	producing	a	sense	of	melancholic	vulnerability	and	idiosyncratic	beauty.		

Looking	in	to	the	similarity	between	SEEK’s	narrative	advertising	and	the	marketing	

published	on	EmployMe’s	website	and	Facebook	page,	I	became	interested	in	producing	a	

SEEK	branded	video	resume	application.	Adapting	EmployMe’s	instructional	rhetoric	to	the	

SEEK	brand	narrative,	Video	Resume	Application	aimed	to	over-identify	with	the	alienating	

and	dehumanising	process	of	self-commodification	involved	in	the	search	for	employment.	

Key	to	this	intention	was	the	construction	of	restrictive	limitations	in	the	template	scripts	

within	the	application.	For	example,	the	“Recent	Graduate”	template	script	required	the	

participant	to	choose	one	of	three	phrases	they	felt	best	described	their	positive	demeanour	

in	the	workplace.	Navigating	a	series	of	drop-down	boxes,	each	participant	must	choose	

between	identifying	as	a	“loyal”,	“dedicated”,	or	“independent”	worker,	who	either	“loves	a	

challenge”,	“always	wears	a	smile”,	or	“gets	along	easily	with	others”.	By	clearly	visualising	

this	formulaic	and	reductive	approach	to	self-representation,	Video	Resume	Application	

accentuated	the	futility	of	personalisation	in	the	promotional	culture	of	communicative	

capitalism.	

Although	Video	Resume	Application	was	unfinished,	I	included	the	work	in	the	

Labour	Market	Moana	exhibition	so	that	I	could	gauge	how	an	art	audience	would	interact	

with	the	work	when	it	was	complete.	Unfortunately,	this	early	version	of	the	work	was	

                                            
10	See	https://www.employme.com/		
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difficult	to	navigate,	clumsily	designed,	and	prone	to	both	restarting	and	freezing.	As	a	result,	

few	visitors	were	patient	enough	to	complete	the	editing	and	recording	process	in	full.	

Reflecting	back	on	Labour	Market	Moana,	it	is	clear	that	Video	Resume	Application	was	not	

well	suited	to	being	exhibited	alongside	a	SEEK	competitive	game	event.	The	jovial	and	ironic	

atmosphere	of	Labour	Market	Moana’s	competitive	basketball	game	overshadowed	the	

relatively	demanding	requirements	of	the	application,	preventing	visitors	from	taking	Video	

Resume	Application	seriously.	In	addition,	the	noisy	bustle	of	the	basketball	game	was	

audible	throughout	many	of	the	completed	video	resumes,	undermining	the	legitimacy	of	

the	installation	as	a	functional	SEEK	initiative.		

Overall,	neither	the	competitive	game	aspect	of	Labour	Market	Moana	nor	the	early	

version	of	Video	Resume	Application	was	entirely	successful.	Despite	these	limitations,	this	

research’s	attempt	to	use	over-identification	as	a	way	of	problematising	the	appeal	of	SEEK’s	

inbound	marketing	narratives	has	proven	to	be	a	worthwhile	endeavour.	Key	to	the	more	

effective	aspects	of	the	Labour	Market	Newfarm	and	Labour	Market	Moana	projects	was	

their	ability	to	provoke	a	sincere	and	functional	identification	with	the	SEEK	brand	and	its	

narrative	appeal.	By	identifying	with	SEEK,	the	viewer-participant	becomes	uncomfortably	

implicated	in	a	value	system	which	perpetuates	the	structural	violence	of	neoliberal	

capitalism.	
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Conclusion		

As	this	research	project	has	progressed,	its	scope	of	enquiry	has	become	highly	

focused	and	specific,	reflecting	my	personal	experience	and	identity	as	an	underemployed	

artist	more	than	the	field	of	contemporary	Australian	advertising	narratives.	This	

excessive	investment	in	the	SEEK	brand	over	a	period	of	several	years	stems	from	a	

perceived	need	to	conduct	rigorous,	slow	and	sustained	critical	enquiry	into	the	

relationship	between	fantasy	and	ideology	in	advertising	narratives.	In	prioritising	scrutiny	

over	oppositional	resistance,	this	research	has	formulated	a	practical	research	

methodology	that	encourages	audiences	to	confront	their	own	problematic	complicity	

with	the	values	represented	in	SEEK’s	narrative	advertising.		

Reflecting	on	the	Labour	Market	project	with	some	hindsight,	this	research	has	

gained	clarity	on	the	least	effective	aspects	of	the	Labour	Market	Newfarm	and	Labour	

Market	Moana	installations.	The	most	immediate	of	these	insights	is	that	the	social	media	

component	of	these	works	was	never	popular	or	appealing	enough	to	function	effectively.	

Central	to	my	restaging	of	SEEK	inbound	marketing	events	has	been	an	effort	to	

undermine	and	embarrass	the	appeal	of	ironically	complicit	subjectivities.	In	that	these	

advertising	campaigns	actively	request	ironic	self-documentation,	the	potential	for	

participants	to	generate	social	capital	by	documenting	or	sharing	the	event	is	drastically	

reduced.	Particularly	when	the	event	is	explicitly	framed	as	art,	visitors	are	resistant	to	

taking	and	uploading	pictures	of	themselves	engaging	with	the	work.		

In	the	same	way	that	this	social	media	aspect	of	the	Labour	Market	project	has	

not	been	entirely	successful,	I	would	like	subsequent	work	to	move	away	from	relying	so	

heavily	on	relational	outcomes.	This	research	has	found	that	the	relational	scenarios	

produced	by	Labour	Market	Newfarm	and	Labour	Market	Moana	were	particularly	

ineffective	when	facilitators	of	the	event	broke	character.	In	breaking	character,	

participants	were	reassured	of	the	social	expectations	that	the	relational	scenario	

required,	allowing	them	to	feel	comfortable	with	the	meaning	and	significance	of	the	

appropriated	material.	I	would	like	the	assessment	work	produced	by	this	research	to	

maintain	a	feeling	of	discomforting	uncertainty,	offering	its	audience	more	time,	space	

and	incentive	to	engage	with	the	values	of	the	appropriated	content.		

While	I	am	satisfied	with	the	development	of	the	Labour	Market	project	from	its	

initial	experimental	installations	towards	the	staging	of	ironically	competitive	inbound	

marketing	events,	I	would	like	my	assessment	work	to	utilise	the	frame	and	context	of	the	

white	cube	gallery	more	effectively	than	Labour	Market	Moana.	Through	
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experimentation,	this	research	has	found	that	creating	a	festive	inbound	marketing	

atmosphere	is	easier	to	achieve	outside	of	the	gallery	context.	As	the	practical	

requirements	of	an	assessment	exhibition	lend	themselves	to	a	gallery-based	installation,	

I	feel	that	a	more	retail-like	environment	is	better	suited	to	this	research’s	assessment	

exhibition.		

In	refining	the	work	Video	Resume	Application	for	my	assessment	exhibition	this	

research	revisited	the	concept	of	appropriation	as	dis-identification.	While	this	research	

has	considered	the	Labour	Market	project	as	operating	largely	underneath	the	

methodological	category	of	appropriation	as	over-identification,	on	reflection,	the	most	

recent	iteration	of	Video	Resume	Application	produces	a	slightly	different	process	of	

identification	for	its	participants.11	

Due	to	the	pleasant	and	user-friendly	façade	of	Video	Resume	Application,	the	

process	of	producing	a	video	resume	appears	at	first	as	quite	an	enjoyable	activity.	Once	

participants	have	decided	to	give	the	application	their	attention,	they	usually	take	the	

application	quite	seriously,	trying	earnestly	to	produce	an	appealing	and	functional	video	

resume.	Instead	of	identifying	ironically	with	the	application	or	wilfully	subverting	it,	

participants	are	predisposed	to	customising	and	personalising	their	chosen	template	

script	as	best	as	they	can.	In	these	instances,	the	outcome	of	an	earnest	identification	

with	Video	Resume	Application	often	results	in	a	feeling	of	failure	and	disappointment.	

Despite	the	best	intentions	of	participants,	the	structural	limitations	of	Video	Resume	

Application	make	it	very	difficult	to	produce	a	video	resume	that	is	not	painfully	bland,	

pretentious	and	formulaic.		

In	this	way,	Video	Resume	Application	produces	a	kind	of	melancholic	dis-

identification	with	SEEK’s	aspirational	narrative	discourse.	Investing	in	a	process	and	value	

system	that	cannot	hope	to	produce	a	satisfying	and	successful	self-representation,	a	

dedicated	and	seemingly	positive	identification	with	SEEK	transforms	into	an	experience	

of	alienation	and	embarrassment.	Met	with	the	mediocrity	and	vulnerability	of	their	own	

commodified	social	value,	the	failed	video	resume	transforms	from	an	instance	of	

promotional	culture	to	a	treatise	against	it.		

With	this	process	in	mind,	I	see	the	work	Video	Resume	Application	as	the	final	

iteration	of	the	Labour	Market	project	and	a	logical	conclusion	to	both	this	research	and	

my	critical	investigation	of	the	SEEK	brand.	Central	to	my	interest	in	the	work	Video	

                                            
11	See	https://vimeo.com/277847286	for	video	documentation		
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Resume	Application	is	the	connection	I	see	between	SEEK’s	representation	of	the	labour	

market	and	the	commercialisation	of	participation,	interactivity	and	social	inclusion	

online.	As	an	increasing	amount	of	public	space	and	public	discourse	is	conducted	online	

via	social	media,	this	research	has	become	interested	in	the	marketisation	of	identity	and	

social	capital	as	quantifiable	labour	value.	Here	the	commodification	of	self	and	self-

representation	exemplified	by	Video	Resume	Application	appears	relevant	to	the	

ideological	form	of	communicative	capitalism.	Accordingly,	Video	Resume	Application	

aims	to	accentuate	the	commonalties	between	SEEK’s	inbound	marketing	campaigns	and	

communicative	capitalism’s	promotional	culture.	
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Research	Ethics	Approval	

Consent	and	Legal	Privacy	Statement	–	Video	Resume	Application	

	 	 Ethics	approval	for	the	public	display	of	the	artwork	Video	Resume	Application	has	been	

granted	by	Griffith	University’s	Human	Research	Ethics	Committee	with	the	condition	that	the	

below	Consent	and	Legal	Privacy	Statement	be	integrated	in	to	the	artwork.	

	

“This	work	Video	Resume	Application	forms	part	of	Llewellyn	Millhouse’s	PhD	in	Creative	Arts	at	
Griffith	University.		This	research	explores	the	commodification	of	identity	involved	in	the	sale	
of	labour	as	facilitated	by	internet-based	media.	Participating	in	this	application	will	involve	an	
audio-visual	recording	of	the	participant	made	by	the	computer	tablet	camera.	The	audio-visual	
recordings	produced	by	this	application	will	not	be	published	or	exhibited	as	a	part	of	this	
research.	All	recordings	made	by	this	artwork	are	uploaded	to	a	private	server	and	forwarded	to	
the	participant’s	nominated	email	address.	No	audio-visual	recordings	will	be	stored	after	the	
completion	of	this	research.		

The	conduct	of	this	research	involves	the	collection	of	identified	personal	information.	The	
information	collected	is	confidential	and	will	not	be	disclosed	to	third	parties	without	your	
consent,	except	to	meet	government,	legal	or	other	regulatory	authority	requirements.	A	de-
identified	copy	of	this	data	may	be	used	for	other	research	purposes.	However,	your	anonymity	
will	at	all	times	be	safeguarded.	For	further	information	consult	the	University’s	Privacy	Plan	at	
http://www.griffith.edu.au/about-griffith/plans-publications/griffith-university-privacy-plan	or	
telephone	(07)	3735	4375.	Participants	should	contact	Jay	Younger	via	the	address	
j.younger@griffith.edu.au	for	additional	information	about	the	project.	If	you	have	any	
concerns	about	the	ethical	conduct	of	this	research	you	can	contact	the	Manager,	Research	
Ethics,	Griffith	University	on	3735	4375	or	research-ethics@griffith.edu.au.	Griffith	University	
conducts	research	in	accordance	with	the	National	Statement	on	Ethical	Conduct	in	Human	
Research	(2007).	By	completing	the	forms	contained	within	this	application	it	is	assumed	you	
have	consented	to	participate	in	this	research.”	

	

	

	




