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At the turn of the twenty-fi rst century sustainabil-
ity rapidly become the buzzword on everyone’s 
lips, so much so that architects, educators, green 
activists, and scientists were no longer leading the 
movement. Put simply, it was not ideology that 
turned sustainability into a cultural hegemonic in 
America; it was the enthusiasm of the social fi eld 
as it actively started to invest in green products, 
environmentally sound consumer activities, and 
socially sustainable ways of life. A case in point 
would have to be the monumental rise of Toyota’s 
hybrid line. In the aftermath of 9/11 terrorist at-
tacks the military vehicle was domesticized and 
renamed ‘Hummer’. Acquired by General Motors 
in December 1999, the Hummer fl exed its fuel in-
effi cient muscles in defi ance against the rest of 
world with sales almost doubling between July 
2002 and November of the same year.1 Entering 
the U.S. on the heels of the Hummer, which gets 
thirteen miles to the gallon, sales fi gures for the 
Toyota Hybrid Prius, which in comparison gets 
fi fty miles to the gallon, increased 82% from Jan-
uary 2003 to January 2004. By November 2003 
twice as many Prius’s were sold as compared to 
the H1 Hummer. Although these sales refl ect mar-
ket trends occurring at the margins (in America, 
at the time, cars such as the Honda Accord and 
other SUV models were the most popular) it still 
caught the attention of economists. The reason 
being, changes on the market’s periphery has the 
power to infl uence the market overall because it 
can unmask new investment trends starting to 
gather steam throughout the social fi eld.

On the whole hybrids continued to enjoy robust 
sales, with Green Car Congress reporting a 43.8% 
rise in sales between 2005 and 2006 alone.2 In re-
sponse General Motors developed their new green 
Hummer, which was showcased in the Los Angeles 

Design Challenge. In concept the new Hummer 02 
was: 

a fuel-cell powered vehicle with a phototropic 
body shell that produces oxygen (O2) even 
while parked. The concept features algae-fi lled 
body panels that consume atmospheric CO2 
and produce oxygen that is released back into 
the environment. The O2’s construction speci-
fi es the use of 100% post-consumer materi-
als like aluminum for the frame and VOC-free 
fi nishes.3  

What we have here is a fascinating hybrid formed 
out of an unlikely marriage between militarism 
(the Hummer was originally a military vehicle) 
and environmentalism.

This enthusiasm for all things green, has gradu-
ally woven itself throughout the fabric of social, 
economic, military and cultural life. Some might 
decry the response of General Motors, claiming it 
is simply a good example of the corporate world 
riding the wave of sustainability to the limit; oth-
ers might hail the change as exemplary of cor-
porations becoming more publicly accountable 
and using their own funds to invest in new green 
technologies. Regardless of the different conclu-
sions reached by both sides, the evidence they 
lean upon uses branding as its premise. So, what 
is a brand? It is a product such as the Hummer; it 
can be a person like the former basketball player 
Michael Jordan; it is a place, for instance Cham-
pagne in France; stores such as Wal-Mart or Har-
rods in London; a city like New York with its slogan 
of ‘The Big Apple’; a service, as is the case with 
United Parcel Service better known by its acronym 
‘UPS’; or even a company like BP. More succinctly, 
the American Marketing Association (AMA) defi nes 
a brand as the ‘name, term, design, symbol, or 
any other feature that identifi es one seller’s good 
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or service as distinct from those of other sellers. 
The legal term for brand is trademark. A brand 
may identify one item, a family of items, or all 
items of that seller. If used for the fi rm as a whole, 
the preferred term is trade name.’4 

Predominantly, there are two branding positions: 
idealist or realist. The fi rst maintains that the 
value of a brand is grounded in consumer per-
ception such as the psychology and emotions of 
the individual consumer. Idealist’s, like Theodore 
Levitt, hold that the value of a product is exter-
nal to the product itself. Branding strategies that 
take this position as their point of departure set 
out to infl uence consumer perception.5 Evidently, 
the utility of the brand is not as important as the 
image or associations that the product conjures 
up in a person’s mind (social status, style and so 
on). Carrying on from brand idealism, integrative 
branding presupposes the value of social networks 
in building brand loyalty and a sustainable brand 
image. In this context, the brand carries a social 
function, setting out to create a long lasting bond 
with the customer by promoting a set of values 
and attitudes that it shares with its customers. 
What is more is this public image of the company 
is supported by the activities of the company in 
the public sector. Integrated branding sets out to 
create a consistent customer experience of a com-
pany, whether this is communicated in the story, 
the media, or in the store itself. The idea here is 
that social capital is experienced differently to how 
goods and services are. According to this view, the 
clarity and trustworthiness of a brand is crucial to 
its success on market. Following on from here, 
integrative branding tries to engage the emotional 
and physical experiences of consumers in an ef-
fort to create a ‘unique and compelling customer 
experience’ as branding strategists LePla, Davis 
and Parker explain.6 What is important are not 
just the values, principles and stated mission of 
the company, or even it’s identity and the asso-
ciations these form in the customer’s perception, 
but also the story of the company, for instance the 
tales a company tells about where it has been and 
where it is headed to.7

At the other end of the spectrum brand realists, 
such as Kevin Keller, claim a brand is the property 
of a product.8 Furthermore the branding process 
is largely concerned with emergent products. That 
is, the image of a brand is not defi nitive, as an 

idealist would posit, rather it is embedded in the 
product’s characteristics. What this means is the 
brand constitutes brand image, not vice versa. For 
the realist, the brand comes into existence only 
once it fi nds a niche within object space, which 
is not to say that it is reducible to the space in 
which products exist only that it exists by virtue 
of the presence of other products in the same set. 
According to this view a brand is ontologically de-
pendent upon other brands that together consti-
tute object space; the success of any given brand 
comes from how integrated and unifi ed the vari-
ous brand elements are. 

Whether we argue that branding originates in the 
image (idealist), or the product space in which the 
brand exists (realist), neither suffi ciently address 
the positive power of branding because they all 
attend to power as a negative concept, one that 
constrains, manipulates and infl uences consum-
ers. Branding can also be considered as a social 
network that empowers and is empowered by the 
social fi eld. Taking such a position owes a great 
deal to the concept of power Michel Foucault de-
veloped and Gilles Deleuze expanded upon. For 
Foucault power is both positive and negative, it 
can be creative and coercive. Adding to this and 
leaning upon Baruch Spinoza and Friedrich Ni-
etzsche for guidance, Deleuze suggests there is 
a difference between the systems of power Fou-
cault’s genealogy documents and the quality of 
power enhancement that comes about as a result 
of bodies affecting one another in their connec-
tion. What is a disciplinary and normalizing series 
of power relations (schools, hospitals, prisons) for 
Foucault becomes a power to affect and be af-
fected in the hands of Deleuze. In what way then 
might branding increase the power of a body? 

To borrow the formula Pritzker Prize-winning ar-
chitect Rem Koolhaas uses ‘shopping = ecol-
ogy’ because consumption has penetrated our 
collective psyche, morphing how we live in the 
world and perceive our environment. The Har-
vard Design School Guide to Shopping (part of 
the Harvard Project on the city) an initiative of 
Koolhaas, displays a series of photographs, dia-
grams, charts, compiled facts and fi gures that to-
gether document how shopping has dramatically 
changed the city and the way in which we live 
in it. The equation ‘shopping = ecology’ defi nes 
the current state of the urban environment, which 
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polemically Koolhaas purports has become one 
big urban mall, as shopping has come to defi ne 
how we experience the museum, hotel, airport, 
and even library – a case in point is Koolhaas’s 
own appropriation of library technology for the 
shelves in the new 23,500 square foot Prada store 
in SoHo, New York. Whether it be the introduction 
of air conditioning, escalators, mail ordering, or 
more recently the Internet, technology has had 
an obvious role to play in promoting the telos of 
late capitalism (which Koolhaas argues is con-
sumption). Instead of rejecting this phenomenon 
though, Koolhaas enthusiastically embraces it. His 
design for the Prada store in SoHo provides per-
fect testimony to this. 

In effect, Koolhaas forged a new vision and experi-
ence not just of the high-end fashion store but the 
experience of shopping in general. The spectacu-
lar features of the store aside – which include a 
dramatic entrance made in a circular glass eleva-
tor on a single stainless-steel piston, zebrawood 
waves, surfaces clad with translucent cellular 
polycarbonate, and changing rooms where shop-
pers see a video image of themselves in the mir-
ror – the new Prada is much more than the sum of 
its architectural and interior design elements, or 
even the overall experience of these which Kool-
haas and Miuccia Prada exclaim will ‘redefi ne the 
experience of shopping.’9 In reality what Prada 
spent $40 million on was a clever branding initia-
tive that reinvented the perception of the store 
and label in terms of the Koolhaas trademark. In 
fact, when hired to design the new store, Prada 
was not just asking for Koolhaas to simply revamp 
the image of Prada or revitalize the label through 
innovative store design, in effect Koolhaas signed 
on to be the new Prada brand. 

Sarah Williams Goldhagen explains Koolhaas en-
joys an almost cult-like status amongst young ar-
chitects and architecture students, and we could 
certainly add to this mix the design world as a 
whole.10 Since the publication of his quasi sur-
realist manifesto –Delirious New York – in 1978, 
Koolhaas has infl uenced the design world at the 
level of theory, criticism, pedagogy (most notably 
Harvard University) and his built projects which 
include an array of contributions to culture world-
wide, such as the Dutch Embassy in Berlin, the 
Seattle Library, the Illinois Institute of Technology 
(IIT) McCormick Tribune Campus Center, and sig-

nifi cant additions to the Los Angeles County Mu-
seum of Art and the Whitney Museum of Ameri-
can Art. The Koolhaas phenomenon is a brand in 
and of itself and as Hal Foster explains in Design 
and Crime, where once the mass product equated 
with the loss of the subject and an overall feel-
ing of alienation, which together epitomize the 
age of anxiety, in the post-industrial age of late 
capitalism the commodity has been subjectifi ed. 
In other words, the product we purchase is no 
longer merely an object anymore it is a ‘datum to 
be manipulated – that is, to be designed and re-
designed, consumed and reconsumed’ and herein 
lies its productive power.11 Put simply, it was the 
power of the Koolhaas trademark that defi ned 
the new SoHo Prada. This power was not simply 
a possibility it was implied in the potential con-
nection between the Koolhaas trademark and the 
Prada label. What Prada paid for was to have this 
potential actualized. The power of the brand does 
not subjugate consumers it is enhanced in con-
nection with other sensations, affects, and things. 
According to this schema when Koolhaas defi nes 
consumption according to the equation ‘shopping 
= ecology’ he is right on the pulse (although per-
haps inadvertently so). Shopping = ecology be-
cause consumption is a process of affectivity.

We do need to heed some caution here though, 
because the connection between branding and 
subjectivity is not to suggest that today human 
subjects are obsessed with wearing designer 
clothes or driving the latest sports car, it goes 
much deeper than this. It has to do with the way 
in which branding is a molar subjective formation 
of what might otherwise be described as molecu-
lar experiences (which for Deleuze and Guattari 
are partial investments of desire). Prior to there 
being a subject who perceives the meaning of a 
brand, there are a variety of prepersonal images, 
textures, products, environments, partial histo-
ries, and stock market values that connect with 
one another gradually forming more and more 
regular connections. This performance of differ-
ent molecular experiences are neither representa-
tive of the differences constitutive of life, nor are 
they grounded in a fully coherent subject. Rather, 
they create difference. If we adopt the approach 
Deleuze and Guattari take in Anti-Oedipus in our 
analysis of branding, the brand doesn’t produce 
representations that regulate life; it is life that 
produces the brand. In this view, branding is nei-
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ther purely realist nor idealist in outlook; it is an 
experience that arises out of a variety of experi-
ences that are in turn irreducible to the experi-
ence of a human subject. 

Although the brand idealist may posit that it is 
the individual’s perception or psyche that is the 
focus of branding efforts, the point being made 
here is that branding is also complicit in defi ning 
subjectivity as a mass consumer. This is because 
branding taps into the affective charge of the so-
cial fi eld working with, as Deleuze and Guattari 
might describe it, the productive potential of so-
cial desire. Desire in this context does not refer to 
the needs and wants of an individual subject, for 
Deleuze and Guattari desire is a process rather 
than a given entity or a subject who desires. De-
sire is collective because it engages and connects 
energies, affects and forces; all of which are prior 
to the fully constituted subject, animal, or plant. 
In this manner it is in desiring-production where 
the potential for change lies. Desire unravels the 
edges and confi gurations of bodies in its move-
ment, connecting with other bodies and in so doing 
changing both. Accordingly, unlike Foucault who 
was to posit that power produces the social, they 
argue desire does. Any given social fi eld consists 
of a multiplicity of affects, energies, and forces 
and these fi nd investment in either open systems 
– which they call schizoid – or closed paranoid 
social relations – otherwise defi ned as fascistic. 
When the social fi eld begins to invest its energies 
in buying and supporting sustainable initiatives, 
as the exemplary rise of the hybrid automobile 
demonstrates, then this energy is a very real re-
source that can be exploited and reterritorialized 
(when power plugs into the largely deterritorializ-
ing movement of desire) onto the production-con-
sumption model defi ning the axiomatic of capital. 
This is how eco-branding works. Basically it plugs 
into the lines of fl ight operating throughout the 
social fi eld, reterritorializing these as it codifi es 
desire. 

The real equity of a brand consists in how per-
ceptions, associations, emotions, feelings, and 
memories align to produce what Foster has de-
scribed as a ‘branded subjectivity.’12 In addition, 
what may superfi cially seem to be an ideological 
issue, whereby social affects are manipulated by 
the company (as greenwashing advocates argue), 
all eco-branding does is recognize that these 

largely productive social energies and affects, 
that fi nd investment in the sustainability cause, 
can be tapped into and strengthened (as opposed 
to controlled) in a way that benefi ts the bottom 
line of the company. The distinction may be subtle 
but it is critical for how we understand the differ-
ence between the theory of greenwashing and the 
more nuanced assemblage of desire happening in 
‘eco-branding’. 

The U.S. group Corporate Watch defi nes green-
washing as ‘the phenomenon of socially and envi-
ronmentally destructive corporations attempting 
to preserve and expand their markets or power 
by posing as friends of the earth.’13 Greenwash-
ing aspires to change the public’s perception of a 
corporation by promoting a new sustainable cor-
porate image and this image has an asymmetri-
cal relationship to the way an organization does 
business. A case in point would be the multina-
tional oil company, originally registered as British 
Petroleum (BP), which later took on the name BP 
Amoco after merging with Amoco in 1999. BP set 
out to redefi ne itself as an environmental compa-
ny in 1997 when it withdrew its support from the 
Global Climate Coalition that fought hard against 
regulating greenhouse gas emissions, an industry 
organization established in opposition to the 1997 
Kyoto Protocol. 

BP re-entered the market with a fresh logo, a 
name change, and an aggressive marketing cam-
paign under the guidance of renowned advertis-
ing agency Ogilvy and Mather. In 2000 the con-
nection between environmentalism and BP was 
further reinforced with the slogan ‘Beyond Petro-
leum’, a catchy way to repeat the old association 
all the while producing it differently. The slogan 
quickly helped situate BP in the object space of 
other environmental brands such as the Rainfor-
est Action Network whose slogan for its alterna-
tive energy campaign was ‘Beyond Oil’. The strat-
egy is a common one for those involved in realist 
branding initiatives – the equity of the brand is 
the result of how it fi nds its own niche within ob-
ject space alongside other similar products that 
are used to both legitimate the credibility of the 
brand and which the new brand also differentiates 
itself from. 

In BP’s ‘Environmental and Social Review’, it was 
clearly stated from the outset that ‘Financial per-
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formance must be accompanied by high standards 
of environmental and social performance.’14 Some 
examples include a new service station concept 
for Madrid, that includes solar power, wind energy 
and the recycling of car wash water; the creation 
of a habitat reserve in downtown Calgary; fi nan-
cial support for a mentoring and tutoring program 
in Singapore for young offenders; as well as BP 
employees from Houston volunteering their time 
and labor to repaint and renovate the houses of 
older residents. How well does the new green face 
of BP hold up over time?

Working back in time and starting in July 2007, 
the Chicago Tribune reported the Environmental 
Protection Agency (EPA) and the state of Indi-
ana had given BP an exemption from the provi-
sions outlined in the Clean Water Act, allowing the 
company to dump approximately 4,925 pounds of 
sludge and 1,584 pounds of ammonia into Lake 
Michigan. Then, there is the lawsuit Colombian 
farmers waged against the company after they 
had been forcibly removed from their farms to 
make way for a 450-mile BP pipeline. The farmers 
had been intimidated by Columbian paramilitary 
groups to relocate to nearby towns where they 
lived in slum conditions. After taking their case to 
the High Court in London where BP faced a charge 
of human rights abuses, the two sides came to a 
mutual agreement prior to the case going to trial. 
Moving slightly further back in time to March 24, 
2005 when the U.S. Texas refi nery exploded, kill-
ing fi fteen people and injuring over one hundred 
and seventy others, BP was fi ned $21,361,500 
dollars by the U.S. Department of Labor’s Occu-
pational Safety and Health Administration (OSHA) 
for violating safety regulations that resulted in the 
explosion.15 Not far behind, was the leakage from 
a corroded Alaskan pipeline that saw approxi-
mately 270,000 gallons of crude oil spill through-
out the North Slope.16 

Assessing the eco-effectiveness of a corporation 
does not merely entail listing a series of environ-
mental abuses, which is not to say these are not 
important, however, it is critical we understand 
that the underlying problem of how the corporate 
sector is using sustainability ultimately concerns 
relations of power and this cannot be turned into 
an exercise in accounting, a simple tally of cred-
its and debits and the inconsistencies these cre-
ate. We need to ask the diffi cult question of how 

the affect and sense of sustainability as it moves 
through the social fi eld reconstitutes the site where 
power lies (capitalism and militarism); then from 
here, we need to fl esh out the real effects of this 
reconfi guration by asking what kinds of sustain-
ability these have produced. For instance, how is 
eco-branding a form of subject production? What 
subjects does it participate in the production of? 
Examples include the militarized subject, branded 
subjects, gendered subjects, and the colonized 
subject, all of whom are in some way confi gured 
through cultural constructions of sustainability 
that together shape the material conditions of our 
lives.  

To add to Foster, although the subject is the effect 
of concrete branding experiences it also projects 
beyond what is given, imagining an unforeseeable 
dimension that will come to be in the future. The 
power of eco-branding lies here in its ability to 
extend concrete experiences without necessarily 
starting out with the experiences of a fully coher-
ent subject, but nevertheless forming connections 
that creatively traverse experience in general to 
generate new affects – an eco-branded subjectiv-
ity. This position is certainly at odds with the ar-
guments put forward by critics of greenwashing, 
who presuppose that the greenwash is effective 
because it relies upon misusing a representation 
of what we already know or are familiar with. Un-
deniably, it is in their inability to recognize the 
productive, not simply coercive power of branding 
where the theory of greenwashing ultimately fails. 
To simply focus on the way in which sustainabil-
ity is fetishized as it enters a capitalist system of 
exchange and consumption leaves the productive 
aspect of eco-branding, which embodies a whole 
series of social relations, unaddressed. Instead 
of commencing from the position that the brand 
is real, to put the Deleuzian concept of desire to 
work in our analysis invites us to historicize a 
brand and in so doing we also unmask its material 
and dialectical conditions. 

Following the historical lines of branding inscrip-
tion and construction and the ways in which these 
are entangled in the simultaneity of militarism 
and late capitalism is crucial to understanding the 
affective dimension of branding. Hence, although 
we have put Koolhaas’ formula of ‘shopping = 
ecology’ to idiosyncratic use the formula invites 
us to consider the activity of shopping and its con-
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nection to branding as an important mode of his-
torical analysis. It also helps us understand more 
current eco-branding efforts as part of a process 
of continual process of construction and recon-
struction. Equally important, the power to affect 
and be affected indicative of this process is not 
metaphorical it is a concrete condition none dif-
ferent to ecological processes whose dynamism 
emanates out of a material affection. 
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